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Relations of Time and Space in Conerete Poetry

IZyle Larsen

Concrete poetry presents its readers with a unique and
often confounding situaton. In addition to using language o
patts of language 1n non-traditional ways, concrete poetry also
uses elements that are more commonly associated with visual
act. However, concrete poetry 1s not visual arct. It is still con-
cerned, primanly, with the use of language, generally to com-
municate some meaning to the reader in a way that is undenia-
bly lingwistic in nature. Concrete poetry is therefore an espe-
cially unicue genre that draws upon and incorporates many
different concepts from a vanety of disaplines in order to fill
i the gaps left when tradiional grammar and syntaz are es-
chewed.

One particularly usetul cross-disciphnary element em-
ployed in concrete poetry 1s the use of space. The poetry of
Emmett Wilhams, Senchi IMNikum, and Ilse and Pierre Garnier
i particular, make use of spanal relationships in their poetry.
Space can be employed in place of traditional grammar and
syntax to convey meaning in concrete poetry, particulacly when
the spatial position of one element 1s taken into consideration
with other elements of the poem. Another element that may
atise from these spatial relationships i1s a temporal aspect that
all poetry employs, but which becomes umiquely meaningfl in
the context of the concrete poetry of the twentieth century.
Without these relationships concrete poems may appear as

crude distortions of words on a page, with no significant sense



or meaning to communicate. Therefore, the temporﬂ}/ spatial
relationships between poetic elements become necessary tools
which the reader needs in order to fully understand the linguisti-
cally drrven meaning behind many concrete poems.

Traditional poetry does make use of tiume and space, but in
ways that are subordinated to traditional semantic and gram-
matical elements.! A sonnet, for example, uses a rigid set of
tules in its creation. The requusite fourteen lines ensure that the
sonnet is constramed to a hinuted space on the page, and the
strict use of iambic pentameter creates a thythmic fempe (a fenpo-
ra/ relation) within the lines themselves. Even when spoken
aloud, as this 1s the ongin of all lyne poetry, the sonnet takes up
a limited and frzed amount of time and space. With the possible
exception of the tumn, none of these miles of form mforms the
meanmng of the poem itself Time and space are empty vessels,
subordinated to language and miles of form

However, for a poet in the twentieth century, these tradi-
tional forms begin to lose their relevance. As the nineteenth
century drew to a close, scientists felt they were coming “close
to a complete description of the unrverse™ (Hawking 4). Theo-
ties of Relativity and the science of the twentieth century would
all but shatter this possibility. Pierre Garnier would take this
fundamental shuft in human knowledge to heart: “now we ate
waves sprouting in the cosmos. How can we expect to remain
weapped up in the atmosphere of the sentencer™ (qrd. in Solt,
“France” n.pag.). For Garnier, traditonal modes of language
and linguistic expression were as constricting as traditional

modes of science and thinking. Humankind could no longer be



afforded the prvilege of believing it was solitary in a finite uni-
verse. Garnier believed that poetry must begin to reflect hu-
mankind’s awareness of itself “as a cosmic being,” and would
s sy 'm. Spatialisme. to describe this nevw. spatially ori-
coln a new termy, Spatialisme, to describe this new, spatially ori

ented, poetic movement (Jbid).

Concrete poetry, then, is “the creation of verbal artefacts
which exploit the possibilities, not only of sound, sense and
thythm. .. but also of space”™ (Draper n.pag.). As concrete poetry

can take many forms, this may refer to the space on a page, ot

the physical space of a three-cimensional creation. Vhat distin-

2

ushes concrete poetry from visual art forms which make use
of space is that concrete poetry’s “purpose is to communcate
through words,” which somethung that a painting or sculpture
does not do (Ibid). Because concrete poetry does not always
adhere to traditional forms of grammar or syntax, “the spatial
elements of the poem must do the work of traditional syntaz
and articulate the meamng that les dormant in words™ of the
poem (Ibid). It 1s this sort of spatial analysis that allows the
reader to glean greater linguistic meaning from concrete poetry,
and elevates 1t from mere “whiumsy” or “ingenious doodling” to
(Thi

Thid.).

become a true ingustic genre (.
As Mary Ellen Solt points out, typography in concrete
poetry becomes a matter of careful consideration on the pact of
the poet, not something lett to editors and publishers, as this is
one way that the poet can prescube the use of space in their
postry (Salt, “T}Tpogtﬂph}’ *npag.). In Emmett Wilhams® poem
“Like Attracts Like.” the words are mitially separated by spaces

much greater than typical typography would prescrbe (Williams
7



307). These spaces decrease line by line as the two “likes” get
closer and closer. The attraction of the two “likes™ is a spatial
literahzation of the phrase “like attracts hike.” which 1s the
whole basis of the poem. However, Williams also begins to play
with a temporal element as well as a spatial one. The attraction
of the two “likes™ takes place over the course of thirteen lines:
Wlhams does this by choice, as there are no mles of form to
follow. The effect is much more gradual than if the poem were
only three lines long. Therefore, the length of the poem plays
with time, much as its typographic width plays with space. The
overall meaning of the poem s that like attracts like gradually,
over a significant period of time.

Williams® experimentaton with space and time is only the
beginmng. The use of lines to show time 1s quite traditional,
and the spatal relationslup of the vanations of the phrase “like
attracts hike” leaves a speafic impression of the poem. Other
poets, like Pierre Garnier, would argue that concrete poetry
should be perceived and therefore “the expenience of the poem
will not be the same for all who look at it” (qtd. in Solt,
“France™ n.pag.). There should be little attempt by the poet to
lead the reader to a specific understanding of a work. The ex-
petimentation and creation of temporal and spatal relation-
ships should “invelve some loss of semantic control by the
poet, but a corresponding increase of opportumty for the
reader” resulting in the reader being responsible for co-creating
the meaning of the poem (Draper n.pag).

Senchi Nikuni's poem “Fain™ relincquushes a bit mote con-

trol to the reader of the poem The majonty of the poem ap-



pears as a block of tiny, black dots, pattemed in groups of four,
but not all identical as some are lighter or broader (INikum 308).
The bottom of the pattemn features a symbol encompassing one
of the groups of four dots, and an explanation following the
poem proves the symbol with the four dots to be the JTapanese
character for rain. This ezplanation of the symbol allows the
reader to make several interpretations based on the spatial rela-
tionship between the dots and the completed symbol. The pat-
terning of the dots, along with the symbol, shows that there 1s
potential for more completed symbols. The meaning can then
be taken as the one completed symbol representing the first
drop of rain, with the promise of more to come. Conversely,
the position of the completed symbol at the bottom of the
block could indicate a temporal relationship. Readers of English
would read lett to right, starting from the top of the page, plac-
ing the symbol on the /s “line” of the poem The meaning
could then be that this is the /as? drop of rain after a rain storm
Howewver, traditional Tapanese reads from top to bottom, start-
ing from the nght, in which case the meaning could change for
someone whose mother tongue 1s JTapanese. Whatever the case,
the spatal, and possibly temporal, relationships i the poem
allow for the creation of meaning that is more complex and
indrndualised than the simple meaning of the word “ramn.”

The poem “Exztension 2: Soleil,” by Ilse and Pierre Garmer
represents a use of both space and time that 1s much more pro-
gressive and modern. Prior to the twenteth century, time was
seen to be fized and constant. However, the emergence of Rela-

tivity Theories eatly in the twentieth century proved that time,
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like space, was relative—even mutable—not fixed or constant
(Hawking 35). Pierre Gamier believed that, “in poetry we be-
come aware of the universe — for it to be based upon the enu-
metation of feet is an absurdity” (qtd. in Solt, “France™ n.pag.).
Therefore, in order for poetry to reflect a universe that is rela-
tive and expansive, the poetry itself must also become more
relative and expansive. The “fzing” of time through feet and
meter 1s no longer justfiable.

“Extension 2: Soleil” 1s written in lines that overlap, and
do not always align perpendicular to the page margins (Garnier
and Garnier 309). Indeed, the text of the poem follows no con-
stant margin, refusing to align in a standard block format. The
poem is composed of the letters that make up the word so/ed/,
the French word for “sun.” Sometimes lowercase, sometimes
capitalized, and in varying combinations and orders, the letters
often ovetlap, creating a sense of depth and solidity. Where the
letters are heavily overlapped, for example at top of the poem,
the lack of space creates an impression of darkness and depth,
while areas of less overlap and more space seem lighter. Capi-
talized letters tend to subordinate their lower case counter
patts, creating another means of mdicating depth. The non-
linear nature of the lines creates datker closed spaces where
line-ends overlap, and lighter open spaces where they fan out.
The letters do not dictate that the reader should read left to
nght, and a top-down reading i1s only supported by the pres-
ence of the poem’s title at the top of the page.

The poem lacks all sense of thythm or timing traditionally

provided by meter, or at least by spaces between words, ot
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breaks between stanzas: there 1s nothing to mdicate to the
reader where to pause, or how quickly or slowly to read. Indeed,
thete ate no spaces between the letters in each line, and the
lines are all connected, by some degree of overlap, in one block
of text extending down the page. The poem extends in a hap-
hazard, relative fashion with no apparent pattern, ending only as
the page does. But for the end of the page the poem seems as
though it could continue indefinitely, expanding in an un-
uniform manner through space and time.

Two lines of the letter “m,” one capitalized, one lower
case, confound a simple reading of the poem. What could the
m’s be part of? Certanly not se/es/. Pechaps montange, moulle,
mouettes, or mer? These are only words in French that stact with
the letter “m.” VWhat possibilies mught there be if words that
simply contain the letter “ny” are used? The only constraint on
possibility Lies i the reader’s imagination, and ability to recon-
cile the concervable optons into a coherent interpretation of
the poem As the poem’s typographic nature plays with space,
creating light and dark areas, the “m’s”™ could be the sea (wer) at
the horizon as the sun sets creating reflections on the water.
The relative light and dark areas could then represent the vari-
ances in lighter and datker colors one would expect to see in
such an instance. If the overlapping and connecting of lines play
with time, tather than space, the letters could represent how
long an observer of a scene lingers on certain objects. An exam-
ple could again be a sunset, or even sun nise, where the observer
lingers pamarily on the sun nsing or setting with a short inter-

mption by a gull (mexefe) ying by. In this instance, the poem’s
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expenimentation with space on the page, and the indistinct na-
ture of time 1n the poem, allow a reader to almost compile a
nattative as patt of the poem’s meaning. These two possibilities
are nowhere near exhaustive of the wealth “of opportunity for
the reader” to create meaning while reading this poem (Draper
n.pag.).

It is clear, however, that the traditional ways in which
space and time have been utilized in poetry are all but gone in
the case of this work. “Extension 2: Solell” represents a type of
poetry that exists in a world where Relatimity Theories have
redefined humankind’s place in the universe. Traditional poetry,
which employs stnct miles of form and meter to bind time and
space withun the poem nto fized and constant quantities, 1s not
capable of fully realizing and ezplamning the new realities of the
twentieth century. Itis through the ezpenmentation with, and
exploitation of, these elements that poets hike Emmett Vil-
liams, Seuchi Nikum, and Ilse and Pierre Garnier are able to
create a new kind of poetry for a new century.

The primary mede of concrete poetry is still language, in
its various forms. The goal of concrete poetry is still to commu-
nicate ideas through language, even when it subverts or rejects
the traditional grammar and uses of language. This means that
teaders of concrete poetry require a different set of tools in
order to read and understand 1t. Spatial relationships ate one
possible way for readers to do this, as the spatial arrangement
and layout of concrete poems becomes a chief concern of po-

ets, and can be used in place of traditional grammar and syntax



to help create meaning, Similﬂrly_ the lack of traditional lines
and meter makes time within the poems more tlezble, and
mutable, resulting in further opportunity for the reader to cre-
ate meanng from the poem. More than just opportunities,
however, these new ways of thinking about poetry are neces-
sary for readers to mterpret and understand thus hughly wregu-

lar genre of wniting.

1E. P. Draper cites George Hetbert’s “Easter Wings™ as
an example of a visual poen which is not concrete as it “is
created through time and sound rather than through space and
the seen image™ (n.pag.). A sense of time 1s created because the
unique metrics of each line allow the “shape™ of the poem to
be percerved even without a visual cue. There is no spatial rela-
tionship n this poent it is the timung (the feet and metrics) of
the lines that create the effect That the poem is visually side-
ways 1s not catical to understanding its meanng. I have ex-
panded the idea of time n poetiy to sonnets, as an example of
traditional poetics, because the fized feet and metnics of the
sonnet regulate the tempo (time) of the poem exactly. True
concrete poetry will deal with time much differently, as will be

showm.
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like attracts like
like attracts  like
like attracts like
like attracts like
like attracts like
like attracts like
like attracts like
likeattractslike
likattracthike
lildtradike
lik#tradike
likitralilse
hitehkes

“Like Attracts Like” (1958)
Emmett Wilhams
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