
EDITORIAL

My walk to the office often takes me past Zimbabwe House on the
Strand. Invariably, I glance up at Jacob Epstein’s sculptures – the

eighteen primitive naked bodies that occupy its façade. They were
commissioned by the British Medical Association in 1908 to adorn its new
headquarters. The raw physicality of the statues caused an outcry, and drew
thousands of spectators. In the 1930s, these wonderful pieces of early
modernist sculpture were defaced when the building became the Rhodesian
embassy. ‘Defaced’, though, is not quite the mot juste. Today none of their
genital specificity remains. 

Epstein’s design brings to mind an era of “great, gross art”, the early
twentieth century that produced such scandalous works as The Rite of Spring,
Molly Bloom’s soliloquy, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, ‘Leda and the Swan’.
Nowadays, it seems enviable that works of art could provoke such shock. The
pornographic and blasphemous are part of everyday life, comparatively
harmless phenomena alongside the depictions of violence and bestiality we can
readily access. What shocks us more in the West is the intolerance of countries
that still have rigid sexual and religious codes – though such societies can
harbour, as we see in this issue from the example of the “landays” of illiterate
Afghan women, a subversive mischievous creativity.

The capacity to shock comes up as well in Julian Stannard’s tribute to
Frederick Seidel, whose first book, Final Solutions, caused a scandal in 1963.
And he has managed some notoriety since, when, for example, he spies on the
Eurostar “a flock of Japanese schoolgirls ready to be fucked / In their school
uniforms” – not to mention the rise in temperature when he writes, “I hate
seeing the anus of a beautiful woman… It should not be there”. Seidel’s ability
to disturb is exceptional and currently much admired in the effort to escape
the blandness of conventional writing. 

I’d suggest, even so, that an offensive poem can do more than just test our
sense of good taste. It should operate also in a way that is mysterious, if we let
that word resonate to its deeper level of what is forbidden, occult, hidden. A
small instance comes to mind from Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘The Filling Station’.
The poem celebrates a dirty, oil-permeated wayside garage and finds in it
nothing less than human redemption. It’s a poem where so much depends
upon a lovingly embroidered “doily” that it is repeated three times. I’d guess
the unconscious mind registers that doily as a sexual emblem before one
actually notices the ‘oil’ contained in the word.

It’s often such a secret ingredient that accounts for a poem’s electric effect,
that static we sense on the page when we read it, or even before we read it. In
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the theoretical explorations of Julia Kristeva, the power of art is said to arise
from the unconscious response to the “abject” on the frontier where desire is
confronted with horror and disgust. Meaning emerges in a borderland “where
identities… do not exist or only barely so – double, fuzzy, heterogeneous,
animal, metamorphosed, altered, abject.” Maybe so. At any rate, I’d say the
pleasure of poems includes a sense of freedom that often involves broaching the
illicit, as when those ‘anonymous’ Pashtun women exchange couplets in the
huddle of menial labour. 

However, poetry need not take the frontal route. It’s as inclined to be
oblique, its language subtle or coded, or liable to set off associations not
consciously intended. In a later poem, ‘Santarem’, Bishop writes of finding at
the pharmacy an exquisite empty wasps’ nest, which her travelling-companion
Mr Swan (“really a very nice old man”) says is “ugly”. But Bishop admires it so
much, she is given it for free.

Maurice Riordan
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