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Abstract 

This study analyses Maggie Nelson’s Bluets in order to better understand the long-form 

narrative poem. My thesis begins by exploring the use of docupoetics in Nelson’s earlier work, 

Jane: A Murder and The Red Parts and considers how this practice influences Bluets. I also 

explore Nelson’s use of the essay form and her incorporation of other texts in the creation of 

Bluets and consider how these techniques are used and expanded upon in The Argonauts. 

Nelson’s work is often described as genre-bending, hybrid, and existing as somewhere in the 

spaces between poetry, memoir, autobiography and criticism: my study attempts to explore and 

understand this space. 

 

I will consider Bluets primarily as a prose poem. The prose poem is a genre that consistently 

breaks conventions, is in constant regeneration, and continues to push against the boundaries 

of poetry and literature. I will argue against a tradition that defines the prose poem as being 

inherently short and inextricably linked to the lyric, suggesting that instead prose poetry is a 

revolutionary genre which does not conform to traditions and which instead opens up literature 

as a place of possibility. 

 

My thesis explores the various ways in which Nelson revises the boundaries of the prose poem. 

These include her fragmentation and complication of the lyrical ‘I’ and the disruption and 

incorporation of non-poetic linguistic discourses into the matter of poetry in order to create 

narrative. One of the obvious defining features of the prose poem is its relation to other prose 

genres, and this thesis identifies two particular prose types in Bluets: the philosophical treatise 

and the essay. I will explore how Nelson exploits the conventions of these genres to produce a 

prose poem that is subversive and playful, mimicking the language and tone of the essay and 
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using a philosophical treatise as the overarching structure, enabling her unique propositional 

poem to come into being. 
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My thoughts and conclusions in propositional form might read thus: 

 

1. The propositional form inherently suggests logical deduction.  

 

2. Propositions allow narratives to form out of disparate pieces, performing mental leaps and 

building tension. 

 

3. Propositions are sequential. 

 

4. Propositional thinking gives the impression of philosophical writing. 

 

5. Propositional thinking appears radical and is often used in manifestos, and in scientific, 

philosophical and pseudo-scientific writing, but it is also deeply conservative and has a long 

history as a tool of logic and reasoning. 

 

6. The propositional form is practical: arranging one’s thoughts in such a way produces the 

illusion of structural integrity. 

 

7. Rhetorically the proposition demands a different form of engagement from the reader. 

 

8. Proposition as form is paradoxical: it creates cohesion and division. 

 

9. Bluets is composed of 240 numbered propositions. 

 



 

 103 

10. Nelson exhibits her intellectual ambition by placing herself within the philosophical mode 

of propositional writing.  

 

11. Using propositions, Nelson manoeuvres herself into a new space and territory, opening up 

the possibilities of literary form.  
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73. In his Opticks, Newton periodically refers to an invaluable “assistant” who helps 

him to refract the shaft of sunlight streaming in through the aperture Newton had drilled 

into the wall of his “dark chamber”⎯an assistant to Newton’s discovery, or revelation, 

of the spectrum. Over time, however, many have questioned whether this assistant ever 

really existed. Many now believe him to be, essentially, a “rhetorical fiction”. 

 

 

74. Who, nowadays, watches the light stream through the walls of her “dark chamber” 

with the company of a phantasmagoric assistant, or smashes at her eyes to reproduce 

lost color sensations, or stays up all night watching colored shadows drift across the 

walls? At times I have done all of these things, but not in service of science, not of 

philosophy, not even of poetry. 

 

⎯Maggie Nelson1 

 

 

 

 

Those who led yesterday wish to hold their sway a while longer. It is not difficult to 

understand their mood. They have their great weapons to hand: “science”, “philosophy” 

and most dangerous of all “art”. 

 

⎯William Carlos Williams2 

  

 
1 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 28; p. 29. 
2 Williams, William Carlos. The Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams, Volume 1, 1909-1939. New 
York: New Directions, 1991, p. 185. 



 

 105 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The bluet is a small flower, creamy-throated, that grows in patches in New England 

lawns. The bluet (French pronunciation) is the shaggy cornflower, growing wild in 

France. “The Bluet” is a poem I wrote. The Bluet is a painting of Joan Mitchell’s. The 

thick hard blue runs and holds. All of them, broken-up pieces of sky, hard sky, soft sky. 

Today I’ll take Joan’s giant vision, running and holding, staring you down with beauty. 

Though I need reject none. Bluet. “Bloo-ay.”  

 

⎯James Schuyler3 

 

 
 
 
 
  

 
3 Schuyler, James. Collected Poems. United States of America: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1993, p. 238. 
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Proposition 1: Developing a Form: Docupoetics 
 
Proposition 2: Bluets as a Prose Poem 
 
Proposition 2.1: Quotation, Allusion, and Juxtaposition: Stevens, Williams, and 
Bishop 
 
Proposition 2.2: (Alternative/Performed) Voices and Temporality in The 
Argonauts 
 
Proposition 3: Severing Ties: the Lyric, Brevity and Closure 
 
Proposition 3.1: Claudia Rankine’s ‘artfully juxtaposed intensities’ 
 
Proposition 4: ‘To build some kind of bower?’: Inhabiting Genres in the Prose 
Poem 
 
Proposition 4.1: The Philosophical Treatise 
 
Proposition 4.2: Essaying the Essay 
 
Proposition 5: Heraclitus and ‘abruptly finding ocean’ 
 
Proposition 6: ‘I’m writing about x’: Fragments and complicating the lyrical ‘I’ 
 
Proposition 7: ‘I aimed to be a student not of longing but of light’ 
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Proposition 1: Developing a Form: Docupoetics 

 

Jane: A Murder. A Murder accurately describes the content of the book, which centres around 

the murder of Nelson’s aunt Jane a few years before Nelson herself was born, and shows how 

the writer’s childhood, including the early death of her father, and her relationship with her 

mother and sister, was overshadowed and shaped by the death of Jane. (For example, ‘It was 

the summer of 1969/ that my mother began barricading doors […] I remember barricade being 

a new word for me,/ one I was proud to have in my vocabulary.’4 An image that returns, with 

a certain nonchalance, in The Red Parts, ‘The realization that she may not have been as “in 

control” as she imagined–a realization delivered, in part, by reading Jane, which chronicles the 

many years she spent barricading doors, etc.–startled her.’5) In The Red Parts Nelson describes 

Jane: A Murder as being about ‘how one might live−or rather, how my family lived, how I 

lived–under the shadow of the death of a family member who had clearly died horribly and 

fearfully, but under circumstances that would always remain unknown, unknowable.’6 

 

The book navigates the intricacies of writing about a family death, using a variety of poetic 

forms, including dream-fragments, imagined scenarios, ekphrastic passages, prose poems and 

rhyming couplets, to tell the story. It also interrogates ways in which to incorporate pre-existing 

texts within the new, offering an insight into the function of elegy, memoir, detective/ 

journalistic writing, and the poetic. Philip Metres comments that, it is primarily this 

‘negotiation between the language of evidence and language of transcendence’ that allows 

documentary poems to withstand what Wallace Stevens’ described as the ‘pressure[s] of 

 
4 Nelson, Maggie. Jane: A Murder. Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2005, p. 165-166. 
5 Nelson, Maggie. The Red Parts: Autobiography of a Trial. 2nd ed., London: Vintage, 2015, p. 15. 
6 ibid., p. 2. 
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reality’ and therefore counterbalance the external pressures of reality with the internal pressures 

of form, to create an equilibrium, or an economy of resistance.7 

 

Jane: A Murder is an early example of Nelson incorporating external texts into her own work. 

The texts Nelson draws upon include examples from the literary: a quote from Edgar Allen 

Poe’s essay ‘A Philosophy of Composition’; a reference to Anne Frank: the Diary of a Young 

Girl; quotes from Virginia Woolf’s memoir, Moments of Being; the last two lines of ‘Do not 

go gentle into that good night’ by Dylan Thomas. There are also examples from newspapers: 

headlines and text from the Detroit News; a quote from the ‘Michigan Daily, student paper, 

March 26, 1969’; headlines and articles from the Ann Arbor News used as epigraphs (‘March 

22, 1969’; ‘July 28, 1969’), and a ‘Letter to the Ann Arbor News, June 17, 1969’, the headline 

‘SLAYING SUSPECT HELD’; a quote from the ‘New York Times, August 29, 1970’. And 

extracts from books about murder: a quote from Killer Among Us: Public Reactions to Serial 

Murder by Joseph C. Fisher, used as epigraph; quotes from The Michigan Murders by Edward 

Keyes, ‘a “true crime” account in which names have been changed’, and ‘A reader’s online 

comment about The Michigan Murders at Amazon.com’. Also, quotes from the police; quotes 

from her mother and grandfather; quotes from the investigation into the man convicted of the 

murder, and from his ‘jail admission card’; from the dictionary; letters between Nelson and 

Phil, Jane’s boyfriend at the time of her murder; descriptions of photographs of Jane; ‘Two 

Letters from Swedish Ancestors, Muskegon, Michigan (1910)’; and letters from Jane to her 

sister and mother.8 

 

 
7 Metres, Philip. “From Reznikoff to Public Enemy: The poet as journalist, historian, agitator.” Poetry Foundation, 
5th November 2007, www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/68969/from-reznikoff-to-public-enemy. Accessed 27th 
September 2019. 
8 Nelson, Maggie. Jane: A Murder. Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2005, p. 26; p. 50; p. 67; p. 73; p. 34, p. 125; p. 
135; p. 80; p. 210; p. 138; p. 143; p. 146; p. 154; p. 102, p. 129, p. 131; p. 152; p. 109; p. 156; p. 36; p. 47; p. 149; 
p. 145, p. 154; p. 130, p. 177; p. 71, pp. 74-5; p. 33; pp. 84-8; pp. 41-3; p. 79; p. 99.  
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In addition to these texts, Nelson also incorporates extracts from Jane’s journal and diary at 

least thirty times, occasionally absorbing them within poems, but most often placing them 

alone on the page, which in turn forces them to become another form of poem, lingering 

somewhere between ekphrasis, collage and quotation. Nelson describes this process in The Red 

Parts: ‘I had told the CBS producer at dinner that I made use of Jane’s journals so that she 

could speak for herself. That was true. But I also selected the words I wanted, chopped them 

up, and rearranged them to suit my needs. Poetic license, as they say.’9 She also claims that 

she is not speaking for Jane, but perhaps, with her:  

 
he asks me if, while writing Jane, I felt as though I were channeling my aunt. I say no. 
He looks disappointed. I try to explain that Jane is about identification, not fusion. That 
I never even knew her. That in the book I don’t try to speak for her, but rather to let her 
speak for herself, through her journal entries.’10  

 

Nelson, through the combination of documentary techniques and ‘poetic license’, expands the 

subject matter of the book, opening up a space in which multiple voices can be heard, listened 

to, and politicised, through docupoetics.  

 

The diary entries are indicated by the phrase ‘[Jane’s journal]’ or ‘[Jane’s diary]’ in grey font 

in the top, outer margin.11 These journal and diary entries work as punctuation throughout the 

book and are written in a voice clearly different from Nelson’s own. They are framed in such 

a way that they force the reader to engage with Jane as a person, not just a text: ‘copyediting 

the manuscript […] involved paying as close attention to Jane’s voice as I paid to my own.’12 

We therefore experience the horrific paradox of gaining insight into Jane and watching her 

develop into a vivid character, experiencing her life first-hand from child to young adult, while 

 
9 Nelson, Maggie. The Red Parts: Autobiography of a Trial. 2nd ed., London: Vintage, 2015, p. 145. 
10 ibid., p. 67. 
11 Nelson, Maggie. Jane: A Murder. Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2005, p. 13; p. 46. 
12 Nelson, Maggie. The Red Parts: Autobiography of a Trial. 2nd ed., London: Vintage, 2015, p. 7. 
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simultaneously witnessing her murder in graphic detail: the cumulative effect of these poems, 

is one that results in the knowledge that these are all that are left of Jane. Jane is suspended in 

time whilst the text moves forward, which is a clear example of how Nelson manipulates the 

diaries and photographs to produce ekphrastic poems that are static, rather than in motion. 

Instead of following the tradition in ekphrastic writing that is used, for example, to bring a 

piece of art to life (see Ciaran Carson, Still Life, 2019 and Stephen Sexton, If All the World and 

Love Were Young, 2019), Nelson’s use of ekphrasis is purely descriptive, replicating the 

descriptions used by the journalists and the police in their reports. These stark images are a 

powerful example of how Nelson uses this literary device in an innovative way. 

 

Nelson explains her use (or as she later describes it, a ‘cull’13) of these dairies and journals in 

an explanatory note to the book: 

 
Some of the writing that appears here is Jane’s own, either from her childhood diary 
dated 1960-1961 or a loose sheaf of journal pages from her college years. The later 
fragments are mostly undated; here I place them around 1966, but that date is by no 
means a certainty. I have taken the liberty of altering the appearance of Jane’s writing 
on the page and correcting spelling and grammar when necessary. Also, although this 
is a “true story,” I make no claim for the factual accuracy of its representations of 
events or individuals.14 
 

In addition to this note, Nelson also provides us with extensive source notes in the 

acknowledgments, and these, plus the consistent dating of almost every source, exhibits 

perhaps an anxiety in Nelson in adopting this journalistic voice. David Shields points out that: 

 
as recently as the late eighteenth century, landscape paintings were commonly thought 
of as a species of journalism […] A landscape was a mere record or report. As such, it 
couldn’t be judged for its imaginative vision, its capacity to create and embody a world 
of complex meanings; instead it was measured on the rack of its “accuracy.”15  

 
13 ibid. 
14 Nelson, Maggie. Jane: A Murder. Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2005, p. 5. 
15 Shields, David. Reality Hunger: A Manifesto. London: Penguin Books, 2011, p. 14. 
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The last line of Nelson’s epigraph addresses this measure of ‘truth’ or ‘accuracy’, as she 

‘make[s] no claim’ for it, despite making many attempts towards it. This might be a 

consequence of the ‘social, political, and epistemological crises of the 1960s put[ting] terms 

like objective, factual, or truthful under withering scrutiny.’16 This conflict between the ‘factual 

accuracy’ and the literary imagination is one that Nelson begins to explore in Jane: A Murder 

and continues to expand upon in her later work. As she creates a narrative about the myriad of 

ways to see, live with, and write A Murder, she is also creating a poetic form unique to herself, 

while working within documentary poetics.  

 

Documentary poetics is defined by The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics as: 

 
less a systematic theory or doctrine of a kind of poetry than an array of strategies and 
techniques that position a poem to participate in discourses of reportage for political 
and ethical purposes. In this, it is documentary in two potentially conflicting senses: it 
consists of, concerns, or is based on purportedly objective records of facts or events but 
uses those records to support, elaborate, or advance an often passionately held partisan 
position. At once factual and ideological, documentary poetics engages both the 
empirical world in which we live and the political or ethical ideals through which we 
navigate that world.17  
 

It is this empirical approach to the material that Nelson employs. In The Red Parts she writes 

that ‘in the thick of researching and writing Jane, the problem was not too little information. It 

was too much.’18 The Red Parts attempts to offer an explanation, both as to how she wrote 

Jane, and to the murder itself. The process of researching the book included confronting 

multiple images and reports of murder: 

 

 
16 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, edited by Stephen Cushman, et al., 
Princeton University Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 373. 
17 ibid. 
18 Nelson, Maggie. The Red Parts: Autobiography of a Trial. 2nd ed., London: Vintage, 2015, p. 5 
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I knew these kind of articles well. A few years back I had spent a long, sweltering 
summer printing out dozens of them from microfilm in the basement of the New York 
Public Library in service of Jane. I blasted through reel after reel of the Detroit News, 
keeping my eyes peeled for the row of photographs that signified the dead girls.19 

 

Nelson, in this book, is attempting to justify her exploration of this subject, and her rigorous 

researching of the murder, to both the reader and herself. One rationale is illuminated by 

Nelson’s first-hand encounters with the media, where she confronts the politics of the case 

when giving interviews with the TV show 48 Hours Mystery. When asked by the interviewer 

‘why murders like […] my aunt’s […] occur’, she wants to respond by saying ‘Because men 

hate women’ but ‘I can’t say that on national TV without coming off as a rabid, man-hating 

feminist.’20 She can, however, unpack this statement in the book, where she has the space to 

elaborate, to create nuance, to ask the question as to why there is so much media attention on 

‘bizzare, violent deaths of young, good-looking, middle- to upper-class white girls.’21 Nelson 

describes an episode of 48 Hours Mystery titled ‘American Taboo: Who Murdered a Beautiful 

Peace Corps Volunteer in Tonga?’22 and is ‘taken aback’23 that they use the same quote from 

Edgar Allan Poe that she used in Jane, the quote suggests that death, specifically that of a 

‘beautiful woman’, is ‘the most poetical topic in the world’.24 While television takes Poe at his 

word, accepting ‘poetry’ as a mode of ‘Beauty’, Nelson calls the quote into question. The more 

that Nelson interacts with the media, the more political her work becomes.  

 

While both Nelson and the TV executives are exploring the same material and aiming to 

produce a documentary, their end-goals are different: television’s purpose is to entertain, to 

 
19 ibid., p. 77. 
20 ibid., p. 172.  
21 ibid., p. 68. 
22 ibid., p. 69. 
23 ibid., p. 70. 
24 Poe, Edgar Allen, quoted in Maggie Nelson. Jane: A Murder. Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2005, p. 26. 
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make money, to shock, to provide a representation of violence to the masses; Nelson’s is to 

battle with grief, to search for a correlation between the personal and the political, to find 

meaning. But Nelson is not entirely sure what her end-goal is or if she even has one. Thirty-

five years later when the case is re-opened, Nelson describes herself in the courtroom: ‘jotting 

down all the gory details, no different or better than anyone else. Details which I’m 

reassembling here–a live stream–for reasons that are not yet clear or justifiable to me, and may 

never be.’ However, Nelson is conscious that ‘some things might be worth telling simply 

because they happened’, which is mirrored in her mother’s answer: ‘We’re here to bear 

witness.’25 

 

This outward-facing, politically-engaged narrative is also evident in the subtitle of the book. 

Nelson has said that the idea for the subtitle A Murder came from the book Property: An 

Affliction by Brian Evenson.26 This shows that Nelson was pushing the boundary away from a 

more traditional genre and towards something more abstract. This use of subtitling is evidenced 

in the canon within which Nelson works, for example Anne Carson⎯The Autobiography of 

Red: A Novel in Verse (1998); The Beauty of the Husband: A Fictional Essay in 29 Tangos 

(2001). Carson places her work within the ‘fictional’ or ‘novel’ thereby enabling it to be at a 

remove from lyrical poetry, whereas, Nelson’s A Murder takes the use of subtitling a stage 

further by placing Jane: A Murder within the boundaries of crime writing. In an interview, 

Susan Sontag offers an explanation as to why her novel The Volcano Lovers has the subtitle of 

A Romance: 

 
 I was thinking of what Hawthorne says in the preface to The House of Seven Gables: 

 
25 Nelson, Maggie. The Red Parts: Autobiography of a Trial. 2nd ed., London: Vintage, 2015, p. 31; p. 113. 
26 Nelson, Maggie. Interview with Lara Feigel, “Maggie Nelson in Conversation.” Southbank Centre, 8th July 
2019. Personal recording with my punctuation. 
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“When a writer calls his work a romance, it need hardly be observed that he wishes to 
claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, which he would not have 
felt himself entitled to assume had he been writing a novel.”27 

 

This claim of a ‘certain latitude’ exemplifies the mode to which Nelson is reaching towards. 

Latitude is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as: breadth, width, that which transverses 

dimensions, or, spaciousness; extent, range, scope; freedom from narrow restrictions, width or 

liberality of construction or interpretation.28 As the discussion above demonstrates, Nelson 

occupies this latitude within literature: she transverses the dimensions of poetry by widening 

the discourse, reaching outwards towards a variety of forms and allowing these forms a 

spaciousness in which they can converse. She has restrictions, but they are not narrow, and not 

received from the traditional poetic discourse; rather, she constructs and interprets language in 

an exploratory way, finding an approach to creating texts and presenting narratives that 

constantly push against and outwards from poetry and towards an othering. In calling her book 

A Murder it forces the book to occupy a space within literature which it would not if it were 

called a ‘narrative long-form poem’, in the same way that Bluets both presents as a poem and 

as a propositional philosophical treatise: she is claiming a latitude of her own, making 

‘empirical and ethical use of archival material’.29 

 

In Jane: A Murder Nelson is constantly separating herself from the external texts, testing the 

ground of this new form and language whilst displaying an anxiety about writing a truth, which 

can be seen in the poem ‘Aside’: 

 

 
27 Sontag, Susan. Interview with Edward Hirsch, “The Art of Fiction No. 143”. The Paris Review, Issue 127, 
Winter 1995, www.theparisreview.org/interviews/1505/susan-sontag-the-art-of-fiction-no-143-susan-sontag. 
Accessed 10th July 2019. 
28 OED Online. “latitude, n.” Oxford University Press, December 2019, www.oed.com/view/Entry/106162. 
Accessed 18th January 2020. 
29 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, edited by Stephen Cushman, et al., 
Princeton University Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 373. 
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I am copying all these details 
from The Michigan Murders, a book 
 
that sickens me. Its subtitle: 
the Most Barbaric Sex Crimes of the Century 
 
Somehow I need to make it clear: 
none of these details belongs to me.30 

 

In Nelson’s later work, she begins to allow these ‘details [to] belong to me.’ In Bluets and The 

Argonauts there is a shift away from a forensic approach and a more malleable way of working 

with words. To borrow and repurpose David Shields’ words: with her ‘ambiguous straddling 

of verifiable and imaginary facts, [she] restore[s] the sense of readerly danger […] that 

tightrope walk along the margin between the newspaper report and the poetic vision.’31 In 

Bluets and The Argonauts this technique becomes established as a part of her poetic lexicon.  

  

 
30 Nelson, Maggie. Jane: A Murder. Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2005, p. 141. 
31 Shields, David. Reality Hunger: A Manifesto. London: Penguin Books, 2011, p. 14-15. 
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Proposition 2: Bluets as a Prose Poem 

 

Prose poetry is an aesthetically and politically ‘revolutionary genre…based on contradiction.’32 

These contradictions are built within its foundations: Baudelaire, in his preface to Petites 

Poémes en Prose, defined the form as ‘a poetic prose, musical, without rhythm and rhyme, 

flexible and choppy enough to adapt itself to the lyrical movements of the soul, to the 

undulations of reverie, the somersaults of consciousness.’33 This revolution, in Luke Kennard’s 

words, is Baudelaire using ‘the form as a sort of rebellion, a sort of hissy fit against the 

alexandrine.’34 The prose poem contains within its hybridisation of poetry and prose the ability 

to explore an ‘extraordinary range of perception and expression, from the ambivalent (in 

content as in form) to the mimetic and the narrative and anecdotal.’35 In an interview with the 

Guardian Books Podcast, Claudia Rankine offers her definition of the prose poem: 

 
the way I’ve always described it, is a poem that is ruled by the sentence, rather than the 
line, but employs within the sentence all of the mechanisms one would be used to in a 
formal poem, so that you get the same kinds of repetitions, pauses, breaks, cuts, leaps, 
that one is interested in and finds, in the sonnets for example, but then it’s inside of the 
sentence, and those rules that one usually incorporates inside the formal poems are then 
applied to prose.36 

 

Tension is created in the prose poem by the power and subversion of the sentence. It does not 

rely upon the scaffolding of verse⎯the stanza-break, the line-break, regular rhyme or metre, 

 
32 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, edited by Stephen Cushman, et al., 
Princeton University Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 1112. 
33 Baudelaire, Charles, in Iglesias, Holly. Boxing Inside the Box: Women’s Prose Poetry. Massachusetts, Quale 
Press, 2004, p. 12. 
34 Kennard, Luke. Interview with Padraig Regan, “An Interview with Luke Kennard”. The Tangerine Magazine, 
Issue 3, Autumn 2017, p. 18. 
35 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, edited by Stephen Cushman, et al., 
Princeton University Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 1112. 
36 Rankine, Claudia.  “Our favourite books of the year, and prose poetry with Claudia Rankine.” The Guardian 
Books Podcast from The Guardian, 11th December 2018, www.theguardian.com/books/audio/2018/dec/11/our-
favourite-books-of-the-year-and-prose-poetry-with-claudia-rankine-books-podcast. Accessed 30th May 2019. 
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and so forth⎯and therefore its power is held within and relies upon the manipulation of the 

sentence, and the cumulative effect of these sentences in building the ‘paragraph’. The inherent 

lack of white space results in claustrophobia: the poem refuses to break and consistently 

reaches for the right-hand margin, creating a block of text in which to house the poem, framing 

it within itself and without space to breathe. The prose poet must therefore utilize a variety of 

techniques⎯the length of the sentence, punctuation, including em dashes, ellipses and 

parenthesis, speech, italics and capital letters, and so forth⎯to create the ‘pauses, breaks, cuts 

[and] leaps’ which build momentum and tone.  

 

Both Margueritte S. Murphy and Jeremy Noel-Tod claim that one of the distinguishing features 

of the prose poem is that it constantly strives to disrupt the language of prose from within, and 

that this subversion of prose conventions ultimately results in a poetic discourse that is 

‘authentically “other”’.37 This distinction is based upon the idea that there are two linguistic 

discourses, one poetic and one prosaic, each with their own recognizable conventions. In ‘A 

Poet’s Prose,’ Sontag describes how: 

 
the poets [of the twentieth century] were committed to a definition of poetry as an 
enterprise of such inherent superiority (the highest aim of literature, the highest 
condition of language) that any work in prose became an inferior venture⎯as if prose 
were always a communication, a service activity.38 

 

Sontag points out that the poet of the nineteenth and (part of the) twentieth century was 

primarily concerned with communing with the muse⎯be that mythical, nature, woman, or all 

three⎯and that this communication with the muse was distinct to poetry. For example, she 

goes on to quote Mandelstam: ‘Instruction is the nerve of prose […] Exchanging signals with 

 
37 Murphy, Margueritte S. A Tradition of Subversion: The Prose Poem in English from Wilde to Ashberry. 
Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1992, p. 3. 
38 Sontag, Susan. Where the Stress Falls: Essays. London: Vintage, 2003, p. 3. 
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the planet Mars…is a task worthy of a lyric poet.’39 This symbiotic relationship between poet 

and muse is refigured in Nelson. In Women, The New York School, and Other True 

Abstractions, Nelson discusses the use of language in the paintings of Joan Mitchell and Cy 

Twombly, displaying her primary concern with poetic form over poetic language. When she 

says that Mitchell’s paintings have: ‘less to do with language and the authorial hand, and more 

to do with poetry, or poetry as form’, Nelson shifts the reader’s attention towards a poetics that 

is engaged with language, and form, in a new way.40 This poetic language absorbs, and utilizes, 

the ‘service activity’ of prose. 

 

This new poetic discourse allows prose⎯traditionally conceived of as fact-giving⎯to be 

enveloped and explored within poetry. In addition, Noel-Todd describes how these perceived 

conventions of prose are disrupted when explored through the lens of poetry: 

 
our habitual expectation when we see a passage of prose is that it will explain, not sing. 
The information-giving sentence − logical, functional, linear −  is the conveyor belt that 
carries the business of our lives. The rhythm of prose, believed the Russian literary 
theorist Viktor Shlovsky, contributes to the ‘automatizing’ of perception, which the 
images and rhythms of poetry work to disrupt […]. Poetry, we might say, bends the 
bars of the prose cage.41 

 

To turn to Nelson’s opening proposition from Bluets, we can explore the ways in which she 

disrupts the discourse: 

 
Suppose I were to begin by saying that I had fallen in love with a color. Suppose I were 
to speak this as though it were a confession; suppose I shredded my napkin as we 
spoke.42 

 
39 ibid., p. 4. 
40 Nelson, Maggie. Women, The New York School, and Other True Abstractions. Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 
2007, p. 21. 
41 Noel-Tod, Jeremy. “Introduction: The Expansion of the Prose Poem.” The Penguin Book of the Prose Poem: 
From Baudelaire to Anne Carson. Ed. Jeremy Noel-Tod. Great Britain: Penguin Random House, 2018, p. xxi. 
42 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p1. 
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The use of anaphora in the repetition of the conditional verb ‘suppose’ in the first three phrases 

of the entire poem draws our attention: by asking us to ‘suppose’ three times, Nelson creates 

rhythm, using the word as a motif to repeat and develop movement. This use of repetition, 

together with the sibilance, transports the reader into a mode of security⎯‘suppose’ joins 

forces with ‘saying’, ‘speak’, ‘confession’, ‘shredded’ and ‘spoke’ to create sound-patterns 

which juxtapose with the content of the proposition. The description is a ‘confession,’ and the 

speaker’s anxiety is evident through the visceral action of shredding a napkin, the parenthetical 

aside that disrupts the flow of speech, and the repetition of ‘suppose’.  

 

‘Suppose’ is put under pressure as the opening word of the book, and it allows questions about 

the hesitancy of the speaker as her ‘authorial hand’ develops. It is the opposite of the opening 

word to Seamus Heaney’s translation of Beowulf: ‘So.’43 This single word places us at ease: 

‘So’ gathers us round the fire and invites us into the story in a surefooted, deliberate manner. 

Nelson, on the other hand, is hesitant: there is a reluctance towards revealing this ‘confession’, 

and therefore conditionality is built into the very framework of the poem. ‘Suppose’ forces us 

to actively engage with the question, to ‘suppose’ for ourselves: this is not a story, Nelson is 

telling us, but an argument, or hypothesis. 

 

This use of conditionality develops into a questioning of language which is encountered 

throughout the poem: Nelson plays with the boundaries of linguistic discourse, breaking open 

the ‘fact-giving’ of prose with the musicality of poetry, and therefore questioning whether the 

thesis of the poem is about the narrator’s love for the colour blue, while the stronger 

undercurrent of complicating language, and poetic form, produces a treatise which is more 

 
43 Heaney, Seamus. Beowulf: A New Translation. London: Faber and Faber, 1999.  
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compelling than the initial proposed statement. The prose poem has the ability to do this 

because it ‘aims at knowing or finding out something not accessible under the more restrictive 

conventions of verse’.44 The proposed thesis of the poem is questioned in Proposition 113, 

where Nelson quotes from Novalis’s unfinished novel Heinrich von Ofterdingen: 

  
 Heinrich knows his obsession is a little singular: “For who would be so concerned  

about a flower in this world? And I’ve never heard of anyone being in love with a 
flower.”45 

 

The syntactic mirroring of this sentence to the first sentence of the book⎯‘Suppose I were to 

begin by saying that I had fallen in love with a color’/‘And I’ve never heard of anyone being 

in love with a flower’⎯emphasized further through the half rhyme of ‘color’ and ‘flower’, 

calls into question the ‘singular’ premise by inverting the positivity of the statement in 

Proposition 1 with the ridiculing, heightened tone of Proposition 113. A parallel is drawn 

between Nelson’s performed obsession, that of the fictional Heinrich’s, and also Mallarmé’s, 

as Nelson interrupts, or ‘cuts’, the flow of the passage half-way through with the exclamation 

‘(Mallarmé, too: “Je suis hanté. L’Azur! l’Azur! l’Azur! l’Azur!”)’. Nelson is here giving 

evidence to prove that her thesis (that of being obsessed with a colour) is building upon an 

established mode: that others have ‘devote[d] his [her] life to searching for it: [and] thus begins 

the adventure, the high romance, the romance of seeking.’46 

 

But what is it that Nelson is seeking? She immediately punctures ‘high romance’ with the 

bathos of the following proposition: 

 

 
44 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, edited by Stephen Cushman, et al., 
Princeton University Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 1112. 
45 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 45. 
46 ibid. 
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But now think of the Dutch expression: “Dat zijn maar blauwe 
bloempjes”⎯“Those are nothing but blue flowers.” In which case “blue 
flowers” means a pack of bald-faced lies.47 

 

This translation from the Dutch that uses ‘blue flowers’ as a metaphor for ‘a pack of bald-faced 

lies’ questions the entire thesis of the poem. That Nelson points to this dramatic effect (‘But 

now think of’) confirms that our narrator is not to be relied upon. This is one example of the 

sudden offering of information that opposes, and undermines, what precedes it: the text snaps 

and an alternative reality, or narrative, comes to the forefront, shattering anything we had come 

to rely upon as ‘truth’.  

 

Nelson bends the prose structure in Bluets to produce a poetic discourse that presents prose as 

‘logical, functional, linear’ but is in fact almost the opposite: language is placed under pressure 

throughout the book, as Nelson utilizes poetic techniques in order to develop a new form.48  

According to Noel-Tod ‘The challenge for the prose poet is to undo the distinction: to make 

the prosaic poetic, so that it expands a powerful feeling without dissipating its force’49 ⎯and 

Nelson subverts prosaic language expectations to produce a book that is, in effect, a 

‘spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’.50 

 

  

 
47 ibid. 
48 Noel-Tod, Jeremy. “Introduction: The Expansion of the Prose Poem.” The Penguin Book of the Prose Poem: 
From Baudelaire to Anne Carson. Ed. Jeremy Noel-Tod. Great Britain: Penguin Random House, 2018, p. xxi. 
49 ibid., p. xxx. 
50 Wordsworth, William. “Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1802)” The Major Works, including The Prelude. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 598. 
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Proposition 2.1: Quotation, Allusion, and Juxtaposition: Stevens, Williams, and 

Bishop 

 

Murphy argues that the use of ‘highly rhythmic or alliterative prose’ is not a distinguishing 

feature of the prose poem; that this poetic style of language, this ‘verbal art’ or ‘phonetically 

charged language’, is apparent in many types of discourse, and that therefore, although it may 

exist within a prose poem, it is not the defining feature of one. In addition to this, she argues 

that ‘when sound effects are belaboured through exaggeration of verse rhythm and or 

alliteration, the result is often humorous or mediocre.’ 51 In Nelson’s Proposition 12 in Bluets 

we can see an example of this: 

 
And please don’t talk to me about “things as they are” being changed upon any “blue 
guitar.” What can be changed upon a blue guitar is not of interest here.52 

 

The rhyme between ‘are’ and ‘guitar’ stands out in a text mostly devoid of rhyme (unless 

accidental), disrupts the flow of prose, is exaggerated by speech marks, and is derisive in tone. 

Nelson quotes from the ‘deceptive open plainness’ of Wallace Stevens’ poem The Man with 

the Blue Guitar53:  

 
They said, “You have a blue guitar, 
You do not play things as they are.” 

 
The man replied, “Things as they are 
Are changed upon the blue guitar.” 

 
And they said then, “But play, you must, 
A tune beyond us, yet ourselves, 

 
51 Murphy, Margueritte S. A Tradition of Subversion: The Prose Poem in English from Wilde to Ashberry. 
Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1992, pp. 67-69. 
52 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 5. 
53 Vendler, Helen. On Extended Wings: Wallace Stevens’ Longer Poems. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1969, p. 119. 
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A tune upon the blue guitar 
Of things exactly as they are.”54 
 

The opening section of Stevens’ poem is written in metre that is ‘markedly dance-like; the 

language is deliberately primitive, the rhymes frequent’ and used to cement the point.55 Vendler 

points out that when Stevens uses this particular tone in The Man with the Blue Guitar, he is 

exercising a ‘joyful domination of the world, where the poet plays with reality as if it were his 

toy’.56 The metaphor in this opening section, that ‘Things as they are/ Are changed upon the 

blue guitar’ is at the centre of this domination; that poetry has the innate ability to change what 

is contained within the images it portrays. In this light, it is a reissuing of Stevens’ line ‘Let be 

be finale of seem.’57 

 

In Women, The New York School, and Other True Abstractions, Nelson comments on 

Stevens’ predilection towards abstraction and symbolism: 

 
For every Wallace Stevens who stayed busy elaborating the idea of a Supreme Fiction 
that “must be abstract,” there was also a William Carlos Williams proclaiming “No 
ideas but in things!”58 

 

Nelson quotes from this particular poem by Stevens because it displays a variety of tonal shifts, 

and in contrast to the ‘markedly dance-like’ tone outlined above, emerges one that is ‘drawn 

out and wry’, where rhythm and rhyme are prohibited, the ‘syntax seems reduced to the simple 

 
54 Stevens, Wallace. The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens. London: Faber and Faber, 1984, p. 165. 
55 Vendler, Helen. On Extended Wings: Wallace Stevens’ Longer Poems. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1969, p. 128. 
56 ibid. 
57 Stevens, Wallace. The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens. London: Faber and Faber, 1984, p. 164. 
58 Nelson, Maggie. Women, The New York School, and Other True Abstractions. Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 
2007, p. 4. 
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declarative sentence [which] stand like epitaphs, in strict autonomy’.59 This voice is one that 

sees the world as impossible to control, in a constant ‘process of rearranging itself’, and it is 

with this voice that Nelson sides60: ‘The discord merely magnifies.’61 In Proposition 12, she 

simultaneously gives us an example of poetic language, reminding us to read it within light of 

this, whilst rejecting it within the same breath: ‘What can be changed [read: written] upon a 

blue guitar [read: using traditional poetic form] is not of interest here’: ‘That is to say: I don’t 

care if it’s colorless.’62 

 

In comparison with Stevens, at the beginning of Spring and All Williams states: 

 
In fact to return upon my theme for the time nearly all writing, up to the present, if not 
all art, has been especially designed to keep up the barrier between sense and the 
vaporous fringe which distracts the attention from its agonized approaches to the 
moment. It has been always a search for “the beautiful illusion”. Very well. I am not in 
search of “the beautiful illusion”.63 

 

Nelson, too, rejects the search for “the beautiful illusion”: ‘this book will not tell you about 

any, either. It will not say, Isn’t X beautiful? Such demands are murderous to beauty.’64 She is 

not interested in beauty for beauty’s sake, because beauty leads to pain and therefore beauty 

equals metaphorical murder. By the end of the poem, not only do her bluets ‘not signify 

romance’, but the metaphorical structures that she imagined building (‘a blue tome’, ‘an 

encyclopedic compendium of blue’, ‘a mountain, albeit one of detritus’65) did not materialize 

and are instead transformed into this bleak metaphor:  

 
59 Vendler, Helen. On Extended Wings: Wallace Stevens’ Longer Poems. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1969, p. 130. 
60 ibid., p. 129. 
61 Stevens, Wallace. The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens. London: Faber and Faber, 1984, p. 171. 
62 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 5. 
63 Williams, William Carlos. The Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams, Volume 1, 1909-1939. New York: 
New Directions, 1991, p. 178. 
64 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, pp. 4-5. 
65 ibid., p. 91. 
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But it seems to me now as if I have stumbled upon a pile of thin blue gels scattered on 
the stage long after the show has come and gone; the set, striked.66 

 

This melancholic image, imbued with pathos, suggests that in the collecting and writing of 

these ‘blues’, Nelson has not achieved what she had hoped for, or intended. She is Bishop’s 

‘artist-prince’ from ‘The Monument’, who ‘wanted to build a monument/ to mark a tomb or a 

boundary, or make/ a melancholy or romantic scene of it…’ but in this proposition Nelson is 

disappointed with her ‘monument’.67 Nelson’s voice mirrors that of Bishop’s objectionable 

‘voice’, or ‘speaker’, in ‘The Monument’: ‘It’s like a stage-set; it is all so flat!’68 The voice is 

despondent, ignoring Bishop’s narrator voice that states ‘It is the monument […] It is an 

artefact/ of wood’, to ask instead ‘Why did you bring me here to see it? […] what can it 

prove?’69 In Proposition 226 Nelson has given up the question ‘what can it prove?’ and is 

instead asking why her ‘collection’ of blues appear as ‘anemia’70: ‘Why does the strange sea 

make no sound?’71; why is art, or nature, not complying with her expectations?72 

 

And in Proposition 42 Nelson again returns to the idea that poetry ‘doesn’t […] help’: 

 
Sitting in my office before teaching a class on prosody, trying not to think about you, 
about my having lost you. But how can it be? How can it be? Was I too blue for you? 
Was I too blue. I look down at my lecture notes: Heártbréak is a spondee. Then I lay 
my head down on the desk and start to weep.⎯Why doesn’t this help?73 

 

 
66 ibid., p. 91. 
67 Bishop, Elizabeth. Complete Poems. London: Chatto & Windus, 2004, p. 24. 
68 ibid. 
69 ibid. 
70 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 91. 
71 Bishop, Elizabeth. Complete Poems. London: Chatto & Windus, 2004, p. 23. 
72 For Bishop, the monument within her poem ‘The Monument’, is a piece of art, which also contains within it a 
multitude of themes, displaying how, for Bishop, poetry has the ability to explore and contain history, geography, 
etc. 
73 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 16. 
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Throughout Bluets Nelson is less concerned with prosody than with rhetoric: anaphora, 

alliteration, repetition, listing; persuasive devices that aid in her subversion of prosaic language 

within the prose poem, and as a result, of the lyric. Lyric poetry’s reproduction and reflection 

of beauty through language disappoints Nelson: her continual return to pain as theme, and form 

as subversion, suggests an alliance with André Breton’s statement about beauty from the end 

of his novel Nadja: ‘Beauty will be convulsive or will not be at all.’74 

 
74 Breton, André. Nadja. Translated by Richard Howard. New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1960, p. 160. 
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Proposition 2.2: (Alternative/Performed) Voices and Temporality in The 

Argonauts 

 

The Argonauts is not a prose poem, but the way in which Nelson inhabits, impersonates, and 

combines genres in her work, produces texts that are expansive and experimental. This multi-

genre practice, offers the reader an excuse to explore the book in the light of the prose poem to 

examine her evolving framework. 

 

The last narrative turn in The Argonauts sees Nelson align the depiction of the birth of her son 

with the death of her husband Harry’s mother. This pairing of human bodily experiences is 

central to the book, although the focus lies mainly upon comparisons between Nelson and 

Harry, which is evidenced in the epicentre of the book, where Nelson describes a week of 

‘inscrutable hormonal soup’, spent in a hotel in Fort Lauderdale while Harry recovers from 

‘top surgery’: ‘Me, four months pregnant, you six months on T.’ While their bodies change, 

their daily patterns are domestic, almost mundane: they watch The King’s Speech and X-Men: 

First Class; go shopping for maternity wear and Adidas pants; cook dinner on a hot plate in 

the hotel bathroom; drive to Sport Chalet and buy a ‘tent to set up on the beach’; splurge on 

‘eight-dollar virgin strawberry daiquiris’ and dine in an ‘astoundingly overpriced “casual 

Mexican” restaurant.’ This ordinariness is in contrast to (and perhaps disguises) the fragility of 

the body: of Nelson’s pregnancy (‘I had started showing, which was delightful. Maybe there 

would be a baby’) and the aftermath of Harry’s surgery (‘Over and over again we emptied your 

drains into little Dixie cups and flushed the blood stuff down the hotel toilet.’) This is a holiday 
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of joy⎯‘I’ve never loved you more than I did then’, ‘You feel unburdened, euphoric, 

reborn’75⎯but also one of ‘intense experiences’ within their individual bodies76: 

 
On the surface, it may have seemed as though your body was becoming more and more 
“male,” mine, more and more “female.” But that’s not how it felt on the inside. On the 
inside, we were two human animals undergoing transformations beside each other, 
bearing each other loose witness. In other words, we were aging.77 

 

As their physicality changes and evolves, there is an implicit learning of themselves as ‘human 

animals’ (‘I feel feral, a little sad, very full. Backache.’, ‘I growl.’78) In an interview, Nelson 

compares this feeling of bodily awareness which results in a heightened sense of existential 

aloneness, with the act of labour: ‘there’s this line in the labour part of this book where I say, 

“everything around me is normal except I’m in the pain cavern.”’79 (Nelson is misquoting 

herself, the line from the text is: ‘Everything around me is normal and inside I am in the pain 

cavern’, which goes further to emphasize the internal.)80 The end of The Argonauts explores 

two ‘pain caverns’ simultaneously, colliding birth and death and the two voices of Nelson and 

Harry. Nelson has said of this: 

 
Some people might not think it very cheery to conclude a discussion of labour, as I do 
in the book, by saying that it brings one into contact with death, but that was indeed my 
main takeaway, as they say. It doesn’t really matter what you feel about dying⎯one 
day you’re going to do it. Likewise, you can feel all kinds of ways about labour, you 
can download all the flute music you want, but in the end, there’s going to be a raw, 

 
75 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 99; p. 99; p. 100; p. 102; p. 103; p. 100; 
p. 101; p. 101; p. 103. 
76 Nelson, Maggie. “Maggie Nelson and Chris Kraus on confessional writing.” The Guardian Books Podcast from 
The Guardian, 27th May 2016, www.theguardian.com/books/audio/2016/may/27/maggie-nelson-and-chris-kraus-
on-confessional-writing-books-podcast. Accessed 30th May 2019. 
77 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 103. 
78 ibid., p. 155; p. 158. 
79 Nelson, Maggie. “Maggie Nelson and Chris Kraus on confessional writing.” The Guardian Books Podcast from 
The Guardian, 27th May 2016, www.theguardian.com/books/audio/2016/may/27/maggie-nelson-and-chris-kraus-
on-confessional-writing-books-podcast. Accessed 30th May 2019. 
80 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p159. 
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bodily imperative to get the baby out, and you’re going to do it. In both cases, that’s 
awesome, in the original sense of the word.81 

 

The exploration of birth in The Argonauts establishes a linguistic pattern of short sentences and 

phrases, which are often formed with a distinct lack of pronouns and conjunctives: 

 
Harry calls Jessica, says, Come now. Tried to sleep, but the night began to 
cavern. New dim lights in the house, new sounds.82 

 

These short sentences continue to be interspersed throughout the next ten pages (‘Backache.’, 

‘Some pain starts. The lice go home.’, ‘I am going, almost gone.’, ‘We talk.’, ‘I don’t want 

that.’, ‘I am scared. How deep can pain go.’, ‘It stings.’, ‘OK.’, ‘I want to try.’, ‘Puff puff 

puff.’) and are formed using monosyllabic words that create a staccato rhythm.83 The short, 

sharp, brisk sound patterns work as onomatopoeia, reflecting the pain, urgency and frustration 

of the experience of labour as they simultaneously create momentum and drive the narrative 

forward. Another way Nelson drives the narrative forward and builds pace is with repetition 

(‘which feels good.’, ‘That is good.’, ‘Not so good.’, and ‘push’ is repeated twelve times over 

26 lines).84 85  Each time these words are repeated, their straightforward meanings fluctuate, 

demonstrating the mutable qualities of language, and confirming Nelson’s belief in 

 
81 Nelson, Maggie. Interview with Emily Gould, “Imperatives, Maggie Nelson on birth, death, and everything in 
between.” Poetry Foundation, May 20th 2015 www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/70226/imperatives. Accessed 
12th October 2019. 
82 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 156. 
83 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 155; p. 155; p. 160; p. 160; p. 160; p. 
164; p. 164; p. 164; p. 165. 
84 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 160; p. 160; p. 160; pp. 164-165. 
85 Repetition being a poetic trope of the epic poem: in Emily Wilson’s introduction to her translation of The 
Odyssey she points out that the poem is ‘full of repetitions, redundancies, and formulaic expressions’ which ‘mark 
the poem’s debt to a long tradition of storytelling’ (Wilson, Emily. Translation. The Odyssey, p. 2.). Epic poems, 
such as The Odyssey, relied upon devices such as repetition, so that the poem could be recounted and retold for 
generations. 
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‘Wittgenstein’s idea that the inexpressible is contained⎯inexpressibly!⎯in the expressed.’86 

87 

 

Conversely, the narrative is slowed down through the creation of lists (‘Any kind of pain must 

be bearable for twenty seconds, for nineteen, for thirteen, for six.’, ‘The hospital is blessedly 

slow, quiet, empty.’, ‘Room number 7 is lovely, dark.’, ‘In our labor room there is a bathtub, a 

scale, and a baby warmer.’, ‘the counting, the dedication, the quiet, the panic.’, ‘Counting, 

counting.’).88 89  Brian Dillon notes that Michel Butor, in his novel L’emploi du temps, said: 

 
the appearance of a list in an otherwise narrative or polemic piece of prose introduces 
– more or less violently – a sudden verticality into the horizontal flow of text: ‘An 
enumeration, a vertical structure, can be introduced anywhere in a sentence; the words 
which compose it can have any function, as long as it is the same one.’ 90 

 

It is interesting to note that Dillon points out that Butor says ‘function’ and not ‘meaning’. 

Nelson’s lists are short, their ‘function’ is to puncture the quick-paced narrative and 

momentarily provide a pause or place to rest.  

 

 
86 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 3. 
87 For Wilson, the repetition of certain formulaic expressions, such as ‘“But when early-born rosy-fingered Dawn 
appeared…”’ which appears twenty times in The Odyssey, suggests ‘that things have an eternal, infinitely 
repeatable presence.  Different things will happen every day, but Dawn always appears, always with rosy fingers, 
always early.’ (Wilson, Emily. Translation. The Odyssey, pp. 6-7) Furthermore, ‘The Odyssey assures us that, 
once we know the patterns, the world will follow a predictable rhythm. This feature of the Homeric poems is a 
mark of their debt to a Greek oral tradition of poetic song that extends back hundreds of years before the poems 
in their current forms came into existence.’ (ibid., p. 6.). And Anne Carson, writing about these epithets in 
Homeric epics says they are ‘a fixed diction with which Homer fastens every substance in the world to its aptest 
attribute and hold them in place for epic consumption. There is passion in it but what kind of passion? 
“Consumption is not a passion for substances but a passion for the code,” says Baudrillard.”’ (Carson, Anne. 
Autobiography of Red, p. 4.) 
88 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 159; p. 159; p. 159; p. 159; p. 160; p. 
161. 
89 Lists also being a poetic trope of the epic poem to aid in the oral tradition. 
90 Butor, Michel, quoted in Brian Dillon, Essayism. London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2017, p. 24. 
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The labour-narrative is interrupted by Harry’s narrative when Nelson is in the hospital, where 

the ‘pain cavern’ ‘Turn[s] into the new cavern, a cartoon turn.’91 Nelson says of the ‘literal 

incorporation of Harry’s voice into the book’⎯‘I actually felt this to be a smart, creative 

decision on my part. He didn’t request it, only allowed it! I pasted in pieces of an email he sent 

his close friends shortly after his mother’s passing.’92 Harry’s voice is formatted in italics, with 

‘Harry’ in a grey font in the outside margin, mirroring the presentation of the other external 

texts in the book, signalling that Nelson’s absorption of, and interaction with, Harry’s text is 

that she views it as a piece of writing which will aid the development of her story-

telling/argument/thesis, and also as an ‘art-weapon’. Harry’s writing is devoid of capital letters 

(although other punctuation such as full stops and question marks are included) which marks 

it as distinct from any other part of the book: Harry’s voice is an othering and at the same time, 

distinct to himself.  

 

Over the following five pages, Nelson intersperses these two voices, providing ‘pauses, breaks, 

cuts, [and] leaps’ in the narrative progression. We migrate between life and death, ‘pausing’ 

one narrative to return to the other, ‘leaping’ metaphysically forwards and backwards. Their 

similarities are stark: the time it takes to enter and exit the world, the movements it takes. Time 

is the central concern within these passages: when in strenuous situations the experience of 

time becomes heightened, changeable and distorted. Harry’s narrative circles around time (‘for 

the first 33 hours of my time with her’), describing the ‘innumerable times’ he waits to hear his 

mother’s breath, repeating the talisman ‘i told her’ nine times in a single paragraph. 93 Christine 

Casson notes that: 

 
 

91 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 161. 
92 Nelson, Maggie. Interview with Emily Gould, “Imperatives, Maggie Nelson on birth, death, and everything in 
between.” Poetry Foundation, May 20th 2015, www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/70226/imperatives. Accessed 
12th October 2019. 
93 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 161; p. 163; pp. 161-2. 
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it is from the unfolding of time underlying all human experience that moments of 
emotional and psychological intensity arise and meaning accrues. The chronology of 
those moments, then, is significant and compels us to confront the temporal world, 
which is, as Paul Ricoeur says, the hallmark of narrative.94 

 

Nelson manipulates time within these pages, allowing the narrative to move forward while 

attempting to suspend time within it, which is what Harry wishes for: ‘i never wanted it to end. 

i have never wanted infinity to open up under an instant like i wanted that then.’95 If one of the 

aims of narrative is to ‘confront the temporal world’ and realize the dimensions of it, then these 

passages directly confront its innate uncontrollable nature, illuminating temporality in the 

mirroring of the two (half-realized) characters of the son and mother, as they slip in and out of 

time: 

 
she was in the doorway of all worlds and i was in the doorway too. i forced myself not 
to disturb her, she seemed all at once to know where she was going and how to get 
there. her map. her job. the goal at hand.96 

 

According to Casson, the narrative must anticipate, experience and remember, whereas the 

storyteller must ‘orchestrate events in such a way that will reveal not necessarily all that 

happens but the impression of what happens.’97 The weaving together of these two stories 

results in an impressionistic chronology. This is as a result of the utilization of poetic 

techniques, which allow the anticipation, experience and recollection of the events that unfold 

to transcend the ordinary and enter into a discussion of the temporality of experience. Time 

acts as a grounding for the reader, situating us within the space, and at the same time, 

unmooring us, so that we are held within the ‘pain cavern’, suspended in time with these two 

 
94 Casson, Christine. “Historical Narrative in the Lyric Sequence” The Contemporary Narrative Poem: Critical 
Crosscurrents. Ed. Steven P. Schneider. Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2012, p. 124. 
95 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 164. 
96 ibid., p. 163. 
97 Casson, Christine. “Historical Narrative in the Lyric Sequence” The Contemporary Narrative Poem: Critical 
Crosscurrents. Ed. Steven P. Schneider. Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2012, pp. 132-133. 
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voices as they re-enact difficult experiences in real time. The claustrophobia inherent within 

the prose poem is continually worked at: Nelson ‘demand[s] surrender’ through the 

relentlessness of description and recreation, and there is ‘no safe word to stop it’ apart from, 

perhaps, time, with which we reach a conclusion, with firstly, the death of Harry’s mother (‘i 

was really astonished. proud of her. i looked at the clock it was 2:16.’) and secondly, the birth 

of their son, Iggy (‘I look at the clock; it is 3:45 a.m.’).98 

 

 
98 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 167; p. 167; p. 164; p. 166. 



 

 134 

Proposition 3: Severing Ties: the Lyric, Brevity and Closure 

 

Several definitions of the prose poem claim brevity as a key characteristic. The Princeton 

Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics asserts ‘unity even in brevity […] sustained intensity, and 

compactness’, as some of the principal characteristics of the prose poem, claiming that the 

‘short form is a sure model here; otherwise, the prose poem merges with the essay’.99 In her 

introduction to The Prose Poem in France: Theory and Practice, Hermine Riffaterre, concurs 

with this, saying: 

 
Despite the diversity of approaches evident in this volume, or perhaps because of that 
very diversity, a clear consensus emerges as to what traits will define a genre too often 
thought indefinable: brevity, closure, inner “deconventionalized” motivation of form, 
relationship between representation-space and the poem’s spatial features, one shaping 
the other and so forth.100 

 

In Riffaterre’s book, Michel Beaujour considers why there is this insistence for brevity in the 

prose poem. His essay ‘Short Epiphanies: Two Contextual Approaches to the French Prose 

Poem’, states that lyric poetry, considered by some to be ‘real poetry’, must be short in order 

to achieve ‘lyrical energy’. 101 102 He therefore deduces that ‘it follows that a prose piece must 

be short in order to achieve some verisimilitude for its claims to poeticalness [because] 

[s]hortness presents at least a presumption of lyrical energy at work.’103  

 

 
99 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, edited by Stephen Cushman, et al., 
Princeton University Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 1112. 
100 Riffaterre, Hermine. Prose Poem in France: Theory and Practice. New York, Guildford, Surrey: Columbia 
Univeristy Press, 1983, p. xi. 
101 Beaujour, Michel. “Short Epiphanies: Two Contextual Approaches to the French Prose Poem.” Prose Poem in 
France: Theory and Practice. Ed. Hermine Riffaterre. Guildford, Surrey: Columbia University Press, 1983, p. 42. 
102 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics definition of the lyric includes this statement: ‘Since the 
18th c., brevity, subjectivity, passion, and sensuality have been the qualities associated with poems called lyric.’ 
103 Beaujour, Michel. “Short Epiphanies: Two Contextual Approaches to the French Prose Poem.” Prose Poem in 
France: Theory and Practice. Ed. Hermine Riffaterre. Guildford, Surrey: Columbia University Press, 1983, p. 42. 
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The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics notes that in the early twentieth century, 

the term ‘lyric’ became an ‘umbrella term for many different kinds of poetry’ and that the 

‘lyric’ has continued to be in flux to this day.104 The lyric poem has a long, wide-ranging and 

constantly changing definition within literary criticism, and as a consequence this thesis will 

not attempt to offer a definitive description but takes a more fluid approach in order to gain a 

better understanding of how the prose poem fits into the poetic landscape.  

 

It is this reliance upon the historical definitions that are problematic for both Beaujour and 

Murphy. Beaujour quotes Monique Parent’s definition of prose poetry as ‘autonomous pieces 

of lyrical poetry devoid of verse structure’.105 To assume that the prose poem is merely a de-

lineated lyric poem ignores the unique qualities of the prose poem which this thesis aims to 

show. If a prose poem is a de-lineated lyric poem, then it must ascribe to the ‘tension’, ‘impact’, 

‘images’, ‘music’ and ‘energy’ of lyricism, all of which, Beaujour claims, are bound up in the 

‘ideological elements’ of poetic norms inherited from the Renaissance and Classical periods.106 

Murphy also disputes brevity upon similar grounds, writing that it implies an increased 

‘importance of closure as an organising principle’, and therefore pertains to lyrical 

compactness and ‘romantic theories seeking to define a poem as a unity’:107 

 
While some principle of organization may be read into the individual prose poem, and 
closure may act as a special device in foregrounding whatever unifying principle lends 
coherence to the text, such a perception of the text as a self-organized, self-enclosed 
entity is a historically determined one and relies on a model of reading based in 
organicist assumptions. Such perceptions may be relevant to the history of the 

 
104 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, edited by Stephen Cushman, et al., 
Princeton University Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, p. 833. 
105 Parent, Monique, quoted in Beaujour, Michel. “Short Epiphanies: Two Contextual Approaches to the French 
Prose Poem.” Prose Poem in France: Theory and Practice. Ed. Hermine Riffaterre. Guildford, Surrey: Columbia 
University Press, 1983, p. 40. 
106 Beaujour, Michel. “Short Epiphanies: Two Contextual Approaches to the French Prose Poem.” Prose Poem 
in France: Theory and Practice. Ed. Hermine Riffaterre. Guildford, Surrey: Columbia University Press, 1983, 
pp. 40-41. 
107 Murphy, Margueritte S. A Tradition of Subversion: The Prose Poem in English from Wilde to Ashberry. 
Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1992, p. 62. 
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genre⎯its conceptualization and reception in different literary generations⎯yet they 
are bound to models of reading that are necessarily partial, and now outdated. Neither 
brevity nor closure as a hermeneutic device should be accepted as axiomatic of the 
genre throughout its history.108 

 

Murphy’s claim is that if we accept ‘brevity’ and therefore ‘closure’ as innate to the form of 

the prose poem, we risk placing outdated ideas upon a form that is inherently subversive, 

thereby limiting the form’s possibilities (and the poems that we place within its boundaries). 

Why must ideals inherited from the nineteenth century be placed upon a poem written in the 

twenty-first century? ‘How long is brief, for instance?’ Murphy asks, ‘while long prose poems 

are rarer than prose poems of a page, or two, or three, should they be excluded by definition?’109 

This thesis suggests that current definitions of the prose poem could stretch to 95 pages, or 240 

propositions. Or is it even necessary to set a limit? 

 

Within the concept of brevity is the expectation of ‘closure’. Closure means resolution, and 

within this resolution, there is the implicit recognition that the question asked will be answered: 

the poem is a puzzle which the poet must work out in a neat and resolute way, creating tension 

through the working out, and pleasure in the answer. Additionally, the answer will provide 

‘moral usefulness’, a term that Beaujour identifies as a key characteristic of the lyric poem.110  

Paul Muldoon also draws a parallel between ‘closure’ and a ‘strong moral drive’: 

 
I don’t happen to like the moralising tone in myself […] So many of the last lines in 
New Weather come thumping off the soap-box, like ‘None could describe / 
Electrocution, falling, the age of innocence’ ⎯ how more ponderous can you get? … 
or ‘Yet by my broken bones / I tell new weather’ ⎯ which is silly and imperious.111 

 
108 ibid., pp. 62-63. 
109 ibid., p. 63. 
110 Beaujour, Michel. “Short Epiphanies: Two Contextual Approaches to the French Prose Poem.” Prose Poem in 
France: Theory and Practice. Ed. Hermine Riffaterre. Guildford, Surrey: Columbia University Press, 1983, p. 41. 
111 Muldoon, Paul. In the Chair: Interviews with Poets from the North of Ireland. Ed. John Brown. County Clare: 
Salmon Publishing Ltd., 2002, p. 189. 
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Closure risks closing down ambiguity. Each proposition in Bluets does not achieve closure: 

they are often open-ended, running into, or away from, each other; creating tension through the 

examination of her ‘question’ from different angles. This circumnavigation of theme shares a 

commonality with the way that Sharon Cameron describes Dickinson’s approach: 

 
“Tell all the Truth but tell it slant - / Success in Circuit lies,” Dickinson writes in P 
1129, and the statement turns our attention to the implied synonymy between slantness 
and circuity, even though one is linear, coming at an angle, and the other curvilinear, 
working around a circumference. The illogical overlap between obliquity and circuity 
is a direct consequence of Dickinson’s preoccupation with ineffable centerings. For 
however close the lens of a given poem comes to the subject of attention, to a center, 
its speaker perceives that the subject shift out of the line of direct vision. To see at a 
perspective is to see at a slant.112 

 

A circuit is a roughly circular line, route or movement that starts and ends in the same place, 

or, the movement all the way around a place or thing. Nelson moves around the theme, altering 

the beginning and endpoints, reaching towards but never quite getting to the centre. She is in 

constant motion, as each proposition propels her forward and around the circuit, teasing the 

reader with the idea of a conclusion, tantalising us with the idea of a ‘poison or cure.’113 What 

is at the centre of Bluets or is the core ‘ineffable’ like Dickinson’s? The ‘answer’, Nelson 

appears to suggest, is ‘a matter of translation.’114 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
112 Cameron, Sharon. Lyric Time: Dickinson and the Limits of Genre. Maryland: The John Hopkins University 
Press, 1979, p. 4. 
113 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 73. 
114 ibid. 
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Proposition 3.1: Claudia Rankine’s ‘artfully juxtaposed intensities’ 
 

To take a recent example of how the lyric has transformed in the twenty-first century, we can 

turn to Claudia Rankine’s Citizen, which shares the subtitle An American Lyric with her 

previous book Don’t Let Me Be Lonely. This subtitle announces a ‘tension between a national 

project and a personal one’,115 by asking us to read her formally varied long narrative poems 

through the ‘artfully juxtaposed intensities’ of ‘American’ and ‘lyric’.116 Where Don’t Let Me 

Be Lonely ‘explored frailty, the limitations, of the individual body, Citizen is about the body 

on a broader level: the body politic, let’s say’.117 Citizen utilizes the prose poem, the essay, the 

script, free verse and photographs and images of artwork, exploring first and second person, to 

further the concept of the lyric, both formally and thematically. Thematically, the book centres 

around racism and the African American experience, writing the ‘disruptive history’ that 

Rankine feels ‘in the body of black people’ through a combination of lived experiences and 

cultural history. Rankine has described her subtitle ‘An American Lyric’ as an endeavour to 

‘to pull the lyric back into its realities’.118 

 

Ben Lerner describes how Rankine purposely avoids the ‘brevity, intensely felt emotion, and 

highly musical verse’, of the lyric, and instead explores the ‘extremely personal’ as the 

‘experience of depersonalization’ through the prose poems in Citizen119:  

 
What I encounter in Rankine is the felt unavailability of the traditional lyric categories; 
the instruction to read her writing as poetry⎯and especially lyric poetry⎯catalyzes an 
experience of their loss, like a sensation in a phantom limb. (The effect would be 

 
115 Lerner, Ben. The Hatred of Poetry. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2016, p. 65. 
116 Chiasson, Dan. “Color Codes: A poet examines race in America.” The New Yorker, 20th October 2014, 
www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/10/27/color-codes. 
117 Ulin, David L. “Poet Claudia Rankine ruminates on the body politic in ‘Citizen.’” Los Angeles Times, 9th 
October 2014, www.latimes.com/books/jacketcopy/la-ca-jc-claudia-rankine-20141012-story.html. 
118 Rankine, Claudia, quoted in David L. Ulin. “Poet Claudia Rankine ruminates on the body politic in 
‘Citizen.’” Los Angeles Times, 9th October 2014, www.latimes.com/books/jacketcopy/la-ca-jc-claudia-rankine-
20141012-story.html. 
119 Lerner, Ben. The Hatred of Poetry. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2016, p. 67. 
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muffled if not altogether absent if the work was presented as an essay and not as a 
poem.) “Do feelings lose their feeling if they speak to a lack of feeling?” Rankine asks 
at one point in Citizen. I think her work answers that question in the negative by making 
us feel a desire for a feeling beyond stereotype and spectacle. “Poetry” becomes a word 
for that possibility whose absence we sense in these poems.120 

 

This poetic form as absence in Citizen shares similarities with Bluets: both of these poems deal 

with absences, and this helps us to think about the way that absence functions beyond subject 

matter. When absence manifests itself as form, what is it that is missing? Are we left staring 

into an abyss, and if so, is this abyss where we want to be? 

 

Rankine subverts the lyric within the prose poems and the essays in Citizen, redefining how 

we read the lyric as a genre. She pushes against preconceived boundaries of the lyric as a short, 

self-contained expression of the self, asking it to be more than ‘brevity, subjectivity, [and] 

passion’. Instead, Rankine forces the lyrical mode into a political innovative space, both 

formally and thematically. ‘“It always surprises me,” she reflects, “when people say that the 

realm of the lyric is the personal and the personal is not political. I just don’t know how we can 

get to 2014 and say that with a straight face.”’121 The use of the second-person narration in the 

prose poems that open the book, and are from then on, scattered throughout it, creates a political 

voice by collecting together the experiences of Rankine and her African American 

friends/colleagues into a singular voice. It simultaneously closes the space between the reader 

and the narrator, whilst also keeping the reader at a remove, to highlight the small acts of racism 

faced everyday by this collective voice. Rankine says that she wanted to create a space in which 

the reader would have to  

 

 
120 ibid., p. 68. 
121 Rankine, Claudia, quoted in David L. Ulin. “Poet Claudia Rankine ruminates on the body politic in ‘Citizen.’” 
Los Angeles Times, 9th October 2014, www.latimes.com/books/jacketcopy/la-ca-jc-claudia-rankine-20141012-
story.html. 
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think about where they were positioned each time something happened, to think, 
“where am I relative to this interaction? Where do I stand in this?” I wanted it to happen 
again and again, and the only construction that allowed it was the second person.122 

 

This voice is also set within the bounds of the prose poem. That the prose poem is the space in 

which this voice can exist illuminates the power of the form: the inherent claustrophobia, the 

stripped-back language revealing the starkness of the situations described, the way each one 

stacks on top of the next to form a larger experience. 

 

No single definition of the form of Citizen is the same. For example, it has been described by 

Michael Lindgren as ‘part protest lyric, part art book’ and ‘an innovative amalgam of 

genres’,123 and by David Ulin as ‘a vivid hybrid of verse, narrative prose and documentary 

images’.124 For the first time in its history, the National Book Critics Circle, nominated Citizen: 

An American Lyric in two categories: poetry and criticism. The Chair of the Poetry Committee, 

Rigoberto Gonzalez, said: 

 
Claudia Rankine’s Citizen is a book of prose poetry whose inventive composition and 
topical content invite readers to consider different avenues toward the urgent 
conversation about race and politics in America. Rankine’s appearance on two separate 
categories is a testament to her book’s complexity, narrative reach and artistry.125 

 

Kayo Chingonyi describes how the form of Citizen illuminates the current appetite for 

‘discourse, for enquiry, for the posing of important and difficult questions’126: 

 
 

122 ibid. 
123 Lindgren, Michael. “The best in criticism: National Book Critics Circle Award finalists.” Washington Post 10th 
March 2015, www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/books/the-best-in-criticism-national-book-critics-circle-
award-finalists/2015/03/10/0ba90750-c2b9-11e4-ad5c-3b8ce89f1b89_story.html.  
124 Ulin, David L. “Poet Claudia Rankine ruminates on the body politic in ‘Citizen.’” Los Angeles Times, 9th 
October 2014, www.latimes.com/books/jacketcopy/la-ca-jc-claudia-rankine-20141012-story.html. 
125 Gonzalez, Rigoberto, quoted in “National Book Critics Circle Announces Finalists.” Critical Mass: The Blog 
of the National Book Critics Circle Board of Directors, 19th January 2015, 
blog.bookcritics.org/blog/archive/national-book-critics-circle-announces-its-finalists-for-publishing-year-20. 
126 Chingonyi, Kayo. “Interview with Claudia Rankine” The White Review, March 2018, 
www.thewhitereview.org/feature/interview-claudia-rankine/. 
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What does it matter if a text is or isn’t a poem as we commonly understand that term; 
what does that text make us feel? This is the question that sits at the heart of Claudia 
Rankine’s artistic practice, a practice which centres the art itself, the text, asking what 
form it should take to realise its potential rather than trying to bend that work into an 
existing shape so that it is recognisable as X or Y.127 

 

With Citizen: An American Lyric Rankine broke open the lyric as a genre: her new definition 

is not brief and it does not achieve closure, but it is long, and full of open-ended questions. 

That Rankine did this breaking primarily through the prose poem, illustrates the ability of the 

prose poem as a genre to break boundaries and subvert expectations; to be a space in which the 

new can be explored. Similarly, Nelson is also doing this with the prose poem, and throughout 

her oeuvre of ‘multi-genre’ books. 

  

 
127 ibid. 
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Proposition 4: ‘To build some kind of bower?’: Inhabiting Genres in the Prose 

Poem 

 

Both Margueritte S. Murphy and Jeremy Noel-Tod claim that one way in which an othering is 

achieved within the prose poem is through the inhabitation of other prose genres. Noel-Tod 

illustrates this through Riffaterre’s writing: 

 

[a]s Hermine Riffaterre has observed, the ‘formal framework’ of the individual prose 
poem is ‘ad hoc’, and often makes its home among other forms and genres. These may 
be recognizably literary, such as the anecdote, the aphorism, the sketch, the dialogue, 
the essay, the fairy tale, the fragment, the joke, the myth, or the short story. But prose 
poets are also attracted to the poetic possibilities of other kinds of writing, the official 
purpose of which is to record and inform.’128  

 

This ‘official’ prose is one genre that Dan Chiasson, in his review of Citizen, suggests Rankine 

writes in her prose poems, saying that they have another ‘non-literary’ model: ‘the police-log, 

the journal entry, or⎯a new form familiar to anybody who visits student unions⎯the 

confession board papered with anonymous note cards.’ He recognises these prose genres within 

Rankine’s poetry because of the language she uses, which mimic the ‘action of defending 

oneself in a court of law’.129 

 

Murphy elaborates upon this inhabitation further, claiming that this subversion of prose genres 

is ‘a basic distinguishing feature of the [prose poem] genre’ and that: 

 
each prose poem must suggest a traditional prose genre to some extent in order to 
subvert it. The prose poem, then, may be seen as a battlefield where conventional prose 

 
128 Noel-Tod, Jeremy. “Introduction: The Expansion of the Prose Poem.” The Penguin Book of the Prose Poem: 
From Baudelaire to Anne Carson. Ed. Jeremy Noel-Tod. Great Britain: Penguin Random House, 2018, p. xxi. 
129 Chiasson, Dan. “Color Codes: A poet examines race in America.” The New Yorker, 20th October, 2014, 
www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/10/27/color-codes. 
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of some sort appears and is defeated by the text’s drive to innovate and to differentiate 
itself, to construct a self-defining “poeticity” (a term in itself problematized by the prose 
poem). While every text may to some extent alter its own genre, the prose poem draws 
in and alters other genres or modes of discourse as part of its own peculiar self-
definition.130 

 

Murphy’s theory of the conflict of ‘intratextuality’ within the prose poem suggests that one of 

the otherings a prose poem does is to allow non-literary language into the poetic discourse: ‘the 

prose of the street, the pulpit, the newsrooms, the political arena, the psychiatrist’s office, and 

so on’, and therefore mining the conflicts that occur by bringing life into the literary.131 Murphy 

continues to explain how these acts of subversion provide the basis for the prose poem; noting 

that in the inhabitation of a prose genre, the poem must also ‘deviate’ from the conventions of 

the genre in order to ‘establish itself as other’.132 This deviation, she suggests, may be either at 

‘the level of larger structures of convention, resulting in parody of the older, traditional 

genre[s]’ or, it may deviate by acts of ‘mangling syntactic and semantic structures.’133 

 

Within Bluets Nelson writes about the male satin bowerbird, who collects (sometimes steals) 

blue objects to build a bower in order to attract a mate. She describes the hard-work the 

bowerbird must do, work that is both violent⎯he kills ‘smaller blue birds […] to get their 

plumage’; he ‘builds competitively, stealing treasures from other birds, sometimes trashing 

their bowers entirely’⎯and artistic⎯he uses ‘juices from blue fruits’ and ‘the frayed end of a 

twig’ to paint the bower; he sings and dances for female birds, putting on a ‘show’.134 

 

 
130 Murphy, Margueritte S. A Tradition of Subversion: The Prose Poem in English from Wilde to Ashberry. 
Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1992, p. 3. 
131 ibid., p. 4. 
132 ibid., p. 82. 
133 ibid. 
134 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 27; p. 27; p. 27. 
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Nelson gives us the bowerbird as an example of another animal who collects blues, and in 

doing so, draws a parallel between herself and the bird. The bowerbird is a metaphor, but the 

metaphor is almost too obvious, and so Nelson swerves around it in an attempt to evade the 

comparison: 

 
Am I trying, with these “propositions,” to build some kind of bower?⎯But surely this 
would be a mistake. For starters, words do not look like the thing they designate 
(Maurice Merleau-Ponty).135  

 

In Bluets Nelson inhabits two prose genres: the philosophical treatise and the essay, using the 

philosophical treatise as a basis for the overarching structure and the essay as a semantic 

‘mangling.’ This thesis will turn to inspect both of these prose discourses, and suggest the ways 

in which Nelson inhabits and subverts them.  

 
135 ibid., p28. 
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Proposition 4.1: The Philosophical Treatise 

 

Nelson defines the numbered sections in Bluets as propositions: 

 
Am I trying, with these “propositions,” to build some kind of bower? 
 
I could have written half of these propositions drunk or high, for instance, and half 
sober 
 
‘Some of these propositions first appeared, in various forms[…]’136 

 

Nelson here announces her intellectual ambition by placing herself within the philosophical 

mode of the propositional treatise. Her treatise has an overarching structure: Bluets is composed 

of 240 numbered propositions, and within these 240 propositions is contained a paradox; they 

are both a cohesive whole and divided into multiple varying units, statements, or boxes. 

Numbers have an innate sequential order, allowing Nelson to experiment with the concept of 

narrative and time within the movements between propositions. Momentum is built within 

these movements: each proposition moves the narrative forward; however, not every 

movement made is out of a logical progression and therefore, the narrative which forms is one 

that relies upon a mixture of concordance and disjunction, sequiturs and non-sequiturs. 

 

First we must examine in detail how the propositional thinking of the text manoeuvres itself 

into a space of philosophical dialogue, and how this in turn, deepens Nelson’s conversation 

with Wittgenstein. The OED’s definition of proposition, specifically relating to logic, 4b (a) 

says ‘A statement which is capable of truth or falsity; (also occasionally) a mental formulation 

of that which is expressed by such a statement.’137 This idea that a proposition can be both true 

 
136 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 28; p. 74; p. 98. 
137 OED Online. "proposition, n."  Oxford University Press, December 2019, www.oed.com/view/Entry/152801. 
Accessed 18th January 2020. 
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and false is supported by Ray Monk in his essay ‘Was Russell an Analytical Philosopher?’ 

where he says that ‘it is necessary to distinguish propositions from sentences’, offering a 

definition of propositions as ‘psychological occurrences of certain sorts⎯complex images, 

expectations, etc. [which are] “expressed” by sentences’138:  

 
the only thing essential to our inquiries is that sentences signify something other than 
themselves, which can be the same when the sentences differ. That this something is 
psychological (or physiological) is made evident by the fact that propositions can be 
false.139 

 

The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy begins its definition of the proposition by saying: 

 
The term ‘proposition’ has a broad use in contemporary philosophy. It is used to refer 
to some or all of the following: the primary bearers of truth-value, the objects of belief 
and other “propositional attitudes” (i.e., what is believed, doubted, etc.), the referents 
of that-clauses, and the meanings of sentences.140 

 

However, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy also quotes David Lewis who says that 

‘the conception we associate with the word ‘proposition’ may be something of a jumble of 

conflicting desiderata’, suggesting that therefore it may be impossible to ‘capture our 

conception [of the proposition] in a consistent definition.’ The definition then offered states 

that propositions ‘are the shareable objects of the attitudes and the primary bearers of truth and 

falsity.’ However, this excludes certain statements as being considered propositions, such as 

‘thought- and utterance-tokens’ because they are not ‘sharable,’ and ‘concrete events or facts’ 

because they cannot be false. Many of Nelson’s propositions in Bluets comprise ‘thought- and 

utterance-tokens’ and ‘concrete events or facts,’ and therefore we can surmise that Nelson is 

 
138 Monk, Ray. “Was Russell an Analytical Philosopher?” The Rise of Analytical Philosophy. Ed. Hans-Johann 
Glock, New Jersey: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1997, p. 37; p. 38. 
139 ibid., p. 38. 
140 McGrath, Matthew and Frank, Devin, "Propositions", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy Spring 2018 
Edition, Ed. Edward N. Zalta, plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2018/entries/propositions. Accessed 20th January 
2020. 
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inhabiting the propositional mode and subverting it by allowing it to contain premises which 

the traditions of philosophy would not allow, giving the surface impression of a philosophical 

treatise whilst undermining the logic and reasoning of a philosophical approach. This leads us 

to better understand how (or why) Nelson is influenced by Wittgenstein’s work.  

 

Working within the philosophical framework of propositional thinking, Nelson brings her 

ongoing conversation, and preoccupation, with Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language into 

Bluets. Since Nelson places importance upon Wittgenstein in her work, it is useful to consider 

his use of language and propositions. In Wittgenstein’s Ladder, Marjorie Perloff claims that, 

Wittgenstein’s ‘curious mix of mysticism and common sense, of radical thought [and] old 

views’ has made him ‘paradoxically a kind of patron saint for poets and artists.’141 Here, Perloff 

quotes Terry Eagleton’s introduction to Derek Jarman’s 1993 film about Wittgenstein saying: 

 
The library of artistic works on Ludwig Wittgenstein continues to accumulate. What is 
it about this man, whose philosophy can be taxing and technical enough, which so 
fascinates the artistic imagination? Frege is a philosopher’s philosopher, Bertrand 
Russell every shopkeeper’s image of the sage, and Sartre the media’s idea of an 
intellectual; but Wittgenstein is the philosopher of poets and composers, playwrights 
and novelists, and snatches of his mighty Tractatus have even been set to music?142 

 

Perhaps Wittgenstein became ‘a kind of patron saint’ because he wrote about the relationship 

between poetry and philosophy, for example: ‘I think I summed up my attitude to philosophy 

when I said: philosophy ought really to be written only as a poetic composition.’143 Also, as 

Perloff notes, ‘Perhaps it is this very contradictoriness, this refusal to stay in one place, that has 

 
141 Perloff, Marjorie. Wittgenstein’s Ladder: Poetic Language and the Strangeness of the Ordinary. Chicago and 
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1996, p. 3. 
142 ibid., p. 4. 
143 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Culture and Value. Ed. G. H. Von Wright, in collaboration with Heikki Nyman. 
Translated by Peter Winch. 2nd Ed. Oxford: Basil Blackwell Publisher, 1980, p. 24e. 
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made Wittgenstein so appealing. His “ladder” of propositions, as we know from the Tractatus, 

has no sooner been climbed than it must be replaced.’144  

 

Referring to Wittgenstein’s early work in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Hartnack suggests 

that Wittgenstein saw language as existing as a ‘picture or model of facts’ which ‘is not a 

picture of the objects but of the combination of objects that constitute a fact’145: 

 
In the Tractatus Wittgenstein argues that language is a picture of reality. This means 
there must be a similarity of structure between that which pictures and that which is 
pictured. The form of language must be the same as that of reality. If the structure is 
distorted, the result will be nonsense. In other words, it is possible to formulate 
meaningful statements only if the form of the language is in accordance with the 
structure of reality.146 
 

Wittgenstein then explored language as reality, shaping his thoughts in propositions: 

 
Language consists of sentences, and sentences picturing a state of affairs are elementary 
sentences. To say that an elementary sentence is a model or picture of a state of affairs 
is to say, among other things, that a state of affairs exists. Thus every sentence becomes 
a proposition⎯that is, a sentence by means of which one asserts that something is or is 
not the case. If an elementary sentence, or, better, an elementary proposition is true, 
then the state of affairs which is spoken of exists; if the proposition is false, it does not 
exist.147 

 

Hartnack points out that in his later work, Wittgenstein came to reject this ‘radical limitation’ 

of language. However, we can see Wittgenstein’s early views on the limits of language in his 

preface to the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus: 
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The book deals with the problems of philosophy, and shows, I believe, that the reason 
why these problems are posed is that the logic of our language is misunderstood. The 
whole sense of the book might be summed up in the following words: what can be said 
at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk about we must pass over in silence.148 

 

At the beginning of The Argonauts Nelson quotes this last sentence by Wittgenstein, describing 

it as ‘reverential’ and suggesting that it ‘ham[s] it up by miming a constricted throat: Lo, what 

I would say, were words good enough. Words are good enough.’ 149 Instead, Nelson claims that 

Wittgenstein’s ‘paradox’ ‘that the inexpressible is contained⎯inexpressibly!⎯in the 

expressed’150⎯or in Wittgenstein’s words from Culture and Value ‘Perhaps what is 

inexpressible (what I find mysterious and am not able to express) is the background against 

which whatever I could express has its meaning.’151⎯is the idea behind ‘why I write, or how I 

feel able to keep writing.’152 In an interview Nelson explains that The Argonauts begins with 

this discussion of language as a tool of naming and categorization ‘or to what extent it’s about, 

as Wittgenstein has it, a use-value of communication between us [because] those questions are 

the questions that interest me.’153 She goes on to say that with respect to The Argonauts what 

she wanted to create was a ‘lived space where all those questions can be held side-by-side.’ 

This reflects upon Nelson’s whole body of work, which creates a space in which these 

questions are held side-by-side and examined from different angles. Bluets holds these 

questions up to the light: ‘words do not look like the thing they designate’.154 

 

 
148 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Translated by D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness. New 
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153 Nelson, Maggie. “Maggie Nelson and Chris Kraus on confessional writing.” The Guardian Books Podcast 
from The Guardian, 27th May 2016, www.theguardian.com/books/audio/2016/may/27/maggie-nelson-and-chris-
kraus-on-confessional-writing-books-podcast. Accessed 30th May 2019. 
154 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 28. 



 

 150 

Although Nelson claims that these numbered sections are propositions, she does not follow the 

propositional writing of Wittgenstein’s early work. In the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 

Wittgenstein sets out seven propositions, all of which except proposition seven, are followed 

by comments:  

 
The comments on proposition 1 are numbered 1.1 and 1.2; on proposition 2 they are 
2.1 and 2.2. But there are also comments on the comments, each numbered on the same 
principle, so that comments to 1.1 are numbered 1.11 and 1.12, comments to 3.2 are 
numbered 3.21, 3.22, 3.23, and so on.155 156 

 

Nelson remarks upon the Tractatus near the end of Bluets in Proposition 227, drawing a parallel 

between herself and the philosopher (and their work): 

 
Perhaps this is as it should be. Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophus⎯the first 
and only book of philosophy he published in his lifetime⎯clocks in at sixty pages, and 
offers a grand total of seven propositions. “As to the shortness of the book I am awfully 
sorry for it; but what can I do?” he wrote to his translator. “If you were to squeeze me 
like a lemon you would get nothing more out of me.”157 

 

This is preceded by Proposition 161 earlier in the book, in which Nelson quotes Bertrand 

Russell writing about Wittgenstein’s later work: 

 
Philosopher Bertrand Russell was a fan of Wittgenstein’s early work in logic, but he 
complained that the later Wittgenstein “seems to have grown tired of serious thinking 
and to have invented a doctrine which would make such an activity unnecessary.” I am 
not sure if I agree, but I note the temptation. So, I think, did Wittgenstein. “Explanations 
come to an end somewhere,” he wrote.158 

 

 
155 Hartnack, Justus. Wittgenstein and Modern Philosophy. Translated by Maurice Cranston, New York: Anchor 
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19’, ‘CHAPTER XIII’, ‘CHAPTER VI’, ‘CHAPTER 2’, CHAPTER XIX’ and ‘CHAPTER 1’ (Williams, 
William Carlos. The Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams, pp. 177-184.) 
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The propositions in Bluets appear to mimic the propositions of Wittgenstein’s later work: 

Remarks on Colour is arranged in numbered propositions which follow sequentially, beginning 

at number one at the beginning of each chapter, building a consecutive, stable argument about 

the nature of colours and the philosophical puzzles about them. Nelson mirrors these ‘short, 

numbered aphoristic units’ to produce her own philosophical meditation upon the colour 

blue.159 

 

Nelson, at the beginning of Bluets, offers three examples of books about colour written by 

people whilst they were in ‘a particularly fraught moment’ as a sort of explanation as to why 

she is writing this book: Goethe’s Theory of Colours, Derek Jarman’s Chroma, and 

Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Colour: 

 
Or of Wittgenstein, who wrote his Remarks on Colour during the last eighteen months 
of his life, while dying of stomach cancer. He knew he was dying; he could have chosen 
to work on any philosophical problem under the sun. He chose to write about color. 
About color and pain. Much of this writing is urgent, opaque, and uncharacteristically 
boring. “That which I am writing about so tediously, may be obvious to someone whose 
mind is less decrepit,” he wrote.160 

 

And what follows it is this in Proposition 24: 

 
“In view of the fact that Goethe’s explanation of color makes no physical sense at all,” 
one critic recently noted, “one might wonder why it is considered appropriate to reissue 
this English translation.” Wittgenstein put it this way: “This much I understand: that a 
physical theory (such as Newton’s) cannot solve the problems that motivated Goethe, 
even if he himself didn’t solve them either.” So what were Goethe’s problems? 
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In Culture and Value Wittgenstein has also commented: ‘What Goethe was really seeking, I 

believe, was not a physiological, but a psychological theory of colours.’161 This raises the 

question as to what Nelson is seeking in Bluets. Does she consider both the physiological and 

the psychological? 
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Proposition 4.2: Essaying the Essay 

 

Within the overarching structure of the philosophical treatise another structure and genre 

emerges, that of the essay. Nelson uses this form of prose discourse to disrupt the language of 

Bluets and through a ‘mangling [of] syntactic and semantic structures’ creates a style that is 

distinct to her prose poem.162 Nelson roams through the realms of the essay, from the scientific 

paper to the personal essay, borrowing and absorbing essayistic techniques from a wide range 

of styles and practitioners, from the adoption of a theoretical framework mimicking a social 

science paper, to the ‘multiplicity’ of essayists quoted and absorbed such as Montaigne.163 

Brian Dillon notes that Montaigne often wrote in a manner that was ‘liable to fall into a swoon, 

forget itself and wake again hardly knowing what or who it is.’ Nelson ‘swoons’ but 

simultaneously probes: her work is truly in essayistic terms, ‘an effort, an attempt, a trial.’164 

 

Nelson scatters Latin, scientific terms and cites examples of scientific discoveries throughout 

the poem: ‘Acyanoblepsia: non-perception of blue’; ‘The expert on guppy menopause’ appears 

in Propositions 34 and 43; Newton in Propositions 50 and 73; ‘A young doctor’ in Proposition 

86; a ‘clinical psychologist’ in Proposition 93. Nelson also includes quotes from the dictionary 

and Encyclopedia: ‘Blue-eye, archaic: “a blueness or dark circle around the eye, from weeping 

or other cause.”’ However, these sources are also called into question: ‘The Encyclopedia does 

not help’ she says, before ironically quoting at length from the Encyclopedia; and in 

Proposition 51 she questions the objectivity of the Encyclopedia ‘You may as well act as if 

objects had the colors, the Encyclopedia says. ⎯Well it is as you please. But what would it 

look like to act otherwise?’. In Proposition 66 a blue ‘poison strip for termites’ is given a voice 
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and speaks a Latin phrase, ‘Noli me tangere, it said, as some blues do.’165 Nelson draws upon 

these (seemingly) impartial sources and subverts them. 

 

We encounter this questioning relationship with science in microcosm in Proposition 222, 

where she writes: 

 
In January 2002, camping in the Dry Tortugas, on an island which is essentially an 
abandoned fort ninety miles north of Cuba, flipping through a copy of Nature magazine. 
I read that the color of the universe (whatever this might mean⎯here I gather that it 
means the result of a survey of the spectrum of light emitted by around 200,000 
galaxies) has finally been deduced. The color of the universe, the article says, is “pale-
turquoise.” Of course, I think, looking wistfully over the glittering Gulf. I knew it all 
along. The heart of the world is blue. 

 

And then there is a bathetic turn in Proposition 223: 

 
A few months later, back at home, I read somewhere else that this result was in error, 
due to a computer glitch. The real color of the universe, this new article says, is light 
beige.166 

 

This highlighting of the inadequacies of science, and the ‘errors’ and glitches that can produce 

false results, is in contrast to the assured voice of Proposition 222 that claims ‘Of course’ she 

knew the ‘heart’ of the world was blue, because the heart, or soul, of her world is blue, and 

perhaps this is enough. Scientific facts created from data cannot prove or disprove human 

emotions: Nelson questions whether language can deduce these things and whether it can help 

us gain a better understanding of them.  
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Exploring the limits of language through this inhabitation of the essay, and the use of both 

scientific and academic language, is one way in which Nelson conceals, and simultaneously 

explores, the heartbreak and subsequent pain of the narrator. The critical discourse allows the 

narrator some distance from the pain, whilst the juxtaposition of the critical with the pain 

creates tension throughout the poem. Nelson signals, from the first proposition, that this is a 

tension that the poem will explore: where the critical engagement of ‘An appreciation, an 

affinity’ becomes ‘somehow personal.’167 

 

This juxtaposition of critical knowledge and felt emotion is evidenced in Propositions 80 and 

81. Proposition 80 begins with ‘What I have heard’, suggesting empirical (or a posteriori) 

knowledge; what follows is a recounting of ‘facts’: of the Sar-e-Sang mines of lapis lazuli 

running dry; the dynamite used by miners to ‘bleed a vein’ and find more of the semi-precious 

stone; the bombing of two Buddha statues by the Taliban; and the bombing of Afghanistan by 

America.168 In contrast, Proposition 81 begins ‘What I know’ (a priori knowledge) the intense 

emotions that the narrator felt when ‘I met you’.169 This contrast allows an exploration of 

language: the ways in which the critical side of the self, and the emotional side, can explore 

one theme from different angles, applying pressure from both sides to produce something 

unique.  

 

The world that the narrator inhabits within Bluets is often that of the university, though Nelson 

subverts the language of academia while at the same time exploiting its resources. For example, 

in Proposition 13 she describes ‘a job interview at a university, three men sitting across from 

me at a table’; in Proposition 42 she is ‘Sitting in my office before teaching a class on prosody’; 
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in Proposition 43 the narrator describes how ‘Before a faculty meeting, [she is] talking again 

with the expert on guppy menopause’; and in Proposition 64, when applying for a grant from 

a ‘conservative Ivy League university, I described myself and my project as heathen, hedonistic 

and horny. I never got any funding.’170 

 

Adopting an academic style, Nelson collates primary and secondary data about blue throughout 

Bluets. The primary data is an amalgam of blue objects that Nelson has collected as a result of 

her obsession with blue. These material phenomena appear in many guises. For example, from 

the first fourteen propositions alone: ‘blue garbage bags stuck in brambles’; ‘bright blue tarps’; 

‘blinding turquoise ocean’; ‘a little pile of powdered ultramarine pigment’; Stevens’ ‘blue 

guitar’; ‘blue inks, paintings, postcards, dyes, bracelets, rocks, precious stones, watercolors, 

pigments, paperweights, goblets, and candies’.171 

 

Many of these blues, the narrator tells us in Proposition 14, also include ‘stories or leads or 

gifts,’ that people have given her after learning that she is writing a book about blue. 

Furthermore, some of Nelson’s blues are in fact people, who she calls her ‘blue 

correspondents.’ These people include: 

 
a man who has one of his front teeth replaced with lapis lazuli, solely because he loved 
the stone, and to another who worships blue so devoutly that he refuses to eat blue food 
and grows only blue and white flowers in his garden, which surrounds the blue ex-
cathedral in which he lives.  
 

Nelson also claims to have: 
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met a man who is the primary grower of organic indigo in the world, and another who 
sings Joni Mitchell’s Blue in heartbreaking drag, and another whose eyes literally 
leaked blue, and I called this one the prince of blue, which was, in fact, his name.172 

  

‘I think of these people as my blue correspondents, whose job it is to send me blue reports from 

the field.’173 This idea of eccentric correspondents situates Nelson as a journalist, an 

anthologist, and a researcher, constantly mining the depths of the world’s blues. Nelson 

interestingly places herself as a correspondent of sorts in the 2015 preface to The Red Parts, 

where she writes: ‘I’m grateful, once again, to send in this report from the field.’174 The ‘field,’ 

or branch of research, in question has changed, but the idea of poet as documentarian, remains 

the same. Two such correspondents appear in Proposition 165: 

 
Two of the blue correspondents⎯two filmmakers⎯have just reported from the field to 
say that they have undertaken in a rescue project, a rescue of soon-to-be-lost blues. As 
the digital age steamrolls ahead, most films are being rapidly digitized. And as the 
digitization process privileges green over both red and blue, the correspondents have 
decided to collect the blues that “fall out” of film during the transfer. They say they 
have to act fast.175 

 

In the ‘bibliography’ at the end of the book, Nelson thanks her ‘Principle Correspondents,’ 

suggesting that they are more than characters, or narrative devices, and in fact real people who 

have helped her conduct the research for Bluets. 

 

In an interview in the Paris Review in 2018, Maggie Nelson remarked: 

 
In abstract painting, the more abstract the work gets, the more material, which 
fascinates me. That inquiry led to a related obsession with colour in Bluets, as a colour 
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is both a very material phenomenon and also felt by many to be a portal to the 
transcendental.176 

 

And so as a material phenomenon the colour blue appears in many guises, ranging from lapis 

lazuli, to ultramarine pigments, to blue termite poison strips. This primary data provides one 

of the ways in which the book explores the colour as a ‘portal to the transcendental.’ The vast 

accumulation of blue objects creates a kind of saturation which Nelson points out and then 

questions the worth of in Proposition 146, in reference to Marguerite Duras’ work described 

by Avital Ronell as ‘alcoholizations’177: 

 
Could one imagine a book similarly saturated, but with color? How could one tell the 
difference? And if “saturation” means that one simply could not absorb or contain one 
single drop more, why does “saturation” not bring with it a connotation of satisfaction, 
either in concept, or in experience?178 

 

In this comparison Nelson draws upon the symbol of alcohol and transforms blue into a liquid 

which permeates the book. This idea leads into Propositions 150, when Nelson draws upon 

Plato, ‘For Plato, color was as dangerous a narcotic as poetry’ and so the saturation of blueness 

becomes something other than just the objects themselves.179 By placing one blue onto the 

other she creates an intricate tapestry that loops and weaves these material objects together, 

creating a blue world. However, this blue world is not enough: satisfaction cannot be found 

with the material objects alone, and therefore Nelson transforms their materiality into the 

abstract, creating the ‘portal to the transcendental’: 
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That each blue object could be a kind of burning bush, a secret code meant for a single 
agent, an X on a map too diffuse ever to be unfolded in entirety but that contains the 
knowable universe.180  

 

The secondary data in the text is often presented to us in the form of direct and indirect 

quotations from a wide variety of writers, poets, philosophers, artists and filmmakers, from 

Mallarmé to Goethe to Joni Mitchell to Derek Jarman to Newton to Warhol [see Appendix 2]. 

The way in which Nelson weaves these people’s words throughout her own creates a multi-

vocal text. She puts pressure upon the quotes, using them as examples, or evidence, to back up 

her own writing and arguments. For example, in Proposition 78, Nelson uses a ‘Buddhist 

axiom,’ and a quote from Emerson, as examples to illustrate her first encounter with the 

International Klein Blue in ‘the Tate’ in London: she finds it ‘too much.’ And in Proposition 

196, Nelson admits that ‘quite possibly I am a fool’ for revealing so much personal information 

within Bluets, referring to Goethe and Sei Shōnagon who also wrote personally revealing 

books, and regretted it: ‘Oh, how often have I cursed those foolish pages of mine which made 

my youthful suffering public property!’ Nelson counters her foreshadowing of regret two 

propositions later, with a quote from Leonard Cohen about his song ‘Famous Blue Raincoat’ 

admitting ‘that he could no longer remember the specifics of the love triangle that the song 

describes.’181 

 

Nelson presents many of these quotes in the form that one would expect from a critical essay: 

‘described by one critic as’; ‘one critic recently noted’; ‘Consider the case of Mr. Sidney 

Bradford’; ‘Consider, for example, the legend of Saint Lucy’; ‘In his book On Being Blue, 

William Gass argues that what we readers really want is […]’; ‘[…] writes one clinical 
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psychologist.’182 This language is a constant reminder that Nelson appears to be presenting a 

thesis, and offering evidence with which to back it up. 

 

The profound inhabitation of the critical essay is extended further by Nelson in The Argonauts. 

This book is written in prose and conforms to the expectations of a critical essay in a more 

conventional way, though one of the more unconventional aspects of The Argonauts is the way 

in which Nelson uses quoted material and other texts. 

 

Bluets becomes almost a catalogue: here are all of the examples of ‘blueness’ I have gathered, 

Nelson is saying, see how I display them in a list, numbered as if in an art gallery; marvel at 

my exhibition. Arguably The Argonauts takes this exhibition(ism) a stage further, positioning 

roughly a third [see Appendix 3] of the texts cited within the book on the outside margin, giving 

them their own white space. The line between the main body of the text and the margin where 

they exist act almost as the glass around a display cabinet in a museum, creating a barrier 

between the exhibit and the viewer. 

 

We might compare this marginal framing as the mount that surrounds a piece of art. Vona 

Groake, in her long-form personal essay Four Sides Full (2016), considers the space that the 

mount offers as ‘meditative’: 

 
The mount confirms it. Wiped of noise and meaning, of business and intent, the mount 
is a meditative space. The mount will see you clear. You set aside your knots of living, 
shed your duties and concerns, you take a breath, dip your mind in its clean space, to 
emerge on the inner side of it. You have been prepared.183  
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That Nelson’s ‘meditative space’ is not ‘Wiped of noise and meaning’, but is in fact filled with 

‘business and intent’ suggests something else: that perhaps this margin(al) work is illustrating 

the inner workings of her mind as she is writing the text: she is, in a way, showing us her 

working out, her sums, her draft, her notebook. In other words, The Argonauts is effectively 

work in progress, offering up a bibliography in real time that we can delve into if we so choose, 

though by withholding the specific text and just giving the name of the artist or writer Nelson 

is not offering everything to us: some things remain hidden; she is hinting at, rather than 

submitting to, an academic style.  

 

Paul Muldoon, when considering a similar use of the margin in Elizabeth Bishop’s poem ‘12 

O’Clock News’ describes it as an ‘airstrip’ ‘running down the side of the page’ allowing the 

marginal text ‘to point, like an anatomical term connected by a fine line, to a feature of the 

main body of the text on the right.’184 There is something of the visual artist at work here, as 

Nelson, like Bishop before her, arranges words on the page as symbols that exist within their 

own narrative and also as a part of the complete book. As The Argonauts develops, patterns 

emerge in the external texts that Nelson references, and as a result, the ebb and flow of the 

argument and narrative become apparent. 

 

In This Little Art, Kate Briggs’ book about literary translation, she reveals a particular way that 

Barthes’ saw, and used, external texts, in his lecture notes Comment vivre ensemble / How to 

Live Together: he had a ‘small selection of tutor texts⎯or textes d’appui as he calls them.’185 

Briggs, expanding upon this definition, describes these tutor texts as: 
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Supporting texts, the texts that brace us, the ones we lean on, testing them to see if 
they’ll support our weight; the texts we always seem to be in conversation with, whether 
directly or indirectly; the texts that enable us to say or write anything at all.186 

 

Clearly Barthes’ use of external texts within his academic lectures is similar to Nelson’s writing 

practice. Indeed, Briggs’ description of how Barthes compiles ‘an unexpected collection of 

writings and novels’ from which he will extrude some kind of pathway, to use as ‘materials to 

think with’ could also have been written about Nelson.187  In an interview, she describes The 

Argonauts as ‘how to think on the page through and with’.188 Nelson’s ‘phosphene’ or 

‘skeleton’189 is akin to Barthes’ ‘squares on a chequerboard,’ or, to use another of his 

metaphors: ‘I see it like a table: seating you next to you and you next to you, anticipating the 

conversations between topics, the arguments.’190  

 

Compared to The Argonauts’ copious use of external texts to create a kind of critical essay, 

Bluets relies less upon such texts, which produces a less obvious narrative patterning. This 

suggests that in Bluets Nelson is inhabiting the essay genre in order to subvert and exploit its 

formal conventions, rather than to construct an actual essay. Through ‘mangling [its] syntactic 

and semantic structures’ she allows the language, and propositional form, of the poem to fool 

us into thinking this is a book with an argument, or thesis, where she might find answers, while 

structurally the fluid construct and free associations intermingling prove otherwise. Returning 

to Barthes and Briggs: 

 

 
186 ibid. 
187 ibid., p. 39. 
188 Nelson, Maggie. “Eileen Myles and Maggie Nelson: Why We Write.” ALOUD @ Los Angeles Public Library, 
12th June 2016. My transcription and punctuation. 
189 Nelson, Maggie. “Eileen Myles and Maggie Nelson: Why We Write.” ALOUD @ Los Angeles Public Library, 
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In this digressive, excursive teaching (‘research, not a lecture,’ he’ll stress at the end of 
the first session), the practice was never to be exhaustive, or systematic: to work or 
walk in a straight line toward some generalizing theory, an ultimate grand idea. Instead, 
to set down a fantasy.191 

  

 
191 ibid., p. 38. 
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Proposition 5: Heraclitus and abruptly finding ocean 

 

From Bluets: 

 

184. Writing is, in fact, an astonishing equalizer. I could have written half of these 
propositions drunk or high, for instance, and half sober; I could have written half in 
agonized tears, and half in a state of clinical detachment. But now that they have been 
shuffled around countless times⎯now that they have been made to appear, at long last, 
running forward as one river⎯how can either of us tell the difference?192 

 

This proposition reveals that the ordering of the propositions throughout the text has been 

carefully curated to offer us a narrative that runs ‘forward as one river’, but what type of river 

has Nelson constructed? And does the narrative appear as ‘one river’, or as a collection of 

tributaries and streams, or, indeed, as an ocean? 

 

If we turn to Proposition 200 we will see Nelson expanding upon this idea of the text as a river 

using Heraclitus’ philosophy: 

 
“You cannot step into the same river twice”⎯a heartening anthem, without a doubt. 
But really this is but one version of the fragment left behind by Heraclitus, who was 
justly nicknamed “The Riddler” or “The Obscure.” Other versions: “On those stepping 
into rivers staying the same other and other waters flow”; “We step and do not step into 
the same river; we are and we are not”; “You cannot step into the same river, for other 
waters and yet others, go flowing on.” It seems that something is staying the same here, 
but what?193 

 

But what? What stays the same in Heraclitus, or in Nelson? Is it the self? No, because ‘we are 

and we are not’. Is it the water? But the water goes ‘flowing on.’ If we examine each variant 

of the fragment in the order that Nelson has chosen to display them we may find an answer. 

 
192 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 74. 
193 ibid., p. 80. 
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The first: 

 
‘You cannot step into the same river twice’ 

 

This proposition, the simplest variant, states that permanence, according to Heraclitus, is a 

‘relative term’ and that ‘what we call permanent is simply an example of change in slow motion 

or in hidden guise’.194 It is compacted, un-paraphrasable: that ‘You cannot step into the same 

river twice’ because once you have stepped into the river, the ‘you’ and the ‘river’ will never 

be the same, because permanence is relative, and everything is constantly in flux. 

 

The second:  

 
‘On those stepping into rivers staying the same other and other waters flow.’ 

 

What changes are apparent in this variant? The lack of punctuation attaches the phrase ‘staying 

the same’ onto ‘those’ (people), the ‘rivers,’ and ‘the other and other waters’: everything is 

called into flux and also into stasis; the only permanence is the flux. According to The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (which Nelson cites as one of her ‘other suppliers’195) this 

fragment is the ‘one and only river fragment, the only actual quotation from Heraclitus’ 

book.’196 This is because it shares similar features with other Heraclitean fragments, that of 

‘syntactic ambiguity’ which allows ‘the same’ to attach to the people, the rivers, and the waters; 

‘chiasmus’; ‘sound-painting (the first phrase creates the sound of rushing water with its 

diphthongs and sibilants)’; ‘rhyme’; and ‘alliteration’. This is also the only variant which has 

 
194 Wheelwright, Philip. Heraclitus. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959, p. 30. 
195 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 98. 
196 Graham, Daniel W., "Heraclitus", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy Spring 2018 Edition, ed. Edward 
N. Zalta, plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/heraclitus. Accessed 20th January 2020. 
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rivers in the plural: ‘why is one river not enough?’ asks Kahn, in his commentary on the 

fragments, suggesting that the plurality of the ‘rivers’ and the ‘bathers’ creates a syntactical 

ambiguity, which allows ‘oddities’ to ‘collide’.197  

 

The third sees a possible dissolution of this ambiguity:  

 
‘We step and do not step into the same river; we are and we are not.’ 

 

This variant places the focus onto the ‘we’: the ‘we’ is active, both stepping (moving) and not 

stepping (not moving), both apparent, and not apparent. This is a skewing of the phrase, a 

misdirect, shifting our focus to consider the ways in which the characters within Bluets, 

including Nelson’s multiple personas, change over the course of the text. That the river stays 

the same in this variant reinforces the ever-changing nature of the self. 

 

The fourth:  

 
‘You cannot step twice into the same river, for other waters and yet others, go flowing 
on.’ 

 

This is an elaboration of the first variant: an explanation; a continuation. However, the flux is 

here attached to the ‘river’; the self remains a constant in contrast to the flowing water, as in 

Bluets the self also remains a constant in the ever-flowing examples of blue. The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy suggests that the paradoxical surface of the proposition does not 

mean that we should see it as ‘false or contradictory’ because: 

 
It makes perfectly good sense: we call a body of water a river precisely because it 
consists of changing waters; if the waters should cease to flow it would not be a river, 

 
197 Kahn, Charles H. The art and thought of Heraclitus: An edition of the fragments with translation and 
commentary. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983, p. 166. 
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but a lake or a dry streambed. There is a sense, then, in which a river is a remarkable 
kind of existent, one that remains what it is by changing what it contains.198 

 

This variant of the proposition clarifies this idea, appealing to our rational understanding of 

what exactly a river is, in contrast to other bodies of water. It is perhaps too literal a rendering, 

but in its simplicity allows us to draw contrast with the idea of the narrative of Bluets ‘running 

forward as one river’: a text must move forward precisely because it consists of words that 

build upon each other; if the words should cease to flow it would no longer be a long-form 

narrative, but a lyrical poem, or a short prose poem. There is a sense, then, in which Bluets is 

a remarkable kind of text, one that changes continually as it progresses both towards the mouth 

of the river, and outward from the mouth (read: pen) of the poet, changing what it contains. 

 

And so the fifth:  

 
‘No man ever steps into the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not 
the same man.’ 

 

This is the ‘fresh self stepping into ever-fresh waters’199: the body of the self and the body of 

water are made up of the same matter, but they are not the same; there is regeneration, a 

constant mode of creating, but it is a mode of creating of the same thing, which can also never 

be exactly the same. Here, Kahn describes this: 

 
structure and hence the identity of a given river remains fixed, despite or even because 
its substance is constantly changing. And […] something similar is indicated about the 
structure and identity of individual human beings. Taken generally, the thought 
expressed by the river image reinforces that of the flame: the preservation of structure 
within a process of flux, where a unitary form is maintained while its material 
embodiment or ‘filling’ is constantly lost or replaced. 

 
198 Graham, Daniel W., "Heraclitus", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy Spring 2018 Edition, ed. Edward 
N. Zalta, plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/heraclitus. Accessed 20th January 2020. 
199 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 80. 
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What does one’s definition of ‘river’ or ‘self’ permit? The printed words themselves remain 

innately static, but by repeating the fragment in five variants Nelson shows us that they also 

contain an element of regeneration. When she says: ‘It seems that something is staying the 

same here, but what?’ she already knows what the answer is, but she needs to show us by 

example, to prove that ‘Words are good enough.’200 

 

This repetition of variants is also a microcosm of the text as a whole, as each variant offers us 

a new way of understanding the same question, just as each example of blue in the text offers 

us a new way of understanding Nelson’s question. What stays the same throughout these 

variants is language, it is the driving force behind thought, it is this which enables philosophy 

and poetry to be written, and in the writing, we search for meaning within the words.  

 

And so, to return to the idea of the text ‘running forward as one river’, we can extrapolate that 

Nelson has constructed a text which flows like a river to the ocean, which encounters damns 

and waterfalls along the way, that has streams and tributaries running into it, that obstruct and 

widen the narrative, as we meander towards some sort of ocean: 

 
30. If a color could deliver hope, does it follow that it could also bring despair? I can 
think of many occasions on which a blue has made me feel suddenly hopeful (turning 
one’s car around a sharp curve on a precipice and abruptly finding ocean […]).201 

 

 

 

  

 
200 Nelson, Maggie. The Argonauts. London: Melville House UK, 2015, p. 3. Emphasis my own. 
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Proposition 6: ‘I’m writing about x’: Fragments and complicating the lyrical ‘I’ 

 

When the propositions slip out of a chronological narrative sequence and instead follow a 

progression of disjuncture, they begin to read as fragments. In Essayism Brian Dillon notes that 

the essay and the fragment share similarities:  

 
Always, with the fragment as with the essay itself, there is this ambiguous shuttle 
between identity and dispersal, between formal, almost physical integrity and a 
fracturing or even pulverising action.202 

 

The historical significance of the fragment in literature has influenced the way that they are 

read: Dillon points out that because many ‘authoritative Greek and Roman authors’ have only 

been read in fragmentary form, there is a greater importance placed upon the space surrounding 

the fragments, upon the relationship between each fragment, and as fragments displayed as a 

larger whole. Fragments stand as individual pieces ‘hallowed by conjecture and mystery’ and 

yet at the same time, they are in a constant conversation with the surrounding fragments.203 

This conversation places importance on the fragments ‘correct composition or constellation’ 

because within this lies the choice of which narrative to construct, and whether that narrative 

will be linear or non-linear.204 Dillon describes two ways in which the fragment writer may 

place order upon their writing:  

 
The fragments may follow like a train of thought, paratactically, like a list, one thing 
after another. Or they may contend with each other in argument or style. As with 
metaphor, one might aim at a fine balance between similarity and estrangement.205 

 

 
202 Dillon, Brian. Essayism. London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2017, p. 68. 
203 ibid., p. 67.  
204 ibid., p. 70. 
205 ibid., p. 70. 
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Nelson achieves this balance, following a string of propositions that are chronologically and 

thematically linked with a proposition that does not follow this pattern (for example, the 

narrative progression in Propositions 42, 43, 44 and 45, turns in Proposition 46).206 This creates 

tension: Nelson refuses to follow an entirely chronological narrative, forcing it instead to move 

around in time and space, while fusing together the disparate images and themes. 

 

Sarah Manguso’s book 300 Arguments is written and constructed with fragments, creating a 

loose narrative which comments upon the internal and external world of the speaker. Within 

the book there are fragments about the fragment form: 

 
To call a piece of writing a fragment, or to say it’s composed of fragments, is to say 
that it or its components were once whole but are no longer. 

 
The word fragment is often misused to describe anything smaller than a bread box, but 
an eight-hundred-page book is no more complete or unbroken than a ten-line poem. 
That’s confusing size with integrity. An ant is not a fragment of an elephant except 
orthographically.207 

 

Manguso’s emphasis upon fragmentation suggests a concern with how her fragments are not a 

united whole but a ‘long book’s quotable passages.’208 She engages with the way a fragment is 

written, and the way in which a book of fragments comes together, and the idea that it takes 

less time to compose this way: ‘Finally a form I’ll always have time to write⎯but of course it 

demands more than time.’209 The natural momentum to Manguso’s writing results in a voice 

in which the ‘I’ is the central character. Other characters are presented in one-dimensional form 

as ‘my friend’, ‘man’, ‘my teacher’, and ‘my husband’, and exist only as dramatic devices to 

 
206 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, pp. 17-18. 
207 Manguso, Sarah. 300 Arguments. London: Picador, 2018, p. 27; p. 53. 
208 ibid., p. 67. 
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move the narrative forward. 210 Similarly, Nelson’s characters⎯for example, ‘you’, the blue 

correspondents, the injured friend, the biologist, the artists and writers⎯are also used as 

dramatic devices to further the narrative along. However, unlike Manguso’s one-dimensional 

characters, Nelson’s are more vivid, more fleshed out, there are many more of them, and some 

are represented through their own words. By populating Bluets with more complex characters, 

and allowing these characters to interact with the narrator, a more nuanced and complicated 

lyrical ‘I’ evolves. 

 

Through exploration of the fragmentary form, Dillon notes that the ‘self’ presented within this 

form is a ‘sundered’ self: that with the culmination of each fragment, the self is gradually 

altered and is therefore, made more complicated with each fragment. He notes that this 

sundering results in a ‘divided self [which] is experienced both as pain and pleasure’211: 

 
it’s an opportunity to remake or remodel the writing ‘I’ with each fragment, each 
‘psychological experiment’ (as Samuel Taylor Coleridge calls the definitively 
unfinished fragment of his poem ‘Kubla Khan’) […] In the form of the work, the 
fragmentist announces at every stage that he or she is a varied and various character, 
that the self, exquisitely expressed in each instant, must also cease to be and start again, 
endlessly. Except of course that writing not only unfolds in time, it also exists to fill a 
space, so that all its parts, once the whole is achieved, must sit alongside one another 
in more or less complex array.212 

 

The ‘I’ voice of the narrator in Bluets⎯a performed version of Nelson⎯is present throughout 

the book and contains within it various selves. The voice that we meet in the first proposition 

contains multiples tones, indicated by changes in punctuation and typeface. Here, the roman 

typeface switches to italics, indicating speech: 

 

 
210 ibid., p. 7; p. 10; p. 12; p. 22. 
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It began slowly. An appreciation, an affinity. Then, one day, it became serious. Then 
(looking into an empty teacup, its bottom stained with thin brown excrement coiled 
into the shape of a sea horse) it became somehow personal.213 
 

This acted language is the ‘confession’, but within this proposition Nelson is confessing more 

than a love for the colour blue. The interruption of the speech for an aside, which is indicated 

by parenthesis and the switch back to roman, contains clues as to some of the themes of the 

book: the ‘empty teacup’ suggesting an engagement with the mystical, the searching for 

patterns; the ‘excrement’ and the ‘sea horse’ suggesting engagement with the bodily, biology 

and the natural world. The final shift out of italics at the end of the sentence with the revelatory 

‘somehow personal’ places emphasis on the ‘personal’, but this is not necessarily the ‘personal’ 

of lyrical discourse. The ‘I’ may at times read as a lyrical ‘I’, however, by allowing various 

selves, or voices, to inhabit the ‘I’, Nelson constantly questions this received tradition.  

 

In Fourth Person Singular Nuar Alsadir explores the idea that the lyrical ‘I’ is inseparable from 

an implied ‘you’: 

 
lyric, written in the first person and addressed⎯as is all speech⎯to a second person, 
whether circumscribed or implied, a you without whom the poem wouldn’t, or perhaps, 
couldn’t, have been written. […] There I was, but where were you.214  

 

Nelson’s ‘you’ is addressed throughout Bluets, however the addressee of the ‘you’ is 

ambiguous; at times she appears to be addressing the reader (see Proposition 3215), at times 

herself (see Proposition 7216), at times blue, and finally the ‘you’ who has left her broken 

hearted (see Proposition 42217). Holly Welker criticises this final ‘you’, saying that ‘the human 

 
213 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 1. 
214 Alsadir, Nuar. Fourth Person Singular. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, (Pavilion Poetry), 2017, p. 38. 
215 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 2. 
216 ibid., pp. 3-4. 
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beloved addressed in Bluets is anonymous and featureless, a cipher so empty that anything 

poured into it by a reader simply disappears.’218 It is interesting to note that in Nelson’s later 

book The Argonauts the ‘you’ has become even more intimate and fleshed out: the ‘you’, Harry 

Dodge, is integral to the book, as a central character and part collaborator. Harry reads, and 

contributes to, the manuscript which details intimacies of their life: in the acknowledgments, 

Nelson thanks Harry ‘whose intelligence, foxiness, vision, fortitude, and willingness to be 

represented have made this project, along with so much else, possible.’219 

 

Furthermore, the symbiotic relationship between the autobiographical content and the 

fragmentary form is noted here by David Shields: 

 
70. As work gets more autobiographical, more intimate, more confessional, more 
embarrassing, it breaks into fragments. Our lives aren’t prepackaged along narrative 
lines and, therefore, by its very nature, reality-based art⎯underprocessed, 
underproduced⎯splinters and explodes.220 

 

One of the ways Nelson alters the lyrical ‘I’ is through the employment of a particular, cynical 

register of voice that occurs throughout Bluets. The first time we encounter this cynical voice 

it is separated from the other text through parenthesis and italics: ‘(This ought to arouse our 

suspicions.)’.221 This phrase is repeated in the second chapter of The Art of Cruelty in reference 

to Antonin Artaud: 

 
“With this mania we all have for deprecating everything, as soon as I have said, 
‘cruelty,’ everybody will at once take it to mean ‘blood,’” he wrote in 1933, in a sort of 
preemptive strike. “But ‘theatre of cruelty’ means a theatre difficult and cruel for 

 
218 Welker, Holly. “Good Human Animals Make a Good Family.” Fourth Genre: Explorations in Nonfiction, vol. 
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myself first of all.” (As if self-cruelty cancelled out its other effects: take note⎯this 
will recur, and ought to arouse our suspicions.)222 

 

This voice of ‘self-cruelty’ recurs throughout Bluets, providing a commentary upon the text 

through an ironical conversation with the self: ‘(self-aggrandizement)’; ‘(Can it die? Does it 

have a heart?)’; ‘(Can a reflection be a witness? Can one pass oneself the sponge wet with 

vinegar from a reed?)’; ‘(What is?)’; ‘(As if darkness, too, had a mind.)’.223 It is a voice that 

oscillates between self-doubt and wit, as Nelson warns herself and the reader to proceed with 

a cautious distrust. In Proposition 72, Nelson anthropomorphises blue as the speaker of this 

voice: 

 
It is easier, of course, to find dignity in one’s solitude. Loneliness is solitude with a 
problem. Can blue solve the problem, or can it at least keep me company within it? 
⎯No, not exactly. It cannot love me that way; it has no arms. But sometimes I do feel 
its presence to be a sort of wink⎯Here you are again, it says, and so am I.224 

 

Here the voice of blue is taunting Nelson. Alsadir describes this use of various voices as ‘The 

lyric as form of ego splitting, becoming multiple, monument to a state of knowing and not-

knowing.’225 Nelson splits the ego to allow an exploration of pain, utilizing this ‘other’ voice 

to undermine herself, and elaborate upon Artaud’s ‘theatre of cruelty’. After giving ‘blue’ a 

voice, she takes it away again: ‘(‘But really this is very strange⎯as if blue not only had a heart, 

but also a mind.’);’ ‘For blue has no mind.’226 Contradictions abound ‘without hankering to 

cohere⎯.’227 

 

 
222 Nelson, Maggie. The Art of Cruelty: A Reckoning. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. 2012, p. 16. 
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This giving and simultaneously denying a voice to blue is one of the ways Nelson explores the 

divided self that is innate in the fragmentary form. Dillon suggests that the strongest unity 

within fragments is not through aesthetics, ‘logical integrity’, or a ‘fractured style’ but through 

dialectics, and using this to create fragments that are both in contention and agreement228: 

 
In other words, the force and unity of a fragmentary work are precisely the results of 
struggle and disparities between the parts. To follow Adorno’s instructions and properly 
say what you wanted to say may also mean (as Adorno well knows) allowing your text, 
allowing yourself, to say many contradictory things at once.229 

 

This ability to ‘say many contradictory things at once’ is present across Nelson’s oeuvre, as 

her ‘I’ alters slightly with each book, presenting a different version of ‘Maggie Nelson’ every 

time. This altering of the ‘I’ is connected to her particular use of the autobiographical, as she 

draws upon her own life and experiences for her themes and content, often isolating one 

specific aspect for each book. Nelson discussed this use of autobiography in an interview with 

Lara Feigel at the Southbank Centre in 2019: 

 
one thing I like about autobiography is that it can be true, but […] you’re allowing 
yourself to use one particular thing as the lens upon your life, and so […] I wouldn’t 
say my whole childhood was shaped by the spectre of Jane’s death, but certainly this 
book and The Red Parts were intense to take that lens of whatever that shaping was and 
to use that lens by which to recast looking at my growing up.230 

 

Nelson uses the ‘lens’ to recast the viewpoint: in Jane: A Murder and The Red Parts the lens 

of Jane’s death shapes the narrative; in Bluets it is her obsession with blue. She complicates 

the genre of memoir by utilizing her personal life as a means to the abstract and in doing so, 

explores the relationship between the personal and universal. Nelson develops her thoughts 

 
228 Dillon, Brian. Essayism. London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2017, p. 72. 
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about the use of autobiographical material, illustrating, in the next quote, how her writing 

practice is influenced by her particular way of seeing the ‘personal’: 

 
I know it’s very common and I know it makes sense to a lot of people to name the 
personal as the autobiographical, you know⎯I mean you might say that’s definitional 
in some way⎯although I think when people say personal they don’t just mean 
autobiographical, they might mean like the bodily or the sensual or something. […] But 
I think for me, and I guess this is just honest, it’s not provocation or something, it’s just 
literally how I experience things. I think of my critical books as being very personal 
because they’re […]. I find it just as risky and sort of laying my cards on the table to 
describe all of what I’m thinking about and it really doesn’t […] to me the personal is 
more of the, strategic, like certain books seem to require anecdotes.231 

 

This exemplifies Nelson’s ability to use the personal and autobiographical in ‘strategic’ ways. 

Furthermore, through claiming to see the ‘personal’ as being more about ‘all of what I’m 

thinking’ than the ‘bodily or the sensual’ she admits to being intimate with the content: she 

lays her ‘cards on the table’. This idea of intimacy is then contradicted, as Nelson discusses 

‘personal staging’ and the idea that the ‘self’ or narrator is a means to an end, and only a 

character to be used to develop the formal experiment. This concurs with what she says earlier 

in the interview: 

 
The Art of Cruelty had a lot of personal writing […] it was personal, like it was more 
[…]. To me it’s about writing, it’s not about content⎯like do you situate yourself as a 
person walking down the street, like, and looking at a poster? Or do you absent the self 
walking down the street and just talk about the poster? Or do you even absent the poster 
and just talk about the idea of the poster? You know, so to me it’s more about distance, 
I guess, and it’s about whether the person speaking is going to be physically present in 
the book, so The Art of Cruelty was written with a lot of physical presence.232 

 

This ‘personal staging’ allows for the writers’ physical presence within the text to be 

experimented with and be at various stages of removal. The metaphorical ‘lens’ and the use of 
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the visual to illustrate her point suggests that Nelson’s attitude towards writing is to use 

language as a tool with which to distance herself from the subject, thereby creating a barrier 

between herself and the content. In an earlier interview, Eileen Myles disputes Nelson’s claim 

that she is not interested in the content, saying:  

 
Myles: Except that you have to love what⎯err there is like an unspoken relationship 
which is that you have to love the subject, because that makes you want to do the work 
or the colouring, right? 233 

 

And Nelson agrees: 

 
Nelson: Right, yeah I mean I think it’s kind of, I mean content also could be everything, 
it just might be that maybe it has to be repressed for me to write anything. Like I can 
[…] I’m happiest when I can start thinking about form, because then your unconscious 
is doing the work of the content without you having to say ‘I’m writing about x’ you 
know? 234 

 

Nelson is aware that she is creating this barrier between herself and the content through the 

form.  The particular barrier that the fragmentary form builds in Bluets is one that affects the 

overall structure of the narrative and the ‘personal staging’ of the lyrical ‘I’. The fragments 

allow a narrative to develop and move creatively through the temporal world, unmoored from 

sequential chronology. They also allow a complication of the lyrical ‘I’, through the ‘sundered’ 

self that is inhabited by a number of voices. The divided lyrical ‘I’ that emerges in Bluets helps 

us to understand Nelson’s practice as an autobiographer, and the particular way that she utilizes 

her own life experiences to create the work, rather than creating the work out of her own 

experiences. In Bluets in particular, Nelson’s refocus of the ‘lens’ as the fragmentary narrative 

progresses, results in a poem that manages to be wholly about one thing⎯an obsession with 
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234 Nelson, Maggie. “Eileen Myles and Maggie Nelson: Why We Write.” ALOUD @ Los Angeles Public Library, 
13th June 2016. My transcription and punctuation. 
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blue⎯and yet also about a myriad of others, the fragments forcing the poem to be about ‘many 

contradictory things at once.’235 

 

Furthermore, David Shields notes that the memoir, and its reliance upon the fallible nature of 

memory, often results in a genre that is ultimately unenjoyable: ‘How can we enjoy memoirs, 

believing them to be true when nothing, as everyone knows, is so unreliable as memory? he 

asks.236  The problem, for Shields, is that memoirists ‘make a virtue of seeming unadorned, 

unvarnished’, and therefore, when the reader is aware of this fallibility, what develops is a 

distrust that any of the memoir is in fact as ‘true’ as the writer seemingly claims. 

 

As we have seen, Nelson, in multiple interviews, engages in questions about form and content: 

her predilection towards focusing on form over content, and how her writing practice uses 

autobiography in a particular way to enable the formal experiment to unfold. Therefore, by 

distancing herself from the personal content, Nelson is able to acknowledge questions about 

the use and innate fallibility of autobiographical material, while simultaneously mining her 

own life for the content for her books. With this insistence upon blurring the lines between the 

personal and the critical, and ultimately the formal practice and the thematic content, Nelson 

has made herself into the ‘unreliable narrator’ that David Shields identifies in the memoirist.  

 

However, Nelson’s recasting of her ‘lens’ in each book, thereby creating an immersive new 

reality for each one, causes the reader to fall ‘under a spell’⎯the single focus on Jane’s murder 

in Jane: A Murder and the subsequent trial in The Red Parts leads to the conclusion that this 

 
235 Dillon, Brian. Essayism. London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2017, p. 72. 
236 Shields, David. Reality Hunger: A Manifesto. London: Penguin Books, 2011, p. 25. 



 

 179 

was all that Nelson was preoccupied with during the time of writing both books.237 In an 

interview in 2015 Nelson says: 

 
Someone once said to me, “I don’t get it! Your book on the colour blue ⎯I thought you 
were obsessed with the sexual murder of your aunt,” as if you can’t perform different 
obsessions in different books. The books are meant to perform an obsession, or a way 
of thinking about a particular topic.238 
 

And in Bluets we follow Nelson’s obsession with the colour blue: ‘a spell I fought to stay under 

and get out from, in turns.’ We trust her narrator’s voice, and allow her to take us on this 

journey, precisely because she has created a multi-voiced persona, which is so varied that it 

reflects the incongruities of a real person. The self performs a ‘sundering’ with confidence, 

transforming her insistence upon unreliability into the very argument that persuades us that the 

only thing she cares about is her love for blue: we follow her through the subversive formal 

choices, immersing ourselves in her world dyed blue. 

 

  

 
237 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 1. 
238 Nelson, Maggie. Interview with Leah Newsom, ““Writing as Performance,” an Interview with Maggie 
Nelson.” Superstition [review] 2015, superstitionreview.asu.edu/issue16/interviews/maggienelson. 
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Proposition 7: ‘I aimed to be a student not of longing but of light’ 

 

In the final ten propositions of Bluets, Nelson reaches towards a conclusion, albeit one of 

ambiguity. In Proposition 232 she contemplates the future: ‘Perhaps, in time, I will also stop 

missing you’.239 In Proposition 233 she offers a slanted ‘morality lesson’ about the unknowable 

nature of existence, comparing the reassuring view that it is ‘God’s means of suturing us in, or 

to, the present moment’ with the malevolent view that our ‘existence here is best understood 

as a sort of joke or mistake.’240 Nelson, however, does not believe in either of these sides: ‘For 

me it is neither. It is simply the way that it is.’241 Instead, Nelson supposes that existence (or 

philosophising about existence), is a ‘wander[ing] around the landscape looking for clues, 

amassing evidence’.242 

 

This method of wandering around ‘looking for clues’ is one lens through which to view the 

poem: the poem as a long list of blues; as a collection of materials. Anne Carson describes this 

intense obsession with observing, touching, collecting and eventually trying to undo and move 

beyond the materiality of the world in The Autobiography of Red:  

 
And Stesichoros was studying the surface restlessly. It leaned away from him. He went 
closer. It stopped. “Passion for substances,” seems a good description of that moment. 
For no reason that anyone can name, Stesichoros began to undo the latches.243  

 

Nelson undoes blue to the extent that blue becomes not just a colour but a concept. This is a 

poem whose author has absorbed Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Colour, in which, he says: 

‘Someone who speaks of the character of a colour is always thinking of just one particular way 

 
239 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 93. 
240 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 93; p94. 
241 ibid., p. 94. 
242 ibid., p. 94. 
243 Nelson, Maggie. The Red Parts: Autobiography of a Trial. 2nd ed., London: Vintage, 2015, p. 5. 
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it is used.’244 For Nelson, as for Wittgenstein, colour becomes the way in which to explore 

further.  

 

For Nelson collecting ‘all the blue in the world’ requires not just collecting material but also 

language.245 In Proposition 183 Nelson tells us that Goethe worried ‘over the destructive effects 

of writing’ but that she herself does not worry about this because writing changes little, leaving 

‘everything as it is.’ She then goes on to quote John Ashbery: ‘What does your poetry do?⎯I 

guess it gives a kind of blue rinse to the language (John Ashbery).’246 For Nelson, the ‘blue 

rinse’ of language is not simply the addition or subtraction of pigmentation but an immersion 

in a whole panoply of ‘blue’ associations. As Murphy notes, ‘language destabilizes the world 

it creates and becomes the poet’s device for his conjuring and vanishing acts.’247 This 

destabilizing is evidenced in a familiar bathetic turn in Bluets, between Proposition 222 where 

Nelson reads that the entire universe is ‘pale turquoise’, to Proposition 223 where the universe 

is revealed instead to be ‘light beige.’248 

 

By Proposition 235 Nelson claims that her list of blues, or ‘evidence’, is evidence that has 

yielded nothing, that she has stopped ‘digging’: 

 
You have to stand there, spade in hand, cold whiskey sweat beaded on your brow, eyes 
misshapen and wild, some sorry-ass grave-digger grown bone-tired of the trade. You 
have to stand there in the dirty rut you dug, alone in the darkness, in all its pulsing quiet, 
surrounded by the scandal of corpses.249 

 

 
244 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Remarks on Colour. Ed. G. E. M. Anscombe. Translated by Linda L. McAlister and 
Margarete Schättle. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. First published 1977, 12th ed 2007, p. 12e. 
245 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 95. 
246 ibid., p74. 
247 Murphy, Margueritte S. A Tradition of Subversion: The Prose Poem in English from Wilde to Ashberry. 
Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1992, p. 83. 
248 Nelson, Maggie. Bluets. London: Jonathan Cape, 2009, p. 90. 
249 ibid., p. 94. 
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This proposition signals a cessation of work by the writer: the rest that comes after hard-work. 

With this book, she is saying, she has dug her grave, and stood amongst the ‘corpses’ of the 

dead⎯be that her quoted writers and artists, her long list of blues, her pain and heartbreak⎯and 

yet she is not dead, but altogether more alive, covered in ‘cold whiskey sweat,’ ‘wild’ and 

‘pulsing.’ 

 

To return to Jane: A Murder, Nelson’s claim towards life is also evident at the end of the book: 

 
I go on and I don’t know whether I’m going into darkness or into light and joy, she 
thinks as she walks further down the road. 
 
Above her, the sun is still trying to burn through the mist. Strange, she thinks, how the 
sun so often appears as a pale circle, not the orgy of unthinkable fire that it is.250 

 

And with these final two stanzas Nelson burns this image of the sun into our mind. The image 

opens outwards, from the diminutive image of the sun struggling to break through the mist, to 

the vast crescendo of the ‘orgy of unthinkable fire’. Where there is life, Nelson suggests, there 

is light, and light, at the end of Bluets is love. In Proposition 239 Nelson quotes Simone Weil: 

‘Love is not consolation […] It is light.’251  

 

Light gives us sight and clarity: it is the opposite of darkness; in light we can see colour. And 

so, from within the grave, ‘surrounded by the scandal of corpses’, Nelson reaches upwards into 

the final proposition: 

 

All right then, let me try to rephrase. When I was alive, I aimed to be a student not of 
longing but of light.252 

 
250 Nelson, Maggie. Jane: A Murder. Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2005, p. 221. 
251 ibid., p. 95. 
252 ibid., p. 95. 
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And with this, she releases us out into the world. The ambiguous ending propels us forward, 

towards a new circumference to trace around. 

  



 

 184 

Appendices  
 
 
 
Appendix 1 
  



 

 185 

  



 

 186 

  



 

 187 

  



 

 188 

  



 189 

  



 190 

  



 191 

Appendix 2 
 
This is a list of the secondary data presented in the first 25 pages of Bluets. The data shows 
the people quoted or mentioned in each proposition.  
 
Proposition 
 
3. You, mentioned once; God, mentioned once 
5.  Stephane Mallarmé, mentioned three times & quotation; Henri Cazalis, mentioned 

three times; God mentioned twice 
7.  You, mentioned eight times 
8.  Goethe, mentioned once & quotation; you, mentioned once; God, mentioned once 
9. You, mentioned once; ‘this book’, mentioned once 
10. You, mentioned once 
12.   Wallace Stevens, quotation but Nelson does not attribute it to him 
13. Three men at a university, mentioned twice & quotation 
14. The blue correspondents, mentioned once; Joni Mitchell’s Blue mentioned once; the 

prince of blue, mentioned once 
15. The blue correspondents, mentioned once 
16. You, mentioned twice 
17. You, mentioned twice 
18.  You, mentioned once 
19. An angel, mentioned once & quotation from a dream including the prince of blue, 

mentioned twice 
21. You, mentioned twice 
22. A friend, mentioned ten times; God, mentioned once 
23. Goethe, mentioned three times & quotation; Theory of Colours; a critic, mentioned 

once & quotation; Derek Jarman, mentioned once & quotation; Chroma; 
Wittgenstein, mentioned once & quotation; Remarks on Colour 

24. A critic, mentioned once & quotation; Wittgenstein, mentioned once & quotation 
includes Goethe and Newton; Goethe mentioned once 

25. Goethe, mentioned three times & quotation 
26. The friend, mentioned once 
28. He, mentioned once 
29. You, mentioned once 
31. Mr Sidney Bradford & unidentified quotation 
32. William Carlos Williams, mentioned once & quotation 
34. The expert on guppy menopause, mentioned twice 
36. Goethe, mentioned once & quotation  
39. The Encyclopedia, mentioned once & quotation 
41. A radio DJ, mentioned twice; Joni Mitchell’s Blue, mentioned once; ‘River’ quotation 
42. You, mentioned twice 
43. The expert on guppy menopause, mentioned six times & quotation 
44. The expert on guppy menopause, mentioned once; a therapist, mentioned twice & 

quotation 
45. A therapist, mentioned twice 
48. You, mentioned four times; God’s given earth, mentioned once 
50. Newton, mentioned once 
51. The Encyclopedia, mentioned once & quotation 
52.  You, mention seven times 
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53. Quotation, unidentified source; you, mentioned once 
54. Pythagoras, mentioned once; Euclid, mentioned once; Hipparchus, mentioned once; 

Aristotle, mentioned once; Epicurus, mentioned once; Plato, mentioned once 
55. Oedipus, mentioned once; Milton, mentioned once; William Carlos Williams, 

mentioned once & quotation 
56. God, mentioned once; Christ, mentioned once; Saint Lucy, mentioned six times; 

Roman emperor Diocletian, mentioned once; Saint Medana (of Ireland), mentioned 
twice; Saint Triduana (of Scotland), mentioned twice 

57. God, mentioned once 
58. Leonardo da Vinci, mentioned once & quotation 
59. Catherine Millet, mentioned once & quotation 
60. Saint Lucy, mentioned once in quotation from a Catholic prayer 
61. William Gass; On Being Blue, mentioned once & quotation 
62. You, mentioned four times 
63. You, mentioned once 
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Appendix 3 
 
This is a list of the secondary data presented in the first 25 pages of The Argonauts. The data 
shows the people and texts quoted or mentioned, in both the margin and the text. 
 
Margin        Text    
  
 
      A friend; you/Harry; Molloy; Wittgenstein p. 3. 
 

My encyclopedia; God; you/Harry; 
Philisophical Investigations p. 4. 

 
Wittgenstein, p. 5.    you/Harry; Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes  

p. 5. 
 
      you/Harry p. 6. 
 
      you/Harry; Michael Ondaatje; Dr Tattoff p. 7. 
 
Gilles Deleuze/Claire Parnet p. 8.  My friend; you/Harry p. 8. 
 
      My friend; you/Harry; John Waters; By Hook or  

By Crook; Silas Howard p. 9. 
 

A woman; Harry; Djuna Barnes; Thelma; 
Gertrude Stein; Alice; T. J. Clarke; Nicolas 
Poussin p. 10. 

 
Barnes; Stein; Thelma; Alice; May Bookstaver; 
Stanzas in Meditation; Harry; ‘your son’ p. 11. 
 
‘your son’ p. 12 

 
Eileen Myles p. 13.    Catherine Opie’s Self-Portrait/Cutting; Art in  

America; Harry; Ashbery; Schuyler; Mayer; 
Notley p. 13. 
 

Susan Fraiman p. 14.    ‘Your son’ p. 14. 
 

A friend; ‘my mother’; The Nutcracker; Iggy in 
utero; Harry; ‘his son’ p. 15 

 
Judith Butler, p. 16.    ‘My mother’; Harry; Valentine; By Hook or By  

Crook p. 16. 
 

Jacques Lacan; Denise Riley p. 17  ‘your ex’; D W Winnicott; Aretha Franklin;  
Judith Butler p. 17. 

 
Judith Butler p. 18.    A friend p. 18. 
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Deborah Hay p. 19.    Iggy during birth; Harry; ‘my mother’; The New  

York Times p. 19. 
 
Sara Ahmed p. 20.    The Cancer Journals; Audre Lorde; Mary  

and George Oppen p. 20. 
 
      Mary and George Oppen, p. 21 
 
Ahmed p. 22.     Mary Colby; David Verdi; George Oppen; ‘your 

ex’ p. 22. 
 
      D W Winnicott; Alison Bechdel; Are You My  

Mother?; Why Winnicott Now?; The Collected 
Works of D W Winnicott p. 23 

 
Elizabeth Weed; Susan Sontag p. 24  Nursery School Association of Great Britain and  

Northern Ireland; BBC; Woman’s Hour; Iggy; 
Klein; Freud; Lacan p. 24. 

         
‘reader’; D W Winnicott p. 25. 
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