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0. Postulate

Poetry is a concentrated, polysemous, literary act which undertakes the 
discovery, explication, interpretation, exploration and transformation of 
experience.

– Jay Wright

Te world of language is therefore actually the “spiritual world.” Only that 
which lives in any particular thing as language is its essential life.

– Gershom Scholem

Bodies conceptual and imaginal 
inhabit an objective feld.
Transformations yield
an equivalence relation,
W3 ↔ F, where W3 

is the set of all objects
in Popper’s third world, 
and F is a proper subset 
of the set of all angels
from the world of formation. 
Te function of the work – 
a mode of knowledge,
a form of love:
for a memory x, where
x ϵ E, and E is the set
of traces of experience, 

f(x) = memrā.
Tat is to say, ancestors
enjoy the disturbances
they create in us.
Recall Zukofsky’s integral:

lower limit speech,
upper limit music – 

let this act bear witness,
a double invention, a proof

of our refusal
to set aside the search. 

1



1. Discovery

Can we say a poem discovers anything? Yes, we can. It frst fnds the 
experience, in all its complexity, to be revealed and talked about. I talk this
way to avoid begging the question of the given. Tere are no givens in 
poetry, not even your feelings. One does not recreate an emblematic state 
of anything; one works to create the act of becoming aware, atentive, 
active and transformed.

– Jay Wright

Tere is one who acquires his world in a moment, and one who acquires 
his world afer many years.

– Yehudah ha-Nasi
 
We begin in dry recitative.
Te inarticulate sea, embryonic self, 
cries out for order, for a shore to embrace,
a syntax charged with the splendour 
of recursion. Tis is the work, 
the circumstance of song,
descant over landscapes
where I tend the feld
from which a life might be harvested– 
a georgic of the acquired world, if you will. 
Within circumference, within the limits
of this inclement concatenation of days,
we step across 
the threshold of the self,
add our angels to the order of things,
and articulate a universe of being. 
Admitedly, at times I believe I know
this land and its yield, 
yet in harrowing 
I come across a clod
and do not recognize it even
as earth of my own feld. 
Were it not for the plough and its versus,
the ground would be unbroken,
barren but for thorn and thistle.
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I raise my eyes and turn my face
from the earth toward the sky. 
A response gathers itself
and leaps from the darkness.
Te tremblings of discovery 
distinguish and disclose to us 
our world and its furniture;
we hold them to the ear
and tune ourselves to their pitch.
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2. Explication

I take the term, explication, from Willard Van Orman Qine’s work in 
logic. Explication, he says, is elimination, beginning with an expression, or
form of expression, that is somehow troublesome and resolving it by some 
new channel. Explication is analysis.

– Jay Wright

And the serpent was more subtil than any beast of the feld – this means 
that the power of imagination that was in the man was more subtil than 
the power of imagination in the beasts of the feld.

– Yitzhak ben Yehudah Abarbanel

Imagination is the root of Adam’s sin,
and so he was perched upon a block. 
Hooded, he pecked
at his jesses, talons clenched 
against wood,
and perceived his diminished state.
His fight no longer kingly, his prey the lure, 
he stepped out of the garden’s light 
and into the world.
We, his descendants,
crucible stray sparks,
and cast them into the furnace, 
iterate over the threadbare self,
striving in desperation to return 
the boolean purity of the faming sword.
Tamnophis sirtalis, Nerodia sipedon,
Pantherophis spiloides, Storeria dekayi
and occipitomaculata – the shy boy
held these names over his heart,
talismans against the chiaroscuro
of other people, opaque
in their desires and expectations.
Tese names were incantations
that summoned a world
charged with beauty and order. 
Inside a log-cabin he sat

4



on a wooden bench. A man explained 
the operation of the furnace,
the blowpipes, paddles and the shears,
the marver on which the glass is rolled. 
He removed the blowpipe 
from the furnace,
breathed into the end,
and the mass expanded into a glowing orb,
a corpusant fashing on a mast-head. 
When the pupils exited the cabin,
a young girl spied a snake and screamed.
Te serpent curled about a drainpipe,
its black and yellow scales like glass beads
glistened in the sunlight.
A boy stepped forward and proclaimed
that he would kill it, and he did. 
With breath and art the man
inside the cabin had transformed
that shapeless mass of light into a work.

‘Te question “Is glass solid or liquid?” 
has no clear answer. 
In terms of molecular dynamics 
and thermodynamics, it is possible 
to justify various diferent views 
that it is a highly viscous liquid, 
an amorphous solid, 
or simply that glass is another state of mater 
that is neither liquid nor solid. 
Te diference is semantic. 
In terms of its material properties 
we can do litle beter. 
Tere is no clear defnition 
of the distinction between solids 
and highly viscous liquids. 
All such phases or states of mater 
are but idealisations of real material properties.’

Yet perhaps the Maimonidean grounding 
leads us to a necessary foundation:
all forces are angels, 
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and imagination is the angel of the earth,
the necessary precursor to perihelion.
In a place of ellipses and frustrations,
of lineaments, appearances and lusts,
that glassy serpent swallows up
the black hole hidden in the heart,
encompasses the nerve and sinew’s rush.
We cannot refuse its hunger, nor its terms,
and so we bore the well of Babel in the fesh. 
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3. Interpretation

Interpretation is another logical term I’ve appropriated. You can fnd it 
most conveniently defned in Susanne Langer’s Introduction to Symbolic 
Logic, where she tells us that fnding applications for concepts is called 
interpretation of an abstract form. Interpretation is the opposite of 
abstraction. Abstraction begins with a real thing and derives a concept; 
interpretation begins with an empty concept and tries to fnd some real 
thing to embody it. You must notice the importance of an operation here, 
an act of fting.

– Jay Wright

All the rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full – but whence poureth 
out Man?

– Rashi

Te wood stooped at the edge of the pond, 
and I bent down to glance beneath the glare.
I poked in a stick to stir up muck, 
and see what might be lurking there – 
a spoted newt, a minnow or two, 
a yearling painted turtle that slipped
among the pondweed and was gone.
I smile to remember what I thought then – 
that my mind was like that pond: 
still, small, and fed by rain and unknown springs,
all clogged with dross accumulated
through the years, and rank with weeds.
I looked up and saw a buck step out of the woods.
He stopped, and snifed the air. 
He neither smelled nor saw me, it appeared,
but he paused, a bit, perhaps unsure,
then walked up to the water’s edge,
bent down to drink, 
and I stood still and watched him.
As a child I sat upon this bank
and fshed for bluegill and pumpkinseed, 
dreaming of pike and largemouth bass
that lurked, so I fancied, beneath the lily pads.
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Each spring the pond grew smaller.
I lef it there and went about my days.
Years later, when I returned,
the image in my mind had overcome the pond.
I did not know the pond, I knew the image.
Te image was not the pond. Te image sang;
the pond stood still and was.
Te pond refected me – my eye, 
fxed upon that vacancy, was stunned.
Te mind dances upon the brain;
that dance sustains our love, 
loss, plenitude, desire, despair.
Te eye rebels at the sun’s refection,
rejects that brute and lucid glare.
Te mind cannot endure this blank face,
and broods upon the world it flls
with desperate signifcance. 
Te movements of the buck possessed a grace
like a harpsichord or ’cello playing Bach,
a resonant voice reading Greek hexameters,
yet less translatable than either one
because its form is alien to us,
wholly independent of the human mind;
yet somehow it is part of what we are.
Te buck continued drinking with a royal air,
and then he raised his head, still unperturbed,
and fxed the darkness of his eye on me.
Relentlessly he stared, 
as if the blank, unmeaning sea
he sensed in me had dared disturb
the stillness of his being,
and then he turned and walked into the trees.
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4. Exploration

Tese last two terms, explication and interpretation, should call atention 
to one of my basic assumptions: that naked perception (just seeing 
something), directly expressed, is misprision in the highest degree. Every 
perception requires explication and interpretation. Exploration means just 
that. A simple report of experience, if you could make such a thing, isn’t 
good enough.

– Jay Wright

Te term "לידע" (to know), which Maimonides uses, transcends the 
boundaries of abstract logic and passes over into the realm of that intimate
and passionate experience that knows no boundaries, in which there is a 
complete identity of premise and conclusion, discursive knowledge and 
intuitive thought, perception and cognition, subject and object.

– Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik

Te indurate light refected of fresh snow
twins the radiant visage of the Negev,
and the sting of air in the lungs
begets desire on the transparency of ice.
I walk through the northern forests
of pine and of birch and of spruce;
snow and duf rise up to greet my step,
the amanuensis of their breath.
Scribes in this crystal scriptorium,
the eyes scratch out their scholia,
as the writ of photons on the back wall
is greeked into the brain’s septuagint,
and read aloud as from a scroll.
Te horizon annotates the margins
of my body, glosses love and loss,
illuminates my inhabited capitals,
as snow and trees refuse to relinquish
sound, and my steps and my breathing
leap away from me, disperse into space,
abandoning me to the apprehension
of the real. Tis book demands 
of us a commentary, commands response;
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the fesh obeys and thus – perception,
the overfowing into our shadowed world
of the inconceivable richness of the invisible,
that deep seed of vision’s voice and vein.
Long is the road out of Ur Kasdim,
and it passes through this forest in Latvia.
Avraham stood in the labyrinth of Haran
and ascertained that there was one way out.
He walked on, circling in that brain
of stone, saw stone, and stone,
and nothing else; yet driven by a will 
that had eclipsed his own, he carried on,
and in that vector reached a line 
called righteousness. We picture 
ourselves outside those walls, and yet.
Yet perhaps Avraham our father
endured what he endured 
because he savoured his perception
and its matrices, and he trusted that savour
above mere grasping afer bedrock.
And perhaps indeed these and these. 
Snow falls on the cedar of Lebanon,
as snow falls on the forests of Latvia. 
Breath twinned to the rhythm of my stride, 
I suddenly step out of the trees 
and crest a dune, look down over a plain 
of burning ice, a Shinar bedecked with ash. 
Tis is the frozen sea, its fash and gleam 
confound and purify the eye.
Beneath the dark ice, currents pulse 
and stir and shif their endless round;
forms well up and doubts and fears, 
whose vague immensity births and ballasts 
an ofering sufused with lacrimae rerum.
Why have I come to this place 
of dust and of thorns and of ice,
to a land so burdened with lamentation 
that even the frozen sea burns 
with the splendour of a word?
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How shall I label the axes of this dance
when every name entails an exile, 
the angel of its own unravelling? 
Te invocation of the waveless sea 
echoes within the vault of my skull
like a pebble tossed into an empty well.
Te sunset burdens us with silence,
that thickens, then crystallizes into praise. 
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5. Transformation

Finally, the whole process of making leads to transformation, the radical 
creation, of experience, the making of a new body and new heart, the 
breathing of a new spirit, what Soyinka urges upon you when he exhorts 
you to follow Ogun through the fourth stage.

– Jay Wright

Repentance, according to the halakhic view, is an act of creation – self-
creation. Te severing of one’s psychic identity with one’s previous ‘I,’ and
the creation of a new ‘I,’ possessor of a new consciousness, a new heart 
and spirit, diferent desires, longings, goals – this is the meaning of that 
repentance compounded of regret over the past and resolve for the future.

– Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik

in memoriam John Louis Racher (1947-2020)

Here, on this bridge over the Daugava, 
city lights mirrored 
on the surface of the river, 
where the whispers of the moon,
as it kneels down to kiss last year’s reeds
along the banks, insinuate themselves
into the rhythms of the waters 
lapping on the stones, 
where the deed to my body 
is signed over to the wind, 
as it skips across the waters – nāves ūdens, 
dzīves ūdens – down to the Baltic Sea.
I am no longer that child 
who scurried across a dark green carpet 
to wrap his arms around your legs, 
stubborn in his wrongheadedness
and afraid of everyone;
I am no longer the infant
whom you looked upon that day,
your fresh-born, frst-formed world. 
And you, yourself, are no longer.
Here, now, on this bridge over the Daugava,
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I have arrived at Zaķusala,
where I turn lef and walk south
toward the Riga Radio and TV Tower. 
‘Prety cool,’ you would have said 
if I had told you it’s the tallest tower
in the European Union
(you would have goten a kick out of it,
and chuckled like a trickster hare
to see the clash of tone 
your words bestow upon this poem,
and my discomfort in including them).
Te asphalt path is overgrown
with moss and bushes.
To my lef the river and to my right,
scrubland and dirt roads abut the Mazā Daugava,
only to give way to a stand of birch,
thin white trunks brooding in the air
above the multi-colored splendour
of a clandestine garbage dumpsite.  

‘Zaķusala island is easily accessible 
and surrounded by long scenic waterfronts.
It has the potential to become 
one of the most loved residential 
and recreational neighbourhoods in the city.
Te developer proposes fifeen-hundred living units
with full service of recreation, diversity and accessibility.’ 

But for now an old man sits upon the bank,
a Soviet shrewdness in his gaze,
cold in its factuality, 
and a fshing rod in hand.
It is as if the disordered world deferred to him,
rose up and asked permission to exist;
as if his cragged, leathery face,
like a sacrifcial victim
dredged up from a peat bog,
relic of some ancient tribe,
bore mute witness to an intestate world. 
Consider the man as a complex of facts, 
an expanse not compassed by the poem,

13



an underdetermined system, if you will.
What are we to make of this? 
Perhaps this equation but obscures
our trembling rehearsal of the real,
a reinforcement of the labyrinths
we build around our minotaurs?
Perhaps indeed it is the case
that the limits of my language
– that instrument of my refusal
to accept the naked world – 
are in fact the limits of said world? 
Yet light blazes forth from the sea,
balta jūra, gaismas jūra, 
nāves ūdens, dzīves ūdens,
a plumb line, an incision in the void
that crucibles the fgure of the man.
I ask myself to be wholly present
in the dwelling place of this descent,
for this is the season set aside
to harvest the bone-deep solitude of loss,
to mark and scar these broken vessels. 
Before, I was afraid to be what I am – 
a part of you, apart from you,
and so I heaped my weakness onto you,
but you held it to the light like a hen’s egg, 
and in your passage passed it back to me. 
It may be that all this talk of angels 
and the hef of generations,
that all this high seriousness of tone
implies an exile that is also a homecoming. 
It may be that out of tumult and chaos,
we fnd our home in the other self
that is the self we fed.
If that indeed is so, look homeward, then.
Once more the dawn, the river, and the man,
my psalm a symptom,
reference to what ensues. 
Such is the architecture of the world
that no device can fully explicate its texture, 
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and yet, in spite of this, we make,
and celebrate the making and the made,
and celebrate the maker.
I stand here at the edge of the land, 
at the sourcemost point of the Isle of Hares,
as the river fows to either side
only to meet again at the far end
and run down to the sea, to the yellow sands 
where the ends converge—
green land and white waves whist.
I stand here at the edge of a man’s life, 
at the breathmost point of the isle of days,
burthened by memory – wind cry
wave cry, vast waters, nāves ūdens,
dzīves ūdens – transfgured perhaps
into something rich and strange.
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