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WILLIAM WATKIN

Poetry Machines: Repetition in the Early Poetry of
Kenneth Koch

One of the verbal inspirations I have had was from a big wooden box
containing life jackets on a transatlantic steamship.  There was a lifeboat drill
and I ended up standing next to a big box on which was printed the big word
BRASSIERES.  This was the French word for life jackets—naturally, of
course, I thought after a moment, bra (arm), something you put your arms
through.  But, for that moment, I was amazed.  Why in the middle of the
Atlantic Ocean was I standing, during a lifeboat drill, next to a huge wooden
box of brassieres?  Something about it seemed part of my poetry, but in fact
didn’t become so until two years later when (apparently out of nowhere) I
thought of a line that combined the two meanings of the word: Arm in arm we
fled the brassiere factory.  The poem which I wrote, then, right away, turned
out to be about an urgent, and finally satisfied, wish for sexual freedom: with
the woman I love, I flee from the factory which is an emblem of physical
restraint.  This theme and this story hadn’t been in my thoughts on the
steamship...1

Perhaps with statements like these, and the fact that the poem he is talking about here

is called “The Brassiere Factory,” it is not hard to see why Kenneth Koch has become

the least considered member of the New York School of poets, after starting out in the

fifties as its most successful and influential member.2  While his more famous

contemporaries, Frank O’Hara and John Ashbery, are not averse to bouts of well

placed kitsch, camp, and silliness, I think it would be fair to say that Koch is the only

member of the group willing to go beyond irony and humour, into the field of the

ludicrous.  Yet look again at this shaggy-bra story and one finds a canny avant-
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gardiste who is merely masquerading as Dr. Fun, his nickname during the heyday of

the New York School.  The daftness of being inspired to write a poem about a box of

bras is, in fact, purposefully bathetic and designed to bring back down to earth the

more lofty aspirations of the post-war American poetry scene.  Apart from references

as to his intention in interviews and articles, Koch is also very explicit about this in

the poetry of his first collection Thank You, which contains a number of satires on the

seriousness of poetry in the fifties and sixties.  A much later poem, “Seasons on

Earth” describes explicitly the atmosphere of serious high Modernism which

dominated the American poetry scene of the nineteen fifties:

It was the time, it was the nineteen fifties...
Dread drafted all with its atomic clink.
The Waste Land gave the time’s most accurate data,
It seemed, and Eliot was the Great Dictator
Of literature. One hardly dared to wink
Or fool around in any way in poems...3

However, beyond a very basic avant-garde rejection of establishment norms,4

Koch’s comments on how he came to write “The Brassiere Factory” also set up a

poetic aesthetic based on found objects and chance encounters that would allow him

to fit in easily with any number of the original European avant-garde groups.  The

transformation of found objects into art was a major facet of a number of European

avant-garde movements not least that of Surrealism.  Cubism’s use of heterogeneous

material was also a form of art made from what could be found, newspapers, labels

and the like, while the choice of subject matter tended towards the randomly chosen

encounter with objects in a room or a bar.  Duchamp is clearly the master of this form

of art but futurism is also full of art made from encounters, as is Apollinaire’s early

proto-avant-garde poetry such as “Zone.”  Koch has recently re-written “Zone,”

incidentally, under the title “A Time Zone.”
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inability to understand that there is a division between one’s art and one’s life is an

example of poetic schizophrenia,7 the refusal to accept that there is a division between

art and life is Peter Burger’s classic definition of the avant-garde:

In summary, we note that the historical avant-garde movements negate those
determinations that are essential in autonomous art: the disjunction of art and
the praxis of life, individual production, and individual reception as distinct
from the former.  The avant-garde intends the abolition of autonomous art by
which it means that art is to be integrated into the praxis of life.8

A careful reading of this casual reminiscence reveals, therefore, three clear

features of the avant-garde in Koch’s poetry: rejectionism; the technical side of found

objects, chance encounters and semi-automatic writing (he finally writes the poem

immediately based on a strange phrase from his unconscious); and the removal of the

gap between art and life.  There is also a fourth, critical aspect which is crucial to

Koch’s work, evidenced by his mockery of deep-themes—one cannot help but see the

comic consonance between the physical restraint of totalitarian ideologies and that of

bra straps—and of the Wordsworthian ideal of recollection in tranquillity.9  It is

fantastically silly but under the carefully paced surface, reminiscent of stand-up

comedy, there is a real commitment, on Koch’s part, to the radical tenets of the avant-

garde.

Bra Machine

“The Brassiere Factory” would seem to many to be a minor, perhaps even politically

suspect, poem by a minor poet.  It does deal with the theme of sexual freedom, in its

way, but it would be hard to convince many people of this with a straight face, yet to

dismiss it as just a bit of fun would be a mistake.  So why has the critical

establishment missed the point so badly, why have they been so busy getting the joke

that they missed the message?  Partly it is because analysing even the surface
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important cohesive device highlighted by stylistics.  Anaphora is the process of using

substitutes for the subject of a piece of writing, to avoid repetition of the same words

over and over, to augment the meaning, or simply for economy’s sake.  A simple

example would be, “I went to the cupboard and it was bare.”  “It” here is an anaphoric

substitute for the noun “cupboard,” making the sentence shorter.  Koch uses anaphora

in a variety of profound and imaginative ways, but here we have a relatively

straightforward example: tired of saying “brassiere factory” he has renamed it the

“listless factory”.  As I mentioned these are really two anaphoric replacements for the

price of one.  In terms of stylistics the subject “brassiere factory” has been replaced by

another version “listless factory;” however, grammatically the adjective of the NP part

of the VP has been totally transformed: “Brassiere” has become “listless.”  The

distance between these two adjectives is so great that one might even question if this

is truly anaphoric and not a total rewriting of the phrase, and indeed this is one of

Koch’s greatest innovations: to walk the line of division between repetition and

difference in our language, so as to question these categories and their relationship to

language from the deep structure all the way to the discursive level of questioning

terms like repetition and difference.  Standing back from the parsed phrase for a

moment one see that there is still cohesion as the reader does not think this is another

factory, but there is also new meaning because the adjective of the NP part of the VP

now interacts more with the dynamism of the verb itself.

To conclude we have the last machine event two lines from the end:

Oh arm in arm we fled the industry
Into an earth of banks
And foolish tanks, for what bare breasts might be...18

The ejaculation “Oh” is typical of the kind of archaism we still associate with “real”

pre-modern poetry and is an example of Koch’s use of poetry already lying around, if
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poetic language.  In other words, even when they make sense to a linguist they still

make little sense to the reader.  Yet, while these phrases alone seem often meaningless

in the first instance, and usually disrupt the “rational” meaning of the poem as a

whole, they are always the main cohesive devices in the poem, keeping the integrity

of the poem body intact.

At this point one could describe the basic Koch poetry machine as a cohesive,

mechanistic device that is repetitious, yet which repeats partly to question the idea of

its being a repetition and whose distribution both undermines meaningfulness in a

poem while being the main thing that keeps it together formally.  This alone is of

interest as it allows us access to one of the major compositional innovations of one of

contemporary poetry’s most important innovators.  Yet beyond a localised interest,

poetry machines have much wider ramifications for modern poetry and our overall

understanding of how the language of poetry actually works.  Before going on to

describe in more detail the idea of “poetry machines” and their implications, however,

let us briefly reconsider what the machinery of “The Brassiere Factory” has shown us

about even Koch’s most playful and simple work, following along the lines of our

five analytical tools.  In terms of generative grammar, Koch makes his own simple

“deep structure” in these poems, or set of basic rules which determine the “syntax” of

the poem as a whole.  Staying with a linguistic analysis, through the use of repetition,

Koch’s poetry, which is otherwise quite insignificant in the terms of stylistics, attains

a sophisticated level of cohesion which can be missed quite easily.  He does this

through a complex modification of anaphora, which is all the machine really is.  In

terms of prosody, and Koch is a very enthusiastic poetic technician, in fact, what he

seems to be doing is finding new forms of patterning to replace traditional metre and

rhyme schemes.  If he uses a machine event in seven out of thirty-five lines, one could
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say that the poem has a regular measure that occurs not at the level of syllables but at

the level of phrases.  I propose to call this phrase measure, and here the frequency of

the phrase measure is five.

Whether or not this is a viable new form of prosody is yet to be determined,

but clearly, Koch is trying to retain patterned verse in a post-pattern age.  The real

philosophical implications of what Koch is doing are too involved to summarise here,

but one should keep in mind how Koch plays around with difference within repetition

to the point where the idea of repetition is questionable, as this is the fundamental

consideration of any philosophy of repetition.21  Finally, while the poem tries

revolution at the level of the signified with the quest for sexual liberation, Koch’s real

talent, as with all the New York School, is revolution at the level of the signifier.

Every facet of the composition of “The Brassiere Factory” is revolutionary in terms of

the avant-garde, and the machine especially is perfect for attacking the poetry’s

“claim” to express subjectivity and represent the world.  A machine simply defeats all

subjective agency in its quest not to represent objects in the world but to make objects

to add into the world.

Poetry Ideas—Poetry Language—Poetry Machines

The theory of “poetry machines” comes from Koch’s own theory of “poetry ideas”

which he developed to teach children to write poetry.  Koch explains:

I taught reading poetry and writing poetry as one subject.  I brought them
together by means of “poetry ideas,” which were suggestions I would give to
children for writing poems of their own in some way like the poems they were
studying...for the Wish Poem, starting every line with “I wish.”22

Already one can see in this passage the mechanistic poetic technique that dominates

Koch’s own work, and although poetry ideas are not fully worked out, I think, in
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This is one of numerous sections in this poem that hint at the mechanisms at the heart

of poetry—note the exhaustion of the Packard and the manufacture-clams—but what

is most remarkable about this sentence is the line “Parallel excursion. O black black

black black black.”  The importance of the line for poetry machinery rests in the fact

that it illustrates the basic law of repetition: that of superfluity or of being in excess.

Repetition of the same is the least well regarded form of repetition by all theorists of

repetition from linguists to philosophers,30 but it is the form Koch seems to favour.  In

this example one could say that the first two “blacks” are accommodated by the view

of their being parallel, and that the third also fits because we are taking an excursion

from the parallel or because the third undermines the idea of the parallel.  However,

the fourth and fifth repetitions are entirely superfluous and deviant, and could even be

said to be threatening as, because they have been generated without rules, there is

nothing to stop the rest of the poem continuing in this vein.  At this stage a line break

intervenes, but what if there were no line breaks in poetry, what then?  The extreme

nature of this repetition of the same raises some uncomfortable questions for poetry,

especially in relation to the closure of subsequent structurings of form, to which the

vast length and seeming lack of cohesion one finds in When the Sun Tries to Go On

also contributes.

Repetition of the same, therefore, is one basic component of the grammar of

poetry machines and is well in evidence in Koch’s “Sleeping with Women:”

Caruso: a voice.
Naples: sleeping with women.
Women: sleeping in the dark.
Voices: a music.
Pompeii: a ruin.
Pompeii: sleeping with women.
Men sleeping with women, women sleeping with women, sheep sleeping with

women, everything sleeping with women.
The guard: asking you for a light.
Women: asleep.
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5. “Greek islands sleeping with women, Nassos, Naxos, Kos, / Asleep with women,
Mykonos, miotis / And myositis,” variation on the PP, so that it is no longer
random but motivated away from the cohesion determined by the RP, occurring in
many complex ways as the poem goes on.

6. “And the iris peg of the sea / Sleeping with women,” variation in the graphology
and syntax of the phrase, here laid out like a lyric poem over several lines so that
the graphologically imposed enjambment takes over from the colon.

7. “As with an orchid, as with an oriole,” internal mini-machines like repetition of
“as,” references to place names, repetition of “The” at the beginning of the line.

8. The poem concludes with a combination of three internal machines: repetition of
“the,” use of colon, and variations on the RP.32

“Sleeping with Women” is perhaps Koch’s most sophisticated example of the

basic machine grammar that consists of repetition of the same, RS, and repetition with

difference, RD.  However, this basic deep structure, RS RD, with a number of

possible parsings within each, although the potential for complexity in the RD far

outstrips that of the RS, is not the sum total of grammatical rules.  I would argue there

is a third part that exists beyond the basic syntax of the machine which might be

called the repetition concept or RC.  A perfect example of this is the poem “Collected

Poems” which is actually a sequence of thirty-eight “poems” consisting of little more

than a title and one-line poem to follow.  In poems of this kind the repetition is not of

the same, nor of the tension between repetition and difference, but of a third order

which places differentiation at the heart of the repetitious cycle.  In taking a trope of

totality, like the collected poem sequence, and reducing it down to its repetitive

grammatical structure, title-poem / theme / first line, Koch indicates a critical self-

awareness of the repetitious nature of the act of writing poetry which is the

background against which poetry can be written.  Within this meta-critical act, which

is an act of conceptual poetics, there are still local interactions of the second level of

repetition.

Some titles refer actually to the poem, as does the opening poem:

BUFFALO DAYS
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although each poem is different they are still all similar in that they are all poems.

The RC is, therefore, the facilitator of the complex mix of similarity and difference,

not just in poetry but especially so because of the penchant for the selected and

collected format, which I have called the basic RS RD pattern.  A poem like

“Collected Poems” differs from “The Brassiere Factory” because it comes at poetry as

a machine not at the surface level of the syntax of repetition, nor the deep level of the

grammar of repetition, but at the meta-level of how poetry is, in effect, always a

repetitious mechanistic process.  One chooses in advance a theme, one indicates it in

the title, and one repeats it in further detail in the poem body, often through other

machines such as rhythm, rhyme, devices of cohesion like logic or association, and so

on.

We now have what I am calling the deep structure of poetry machines.  Each

machine consists of the following: RS RD RC.  Every poetry machine in Koch’s

poetry has this basic grammar, I would argue: first, examples of repetition of the same

words, the same phrase, the same idea; then a series of modifications bringing a

certain degree of difference into the repetition; and finally an overall conceptual

appreciation of what this means for poetry.  It is the final point which is the most

important in this instance, however, as it shows Koch is not developing poetry

machines as just another mode of poetic expression, but that they are designed to

question and criticise the very idea of poetry in a way that is truly avant-garde.

Cohesion Machines

While it is easy to see the significance of poetry machines at the level of linguistics or

at the level of literary theory, to relate the two things together so as to fully

understand the impact of Koch’s work one needs an interim discipline such as
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rhythm, rhyme and spacing in any of Koch’s poetry machines, which still retains that

radical, ontological questioning of the poetic, typical of avant-gardism and

poststructural philosophy?  It is a very big question but I would like to close in

suggesting possible future avenues for investigation of this issue.

In terms of rhythm, one ought not to look, in poetry machines, for a traditional

patterning nor a distribution across traditional units of syllable or measure.  Instead,

one ought to search for a new concept of what a pattern is, or patterning at the

conceptual level, and how this concept is distributed at the sensible level.  I have

already noted that “The Brassiere Factory” has a stress pattern of seven, which comes

from a patterning of events based on verbal parallelism produced by the initial

machine phrase.  I would call this mode of measure non-linear measure, or a mode of

measuring not restricted to line-by-line counting and comparing.  There are a number

of examples of this kind of measure in the New York School poetry.  Koch generally

uses phrase measure, but there is also word measure, line measure (different from

linear measure in that each line is a unit) and sentence measure.

If, in Koch’s avant-garde prosody, measure is literally conceptual and marked

by the counting of the instances of the occurrence of the machine behind the poem,

then rhyme is his use of sensible repetition with differential meaning.  Rhyme is

traditionally a repetition of sound with a phonetic differential built in.  Often the aim

is consonance of semantics within divergent words suggested by consonance at the

sensible or semiotic level.  Koch’s rhyme works in quite the opposite way.  He

repeats not phonetic sounds but the whole word or phrase.  The sensible aspect of

such repetition still exists at the aural level; if you say the same word over and over it

will always sound the same, but its real sensible impact is at the visual level.  You

tend to see black repeated five times before you conceive that this could be a form of
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directions for a future, post-avant-garde poetics.  While they are critical of post-

pattern poetic ideologies, ostensibly Romantic ideologies, they also propose a new act

of critical patterning, which could be termed an avant-garde prosody.  In innovating

patterning at the level of repetition of stress, repetition of sound, and repetition of

spacing, they move towards poetic patterning in a post-pattern age.  These patterns

cannot be, in all conscience, new forms of patterning as this is not in keeping with the

avant-garde project of critique; instead, such patterns could be termed, in the first

instance, examples of the pattern of no-pattern.  By this I do not mean chaos, but a

patterning at the conceptual level of the blindspots and failings of patterning in terms

of semiotics and semantics.  Koch’s poetry machines, in using cohesion to undermine

coherence and a lack of coherence as a critical mode of cohesion, produce a

systematic and mechanistic critical system.  This system is a poetic machine, because

it makes poems mechanistic, but it is also a critical machine.  Whether or not the

poetic avant-garde in the future will adopt poetry machines is impossible to say, but it

is clear that this simple construct of Koch’s ought to place him at the centre of

contemporary literary studies, for not only has he produced a patterning machine of

interest to those critical of non-deviant poetics, but he has also produced a new form

of prosody that will be of interest to traditional rhetoricians and linguistics for decades

to come.

Notes
1.  Kenneth Koch, Making Your Own Days (New York: Touchstone, 1998) 91.
2.  The original “members” of the New York School numbered six: John Ashbery, Frank O’Hara,
Kenneth Koch, James Schuyler, Harry Mathews and Barbara Guest, although by the time of John
Bernard Myers' collection of 1969 there were nine.  Of these, the first four are the really significant
figures.  Mathew’s interest in poetry was diminished by his commitment to OuLiPo and his
experimental prose works, and Guest was really only ever a satellite member whose aesthetic has
increasingly been towards the objective/modernist tradition of American poetry not the playful
postmodernism typical of the New York School.  Of the central four, Koch has not only been written
on the least, he has hardly ever been written on, and yet his importance within the school and in his
own right cannot be overestimated.
3.  Kenneth Koch, Seasons on Earth (New York: Penguin, 1987) 7.
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spoken words the way there are white spaces between written words.  We simply hallucinate word
boundaries...” Stephen Pinker, The Language Instinct (London: Penguin, 1994) 159.
48. See Giorgio Agamben, The End of the Poem (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999) 109-
115.  The imposition of the semiotic as a feature of poetic language is also discussed in Derek Attridge,
The Rhythms of English Poetry (London: Longman, 1982) 303-14.

                                                          


