The Poetics of Province and Standing Loss in Susan Stewart’s ‘The Forest’
Peter Larkin
while all deforestations gathering
murmur the blankness of the thoughts you sing  (Simon Jarvis)

I am not lost but there are many paths  (Kevin Hart)
Susan Stewart’s, Poetry and the Fate of the Senses ends with: ‘Perhaps I am writing at the end of the world…And as night falls, the inevitable lengthening of the silences…and then the swift explosion of a curse.  What follows the curse is a curse and what follows the last curse is silence and darkness; after the silence more silence, and after the darkness more darkness.’
  The repetitions of silence and darkness enact that loss of sequence which is itself a suspension of any ‘after’.  Earlier in her book, commenting on Finch’s ‘A Nocturnal Reverie’ Stewart had noted how night marks a shift in animal movement from open fields into the forests where they go for shelter.
  These two passages indicate a non-identity between night and shade, between the desert darkness of loss and a hardy more visible but still tangible forest shade.  How far can sense diminishment go while remaining still perceptible, or does recognition of loss become absolute, though as a retrievable disengagement?  Stewart’s poetry works its way towards the vulnerable outskirts of materiality, where, because they are vulnerable, unconditional collapses or counter-compensations threaten to intervene.  ‘The darkness presses against us and yet has no boundary’ she writes, identifying this with the fear that darkness will not end.
  Forest shades, however, can shelter against darkness as such, so that darkness’s other is its own delimitation within shade rather than pure opposition to light.  Poetry has to tread through the darknesses with care: it might not be deep shades of the periphery that expunge life so much as a cultural bedazzlement feeding off loss and blinding the fundamental contiguities of that life.
The differential imagery of night or shade, desert or light impinges on the work of Robert Pogue Harrison, whose Forests: the Shadow of  Civilization has been acknowledged by Stewart; she also translated a sequel essay,‘The Provincial Center’ in an issue of Triquarterly which she co-edited.  In the book,Harrison argued that forests have become metonymies for the earth as a whole,
 and introduced a notion of the ‘provincial’ explored further in the essay.  The provincial is that zone within which human abstraction remains still bound to what it has drawn itself away from.
  To inhabit the provincial is to remain where the bonds of nature and history reassert their primary tension.
  I read this as not lost through dispersal so much as by sedimented networks of avoidance, so that any re-approach needs to navigate a path never quite giving out just where it has not yet given onto.
It would be a commonplace to assign to Stewart’s The Forest the task of retrieving the provincial.  Fateful for the book is its declaration of the loss of forest, though enough of the forest lingers to challenge loss’s cultural status and complicate the poetic initiative of making loss a point of departure.  The poetry marks a stake in philosophical interpretation, but without  polarizing theory and experience.  Rather, such demarcations are layered over each other, so that it might be a philosophical ‘experience’ which triggers a ‘poetic thinking’; there is no settled mode of substitution, and poetry arises as much to unsettle philosophy as to be resolved by it; or how poetry is itself unsettled will be a matter of poetic mettle, not an exemplary transposition from a purer source of disturbance.  Stewart has commented on the role of error in poetry associated with the luxury of creative work being an incomplete project, lying outside cognitive habits.
  Poetry can’t deploy incompleteness without also affirming the immediate completions of every poetic moment whose sound-patterns issue in what Stewart will analogize as a promise.
  She acknowledges philosophy (particularly Heidegger and Adorno) but shies away from allegorical pressure: ‘I often end up working through how I can know or try out their truths’.
  Is poetry the pursuit of philosophy by other means?  Or is that ‘other’ over-identifiable philosophically and so impatient with the poem’s own truth-content?  It could be said that philosophy insists on a differential parity or universalized disparity which is as such unassimilable; the frailer membrane of poetry can only read this into the private internal hierarchy of no longer contesting its own weakness.  So, if the poetic misreads this particular philosophical classification of differences, it risks being no longer able to attest to an aporetic philosophy’s withdrawal from the goal of classification as such.  If poetry claims a different path, it remains unsure it is the poetic which so instructs it.
To offer a formulation like ‘poetry is on a pathway that paths otherwise’ is itself on the way to sedimentation.  However, if we regard aporetic thinkers like Heidegger and Adorno as unworking sedimentary residues, can we venture a poetic difference involving a form of re-layering, keeping workable the terrain of what it is embeds, taking layering as what has to be stood on, gone across.  This is less a path away from metaphysical encrustments or a negating path through the midst of them than a path composing the crusts of possibility, perhaps an interminable one but at least bringing to a term the task of standing on and passaging through an actuality.  That sounds like regressing to a poetry of experience, but standing upon may be construed as an active testing of basic forms of dependence, obligation and reception.
It’s difficult not to read Stewart’s The Forest as an encounter with Heidegger’s notion of ‘Holzweg’.  Poetry can’t trial a philosophical image, but it can read into it the travail of its own text-gathering around that image.  Heidegger’s Holzwege has been read as how the philosopher understands what he is doing, or how it is he experiences more about metaphysics than it knows about itself.
  Heidegger’s own path is from the forgetfulness of Being understood subjectively to the question of Being per se.  This has been called a ‘lineament of Being’
 and Stewart’s path lies across the lineation of her own poetry.  As she opens her poem ‘Holswege: 
I took a long walk through the chestnuts, the truth
of the light of day just above me where one wing
was replaced by another, then halted  (ll.1-3)

The wings are scarcely seeds but suggest an indeterminate layering filtering light or blocking off truth.  The image mutates to the wing ‘of an endless building, a kind of ruin wound in leaves and close / by a collapsing path.’  We must assume the ‘long walk’ is not straight, and Harrison asks how one would pursue a straight line through a forest, and answers: by methodical deforestation.
  Stewart’s wings become a key ‘barreled over and over, to no effect or closure / in its lock (ll.3-5).
  Wings and keys image tree seeds, but here the poem thinks of ‘the dead ends, the little alleys / leading to the Forum, regardless of the turn / or seeming intention I might have told myself.’ (ll.5-7)  Facing a dead-end is not how the poem moves as it relayers; a failing path takes a turn through additional material percolating the walk and the truth hovering over it.  As Heidegger wrote in his introduction to Holzwege: ‘None of the paths is to be travelled if the others are not tried…They go into error; but they do not lead astray’.
  The philosopher refrains from any dramatization of his Holzweg image, apart from a note describing a forest path as a separate way within the same forest, apparently identical to other routes but not so, as only the forest keepers know.
  It’s as though, were he to elaborate the image, he might be exposed to some covert layering within the figure, liable to summon a speaking ‘in forbidden metaphors and in unheard-of combinations of concepts’ that Nietzsche saw as the path of intuition.
  Is this what Stewart’s poem navigates more intrepidly, with its swerves of imagery which transpose but don’t abandon the interweaving of the poem’s contours?
It was always in Spring that I hoped to turn
away from myself…hoping that some feeble maxim was the truth,
that what returns returns when least expected…an allegory
where anyone might be the subject…What folly
to hope for so much.  There among the keys
were keys to doors I couldn’t remember.   (ll. 14-21)

For Harrison staying ‘in the provinces’ entails returning along ‘the tortured paths of metaphysics to the central vicinity of our mortality’.
  Dominique Janicaud observes that the Holzweg when it abandons us will oblige us either to find our own way or ‘go back along the already opened and well-trodden paths’.
  For Stewart, reversing down pathways of metaphor is a relayering of what paths further (‘It was always in Spring that I hoped to turn’), a springing onward that puts the past ahead of the present in a leap that isn’t linear accumulation.  The ‘feeble maxim’ elicits a downtrodden conventionality which doesn’t prevent its being worked back into ways of saying.
‘Better to follow the allée
of chestnuts even if it ends in disease and extinction, the hard truth
waiting at the close of beauty. And if not beauty then the twisted keys
of what can be haltingly thought and known  (ll. 26-30)

Closure halts not in the way but as an obstruction which is the way of; the poem descends from whatever is ‘hard wrung’ to bathetic associations which themselves invite ‘swerving turns / of phrase’.  The barrelling over of a key as dead end is further depleted by the extremity of its musical key: ‘like the song that murmurs “follow, follow”, / swept up and impoverished by its own poor echoes in a key / unnecessarily sharp or flat.’  This halts the shrinking via the exclamation of ‘In truth’ where the wing recovers substance, be it wax or ice, certainly ‘some blank contingency at the close of it all’.  A path liable to come to an end re-engages a closure not as yet identical with itself.  ‘It is not clear what this track to a track could be.  It is questionable how such a track would show itself to us’ Heidegger comments on one of Rilke’s sonnets.
  Stewart’s poem defies its own compositional contingency: ‘Still, I rummaged for the key / to the end of the terrible sentence, a turn, a light, a face, a truth’.  The ‘key to the end’ reads as the key until the end, as what endures along a path it remains faithful to, albeit a ‘terrible sentence’, but the final four words of the poem recall Heidegger again: ‘it is an open question whether we still experience the sacred as the track to the godhead of the divine, or whether what we encounter is only a track to the sacred’.
  The word ‘truth’ ends the poem as it had concluded its opening line.  There is no way Stewart’s poem simply performs a Holzweg, since performance has turned back (along the same path) to a cry of desire or accusation.  Does Stewart’s own ‘Holswege’ get lost in the forest, or does it track the loss of forest itself?
The title-poem ‘The Forest’ tries to negotiate loss from within memory before collapsing into a desertion:
You should lie down and remember the forest,
for it is disappearing -
no, the truth is it is gone now’
What truth is there in the forest’s going, and if its departure could be sufficient, how dangerous might that truth be?  In Poetry and the Fate of the Senses Stewart remarks: ‘The historical body of poetic forms is more and more an archive of lost sensual experiences’.
  This poem with its sestina-like re-echoes works through what is gone, until by the close what is gone is forest as it is ‘lost to us now’.  Is loss a resource which enables the poem to speak, but once the poem finds itself speaking it becomes compelled to contest such ideal severance?  I believe the poem threatened by a ‘standing loss’, a false affordance of disappearance colluding with a cultural reserve identical to the original consumption of forest itself.  For Harrison forest is a figure for memory, inhabiting things external as well as regions internal.
  Memory resists an easy path of substitutional figuration, and the layerings of Stewart’s poem compromise any facile internalization of standing loss: loss persists as a loss of, undetachable from ‘somewhere near the beginning, that edge’ (l. 10).
Harrison asks how we bear the unbearable, and answers we stay with it as unendurable.
  ‘Standing loss’ by contrast aims at deflecting the unbearable: contemporary culture dreams of becoming post-adaptive, part of a hyper-tolerance of a world long past its givenness and now not so much constructed as extemporized.  I derive my term standing loss by analogy with Heidegger’s standing reserve (Bestand), itself associated with commercial forestry.  Heidegger argues: ‘Whatever stands by in the sense of standing-reserve no longer stands over against us as object’.
  The subject/object relation becomes sucked up as resource to be ‘switched about ever anew’.
  Similarly, within ‘standing loss’ mourning can be switched about as cultural affordance.  Ironically, while Heidegger identifies standing reserve with technicity’s demand that energy be ‘extracted and stored as such’,
 the received meaning of standing loss registers the dissipation that must be reckoned with whenever  heat energy is stored.  The poem’s fabric itself offers an imperfect insulation for any standing loss: loss as declaration can’t sustain itself without further exchanges, but exchanges break down into fragments of re-attachment and can’t be switched about within a chain of substitution.  Seen as a preliminary shedding of naïve attachment, loss’s standing, intended as an arsenal or reservoir of the surpassed, leaks into other layers of poetic repetition with difference.  In Stewart’s poem the displacement of ‘you might call it “in the forest”’ which then becomes the italicized standing of ‘no the truth is, it is gone now’ continues as:
nonetheless, you might call it “in the forest”,
which we can never drift above, we were there or we were not. (ll. 14-15)

The poem quests for sensory reconnection with forest rather than formally substituting an affordance of forest-lost: the air now has a ‘texture of drying moss’, the ‘flecked birds of the forest sing behind and before’.  Within this music ‘there cannot be an order’ but from the dry leaves above ‘something does fall’.  Lest this falling be falsely appropriated, the poem counters ‘Nothing comes down to us here’; by the next stanza that phrase senses an addition: ‘nothing comes down to us here, / stained’.  A low branch reintroduces a reminiscence of tangle: the forest reclaims whatever can be held within its own loss as it swerves through impure damage rather than hyper-affordable disappearance.
If the essence of technology dawning into day for Heidegger is the world’s night,
 is this sensed as denuding the world of its forest shadow?  A world in night-time is a world conclusively urbanized, empowered to switch out its originary provinces, and switch into a distributable desertification.  Such non-meaning is ideally affordable as intensification, or what J. M Bernstein (writing on De Man and Blanchot) calls the ‘knowing of non-knowledge’ which he concludes is ‘an ideology of finitude’ or ‘no significant stone that might reveal silent stone’.
  Harrison relates how the provincial stone has two sides, the upper sky-exposed and the lower wormily embedded.
  Bernstein senses standing loss when he describes the loss of meaning as ‘too knowing and comforting’ as it converts to a tolerable possession or a ‘beautiful death after all’.

Stewart’s poem concludes with:

Once we were lost in the forest, so strangely alike and yet singular, too,
but the truth is, it is, lost to us now

Is ‘loss’ appositional or is forest what it is because lost to us now?  Is such lostness a mode of forest persistence from within the sensorium of memory, or is memory the trace of what it is like to be lost inside forest?  If we who are lost are‘strangely alike’ we can recognize a kinship of situation which is already to be ‘singular,too’.  If we imperfectly resemble each other in loss, this would be enough to suspend standing loss: being lost continues along a pathway opening up a singularity also a bond, a refreshed affirmation of the unsurrenderable.
Where Yves Bonnefoy writes ‘How can we read about “forgotten” woods…without going into the woods ourselves, where we can either find or lose ourselves,’ Kate Rigby comments that the role of poets is to make a space, not from of a linguistic negativity before an uninterpretable nature, but more like Heidegger’s ‘Heillose’ in tones of grief, protest or accusation.
  Stewart’s ‘The Desert’ reads ‘what could pass away from the earth / would be the earth itself beyond its use’
: what is most passing is a resourceless world , one offering a timely use but withdrawing before the spectre of transmissible accumulation.  Stewart’s ‘The Meadow’ might hint at mediation, but portrays a fatally weakened forest substitute.  The sense of childlike enclosure amid high grasses snags on ‘the charred apple tree’ and ‘the thistle’s needles’.  The dead grass recalls wheat, but the ‘something that might be gathered’ is not an echo of a Heideggerian ‘legein’ but of agri-business.  The hope that ‘“there was some form of life”’ recalls ‘a kind of life’ from ‘The Forest’.  In the worked-out meadow there is nothing now alive ‘that wasn’t the color / of grasses’ and snow has no leaves to hold on to (and be shaped by) as it might in the forest ‘in the distance’.  The meadow won’t mediate between forest and city in its attempts to shadow childhood memory, or like the forest retain some taller life overhead: an exiled life is left wondering ‘what kind of meadow / I could be thinking of’.  And in‘The Desert 1990-1993’: ‘we imagine / the loss of nature only in terms / of the nature now lost, so far / from our imagining’.

The way nature currently loses itself calls for a counter-poetry if it is not to become trapped in standing loss.  The path lies through accusation provoked by grief, but a followable path calls for something like the promise these poems can’t justify but still offer.  Stewart insists in Poetry and the Fate of the Senses on an analogy between the words of a poem and those of a promise.  This she views as a transcendent bond because of ‘the flux of those pressures working against it and continually forcing the possibility of breaking and erasure’.
  The bond of the promise is taken to be carried over regardless of material decay.  Elsewhere Stewart writes ‘Memory and imagination, like forgiveness and promises, are ways of transcending our immersion in our lived relation to time, and our models for these possibilities lie in the works of literature…and philosophy’.
  What is transcended is our immersion, not time itself; promising is not merely model but the actuality of poetic language embedded at the site of damage itself.  Where the poem stands upon compromised sediments, it makes this ‘actuality sacrifice’ an integral aspect of its promising.  Heidegger names sacrifice as one of the modes of world disclosure; in sacrifice occurs a thanking for the grace that Being bestows on thinking.
  In Stewart’s poetry, sacrifice layers or lays down the differences between what is or does not have not to be, proceeding along a writing path in promissory relation to what exceeds it.  What lays itself down poetically counters standing loss by re-engaging the sedimentation of loss, an encounter itself allied to the persistence of forest.  This composes variants alongside non-variants as forest trees integrate dead materials into their own living stand.  Does this offer an aporetic philosophy the chance of negotiating the grain between variables and non-variables which that philosophy itself would not trust itself to stand upon?  Stewart’s The Forest offers an unconditional (promise must come into play) which opens to a variable province sheltering those unvarying dependencies not de-historicized for being promissory, built into the sediment but exploring its unexpected glints and outcrops.
If promise arises from the actuality of bond, it can also be construed as a tensional ontology: this is to hazard a theopoesis within Stewart’s poetry sensing a path from the ‘is’ that accuses or negates towards the ‘is’ which rhymes the inexhaustible counter-variance of gift within offering or promising.  It is forest itself which proffers the conditions of loss, as less than resource, thereby safeguarding active resistance.  Susan Stewart’s book teaches us that the forest won’t spare the culture which dreams of affording its loss, but re-invades it.
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