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Not that Parkland :

I composed this work, in several stages, with no 
knowledge at all of the Florida school outrage ; it’s 
unfortunate that American readers may initially 
interpret this title as bearing in some way on the 
US resonance of that word. Nothing in my text 
 supports such a connection, and I hope that readers 
will quickly discard such a mistaken view. It was 
just unlucky that the English word for an enclosed 
tract of $elds and woods became (had become) 
notorious in US news reports. The barely surrepti-
tious territorial reference is to Yemen, reputedly 
the Queen of Sheba’s ancient kingdom, now the site 
of a protracted and violent civil war.

This email from J. H. Prynne was a chastening mes- 
sage to receive. We had just begun reading his book  
Parkland, published in early 2020, one of the two dozen 
that would appear over the next two years. Having 
interviewed him four years earlier for The Paris Review, 
we were still in irregular correspondence, and Josh’s 
 mention prompted the clari$cation—strong enough, 
almost, to sound like a warning. It was September 2020, 
mid-high-pandemic, and we (Josh and Je!, that is) 
had been buoying each other along by meeting weekly 
on Zoom to talk about some recent books of poems. 
Very well then, Parkland is not about Florida. We found 
ourselves drawn into it for other reasons, and since it 
is divided into sections of three or four pages, we fell 
into a rhythm of reading a section a week. The further 
in we got, though, the stranger Prynne’s admonition 
came to feel. There seemed to be no limit to what this 
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often, he would encourage, while claiming not to have 
a key to his own poem. “It is extremely interesting, 
and rewarding, to follow your strategic unfolding of 
the Parkland mysteries,” he once wrote, giving us the 
title of this book. Our practice became a method, a 
way of reading with Prynne. Why not take advantage 
of an author’s actual presence, the one opportunity 
that de$nes and distinguishes contemporary poetry ? 
And so, beginning in September of 2020, and carrying 
on, with occasional interruptions and dilations, until 
the next April, we read from the $rst page to the last. 
After that $rst pass through the nineteen sections, we 
gathered all the emails and printed them out. In their 
raw form they told the story of an evolving, dialogic 
critical encounter, written not from the omniscient 
vantage of the reader who has got to the last page, but 
in real time and close to the ground—each linguistic 
event, as we encountered it, blocking our view of the 
pages ahead.

What follows, the heart of our study, has been re- 
$ned by a couple of rounds of revision, and its original 
immediacy is inevitably colored by what we no longer 
do not know. But we have tried to keep faith with the 
original record of our speculative progress, with all 
of its false starts and blind alleys and abandoned and 
recovered and transumed economies.  Parkland is a 
book that bene$ts from this alternately self-indulgent 
and ascetic practice—for none of the Parklands we saw 
along the way was a mirage, exactly, nor are we certain 
that, having got to the end, that’s where we arrived. 
Ultimately, our practice—slow, collaborative, recursive, 
revisionary—seemed an ideal way to read the book, 
and perhaps Prynne’s poetry in general.

You, reader, may wish to open Parkland—you can 
order it from its publisher, Critical Documents—and 
follow along section by section. You may wish to read 

book is about, no way, once you’re in, to treat any ref- 
erence, any association, as irrelevant. Any association—
but one ?

The clari$cation-slash-warning also seemed 
 hypocritical. It wasn’t just that the book had convinced  
us of its power to incorporate and order almost any 
context, any reference—although it had. Or that from 
the beginning particular lines seemed to con$rm the 
terrible association—an epigraph from Vincenzo 
 Bellini’s Norma (1831) mentions “the innocence of 
childhood.” But that Prynne’s poetry, from Kitchen 
Poems (1968) on, is invested in how words escape the 
intentions of their authors. Indeed, we assumed that 
the life of words, engrossing and ungovernable, is 
 central to Prynne’s poetic project—that the tension 
between collective usage and poetic patterning is what 
made his poems so powerful, deeply rooted in history 
and perpetually present and open to the future. Prynne 
himself has championed this potential in poetry : in  
a review of New Songs from a Jade Terrace (1982), a 
translation of a classical anthology of Chinese poetry, 
he discusses the retroactive in%uence of future usage, 
tracing how more recent poems in the anthology 
changed the meaning of earlier ones. Was Prynne’s 
admonition a betrayal of his own project ?

There was only one way to $nd out—no, surely 
many ways, and “$nding out” exaggerates, or mischar-
acterizes, our accomplishment ; but we did commit to 
what Prynne would call a practice, talking about each 
section for an hour or two, usually at midday on a 
 Friday. One of us would make notes afterward and put 
them in an email, sent o! to the other and also to 
Prynne, who commented from time to time. (It seemed 
only fair that if we were testing his authority, he could 
test ours.) He never set such a boundary again and 
would rarely interfere with our speculations. Most 
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I.1

Part I, section 1. I am looking at it again now : twenty- 
one lines to a page, four pages of the book’s $fty-seven, 
justi$ed at both margins ; prose. I am going to try to stay 
loyal to what we knew and when we knew it, the $rst 
time through, and I have our original letters to hand, and 
my memory of our conversations. But delimiting what 
we already knew is a problem right from the start. For 
example : how much of the plot (is there a plot ?) did we 
infer, from allusions and generic cues, and when ? How 
much did we see in this $rst section, and how much 
were we taught by reading on ? We certainly didn’t know 
what a complicated category plot would turn out to be. 
We were a little surprised to $nd anything story-like at 
all, given Prynne’s characteristic displacement of narra-
tive (and so many other) codes. But we glimpsed some 
basics, and now it is di'cult to imagine going forward 
without them. So : there are three characters, the Queen 
of Sheba and her two sons, half-brothers, Tom and Peter. 
They are all introduced by the end of the second sen- 
tence, all named by the $fth. They are birds ; in particu-
lar, hoopoes. They inhabit a pastoral space, which has 
aspects of a garden and of a court. (Parkland.) The  
boys are learning to sing, maybe also to paint, and their 
mother is teaching them. None of this is exactly a matter 
of exposition, but the circumstances dilate in a gently 
sketched back-and-forth : tentative questions, a!ec-
tionate answers. This dramatis personae and what we 
think we know about mothering and teaching and 
 singing o!ered us a way to organize the experience of 
reading. If these assumptions will not (did not) prove 
su'cient, neither will they be discarded. The book does 
not develop  simply by correcting itself or its readers.

to the end of that book $rst, and then enjoy watching 
us grope and stumble. You might even prefer to read 
our book as its own story, then decide whether you want 
to read Parkland at all. However you wish ; for our part, 
we begin at the beginning.
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for the darkness I expected. But next, “they are half- 
brothers never inept to glimpse her rightful appearance” 
(1). “Never inept” : I know we will have more to say 
about the book’s negations and double- negations ; this 
one is the $rst of countless small rescues, casting the 
shadow only to chase it away, and revealing the Queen 
in her aspect of justice.

That is what I found myself most moved by and 
uneasily grateful for in the $rst section, and it meant 
a lot to me, in those lockdown weeks when signs of 
 danger were everywhere. The portrait of this singing 
school is resilient. The book managed my doubts 
 knowingly and artfully. And not by excluding or defus-
ing them—in fact they were invited, but then answered 
as they arose, as though it were the book’s business to 
repair the injuries I had su!ered from its own tradition. 
“ Milton in the undergrowth,” Prynne wrote in a letter 
to us, “but like him I override the  theodicy, of both 
‘Paradise’ and ‘Lost.’ ” Tom “sees well enough the open 
di!erence and will sing for it” (2) ; “Peter gives freely 
a nod” (3). Or again :

Jack-in-the-hedge %avour, Peter breathes the novel 
air race, as if words in train. Tom true in grain will 
follow by cue and single turn to them both and her 
too, all ears inquisitive and forgiven, smell of fresh 
earth by daylight, under branch spread. (4)

There is a wonderful sense of synesthetic %uency here. 
Words follow words, entrained each to the next by 
shared sound. “In train” seems to give royal sanction 
and a mother’s love at once. Each singer takes his cue, 
his turn, and curiosity is forgiven in advance under the 
shelter, not the shadow, of the tree they share. Is this 
too good to be true ? Is Something going to Happen ?

But I am getting ahead of us already. Let me go back 
to my original preconceptions. The epigraphs point us 
to the Biblical Queen of Sheba, and to Bellini’s Norma, 
who pleads for the safety of her children as she goes to 
her death. Neither meant as much to me, though, as the 
pastoral setting. Pastoral is always about what you knew 
and when you knew it, an innocent space hung with 
fatal apples. I came to the book knowing a lot about the 
poet Philip Sidney, an inveterate pastoralist, who %our-
ished and languished on the edges of Queen Elizabeth’s 
court in the 1570s and 80s. I knew that Prynne knows 
him well, too—when we interviewed him together in 
his rooms at Cambridge, I pulled a well- annotated copy 
of Arcadia (1593) o! the shelf. The conundrum of 
two young men who  idolize and seek to please an older 
woman is one that Sidney returns to many times, with 
the shepherds  Strephon and Klaius pining for the 
departed Urania in Arcadia, and in the famous double 
sestina, “Ye  Goatherd Gods” ; the shepherd Espilus 
and the forester Therion compete for the real-life favor 
of Queen  Elizabeth in a court entertainment he wrote 
for her circa 1578, The Lady of May. Each time, a tragic 
choice must be made, and one of these natural friends 
will have to lose. Singing for Sidney is always a contest.

Which is to say that I know, or I knew, what is, or 
what was going to happen next. And so what surprised 
me, line by line—or sentence by sentence, phrase by 
phrase ; but it is hard for me not to think of Prynne’s 
prose as lineated—what surprised me was the way the 
book by turns triggers and eases the suspicion that 
 paradise cannot last. As a matter of old habit, I was 
reading like a spy in Milton’s Eden, waiting for things 
to go bad. “Now to see to sweep, over the parkland,” 
the book begins. To sweep, or should we hear, “too 
sweet” ? Then, “Shall we view the shadow there, ready 
in close lock,” an invitation to look under the leaves 
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boys might be eager for succession. Such questions were 
present from the start of our experiment in reading—as 
was a worry about discounting the poem’s playfulness, 
its humor. Why anticipate crisis ? Why not read Prynne’s 
wordplay as exemplifying the shifts in power that sus-
tain successful relationships, pedagogical and parental ?

Parkland is, for me, a book of questions—then and 
now. Every sentence accumulates alternatives, creating 
an aura of suspense and doubt, while sanctioning a 
 consistent set of responses : yes, both, look again, just 
wait, ramify. Je!, you describe the movement between 
darkness and light, and o!er the phrase “countless 
small rescues.” The phrase is apt : the book rescues us 
from darkness and light and an array of other absolutes : 
skepticism and optimism, obscurity and clarity, peril 
and safety, even irony and earnestness. 

A case in point : By the second sentence of section 2, 
the power reversal is again reversed :

To be safe the day new re%ected, both turn to her 
this way now part clouded ; yet darken, she still 
bright with her inmost $re of care. (5)

To risk a simple reading : the clear day becomes cloudy 
and the darkness bright. But this simple reading is a 
way to enter the sentence and reckon with its complex-
ity. The Queen is once again a refuge. Her “$re of care” 
o!ers protection and warmth, and a moral center. 
Would it be fair to say that she is now the sun ?

The book sustains this movement in various ways. 
You mention negations and double-negations. Reading 
and rereading the section, I notice how often adverbs 
confuse otherwise resolute descriptions : “maybe,” 
“almost,” “somewhat.” We are usually advised to avoid 
such words. In typescripts of The Waste Land (1922), 
Ezra Pound chastises T. S. Eliot for his “dam  per’apsez.” 
In Parkland, “per’apsez” create nuance. The Queen is 

I.2

Reading and rereading Parkland, I latch on to those 
basics :

So : there are three characters, the Queen of Sheba 
and her two sons, half-brothers, Tom and Peter. […] 
They are birds ; in particular, hoopoes. They inhabit 
a pastoral space, which has aspects of a garden and 
of a court. (Parkland.) The boys are learning to sing, 
maybe also to paint, and their mother is teaching 
them.

But even this knowledge is precarious. The book’s sec-
ond sentence hints that the Queen might not be able to 
teach the boys : “Can she advise them, as queen in good 
time for dawn light, to clarify aquamarine across the 
near $eld boundary” (1). The sentence doesn’t end in 
question mark, but it does raise a series of questions : 
Are the boys able and willing to learn ? What’s at stake 
in their education ? Do the Queen’s duties as queen 
con%ict with her duties as teacher and mother ? 

Section 2 lends urgency to these questions, 
beginning :

 Apparent aperture, parent persistence, the sons 
of the morning in blue light often reach hands to 
hold, her face in smile outwards. (5)

“Apparent aperture” : are the boys open to the Queen, 
or do they merely seem open ? “Parent persistence” :  
are the boys taking on parental roles, buttressing her 
faltering authority, her “smile outwards” ? As “sons” 
and suns, do they illuminate (or expose) her vulnera-
bility ? Rereading the sentence now, I hear “sons of the 
morning” as “sons of mourning,” suggesting that the 
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is the go-to : Tereus, King of Thrace, becomes a hoopoe 
after eating the %esh of his own son. But the hoopoe has 
also been the national bird of Israel since 2008.

“somewhat puzzled but not for long” (6). The passage 
is precise—the Queen is never completely anything. 
As Prynne would con$rm, “Maybe accuracy does call 
for imprecision in various modes.” A question that  
remained constant throughout our reading of the 
poem : How should we allocate our attention within 
and against this movement, this multiplicity ? You 
begin to catalog the poem’s settings : “a pastoral  
space, which has aspects of a garden and of a court,” 
a “singing school.” Section 2 adds yet another setting : 
a %ight school. Much of the section describes aerial 
 perspectives and maneuvers. There is a homology 
between the interplay of voices and the interplay of 
%ight paths, “lucid swerving by choice and testament” 
(7). Where should we look, which worlds should we 
explore ? The question is relevant down to the level of 
the word. But we were not going to get an answer from 
our correspondent. “Well I have been browsing and 
brooding over your rich $eldwork of questions,” he 
wrote us, “so frequently you already half-answer your 
own interrogatives in the multiple actions of framing 
them, the snake biting its own tail.”

Did we have even a half-answer ? This question  
about the allocation of attention becomes ominous 
at the end of the section—a crisis indeed :

The spread bird kingdom showed the way con- 
tended, the bright hoopoe included as a rare 
migrant, go- between. (8)

“Contended” indicates that not everyone is contented. 
“Migrant” suggests a bird’s migration and a refugee 
 crisis. The sentence activates earlier passages in the sec-
tion : “Intercede for need,” “either side to border reach 
and branch” (7). So not just the allocation of attention, 
but the allocation of resources and land. What is the 
symbolism of the hoopoe bird ? Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
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competitive, potentially aggressive—but they seem 
to be neutralized by the song, which is ample and  
decorous, “proli$c and $tting.”

Though one might ask (and we did), what exactly  
is so proli$c and $tting ? Is the phrase in apposition 
to the “presumed answer” ? Or does it apply to the 
whole exchange ? Such syntactic appendices, dangling 
between the last comma and the period, are common 
in the book, hard to $x in relation to the sentence 
before them. In the following passage, every sentence 
ends with such a supplement :

Partisan sun awake to keep compliance, sing again 
chorus return postern gate evident reverse simple 
%exation, come alongside as clouds do, in open sky. 
Revealed beckon welcome, her new betided joy is 
theirs too, in sky pro$le as found head to foot, %ush 
cheeks. Meddlesome right to know, little strange 
in meadow instigate, %eurons eyesight reason again, 
candidate in full bloom. There is a further shade in 
view, she for this moment sets it aside, replete. (11)

Sometimes these endings make for a solacing closure : 
if we do not know whether she or the shade is replete, 
how much better to have both ? Clouds come along 
 easily in the open sky. But whose cheeks are %ush ? 
(Is “%ush” an adjective, or a verb ?) What candidate is  
in full bloom ? (Is this candidate campaigning for the 
right to know, or against it ? Or is “candidate” to be 
taken in its obsolete sense of “white,” and applied to 
the %owers ?) For that matter, is there a hint of “bound” 
in “found head to foot” ? Where does that %ush come 
from ? My suspicions are kindled again. 

Back to the appositives, though—the di'culty is 
compounded by the fact that the sentences to which 
they are appended are really not sentences at all, at 
least not by virtue of being grammatically complete. 

I.3

I’m persuaded by your reading of “apparent aperture,” 
and the question it opens of who has authority here, 
mother or sons. But I would have said we hadn’t noticed 
that yet, when we were reading that winter. It’s not in 
our correspondence—was it in our conversation, on 
Zoom, and we just never wrote it down ? Did I just for-
get ? That’s a tricky aspect of the project, the unresolved 
contradiction between $delity to our $rst impressions 
(are we telling that story ?) and a more pedagogical 
arrangement of our discoveries, where “pedagogical” 
implies that the pedagogue already knows what the 
 student is to learn. This is precisely the problem not to 
solve. We share a hunch that it re%ects the book’s own 
reluctance to clarify the di!erence between what is to 
be learned and what is already known, what has already 
happened and what hasn’t yet. If we have that problem 
as we go, we are having it, choosing to have it, as critics, 
at the book’s behest.

Certainly knowingness is a recurring theme. It can 
be a comfort, as it often is in life, when knowledge is in 
short supply. Peter begins section 3 “glancing at Tom 
who already knows why” (8), and you point out (so say 
my notes) how much communication among the birds 
seems to be tacit, wordless, understood. Already known. 
The Queen watches over their singing : 

By these tokens captured in release and altered 
by treaty on the other side, to match the need as 
understood discretion, each question its own 
presumed answer, proli$c and $tting. (10)

The words here come from di!erent worlds of diction, 
economics and diplomacy in particular, both of them 
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I.4

Paradise cannot last and it doesn’t. Harm words perfo-
rate section 4 : “famish,” “spoilt,” “stumble,” “unpaid,” 
“self-graft,” “peril,” “aggrieved,” “scarce,” “danger,” 
“greedy,” “detriment,” “errant,” “broken,” “starvation,” 
“abducted,” “worn,” “violated,” “tryst,” “fear,” “inva-
sive,” “folly,” “bound,” “a(ict,” “lament,” “hungry,” 
“angry,” “bitten,” “blame”—and “harm” itself. In the 
pastoral context of Parkland, these words are surprising. 
In the context of Prynne’s oeuvre they are not. Over 
the last sixty years, his poetry has interrogated the  
harm we in%ict on each other and the planet, and the 
histories of that harm. The section’s violence feels 
very Prynne-like.

The $nal sentence—or “word-string”—of section 3 
foreshadows this shift : “foe in woe postponed […] now 
song for hurt” (12). In section 4, we confront that song 
and the knowledge it conveys :

She is indeed the scope for darker thoughts, immi- 
nent Yemen lately memory dry mouth denied 
because too late now, self-graft by option  frequent, 
sing louder in fear for sound broken in peril, song 
of harm. (13)

The passage over%ows with signi$cance. The Queen 
determines the boundaries of “darker thoughts.” 
 Modern- day Yemen and its con%icts are laid on top 
of the garden, or underneath. Attempts to distract 
from harm perpetuate it : “sing louder,” the poem 
declares, and the “song of harm” becomes even more 
powerful. Later in the section, we read about a “song 
of care worn thin by violets violated” (14).

What is the connection between the song we’re 

Apposition is the freest syntactic relation you could 
propose, but it might not be free enough for the suc- 
cession of comma-separated word-strings, themselves 
alternately %uent and disjunct, idiomatic and alien, 
that fall between each opening capital and terminal 
period. (“Word-strings” is a phrase Prynne gave us 
early on.) I said before, I keep thinking of Prynne’s 
prose in lines. The relations established across a comma 
often seem more like the openness of an enjambment, 
than logical or even rhetorical organization. It all makes 
for a distinctive rhythm, about which I know we did 
and will have more to say. I will say for now, that with 
its tendency to provoke, but not exactly to reward, 
backward syntactical glances, this tactic is hardly 
adapted for, and may be adapted against, storytelling. 
“I hope you $nd a way to read this storybook, some-
how,” wrote Prynne, “I did not expect it to be without 
challenge.”
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As then cross to the gate, not by default, if and  
as we might, late to prospect, all three trivet wish 
for sweet to waiting, listen ready anxious even by 
song-temper scented borrow in lament the best 
tune. (16)

By the end of the paragraph, the three seem to be  
safely on the other side. Section 5 begins, “The air is 
still warm and comfortable” (17). But harm and the 
threat of harm are still present. In my letter about 
 section 2, I adopted your phrase “countless small 
 rescues” and claimed that Parkland “rescues us from 
darkness and light and an array of other absolutes.”  
But now, in light of section 4, I have to admit that 
“ rescues” is not correct. Absolutes accumulate in 
 Parkland and remain ever-present.

Writing this book with you, I am tempted in two 
directions at once : to highlight—even perform—how 
my understanding of Parkland changed, section to 
 section, over the pandemic’s $rst winter ; and to gloss 
over my false starts and reconsiderations to present 
a consistent reading. As you note, this is the problem   
not to solve. But I do want to register my shock when 
I realized that ambivalence, in Parkland, can absorb 
ambiguity. (As Adam Phillips reminds us, ambivalence 
does not “mean mixed feelings, it means opposite feel-
ings.”) Imprecision is also an absolute—the precise 
opposite of precision.

Boundaries—between opposites, between the song 
in Parkland and Parkland’s song, between the poem’s 
“we” and the “we” that you and I share, between prose 
and poetry, between poetry and song, between his- 
torical periods, between nation states. Prynne seems  
interested in maintaining—even consolidating—the 
integrity of these categories and exploring what hap-
pens between and among them. To give a last example : 

reading and the song we’re reading about ? Parkland is 
song-like despite its fully justi$ed paragraphs. As you 
note, Je!, its punctuation suggests line breaks. Rhyme 
and alliteration are prevalent. To give one example : 

She watches half-tranced their %ow before pitched 
to newer seasoning, now a glee of entrance. Peter 
sets up the bass note, too many are hungry to be 
angry or bitten free. (16)

The phrase “a glee of entrance” sets up a rhyme  
with the next clause but one : “too many are hungry  
to be angry or bitten free” (16). Attentiveness and  
inattentiveness alike activate puns and other $gures. 
I hear “infant brood” as “infant blood” despite the 
rhyme with “assembled food” (14). Is Parkland a song 
about song ? Is it the song of harm itself ?

Section 4 implicates itself and us in other ways  
as well. First- and second-person pronouns appear  
outside the dialogue between Tom and Peter for the 
$rst time. (More on that dialogue later !) The $rst  
and third paragraphs include a “we” ; the second an  
“I.” The poem’s penultimate sentence addresses a 
“you” : “ready fast and $rst, don’t give up, her glance 
choral and coral you have to smile” (17). When I $rst 
read the “you,” I laughed at the clichés “don’t give  
up” and “you have to smile.” The clichés, however 
ironic, were a relief, almost a reward, at the end of a 
harrowing  section. But rereading the passage now,  
the clichés are mocking and self-mocking, a reminder  
of our desire for escape. Does section 4 ever shift back 
from blight to pastoral ? The word “gate” appears  
three times in the section’s $nal paragraph. Its $rst 
appearance accompanies a “we.” The Queen and her 
boys reach a gate and pause, waiting (and wishing)  
for a signal before passing through :
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I.5

You emphasize the prominence of harm words in sec-
tion 4, Josh, and I agree, it feels like there’s a mounting 
threat—but it makes me wonder, what happens if we 
read these sections in reverse order, or even shu(e them 
randomly ? Would we $nd the same marks of  danger 
and damage in the $rst one, if it were swapped with 
the fourth, now that we know to look ? The  temptation 
to test the rigidity of the order is exacerbated by the 
way the sentences work, how they refuse the organizing 
momentum of a subject, a verb, and an object. The 
trailing phrases that I talked about in my letter about 
section 3 do not systematically di!er in their internal 
structure from other parts of the sentence (“parts” : 
variously phrases, clauses, and looser collections that 
extend between commas). They could be spliced into 
the interior without violating any governing syntactic 
order. The order in a given sentence might matter, it 
surely does matter, but not because there is any large 
syntactic momentum.

That said, you mention the false comfort of clichés, 
and it’s true—there are plenty of shorter units of sense 
that make no protest against the rhythms of ordinary 
speech. Take the opening of 5, which you’ve already 
quoted :

The air is still warm and comfortable, able for no 
less brushing the sleeve by easy passage, ru(ing 
her hair as the hedgework tri%es with momentary 
contrition, articles of belief. (17)

The $rst clause could stand alone as a complete sen-
tence ; the other parts, taken independently, could still 
be diagrammed as phrases or clauses. Any longtime 

 section 4 depicts how intimacy develops in a world 
of pain. The Queen loves her sons ; and they love her 
and each other. But that intimacy is not an escape 
or reprieve. (Tereus loved his son too.) At the end of 
the section, we continue to follow the Queen and her 
boys. They escape harm, which they likely caused,  
and carry that harm with them.
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there, even if in any given reading there is a schedule 
of recognition. The stacking of idioms is also a stacking 
of something like frameworks : so far, pastoral, $nance, 
war. There is also a stacking of settings, so that we do 
not cross a border (or pass through a gate) from Arcadia 
to Yemen, but are in both at once ; nor must we time-
travel from the Biblical realm of the Queen of Sheba 
to the battle$elds and bombing ranges of the Yemeni 
civil war. 

And there is a stacking of poems : literary allusions 
pile on, too. (“ ‘To Autumn’ is there too, for sure,” 
Prynne allowed.) The phrase “glances exchanged by 
throat to twitter swallow” (18) recalls the end of the 
Keats autumn ode, “And gathering swallows twitter 
in the skies.” Geo!rey Hartman once taught me to  
see how that poem equivocates between spring and 
autumn, dawn and dusk, beginning and ending.  
Prynne creates his own version of the Keatsian both/
and with his  juxtapositions, and and and. Another 
teacher of mine—maybe Paul Fry—made me hear the 
closing throat of the consumptive in “swallows,” $rst 
Keats’s brother Tom, then the poet himself, and I can’t 
shake that echo of harm either.

Throughout the excavation of these sedimented 
 layers—or is it the traverse of this network ; it’s an 
interesting question, which metaphor better serves—
the dramatis personae, Tom, Peter, and the Queen, 
are constant. But even their identities are a palimpsest. 
“Set aim to Yemen, semen for birth-dream, bite in  
sky-park” (19) : here again is your sense that these boys 
are not just birds, but pilots, too, possibly jet pilots 
in the air force of their Queen.

reader of Prynne knows—and anyone who reads further 
into Parkland will learn—that obedience even to these 
most local rules of syntactic construction is not to be 
taken for granted. There will be more to say about the 
alternatives, about other principles that govern what 
word follows another, especially etymology and sound- 
a'nities. Both have less structure and less forward 
momentum than syntax does. For the moment, phrasal 
cadences persist, and they keep pushing the book for-
ward, against the pastoral promise or risk that it might 
lapse into stasis, or even into reverse. 

And indeed, a return to section 1 shows that you’re 
right, that for all my speculations about order, things 
have changed : the harm-words are scarcer there, and 
likewise the language of money and $nance (“proxy,” 
“discount,” “brand,” “custom,” to cite a few from   
section 5). Perhaps we could speak of a diction-plot,  
or a diction-curve, one that is bending downward  
or darkening. If so, should we be asking, as narrative 
would have us do, what is the cause of the harm ? 
What is its source, its explanation ? But that question 
is still hard to answer right now. In our conversations 
you began to talk about the “stacking” of the poem’s 
 di!erent registers, not arranged in an explanatory or 
historical sequence but juxtaposed in its sentences and 
even in particular words—the way you added, in the 
last letter, Yemen to Eden. The language of the pastoral 
is everywhere, but it becomes di'cult to separate from 
languages of politics and economics. When Peter says, 
“don’t wait for me, I have all day, so do we all three 
is our brand renewing custom prior pledge remainder” 
(18), the shepherds’ languorous otium transits into the 
arbitrage of prior pledges and remainders. “Custom,” 
both tradition (in the language of pastoral) and trade 
(in the language of the market), is the pivot. Except to 
speak of “transit” may be wrong, for both were already 


























