
"AND THE MIND GO FORTH TO THE END OF ,, ) 

THE WORLD : JOHN CLARKE S FROM FEATHERS 
TO IRON" . 

Don't ask him to define his terms. If the motion be mazy, enjoy it. 

Let be the rhetoric of such involution its own reward. From Feathers to 
Iron is, as Kenneth Irby said, «an extraordinarily rich and subtle poetics 

of world attention;' a slippery, loose goose anatomy not a logical 

Summa. Clarke's topics are worded as: "The Disappearance of Ordering 

Intervention" ("Crete and the Regulation of Perfective Action"); 

"Manifests of Momentary Irregular Incursion" ("European 

Constitution 1500 B.C.-1500 A.D."); "The Limits of Antithetical 

Systemic Representation" ("American Marvels Since"); "The 

Strengthening Method of World Completion" ("Eradication of 

Monotony''); and an Excursus on "Residue as Residence:' These are 

the hooks on which is hung this web of many colors, many paths. The 

argument is the implications, the implicate order, and like Hegel's 

philosophic labyrinth the book may be entered anywhere. 

"If a poet comprehends his work, brings that comprehension to 

his work, and adds that comprehension to his work, that's an ordering 

intervention;' Clarke says, and poetic comprehension in its aeonic act, 

how can the person now eradicate monotony in his/her completion of 

a world ("picture" he doesn't say) that gives strength to living, that's 

what this book is all about. But don't put it simply, for that's to lose it. 

The book, more feathery than ironic, is an amazing amalgam of 
"lectures" (dialogues, like Plato's, where there is no doubt who's master, 

no matter how seamlessly the "audience" voice is woven into "Clarke's" 

text), referential notes, which flow with the "text" and do more than 

substantiate it, and a whole hook of Clarke's poems, the sonnets 
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previously published as The End of This Side, which are incorporated 

and shed their own fiercely concentrated light on what is going on 

around them. 

In spite of its thrust to present itself as a world-encompassing 

poetics, Clarke drawing upon a farflung variety of mythological and 

historical sources, African (not only Dogan) cosmology, Sumerian, 

Egyptian, Indian, Amerindian, "prehistoric" evidences, From Feathers 

to Iron, in its main, stays as Eurocentric history of consciousness, 

beginning from Mediterranean basin action, later extending to New 

World. (There is a notable lack of reference to Chinese or Tibetan 

material, or to Buddhist writings.) A friend called the book a 

"Blakeification of Olson:' It's described on the cover as "a faithful 

application of the encyclopaedic propositions ofNovalis" (it isn't, not 

that it should be). Certainly Novalis (the Encyclopaedia, Karl Siegler's 

translation ofBook IX in AR CHAI No. 1 ), Olson, and Blake are Clarke's 

principal wells of inspiration. But there's also much, much more, listed 

in the approximately 85 pages of small-print notes, Lawrence, Melville, 

Lautreamont, Rimbaud, and on and on.Among the books most heavily 
utilized by Clarke are Hamlet's Mill, Shiva and Dionysius, Number and 

Time, Conversations with Ogotemmeli, Wholeness and the Implicate 

Order, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital. Other writings, by Corbin, 

Kerenyi, Jung, Eliade, Wittgenstein, Peirce, Bateson, Rorty, are 

ingredients in the olla. 

(No substantial reference to any works in a sociological critical 

tradition: Marx, Veblen, Benjamin, Adorno, Foucault, Guy Debord, 

Baudrillard, nor to Nietzsche or Bataille. Brief references to Deleuze 

and Lyotard are slighting.) 

My brief notice here of an important and singular achievement is 

' ' 
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only a finger post, not an accounting. From Feathers to Iron (the title t~. 
refers to a passage in a Keats letter) is a book to be read and reread, 
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underlined, lived with. It won't do to take it out of a library, extract a 

few passages for one's notebooks. Its dazzle may at first be blinding, 

an uncomfortable sensation, but the brilliance, on rereading, becomes 

supportable. No matter how much of it derives (and see Robert 

Duncan's attentions to what it means to be derivative) from Novalis, 

Blake, Olson, Blake-Olson, it is itself a novel incursion as well as 

repercussion. At the least an irritant, a stimulant, it also nourishes. A 

spring that won't be exhausted for a long time. Lege et relege, the 

alchemists say, and "One book opens another." 
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