
 

 

Supreme Fiction : Notes On The Long Poem 
 

 

The long poem is an odd bird.  Something like an ostrich.  Very large, often ungainly, wasting much 

time with its head stuck in a hole in the ground, and – in most cases, anyway – unable to fly. 

 

      * 

 

The long poem, in its American iteration, sticks its neck in a hole shared with affiliated modes : the 

epic poem proper, the narrative poem, the verse sequence, and the thematic book-length collection.  

This latter mode is probably the most common, and is the formal approach chosen by the craftiest 

and most talented members of the poets’ guild. 

 

      * 

 

James Baird once wrote a fine study titled The Dome and the Rock, which sought to prove that the 

poetry of Wallace Stevens was actually designed as one long work (“the whole harmonium”). 

 

      * 

 

If the thematic collection is the form usually preferred and pursued by the most discerning poets, 

why do some now and then take the ostrich approach?  Why attempt the inherently grandiose, the 

ambitious long poem?  Because it’s there?  Because it’s not there? 

 

      * 

 

Ezra Pound described his long poem The Cantos variously as “a poem including history” and a 

“grab-bag”.  It is striking how powerfully these offhand remarks have led and still leadeth into 



 

 

temptation so many young scribblers ambitious of epic grandeur.  The promise they offer is that the 

capacious big poem will provide unlimited elbow room – both for freedom and for connectivity. 

 

      * 

 

The contemporary long poem stems from and is in some sense overshadowed by the ancient epics.  

Both are motivated by something deeper, more obscure, than simple vainglory and egomania.  Call 

it for the moment an urge toward wholeness. 

 

      * 

 

The urge toward wholeness, totality, and universality can be understood, in part, as an element of an 

innate aesthetic bent.  The sense of beauty involves our perception of integrity, fitness, and 

inevitability, which radiate from the made thing.  Size is not a factor here; we can apprehend beauty 

in a baby haiku just as well as in The Aeneid. 

 

      * 

 

A beautiful poem is integral; it projects aesthetic integrity.  The parts and the whole, the beginning 

and the end, the mood and the theme and the style all unite in a convincing resolution of disparate, 

yet mutually-supporting dimensions. 

 

      * 

 

The distinctive accomplishment of the epic or long poem is a fusion of this internal aesthetic 

integrity with an encyclopedic, all-encompassing impression of the totality of experience.  A clear 

and compendious universality.  “The complicate, the amassing harmony,” wrote Wallace Stevens.  

Emily Dickinson : “My circuit is circumference.” 



 

 

 

      * 

 

One thinks in this regard of Joyce’s ambition for Ulysses.  The most successful epic poem so far 

written in the U.S. is also prose fiction – referring here, of course, to Moby-Dick.  An “encyclopedic 

narrative”. 

 

      * 

 

The epic must not only be encyclopedic, but emblematic.  Its underlying argument must somehow 

strike at the heart of the common concerns of humanity – by way of a captivating story, lending to 

everything “a local habitation and a name.” 

 

      * 

 

One will anticipate contemporary objections to any facile talk about wholeness and universality.  

Retorts might come from philosophy, literary theory, anthropology, cultural studies, political 

science... even physics.  They might come from cultural and ideological activists on various sides.  

My retort to the retorts is simple; it is pragmatic and observational.  There are certain undeniable 

unities and universals inherent – “self-evident” – in our experience.  Despite the speculations of 

theoretical physics, for all practical purposes we perceive one universe, not a “multiverse”.  We 

inhabit one planet.  We exist as one (human) species.  In all communication and pursuit of 

knowledge, we seek one shared basis of understanding (truth). The benchmark of scientific proof is 

the universality, constancy and replicability of one’s hypothesis.  So with all these things in mind, it 

becomes clear that the effect of aesthetic integrity – wholeness – is expressed in part by its 

universality.  It rings true with regard to common, shared human experience.  We can identify with 

it as such – no matter how distant its origins in time or space.   

 



 

 

      * 

 

If these principles strike the reader as simplistic, a-political truisms, so be it.  There’s nothing I can 

do, because these axioms are basic to my argument : that the long poem stems from an artistic 

motive – an urge toward wholeness, totality, comprehensiveness.  Toward universality. 

 

      * 

 

Think of Hart Crane’s effort to dramatize a visionary America in “The Bridge”, or Whitman’s aim 

in “Leaves of Grass”.  These are only the most successful and paradigmatic American examples of 

that special phenomenon – that aesthetic ambition for holistic inclusion – the inevitable, epic (long-

poem) summa. 

 

      * 

 

In his magisterial study Preface to Plato, Eric Havelock depicts a decisive contrast between the 

archaic world of oral poetry, and the literate world we inhabit today (post-Plato).  He solves the 

puzzle of Plato’s famous and ferocious attack on poetry, by showing how the world of Homer, and 

of archaic cultures generally, is one maintained and reproduced by the paideia of oral epic poetry 

itself.  The all-encompassing mimesis and transmission of cultural memory is accomplished, in a 

non-literate world, by those specific mnemonic features of poetry which create an oral archive for the 

ethos of entire tribes and peoples. 

 

      * 

 

Metrics, ring-structure, storytelling... mimesis.  The children listening to the mesmerizing bard 

become Achilles – replicating in turn the bard’s own trance-like embodiment of his hero.  It was this 

all-encompassing matrix of myth, ritual, and poetry – this communal mimesis –against which Plato 



 

 

mounted his attack.  Truth, for Plato, is not transmitted by mimetic performance or the 

identifications of shared rites.  Truth may only be approached by way of the freedom, detachment 

and objectivity of the rational subject – the philosopher.  Truth does not dwell with poetic images or 

theatrical representations, but with moral Reason itself. 

 

      * 

 

The agon Plato negotiated, between Poetry and Reason, between dramatic mimesis and discursive 

prose, surfaced again with Dante.  Italian scholar Giuseppe Mazzotta explores this in his book 

Dante’s Vision and the Circle of Knowledge.  He notes how Dante offered poetic vision as a kind of 

epistemological rival to the discursive prose of medieval Scholasticism.  The Divina Commedia 

unveiled the expressive limits which bind the encyclopedic methodologies of the “circle of 

knowledge”.  Poetry captures the living quidditas, the vivid, interlocking continuum of experience, 

in a dramatization – a vision, a dream : an achievement beyond the powers of the abstract, 

specialized categories of discursive reason.  In this regard Dante was, paradoxically,  and contra Plato, 

aligning poetry with the theological principles of that arch-Scholastic, Thomas Aquinas – who (along 

with Bonaventura and many other saints, mystics and theologians) propounded a dimension of 

divine “intellect” or “intellectual vision”, which shines above and beyond the level of discursive 

reasoning – a kind of incomprehensible gateway or channel of eternal light and grace (spiritual 

Wisdom). 

 

      * 

 

So this tango or dialectic – this dance of Mimesis and Reason, of the pathos of dramatic 

identifications and the logic of rational discourse, of science and art, one might almost say of Mind 

and Heart – reverberates down the millennia.  It lurks within the juxtaposition of urbane and rustic 

in the eclogues of Virgil and the Alexandrian poets.  It is a defining facet of the Romantic revolt 

against Enlightenment rationalism.  And in the 20th century, it is there in the sharp contrast 



 

 

between two high arbiters of modern poetry : in Ezra Pound’s mantic, archaizing shamanism, versus 

W.H. Auden’s urbane, discursive conversation. 

 

      * 

 

Perhaps this oscillation reflects a structural dimension of the human psyche, a balancing act between 

self and not-self.  Embodiment/mimesis dancing with abstraction/measure.  The Bible too plays a 

role in this pantomime : in that mix-tape script, the invisible, eternal, and universal Creator comes 

down to earth, to dicker with and cajole his stiff-necked progeny.  The Prime Mover of supernal 

Reason becomes an unpredictable character in her own mimetic tragicomedy. 

 

      * 

 

With this duality in mind, we return, briefly, to the American version of the long poem.  And here 

we find that one of the three or four major strands in the story of the European settlement of North 

America is the cultural encounter between a new political entity, established along rational straight 

lines of the Enlightenment, and the original peoples of the land, whose ways of life reflected local 

variations on global, archaic worldviews and cultural patterns.  This encounter provided ideal 

subject-matter for bands of Western ethnologists, who descended upon the Native tribes to study 

and catalogue them, just when they seemed to be on the verge of genocidal extinction. 

 

      * 

 

Thus the ancient wrestling match between two centers of gravity – the oral, poetic values of pre-

Socratic human cultures on the one hand, and the literate, prosaic values of the modern world on 

the other – lie at the heart of the North American scene.  It is a pattern, part of the structure, of the 

ongoing encounter with the long poem across the whole spectrum, from beginning to end : from 



 

 

Moby-Dick and Hiawatha up to Berryman’s Dream Songs and the long-form poetry – such as Layli 

Long Soldier’s Whereas – emerging today from Native poets themselves. 

 

      * 

 

The story goes that John Berryman chose his title The Dream Songs after conversation with a fellow 

poet about the 19th-century ethnographic writings of Henry Schoolcraft, on the Ojibwe tribes of 

Minnesota Territory.  Among Native cultures rich in storytelling, songs and music, the Ojibwe 

stood out as superior practitioners.  (Longfellow’s poem Hiawatha, of course, is based on his friend 

Schoolcraft’s prose adaptations of Ojibwa tales.)  For the Ojibwe, the “dream song” was received in 

sleep by a young person, after a prolonged initiation process of prayer and fasting.  The song was a 

guiding story, a spiritual gift, designed to direct the dreamer toward a future life-path. 

 

      * 

 

An image, a poem, a pattern of images, a story – these are elements of mimetic expression, the 

dramas of pathos and performance which we have been contrasting with Plato’s rational discourse.  

We might say that imaginative, poetic speech forms the verbal texture of a dream.  A dream song.  

The long poem, we might suggest, is part of an effort to dream an integral dream – a song, a tale in 

its convincing capaciousness, its imaginative encompassing.  An urge toward universality and 

wholeness.  A supreme fiction.  So, within the conflicted history and landscape of a North American 

work-in-progress, perhaps new long poems will be realized.  Perhaps the ostrich will become an 

eagle. 


