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The Messianism of Hope: Nathaniel Tarn’s Late Poetry 
 

  
In section IX of Part III of “Exitus Generis Humani,” the late sequence that concludes 
Nathaniel Tarn’s Gondwana, published in 2017 by New Directions, the poet offers a 
“preseason sale” before the end of the human race. (The section is entitled: “The Longing 
& Desire for Justice Condign to the End: A Preseason Sale.”) There, he insists, “In order 
for you to participate, / I shall require the following information,” then launches into an 
exhaustive, numbered list that includes your name, your date of birth, your age, all your 
identification numbers, your employer, your shipping address, your social security 
number, your marital status, your temperature, your blood pressure, the number of your 
paternal granny’s teeth, your faith or lack of it (despite a lifetime of studying religion and 
religious practice, Tarn describes himself as avowedly atheist), your education (note: 
graduate level only), the date of your last prize, and/or: award, review, encomium, bribe, 
or quid pro quo and/or: all copulations for services rendered.1 This takes us to number 31 
on the list. From there, Tarn asks for more: 

In addition: 32) your best guess as to the date of 
the achievement of universal lunacy  33) your best guess as to 
the date of lattermost extinction  34) your best guess 
as to the date of Exitus Generis Humani  35) your best guess 
as to the devoration of this planet by the sun. 
 

“This survey,” he concludes, “is for the purpose of ensuring / that you receive all your 
benefits / and in no way is it designed to enrich us.”2 

Though Tarn’s preseason sale is announced with tongue firmly in cheek, the 
consequences of that which absorbs him – the issuing away of the human race (a 
translation of “Exitus Generis Humani”), which the poet has elsewhere described as 
“terminalism” – these enact a poetics of eschaton, an envisioning of the end of things, the 
core doctrine of which Tarn has recently characterized thus: “Given the way in which 
humanity continues to behave toward itself and toward Nature and despite numerous 
praiseworthy efforts to stem the negative tide, it is more than probable that the human 
race will do away with itself in an already foreseeable future and, in any event, well before 

                                      
1 Nathaniel Tarn, Gondwana and Other Poems (New York: New Directions, 2017), p. 121. 
2 Ibid., p. 122. 
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the end of this planet’s existence.”3 In one of the final paragraphs of Tarn’s unpublished 
Atlantis: An Autoanthropology, he writes rather bluntly, “I have written a lot about my 
sense that the political will does not exist, and will not exist in time, whereby the 
numerous crimes against the earth, the sea, the sky—the environment in short—taking 
place with ever-increasing rapidity can be halted. I have to admit to being a terminalist. 
The planet will probably not disappear but humanity will. This is the ultimate difficulty 
that has to be lived with.”4 And as much as this is a human difficulty that has to be lived 
with, it is a difficulty to which the poet, sensitive toward the environment in which he or 
she lives, is especially attuned. Tarn refers to this sensitivity as “Mood,” capitalized. In 
“Die Unendlichen,” (“the infinite,” literally that which is “un-final”), the last section to 
the whole sequence of “Exitus Generis Humani,” Tarn expostulates on Mood as an 
umbrageous, gloomy potency to the emotional reality of his terminalism:  

Where there is Mood. The sinkhole drops to a pit of 
the abyss which translates into Hades. The mood— 
whatever can be said of it—begins to lighten. No 
thing’s as terrible as the true nightmare. The darkness 
turns to shades of gray, life casts off the impossible: 
not more, no never more than practice of the possible.  
But a mind stumbles from one state to another... 
 

Later in the poem, Tarn continues, 

The prophets fail to see or apprehend their prophecy. 
The sense that, day by day, one thought fails to con- 
nect with all the other thoughts that do belong to it. Is 
losing it. It mind you: it is losing it. It can no longer 
apprehend the edge of things, tell edge from middle, 
or from the break at which an edge desists. Fi-nal, End.5 
 

“End” is capitalized, lest we falter in our understanding of the nature of the terminus that 
approaches in this poem. Tarn’s language in this passage is elegiac and psalmic, but also 
Lear-like, and even a little conciliatory. Just as the preseason sale section before this was 
humorous, this final section is valedictory and melancholic. What, in the end, is the 
Mood of finality? 

                                      
3 Nathaniel Tarn, “On Poetic Production, ‘The Embattled Lyric’ and a Topography of 
Hope,” Hambone 20 (2012), p. 141. 
4 Nathaniel Tarn, Atlantis: An Autoanthropology, manuscript, p. 636. 
5 Tarn, Gondwana, p. 123. 
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In part, it is tempered joy – sudden joy, a flash of insight, an unexpected visitation. Ah! 
Sunflower, one might erupt: 

Today, in a passing moment at the rear garden, 
sees, hidden back of chamisa, a golden seedling 
of the dead, something he had not ever planted— 
ambassador from light—a newborn sunflower. 
Exhilaration. Long song rising spontaneous, 
a song from opera rarely performed, unknown, 
he owes to Pyotr Ilyich and would embrace him 
for it were he alive... 
   Major discovery late 
that same morning: no moment dedicated in toto 
to itself could be other than joyful... 
 
 How can one live-in-moment when 
it depends on previous moment and breathes into 
the next? When care has terminated in the realm 
of meaning (determination to do good to animals, 
humans, cultures, societies); when it has fainted 
in a sandpaper wind of wounded hope, depression, 
(life as the preview of the realm of hell)... 
  
 Then and then only can moment and the joy 
be imbricated on each other: for why condemn an off- 
hand moment to misery?6 

 

This interruption of joy, its clarification and then its transience leaving consideration and 
reconsideration in the aura of its departure is a property of lyric poetry that Tarn values 
very highly. In an extraordinary essay entitled, “On Refining a Model of Poetic 
Production,” which appears as the concluding essay of The Embattled Lyric: Essays and 
Conversations in Poetics and Anthropology from 2007, Tarn provides a rich and inventive 
model for understanding poetic making on three operative levels: “(a) the Vocal: that of 
the single poetic voice, idiolect of self..., representing self or ego in competition or even 
conflict with all others in a Babel of voices; (b) the Silence, often perceived as underlying 
the Vocal from which the latter seems to arise; (c) again below that, the Choral—being a 
co-operative, non-competitive, ‘my-voice-in-all-and-all-in-my-voice’ level representing 

                                      
6 Tarn, Gondwana, p. 85. 
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the ideal peace of non-self with all of creation.”7 Tarn describes the Vocal and the Choral 
as blind spots in the other’s field of vision. He calls them “reciprocal illusions.” They are 
intermediated—Tarn uses the word “synchronized”—by Silence, which is the field of 
potentiality out of which Vocal and Choral expressions arise. 

This model suggests analogies, tripartite all: There is a Saussurean turnstile of sign, 
signifier, and signified. There is a Kabbalistic vision of apocalypse in Withdrawal, 
Shattering, and Restoration. There is Blake’s Christo-mythical process of Creation, 
Redemption, Apocalypse. Yet all of these analogies work cyclically and progressively. 
Tarn’s lyric model is dynamic but not in a cyclic or progressive sense. Rather, it’s more 
similar to Olson’s projectivist model of poetic kinesis proposed in “Projective Verse,” in 
which Olson urges that the life of the poem is: 

(1) the kinetics of the thing. A poem is energy transferred from where the poet got 
it (he will have some several causations), by way of the poet itself to, all the way 
over to, the reader. Okay. Then the poem itself must, at all points, be a high 
energy-construct and, at all point, an energy-discharge.8  

In Olson’s model, the field of the poem – the blank page, for instance – is the potential 
middle ground between the kinesis of the poem’s inspiration and the activation of that 
energy by the reader when the poem is read (or vocalized). Tarn’s Silence is playing a role 
similar to the open field of the poem itself: plenipotent, pregnant with possibility but, as 
yet, unexpressed, unactivated. “Now, what about the Silence,” asks Tarn. “Apparently 
untalkative, it closes everything off but itself, everything that is noise, allows only itself. It 
is the apparently ‘real’ true present or ‘now’ in which the interplay of Vocal and Choral is 
decided and acted upon at any moment of the poet’s life or Opus.”9 This elegantly 
theorizes what Tarn commits to lyric in “Visitor,” the opening poem of “Exitus Generis 
Humani,” namely,  

Major discovery late 
that same morning: no moment dedicated in toto 
to itself could be other than joyful...10 
 

In this respect, Tarn’s Silence perhaps resembles the Buddhist concept of tathata, or 
“suchness,” referring to the absolute or true nature of things. “Tathata is generally 
explained as being immutable, immovable, and beyond all concepts and distinctions.” It 

                                      
7 Nathaniel Tarn, The Embattled Lyric (Stanford, 2007), pp. 205-6. 
8 Charles Olson, “Projective Verse,” Human Universe and Other Essays, edited by Donald 
Allen (New York: Grove Press, 1967), p. 52. 
9 Tarn, Embattled Lyric, p. 208. 
10 Tarn, Gondwana, p. 85. 
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is the “thus-being” of things.11 Dogen refers comparably to thusness: water thusness, 
moon thusness, thusness within, within thusness.12 D.T. Suzuki, referring to sono, a 
Japanese translation of the Sanskrit tathata, writes “[Sono] is in being itself, in becoming 
itself, in living itself... [It] means the ‘isness’ of a thing, Reality in its isness.”13 
“The Silence as the only locus of the real has also to be Blake’s Eternity,” writes Tarn. He 
regards the Silence as already arrived but emanative of futurity. “There is no waiting here, 
no deferment (to refer to Scholem’s ‘worm’ in Messianic expectation). On the contrary, 
the discipline is one which may retain an implication for the future (hope, perhaps, 
instead of expectation) but in which future qua future, as well as past qua past, are 
studiously disregarded: here is no looking forward, no looking back.”14 Poetry, arising out 
of this intermediated potentiality between the Vocal and the Choral, despite the 
transparent “hopelessness” of the demoralizing times, “remains, even without 
expectations, the only hope.”15 

What kind of poet comes out of this Silence? Not a Messiah, hardly. But just so, one 
subjected nevertheless to Messianic time, to the pressures of Messianic awakening, and 
therefore coaxed into a state Tarn characterizes initially as the Idyll, an essentially 
unstable point in the composition of a poem, and eventually as Rapture: “For it is 
precisely at the point where the Idyll peaks in what one could call, somewhat ironically 
today, a, or the Rapture—where the poet feels the poem cannot finish, that the poem is 
ready to descend into its final phase and take its place in the Opus which now will own 
one more poem.”16 For Tarn, this is the moment in composition when the poet feels the 
poem cannot end, which is where, in fact, the poem begins to end and to become part of 
the opus. A moment of simultaneous grasping and loss. Yet even in the endless 
provocation of this rapturous lyricism, the poet, rapt in Silence, locates authority, 
attuning to the expressive frequencies of the pregnant zero. “I have always found any talk 
of the ‘death of the author’ or any critical theory which denies voice as the cardinal 
producer of poetry to be, in plain speech, irresponsible and unacceptable. I have always 
felt the mark of the poet is that he or she is the container and conduit of an 
uninterruptible voice which he or she hears or listens to as frequently in her life or his life 

                                      
11 The Shambhala Dictionary of Buddhism and Zen, translated by Michael H. Kohn 
(Boston: Shambhala, 1991), p. 221. 
12 Dogen, Moon in a Dewdrop, edited by Kazuaki Tanahashi (San Francisco: North Point 
Press, 1985), p. 129. 
13 D.T. Suzuki, Zen and Japanese Culture, (Bollingen, 1959), p. 16. 
14 Tarn, Embattled Lyric, p. 209. 
15 Ibid., p. 211. 
16 Tarn, Hambone, p. 142. 
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as possible, as frequently as the effects of the world which is always with us... allow.”17 
Poets in rapturous Silence are always coming into their own, an ownership whose time is 
borrowed from Eternity. Which is to say, the time of creation, even as it approaches the 
terminus, is anticipatory, replete, and messianic. 

“Messianic time,” writes Tarn, “is less and less distant from any apocalyptic future and 
more concerned with the bare, profane life that has to be looked at differently. If anything 
tends to be elided it is the person of the Messiah him or herself—although the figure of 
the living-dead poet may be pertinent here.”18 Here is Tarn, pertinently a still-living poet, 
encountering Antarctica for the first time in his life, a decade ago, in 2008: 

Is it possible to be overwhelmed 
by landscape? Yes. Engulfed? Yes. 
Sparagmatized? Broken into shards? Yes. 
Sun so blinding in ice facets 
borders fade and you enter 
what hunters have known for centuries: 
silence of silence. No silence known 
ground outsilences this silence. 
What is an individual 
so spread over so many miles 
eyes can’t encompass them? 
Eventually you’ll wear 
pelts of all animals 
you have come far, at such 
expenditure of energy, 
to witness. Nothing is heard 
of the alleged known-world 
for however long a time 
you come to donate here.19 
 

Sparagmos: ritual dismemberment, especially in Dionysian ecstasy. (Euripides’s Bacchae, 
for instance). Thus also as shamanism and dramaturgy. Historian of religion Bruce 
Lincoln specifies: “The most common meaning of Gk. sparagmos is ‘tearing, rending, 
mangling,’ with derivation from sparasso, ‘to tear, rend, pull to pieces.’ Occasionally, 
however, sparagmos can denote a violent, involuntary, or pathological shudder or 
trembling in which the body seems to be on the point of dismembering itself (cf. the 
                                      
17 Tarn, Hambone, p. 143. 
18 Tarn, Hambone, p. 145. 
19 Tarn, Gondwana, p. 8. 
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technical medical term sparaxis, ‘convulsion’).”20 Here, Tarn’s convulsive shudder is 
euphoric demolition in the face of Antarctic vastness and scale, intoned as a donation to 
antipodean Silence. Donation: the faculty of giving or presenting. Tarn’s sparagmos is 
dramaturgical, in the sense that Robert Duncan imagines “dromenon” in The H.D. Book: 
“The mythos and dromenon of the Dionysia were a way of participating in the 
meaningful... The things of the poem, the words in their musical phrasings, here, are 
sacra, charged with divine power, and give birth to poems as the poet sings, as the powers 
of stones, waters, winds, in men’s rites give birth to gods... The intent of the poet is to 
arouse the content and form of the poem as the ritual devotee seeks to arouse the content 
and form of the god.”21 Tarn’s description of the Rapture accords with the poet’s mythic 
and dromenonic intent as Duncan envisions it: 

If the Rapture is the apex of the process of poem-making—the moment in which 
the poem lyrically rising from structure achieves a moment of stasis (the true 
moment of the Silence) just before elegiacally falling back into structure as an 
achieved order—then, during this timelessness, the melding into each other of the 
Vocal and the Choral, the resolution of their conflict or the recognition of the loss 
inherent in their ignorance of each other, shows itself as totality, as never 
lost/never gained: always there ab initio. For that brief moment, all reciprocity is 
abolished, all self is merged into an entity which can be seen as a collective self but 
which I prefer to call the no-self. At that brief moment, the successful poem 
emerges as “wisdom,” the mind and roar of the Lion. For the poet there is no other 
“religion.”22 

Tarn ends “Die Unendlichen,” the conclusion of “Exitus Generis Humani,” with a 
compressed elemental litany of the environmental catastrophes of climate change in a 
series of allusions and plaints: 

Water. Flood cataracts inward, dictating all before it. 
In poisoned oceans, whales at polluted krill: danger 
of feasting. Now ice. Shatters to Thule’s coruscations. 
Bears drowning in white jackets without a necktie on. 
Air. Pollution radiates around the globe. Birds choke 
and children wretch in multi-million nests and cribs. 
Earth. Mud slithers down hillsides over the indigent 
from Aberfan to China. Fire. Forests never recorded 
collapse on megaplans of future dwellings. 

                                      
20 Bruce Lincoln, Death, War, and Sacrifice: Studies in Ideology and Practice (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991), p. 186. 
21 Robert Duncan, The H.D. Book (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), p. 315. 
22 Tarn, Embattled Lyric, p. 216. 
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“Interminable. Insufferable. It continues,” the poet laments. In the end, he calls to the 
Earth itself to open up to swallow humankind whole, “so / that whole armies sink in you 
yearning for mother love. / Let earth depopulate to space as remnants feed on roots.” 
Then, at last, addressing himself in the second person (or perhaps Silence), Tarn writes, 

And you? “I shall not willingly destroy this life, but if. 
But if the final, ultimate, desires at me I’ll not refuse.” 
Would you believe this as a hopeful cry to the awakened?23 
 

So where in this bleak light does the hope lie? Who are the awakened? Tarn is not a 
believer. He is not speaking of religious awakening. “Faith is but a marinade known to the 
multitude as ‘Faith.’ / Religion’s but belief in, oh, ‘Belief.’” He calls faith and belief the 
“replication of / synanthropic species.”24 No, this is not religious hope awakened at the 
last minute. So, where is the hope? Out of what messianic time does such hope come? 

To answer these questions, one can look to Tarn’s magnificent poem “Mathis at 
Issenheim,” published in 2008 in Ins and Outs of the Forest Rivers. The poem meditates 
on the remarkable altarpiece painted c. 1526 by Matthias Grünewald for the Antonite 
Order of Hospital Brothers at Isenheim in Alsace, France. In a note appended to the 
poem, Tarn claims of it, “Hardly any art in the Western tradition surpasses it in power.” 
In particular, the crucifixion scene requires attention – “the most cruel and devastating 
ever painted,” writes Tarn – because of the skin diseases that appear to be afflicting 
Christ, whose skin is blistered, roughened, and horridly oozing with sores and blemishes. 
This condition – a more likely version of the complex of skin ailments characterized as 
lepra that Jesus repeatedly healed in the gospel stories than the modern understanding of 
leprosy or Hansen’s disease (which was called in Late Antiquity elephantiasis or elephas)25 
– would almost certainly have afflicted many of the people in the care of the Antonite 
order of Hospital Brothers. The afflicted, attending Mass in the chapel, would have seen 
themselves reflected in the crucified Christ in a visual gesture of homeopathic prayer. As 
Tarn begins his poem,  

Nel Mezzo 
as man always is, 
into the hospital, 
for a cure to the Holy Fire, 

                                      
23 Tarn, Gondwana, p. 125. 
24 Ibid., p. 124. 
25 See John Dominic Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (HarperSanFrancisco, 
1994), p. 78. 
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the erysipelas, or epilepsy, or 
syphilis or plague— 
approaching, bloated with 
sores and pus, 
to find a god— 
 
sees a divinity not just as badly off 
but gone beyond that, so far beyond 
that it cannot be 
trounced by any other 
in the lists of gods— 
the suffering for once 
counting beyond 
the suffering of any other creature 
in any where, in any when 
of the whole universe...26 

 

Little is known about Matthias, a fact that draws Tarn to the painter and the art he has 
made more urgently. Why? In his painting, he seems to enact the Silence. In the suffering 
of this syphilitic Christ whom he depicts an even more intense and intermediating Silence 
arises, the vision of which brings the Vocal and the Choral into a lyric unison of praise 
with which Tarn, in a pique of resigned euphoria, concludes his poem: 

And Mathis, who accomplished this, 
is still unknown in person—was only named 
“Grünewald” a fullish hundred years after his death. 
No will, papers, instructions, found, 
virtually nothing with which to pin him down. 
Might have been one of three, four, other suspects, 
is said to have done this, done that, 
exhibited his talent, worked in other professions, 
and to have been full sadly married 
yet unencumbered by ties of rank or power. 
This altarpiece alone, saved over years 
for many wars and revolutions, 
hidden, carried away and changing domiciles 
time after time for seven centuries, 

                                      
26 Nathaniel Tarn, Ins and Outs of the Forest Rivers (New York: New Directions, 2008), p. 
22. 
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saved from perdition but not so much discussed, 
catalogued only among earth’s treasures, 
has lifted him little by little, 
men’s eyes sharpened for vision, 
to the highest tree, 
to the top branches of the highest tree, 
(as lords of patience triumph over loss), 
there where the stars are singing, uneclipsable.27 

 

Is it possible to be overwhelmed by art? Yes. By poetry? Yes. Engulfed? Yes. 
Sparagmatized? I think you know the answer. 

 

                                      
27 Ibid., p. 28. 


