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The Point is Poetry: Interrogating
Categorizations of Christian Bok’s
Eunoia Ten Years Later

by Jean-Philippe Marcoux

How does one read Canadian poet Christian Bok’s Eunoia? Or maybe the
question should be, “how should one read Eunoia?” Silently, out loud,
both? Anyone who first comes upon Bok’s “univocal lipogram” is intially
stunned by the appearance of the book: the square-shaped paragraphs, the
complex syntax, the unfamiliar vocabulary. The reader is also usually
intrigued with how this perplexing book, written under constraint, comes
together thematically. While it is clear to everyone that there is thematic
continuity in the work—after all, Bok’s EFunoia was meant to be read as
some sort of indefinable novel(la)—the question remains: how should we
approach this work? To that question is generally affixed a second one: to
what “kind” of writing or category of literature does Eunoia belong? One
thing is for sure though: the work is (a) complex.

The Greeks have a word for “complex,” the noun: synthetos. Interest-
ingly, the Greek etymology of the word can also mean ‘“composite,”
thereby approximating its orthographical derivative in English, “synthe-
sis.” When considering the root of EFunoia in Oulipo (Ouvroir de la littéra-
ture potentielle, or “Workshop for potential literature”), a group of French
artists writing using a variety of constraints and approaching language
from an abstract and imaginative perspective, it is somewhat intriguing to
envision what Bok was trying to accomplish with Eunoia, itself a complex
or composite of many writing techniques. Eunoia is, in fact, a synthetos of
many poetics that cross-fertilize and that exist beyond the obvious Oulipo
influence. This article will analyze how Bok’s Eunoia is a work that exists
at the intersection of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poetry, sound poetry, and
concrete or visual poetry, which can all be subsumed under performance
poetry. In Eunoia, Bok borrows from, but is not limited by, the poetics of
all these poetries to create his poetic synthetos about the art of writing, the
art of composition. In so doing, he extends the scope of the poetic enter-
prise begun with the “lucid writing” of Crystallography.






