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Weapons of Choice: Pain and
Violence in the Ecological Poetics of
René Char and John Thompson

by Adam Beardsworth

As a figure of impending catastrophe, the contemporary ecological crisis
has evoked a coextensive crisis of representation. In contemporary dis-
courses of green philosophy and deep ecology, language is seen as both
impediment and resource in the struggle to define a less destructive rela-
tionship with the natural world. While these discourses often view lan-
guage as a source of alienation that has separated humans from natural
origins, they also consider the cultivation of a more irenic language a
means of overcoming the estrangement caused by the nature/culture
dichotomy. This desire to return to natural origins through poetic language
reveals a paradox at the heart of deep ecological thinking. If language, and
its attendant forms of symbolic representation, is indeed a source of rup-
ture that initiates a movement from the natural into a cultural and political
order, then reclaiming a natural sphere through language, the source of
exile, is impossible. Instead, the incommensurable distance between the
natural world and our desire to reclaim it symbolically is one predicated
upon a profound and irreconcilable rupture.

It is this space of rupture that the French poet René Char and the Cana-
dian poet John Thompson identify as the starting point for an ecological
poetics. The relationship between Thompson and Char is one of student
and subject; Thompson completed his PhD dissertation on the work of
Char in 1966, wherein he identified Char as a poet invested in exploring
the limits of the natural world as a source of ontological presence. The
influence of Char’s sparse and fragmentary images of a discordant Nature,
one that conjures a sense of homelessness and exile in a politically and psy-
chologically turbulent twentieth century, is visible in Thompson’s own
slim body of work. Indeed the mark of Char’s style in Thompson’s poetry
indicates that Thompson was likely more influenced by the concerns of
mid-twentieth century continental poetry and philosophy than by the
works of his immediate peers. These concerns can be traced from Thomp-
son back through the work of Char by examining the violent and disruptive
treatment of nature in the works of both poets. While images of the envi-
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ronment figure prominently in their respective aesthetics, neither uses
those images to evoke a nostalgic desire for harmonious integration with
Nature. Instead, by crafting images of an anarchic natural world, Char and
Thompson each position Nature as a source of physical suffering, an expe-
rience conveyed by a disruptive and paratactic style that emphasizes a frac-
tured, rather than holistic, relationship with the environment.
Paradoxically, for these poets the experience of pain and dislocation
evoked by their work conjures a sense of ontological certainty rather than
alienation from the natural world. Their intensification of violence is an
attempt to figure the somatic experience of pain, however ephemeral, as a
presence that transcends linguistic and symbolic representation. The
emphasis on pain in their works configures the poetic artifact not as a use
of language, but as a materialization of language as violent event. In short,
the poem-as-violent-object becomes the weapon of choice for Char and
Thompson in the struggle to adequately represent the human position
within the natural world. By combining images of a stark and violent ele-
mental being with a nonlinear and disruptive poetic style, these poets ges-
ture towards a primeval state anterior to language. As such, they posit the
return to bare life as a violent sundering of everyday reality rather than as
a harmonious reintegration with the Nature.

Contemporary ecocriticism, as a mode of discourse, has frequently
sought a means of bridging the socially constructed gap between the
human world of language and representation, and a primal natural space.
The groundbreaking work of scholars such as Jonathan Bate, Lawrence
Buell, Terry Gifford, and Max Oelschlager has iterated the connection
between the wilderness and poetic language, and framed that connection
as the means for reestablishing the foundational bond between Nature and
the destructive human world. According to Buell, imaginative works are a
vital mode of praxis that may help increase human engagement with eco-
logical crises:

acts of environmental imagination, whatever anyone thinks to the contrary,
potentially register and energize at least four kinds of engagement with the
world. They may connect readers vicariously with others’ experience, suffer-
ing, pain: that of nonhumans as well as humans. They may reconnect readers
with places they have been and send them where they would otherwise never
physically go. They may direct thought towards alternative futures. And they
may affect one’s caring for the physical world. (Writing for an Endangered
World 2)
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These four kinds of energy are particularly evident in environmental phi-
losophies informed by the principles of deep ecology. Developed by Arne
Naess in the 1970s, deep ecology “identifies the dualistic separation of
humans from nature promoted by Western philosophy and culture as the
origin of environmental crisis, and demands a return to a monistic, primal
identification of humans and the ecosphere” (Garrard 24). While the
nuances of contemporary ecocriticism are far too varied to reduce to a sin-
gular desire for return to a monistic ecosphere, several prominent critics
have nevertheless cited poetic language as a possible source for the culti-
vation of a more holistic connection to nature. As Jonathan Bate argues,
borrowing a line from the nineteenth-century poet John Clare, in the face
of ecological crises, “if there is an ecological criticism, the ‘language that
is ever green’ must be reclaimed” (170). Buell, in similar terms, laments
realism’s passing out of fashion as a sign of contemporary disdain for
materialist thought: “[a]ll major strains of contemporary literary theory
have marginalized literature’s referential dimension by privileging struc-
ture, text(uality), ideology, or some other conceptual matrix that defines
the space discourse occupies apart from tactical reality” (“Representing
the Environment” 178). Overlooking “tactical reality” is tantamount to
ignoring the grim and often violent truths present in ecological crises, a
fact that leaves “acts of environmental imagination” impotent in the fight
for progressive environmental thinking. Terry Gifford argues along similar
lines; while acknowledging that any reference to nature in poetry “will
implicitly or explicitly express a notion of nature that relates to culturally
developed assumptions about metaphysics, aesthetics, politics, and sta-
tus,” he opposes this “social construction of nature” to a “personal notion
of nature,” where “The poem is a site where writer and reader negotiate the
dialectic of personal and social meanings” (176). As William Howarth
notes, “[e]cocriticism observes in nature and culture the ubiquity of signs,
indicators of value that shape form and meaning. Ecology leads us to rec-
ognize that life speaks, communing through eroded streams of information
that have direction and purpose, if we learn to translate the messages with
fidelity” (163).

Each of these critics holds a common conviction that aesthetic acts can
also be political acts in the struggle to revitalize ecological discourse. As
such, they seek a language freed from the “eroded streams of information,”
theoretical, cultural, ideological or otherwise, which compromise the clar-
ity of the language of Nature. The poetry of Char and Thompson shares
this deep ecological desire to transcend the cultural construction of the
ecosphere, and the implied logic of domination that frequently accompa-
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nies such constructions. However, in their works the path to a more authen-
tic and organic natural language is one that, paradoxically, gestures
towards increased linguistic disruption and violence. Their poetry conveys
a desire to reconstitute the natural as an anarchic space, one of hostility and
violence that frequently contradicts the myth of harmonious return. In Liv-
ing in the End Times, Slavoj Zizek interrogates the problem of such uto-
pian longing:

What lies at the end of this road is the ecological utopia of humanity in its
entirety repaying its debt to Nature for all its past exploitation. In effect, is
not the idea of “recycling® part of the same pattern as that of restitution for
past injustices? The underlying utopian notion is the same: the system which
emerged through violence should repay its debt in order to regain an ethico-
ecological balance. The ideal of “recycling® involves the utopia of a self-en-
closed circle in which all waste, all useless remainder, is sublated: nothing
gets lost, all trash is re-used. It is at this level that one should make the shift
from the circle to the ellipse: already in nature itself, there is no circle of total
recycling, there is an un-usable waste. (35)

It is this idea of restitution, so visible in deep ecological poetics, that is
absent from the poetry of Char and Thompson. Reluctant to envision the
ecological in utopian terms, their work instead embraces nature as a space
of imbalance, change, hostility, and indifference. As such, it offers a more
radical stance towards the ecological: rather than seeking to find a lan-
guage capable of bridging the gap between symbolization and ecological
reality, as Buell posits, their work embraces the violence of that gap, and
the fundamental estrangement that it produces, as a primary condition of
experience. For both poets, the issue “is not to overcome some mind/nature
dualism through a more ‘natural’ kind of language, but to intensify the
very ‘discontinuity’ and interruption in being which the ‘human relation’,
as it is borne in language, poses and is posed by” (Clark 135).

Char emphasizes this tendency towards disruption in statements of
poetic practice. For instance, he argues that genuine poetic articulation is
undermined by a dialectic of desire and loss: “[b]ecause what we are seek-
ing [as poets] was not discoverable by many, because the life of the mind,
a single-strand life, contrary to that of the heart, is only fascinated in a
poetic temptation by an unapproachable object which shatters in fragments
when, having overcome the distance, we are about to grasp it” (qtd. in
Caws 17).

For Char, then, attempting to attain harmony through the poetic act
inevitably leads to failure at the point of commensuration. The “unap-
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proachable object” mirrors Lacan’s objet petit a, or the unconscious source
of desire, a source that can never fully convert itself into a physical object.
Harmony in nature, as an object of desire, therefore remains out of grasp,
always relegated to the unconscious. It is the lost trace of a pure elemental
reality, that which remains after the birth of the symbolic order of art, lan-
guage, and other forms of representation. The experience of the violent fis-
sure between desire and reality is what Char’s poetry attempts to convey.
This dialectic of desire and loss is a distinct characteristic of Char’s poet-
ics, one that appears to endure over the course of his long career. In the
early poem “Chain” from his surrealist-associated collection The Hammer
With No Master (1934), for example, the poet envisions organic processes
of renewal and decay as marked by a tension between a fundamental
absence and the fragile experience of presence within a primal world. The
poem’s suggestive title evokes the notion of being as a synchronous chain;
however, the image of the chain also suggests that individuals are held cap-
tive within the experience of being:

The great pyre of alliances

Beneath the spiral sky of failure

In the rotted boat it is winter

From solid companions to liquid partners
Deathbeds below the crust

In the earth’s vacant depths

The arcs forge a new number of wings

The bright tillage worships the sodden healers
On the straw of fatalists

The lighted star-foam flows

There is no absence that cannot be replaced.

(M

The physical world described by the poem is one crippled by violence and
decay. Char’s image of a burning chain of “alliances” posits existence as
at once restrictive and destructive, while the “failure” of the sky evokes a
failure of metaphysics, an inability to find a truer source of being that tran-
scends the inherent violence of the physical world. For Char, the condition
of being is contingent upon a fundamental anxiety about the potential for
violence enacted against the self by the external world. The individual is
always hampered by “vacant depths,” by the absence that desire wishes to
fulfill but that can never be fully satiated. Aware that there is continual dan-
ger lurking in the “deathbeds” below the surface, Char posits the condition
of being in Nature as one of both anxiety and dissatisfaction, where a frag-
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ile presence is predicated upon a strange paradox in which individuals
desire an insatiable truth that can be retrieved only on the hither side of
being. For Char, therefore, the fundamental condition of existence is the
precarious position between an insufficient presence and a sense of loss
that is at once threatening and alluring. Even though “The airs forge a new
number of wings / The bright tillage worships the sodden healers,” there is
ultimately “no absence that cannot be replaced” (7), or no truth that cannot
be reconstructed, and thus mediated, by symbolic representation. If
absence underlies the frail presence of being then the anxiety and discom-
fort that it causes fuels the compulsive search for a presence to fill the void.
Profound melancholy results from the understanding that the quest to fill
the void is doomed to fail, and that absence will always be replaced by
absence.

The tension between presence and absence evoked in the poem high-
lights one of Char’s central poetic concerns: the inability of language to
fully convey a material presence. His work recognizes that the naming of
an object displaces the object itself and replaces it with a linguistic signi-
fier. As Maurice Blanchot writes, this means that for Char “[t]he poem is
never present. It is always just short of presence, or just beyond. It escapes
us because it is our absence rather than our presence and because it begins
by making emptiness, and takes things from themselves, and substitutes
endlessly what cannot be shown for what it shows, what cannot be said for
what it says” (Work of Fire 103). In other words, for Char the poem
attempts to make present a fundamental absence that it cannot materialize
linguistically and symbolically. While it desires pure presence, that pres-
ence is eternally beyond the grasp of representation. In Char’s work, this
struggle for presence is both violent and natural, as conveyed through his
language of organic renewal and rupture. At the same time, it is a violence
exacted against the self, one that forces the individual to confront an intrin-
sically disruptive relationship with the natural world where the desire to
attain or express a relationship of presence within the ecological world
remains always just out of reach, and the attempt to obtain that harmony
exacts a toll against the individual subject.

It was Char’s desire to express a pure ontological presence, as conveyed
in poems such as “Chain,” that appears to have fascinated Thompson. In
the fragments of Thompson’s PhD dissertation recovered by Peter Sanger
and collected in John Thompson: Collected Poems and Translations
(1995), Thompson aligns Char with Rimbaud and Baudelaire as a poet of
presence and being. According to Thompson,
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[i]t is not absence and non-Being which Rimbaud seeks, but rather complete
presence, the totality of Being. It is this stream of thought which comes from
Baudelaire, through Rimbaud and the surrealists to which René Char be-
longs. In Char and the surrealists, the change in poetry, begun with the Ro-
mantics, from poetry-as-amusement, to poetry-as-Being and as a mode of
knowledge, comes to full fruition. (281)

The transition from “poetry-as-amusement” to “poetry-as-Being” that
Thompson speaks of demands a relinquishment of conventional notions of
symbolic representation. As Thompson argues, “Char rejects the idea that
the poem or image is figurative or representational, and the idea of the
symbolic poem in the sense of the symbol being used to stand for, or rep-
resent something which in itself it is not. The things of Char’s poems do
not represent, they are” (283). In other words, Thompson recognizes in
Char’s work a materialization of language, an attempt to instill the poem
with a sense of immediacy and presence. As Char writes in Leaves of Hyp-
nos, the poem should “[b]elong to the leap,” not “to the banquet, its epi-
logue” (138). Char’s movement towards linguistic materialization
positions the poem as an active object rather than as a representation of
events. As such, the poem-as-material-thing acts on the individual in the
present moment rather than attempting to represent a subjective or senti-
mental experience. The dialectic of possession and loss conveyed by the
poem’s representation of the elemental world is meant to exact an objec-
tive toll; because the poem is ultimately grounded in language and inevi-
tably falls short of full presence, the physical sentiment that it enacts is
frequently one of loss, pain or melancholy.

As Peter Schwenger notes, this experience of melancholy is character-
istic of an abrupt recognition of the distance between perception and pos-
session:

There is a melancholy associated with physical objects. The melancholy dif-
fers from the traditional lament for the ephemeral object...The melancholy I
am speaking of...is generated by the act of perception, perception of the ob-
ject by the subject. This perception, always falling short of full possession,
gives rise to a melancholy that is felt by the subject and is ultimately for the
subject. It is we who are to be lamented, and not the objects that evoke this
emotion in us without ever feeling it themselves. (1-2)

According to Schwenger, the melancholy we feel when confronted by
objects of sentiment is related to an intrinsic understanding that we may
not fully possess them as objects, we cannot experience them in the bare-
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ness of their primeval state. As Thompson recognizes, this fissure between
perception and possession is the cornerstone of Char’s poetics. Rather than
attempting to linguistically ford that gulf, Char’s work seeks to intensify
its disruption and to make the experience of alienation more physically
palpable.

Evidence that Thompson was applying a theoretical interest in Char to
his own poetry appears in each of the two slim collections he produced
before his untimely death in 1976. In the poem “Apple Tree,” from his first
collection At the Edge of the Chopping there are No Secrets (1973),
Thompson evokes the experience of melancholy that inevitably arises
when confronted by a desire for presence within a disruptive and violent
natural order. The poem’s images of fire and decay recall those of Char’s
“Chain” and convey a natural world burdened by violence. The fact that
the titular apple tree is made into a “cauldron of leaves” by the “deadly fur-
nace” of the sun challenges the nourishing and regenerative properties
associated with the fruit (55). The image’s Biblical overtones imply that
the speaker, lying beneath that “cauldron,” is in a space of exile, fallen
from a primordial relationship with an Edenic natural space. The force of
the heat, which the speaker “cannot contain,” appears to have a violent
impact, as he contemplates “a head of burnt hair / crackling faintly” (55).
Within this hostile space, the speaker realizes that the truth of being “pos-
sessed or / abandoned by a god / is not in the language” (55); rather, the
most that can be hoped for is “the impure, the broken / green, the half-/
formed fruit / we reach for in desire, // calling it our harvest” (55). For
Thompson, as for Char, the distance between possession and desire, or
between presence and absence, is ultimately insurmountable. While the
image of the apple tree suggests the possibility of a redemptive and regen-
erative relationship with the natural world, it is also a forbidden fruit that
stands as a reminder of the distance between inclusion and exile within the
fallen human world. Thompson’s speaker finds himself at an impasse:
aware that truth “is not in the language,” the apple, as a symbol of the
prelapsarian order is itself engulfed in figurative flames. The flames posi-
tion the forbidden fruit as at once seductive and dangerous, indicating the
implicit danger of attempting to conjure a truth beyond representation. The
impossibility of possessing the apple tree’s promise of fertile rejuvenation,
whether linguistically or physically, becomes a source of melancholy for
the subject; it reiterates the distance between the speaker’s alienations
within the world of representation and the possibility of a more authentic
reality that lies beyond. By evincing this melancholy, the poem itself
enacts a form of violence, one that demonstrates the irreconcilable alien-
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ation from Nature at the core of ontological being. The dialectic of posses-
sion and loss that generates the poem’s sadness recalls the Freudian death
drive in its longing for an anterior state of being that can never be fulfilled
in rational terms. As Schwenger notes, “in Freud’s terms, there is a loss in
the very evolution of consciousness, which splits in two what was once one
and thus evokes a kind of nostalgia for the prior state.... Thus the death
drive repeatedly enacts a dynamic of loss.... What is lost is not the object
but our own prior state of objecthood, and perception can only stress the
ways in which this is so” (5). Thus what Thompson’s speaker longs for is
not the apple tree itself, but the place anterior to language that would facil-
itate a harmonious return to the natural order. While, as Robert Gibbs states
in a favourable review of At the Edge of the Chopping There Are No
Secrets, poems such as “Apple Tree” “reaffirm the power of words moving
or still on a page to renew the art of making live things” (301), they also
demonstrate the sadness that arises when the difference between the poetic
representation of live things and the physical world that exists beyond rep-
resentation is fully realized.

Thompson may well have conceived of this melancholic and violent
relationship between language and representation based on his study of
Char, who identifies a similar anarchic yearning in the poems of his Las-
caux sequence from The Word as Archipelago (1962), which devotes sev-
eral poems to analyses of the prehistoric cave paintings in Lascaux,
France. In “The Unnamable Beast,” translated in this instance by Thomp-
son, Char writes

The unnamable Beast brings up the rear of the graceful herd like a
clownish Cyclops.

Eight jibing barbs adorn her, stake out her buffoonery.

The Beast lows devotedly in the country air.

Her stuffed, sagging flanks are painful, about to disgorge their
fullness.

A humid stench clings to her, from her hoof to her useless horns.

Thus appeared to me in the Lascaux frieze, this fantastically
disguised mother,
Wisdom with her eyes full of tears.
(175)

As Char’s speaker perceives the cave painting before him, which depicts
the mysterious animal at Lascaux generally referred to as “la licorne,” he
proceeds to construct a narrative that gives life to the otherwise inanimate






