L is possible that no poet now writing is fonder of the question mark than is C. K.

POETRY

A Restoration Drama

Feview by Troy Jollimore

Repair
C. K. Williams
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux
128 pp. $22.00
ISBN: 0-374-24932-6

they might be refrozen and the mass reconst

ituted, witly precious little of its

Williams. At Himes, one almost feels interrogated by his work—t{hough ultimately,
it is not the reader but the world itself thal Williams means {o interrogate: “But if
one believed such things, whal wauldn’t be a sign?’; “Could real Jove cver come
to me? / Would 1 distert it if it ¢id?”; “What was I doing to mysell?; Or she to me?™;
“What might heal you?”; “Would he take this as a defeat? Whose, (hough? And what
waould a victory have been?” That Witijams” excellent new book, Repair, is riddled with
such questions helps explain why its poems are instantly recognizable as his, even
though many of thein are not written in the extended poetic tine thal has characterized
fis work for over two decades. Formally, these new poems mark a departure. Undor-
neath, though, they are driven by the familiar Witliams sensibitity: intelligent, restless,
perpelually unsatisfied, always wanling 1o know and understand more.
Thematically, Repair is Williams® most cohesive book: every poem returns us in
some way to the profoundly ambigious litle theme. (That the poems are nonetheless
highly various makes (his all the more impressive.) To see the world in terms of repair

can be fundamentally either positive or negative, depending on whether one focuses on
the need for, or the possibility of, repair. The former sees the world as samething bro-
ken; the Jatter, as something that is at least potentially good. The drama inheres in the
poet’s fluctuation between these two poles, his allempt to define a middle ground opli-
mistic enough 1o keep him from despair, yet realistic enough to withstand the world’s re-
peated attempts fo prove itself a sad, frightening, and lonely place. ’

For Williams, the repair of the world, the maintenance of (he self, and the creation of
art are aspects of one fundamental process: ile aclievement of meaning in the midst of
compiexity and chacs. This rostorative process is all that stands between society’s de-
scent into anarchy or oppression, or, on an individual level, the dissolution of the self.
Our resources, however, may be insufficient (o the task. Here is the final stanza of the
opening poem, “lee™

Imagine Low cven if it shattered and began 1o liquefy
the lrope would still remain that if you quickly gathered up the siithery,
nerverenlu kiftish ahins.

Lrilliance lost,
just this lugent shimmer on the rough, raised grain of water-rotten floor,
just this single drop, as sweel and warm as blood, evaporaling on your longue.

"The idea that a vanished world or passed moment might somehow be “reconstituted,
with precious fittie of its brilliance lost” is the essential hope of art. But this hope, nec-
essary as il is, is clearty in vain: a shattered black of ice cannct be restored to anything
like ils original form and, by implication, the world cannel be preserved in words oF any
other medium, Through a dialectical process typical of Williams’ work, an initially in-
spiring image becomes a cause for despair. If this is what conslitutes repais, then the
world is essentiaily irreparable.

Marcover, the attempl to fix the world-—or oneseif—can be painful and oven poten-
tially annibilating. In “House,” the renovation of & house becomes a melaphor for the
recreation of the scif. As with “lee,” the metaphor is initially optimistic—and Williams,
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who revels in ambiguity, clearly endarses this response on some level, Yet the image also

- disturbs us, partly because it recalls an earlier poem, “After Auschwitz,” in which the

poct is surprised to discover thal the buildings of a quaint German town arc merely “dell
/ replicas of what / lhey must have been before / the war, before [he Allied / bombers
flattened them.” Both poems anticipate the stunning “Not Soul,” which envisions the
entire overdeveloped world as “a kind of reservalion, a museum / of land, plants, houses,
even people” in which “the very shapc and hue and texture of reality, / the sheen of
surface, depth of shadow, / seem unfocused now, hollowed out.” Fhe poet is torn be-
tween the desire o eliminate his imperfections, and the fear that cnce the process is
comptete, there will-be nothing left to play the role of selfz one will have improved one-
self out of existence.

Of course, the very idea of an end to the process is il{usory. New damage is constantly
being inflicted-—worse yel, we arc constantly inflicting it. The damage we do o each
other is depicted in “King,” which scis 2 persenal incident against the backdrop of the
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Martin Luther King assassination, and in “The Blow.” In the latier poem a man, louched
by a beggar, unthinkingly strikes him in response. Ile must then choose how 1o acl—
apologize? Give money? Take refuge in self-righteous anger? But none of these will
crase the harm done to the beggar, or reslore the man’s image of himself. At this point
the beggar disappears from the poem altogether, leaving us wilh the man’s reflections:

How we toil, e mused,
from this aimiess hour

{o that, from one intractable
quandary to the next, until
we're lell only a horribie
fear of our own existence,

Ultimately the man saccumbs entirely to this fear, and is left “beholding his own mind /
flickering desperately over / the greal gush of the real, / 1o no end, o no avail.”

‘The poet’s response to such horrors is ofien to long for simpler states of conscious-
ness, modes of being that evade the complex social realitics of human Hfe and thereby
avoid life's potential for unintended and often vaexpected harm. Thus, in “The Train”
the poet imagines the life of a hare he has glimpsed from the window of a stalled train,
In *“Bone,” he is fagcinated by the microbes that live and feed on a piece of bone, find-
ing the purity and simplicity of their existence appealing: “Such sweetness, such savor:
luxury, satiety, and po repentance, no regret.” And in “The Dress,” he recalls finding the
ways of adelts so frighteningly incomprehensible that he would pretend to be an aiimal:

Or you could go out by yourself even to a haif-block-long emply lot, into the
) bushes:
like a creature of leaves you’d lurk, crouched, erawling, simplified, savage,
alone;
already there was wanting to be simpler, wanting when they called you, never o
po Lack,

I this collection, civitization’s demands tend to be represented by authoritarian mother
figures: the “Mamah™ who won’t let him keep (e “filthy” bone in “Bone”; the grand-
mother in “Drt” who washes his mouth outl with soap; and the women of “The Dress,”
whom the poet remembers finding “so unknowable and forbidding.” But if the books
female figures prevent one form of escape—ihe return to an animal state of being—they
compensale by offering anclher. We can find relief not by abandoning human sociely
but by touching the consciousness of another human being—usually, for Williams, a
female lover, . .
Thus, while “lost Wax” shares with “The Blow” the image of life as an interminable
seties of attempls to (quite literally) pull one’s self fopelher, it ends very differeotly:

Was ever {rutl so malleable?

Arid, inadhesive bits of maller,

What might heal you? Love.

What mmake you whole? Love. My love.

Using love to rescue ug from an otherwise impossible siluation would strike vs as a deus
ex maching if net for the fact that Williams, in his previous wark and in Repair (in
“Archetypes,” “Dream,” and “Biopsy,” among others) has so profeundly chronicled (he
barriers (o love, the flaws, insccurities, and psychic wounds that prevent us from Joving
and being loved, and which leave us open at every tum Lo the forces of fragmentation
and despair.

The baok conclides with “Invisible Mending,” in which three women “0ld as angels™
mend damaged garments:

Their hands as hard as hory,
Lheir eyes as keen as siecl,

the threads they worked with
must have seemed as thick

as ropes on ships, as cables

on & crane, bul stili their heads
woukd lower, their teeth bare
1o nip away the raveled ends,

This precise, very physical image contrasts sharply with the abstract, idealized process
envisioned in “lce.” ilere, then, is a form of repair 1o which finile, mortal human beings
might aspire: imperfect, yes, and slow, but altainable, and therefore a source of inspira-
tion rather than a cause for lamentation. Bul whether this process will prove sufficienl i’
the face of annihilating ime and the quandaries of social life—whether (he vision of
“Invisible Mending”™ and “Lost Wax™ will win oul over that of “The Blow”—is not a
matler Williams inlends to settle here. Rather, like everylhing in Lis world, it remains a
subject for further investigation.
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