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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 
Within the works of four disabled authors, language reveals itself as a 

prosthetic sense organ. As prosthesis, language is of the body, participating in an 

ongoing process of re-embodiment wherein the relationship between the disabled 

author and the world is affected by his writing. French phenomenologist Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty provides a framework for understanding the constitution of a 

body-subject in its sensuous dialogue with the world. Influenced by the 

philosophical works of Merleau-Ponty,  among others, a group of American 

writers calling themselves “Language poets” seek to reveal language as our 

primary mode of perception. While their individual projects deviate from one 

another significantly, the Language poets’ shared interest in complicating the 

relationship between language and authenticity drives a unified representation of 

authorial voice as the representation of a participation in a set of pre-existing 

discourses. Charles Bernstein, a prominent writer associated with the Language 
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poets, claims that identity is constructed linguistically. While Bernstein and his 

colleagues enable an approach to texts that focuses on style rather content, they 

are interested in language and not its relationship to the body. Merleau-Ponty’s 

emphasis on the intertwining of the body with language, as addressed in his essay, 

“The Intertwining: The Chiasm,” suggests an approach to the presence of the 

body that unifies the text, while remaining imperceptible. 

The authors that I will address are: Jordan Scott, a Canadian poet with a 

stutter, Larry Eigner, an American poet with cerebral palsy, Jean-Dominique 

Bauby, a French magazine editor who wrote a memoir while suffering from 

locked-in syndrome, and Christopher Nolan, an Irish author with cerebral palsy. 
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Introduction 

 

Texts of disabled authors often describe the body as a detachable object, 

and the act of writing as a transcendence of their physical disability. However, the 

act of writing is a physical act, and meaning has its origin in the body. In order to 

understand the body’s involvement in text, language must be considered as 

prosthesis to the body, in the same way that a synthetic limb replaces the leg of an 

amputee. The prosthesis is not merely an augmentation, but a new organ that 

changes one’s experience of embodiment. As French phenomenologist Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty writes in Phenomenology of Perception: 

the process of expression, when it is successful, does not merely 

leave for the reader and the writer himself a kind of reminder, it 

brings the meaning into existence as a thing at the very heart of the 

text, it brings it to life in an organism of words, establishing it in 

the writer or reader as a new sense organ, opening a new field or a 

new dimension to our experience (212). 

The collective project of a group of poets, calling themselves the Language poets, 

takes up Merleau-Ponty’s connection of language with perception, though they do 

not extend this connection to the body. The Language poets endeavor to reveal 

language as our primary mode of experiencing the world. While their individual 

works vary greatly from one another, as a group they are interested in the 
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complicated relationships between subjectivity, reality, and language. The 

Language poets suggest an approach to an author’s style that looks beyond the 

content of their text and towards their use of language. Charles Bernstein, a 

prominent Language poet, emphasizes the role of language as it precedes identity, 

while claiming “We are everywhere seeing through [language], limited to it but 

not by it” (LB, 44). Bernstein evokes Merleau-Ponty’s project in his emphasis of 

the open-ended nature of language: our experience of language is an endless 

process. However, Merleau-Ponty’s later work relates this process to that of 

embodiment. While the Language poets encourage a discussion of texts that 

emphasizes language use above content, Merleau-Ponty provides an approach to 

the works of disabled authors wherein language acts as prosthesis to their bodies, 

such that they are re-embodied in their writing. 

Following in the phenomenological tradition of Edmund Husserl, 

Merleau-Ponty focuses his philosophical project in opposition to Cartesian 

mind/body dualism that depicts the body as a material entity separable from the 

mind. He instead posits a body-subject, which is always in dialogue with the 

world, and constituted in its being situated in the world. In Phenomenology of 

Perception, he describes a teleological intentionality that unifies the body, as 

“incarnate intentionality,” in its projection towards the world. His later work is 

critical of teleological intentionality due to its reliance on a consciousness that 

orders the body. In its place he proposes a style that both encompasses the 

tendencies and patterns of the body, and is permeable to alterations. These 

alterations innovate the experience of embodiment in one’s relationship to the 
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world, and are expressed in the taking up of habits. For example, when a person 

sprains an ankle, he or she will put more weight on the uninjured foot to walk 

across a room. 

Merleau-Ponty describes language as a bodily expression. He uses the 

term “gestural meaning” to indicate the communicative nature of embodied 

language, and to reveal the impossibility of non-linguistic thought. To gesticulate 

with words is to create meaning that can be communicated to others. Within 

intersubjective discourse, perspectives are shared linguistically. Merleau-Ponty 

describes the relationship between gesture and perception in stating, “The spoken 

word is a gesture, and its meaning, a world” (PP, 214). It is in this sense that 

verbal expression presents itself as new sense organ as a mode of relating to the 

world. 

The work of contemporary Canadian poet Jordan Scott exemplifies the 

word’s capacity to open up perception. Scott speaks with a stutter that often 

renders his speech incomprehensible as his tongue stumbles over the words. His 

poetry is an attempt to transcribe his stuttering speech in a way that reveals the 

inner-workings of language. Scott’s reader, who most likely does not speak with a 

stutter, is able to access the experience of language as a “rolling gait of words 

within words” through his poetry (Drunken Boat, 2006 Edition). The reader must 

be patient in reading his work, and is not rewarded with familiarity. Scott’s work 

evokes Bernstein’s advocacy for a continually challenging relationship with 

language, suggesting that a poetic engagement with language should be a difficult 
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one. In this way, Scott’s stuttering poetry offers a uniquely bare representation of 

such difficulty. 

Larry Eigner, an American poet associated with the Language poets, 

experienced a more severe speech impediment than Scott’s stutter. Eigner was 

born with cerebral palsy, and was thought to be unable to use language until age 

18 when he began to use a typewriter. He lived the majority of his life in a 

wheelchair on the porch of his parent’s home in Massachusetts, before his death 

in 1996. His poetry, however, does not refer to his lack of mobility, nor does it 

evoke feelings of alienation. Instead his work is particularly attentive to 

perceptions of the world: the birds that pass the window, the cat walking on the 

roof, etc. His poetry projects beyond his wheelchair, and in doing so his disability 

is revealed as a lingering limitation in the face of the continual movement that he 

is surrounded by and absorbed in. 

In contrast with Eigner, the memoirs of Jean-Dominique Bauby and 

Christopher Nolan present far more explicit representations of their disabled 

bodies. Bauby, a former editor of French Elle Magazine, had a stroke that left him 

with locked-in-syndrome. Although fully cogent, he was unable to move with the 

sole exception of his left eyelid. He wrote his memoir with the collaboration of an 

aide who read him an alphabet that was re-ordered to correspond to the letters 

most commonly used in the French language so that he could blink in order to 

indicate the letter he wished to use. The resulting text is composed of short 

chapters of short sentences that describe his disability, as well as memories of his 

life before the stroke. In it, he emphasizes that his ability to write saves him from 
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imprisonment in his immobile body. In reading his words, others can join him in 

his body, which he refers to as a “diving bell.” His ability to share his experience 

of embodiment through language resonates with Merleau-Ponty’s notion that 

language can introduce new perceptions of the world, acting as a sense organ. 

Nolan, like Eigner, was born with cerebral palsy. He also was not able to 

communicate verbally until he began to use a keyboard. His memoir describes his 

struggles with his body and his dependence upon others. At the point at which he 

was able to type, however, he experienced a newfound identity as an author. Once 

published, he was able to express his engagement with the world to a reader. 

While he describes this experience as being freed from his uncontrollable body, 

his text reflects a bodily interaction with his environment, as well as with the 

writing process itself.  Rather than being separable from his body, his access to 

language acts as a prosthesis of his body that introduces a new projection towards 

the world. He is not disembodied, but re-embodied as an author. 

Exploring the works of these four disabled authors, language acts as 

prosthesis to their bodies, affecting their experience of the world in a way that is 

not teleological augmentation, but participatory in an ongoing process of re-

embodiment. Merleau-Ponty’s later work in The Visible and the Invisible 

suggests an approach to the presence of the body that unifies the text, while 

remaining imperceptible. 
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Chapter 1: The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty 

 

As a student of Edmund Husserl, Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s philosophic 

project takes up the late Husserl’s claim of the centrality of perception, extending 

it further to say that the intentionality of consciousness is primarily an embodied 

intentionality. Merleau-Ponty criticized the Cartesian way to phenomenology for 

severing the subject from the world in which all human beings dwell.  In 

Phenomenology of Perception, he writes, “Experience anticipates a philosophy 

and philosophy is merely an elucidated experience” (PP, 73). The philosopher is 

imbedded in a world, and from their imbeddedness, their philosophy is driven. 

The task of phenomenology is, for Merleau-Ponty, to bring to light the primordial 

relationship between body-subject, as incarnate consciousness, and world. 

Using the conceptual framework developed by Merleau-Ponty with 

regards to this primordial relationship, I intend to address issues raised by the 

physically disabled writer. Under Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of embodiment, 

the particular physical situation of the author (be it a limited or totalizing 

disability) would affect their access to the world, and their access to the world in 

turn would be made manifest in their written expression. I describe the process of 

disability as a re-embodiment, wherein the dialogue between body-subject and 

world is constantly reformed according to the acquisition of new habits and 

prostheses. If we consider language to be a prosthesis, re-embodiment ought to be 

reflected in the writing style of the disabled author, revealing a necessary 

relationship between their use of language and sense of embodiment. In this 
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sense, the process of re-embodiment becomes a means of relating to, and 

participating in the world through language that is of the body.  

As will become more apparent in later chapters that look closely at the 

body of literature produced by four distinct disabled authors, the embodied state 

of the author is not immediately available in the content of their work. Narrative 

voice is a linguistic construction of identity, and not simply the speaking voice of 

the author. Additionally, some authors avoid using the first person, distancing 

themselves from a confessional form. However, even where language lacks an 

explicit subject, the expression of perception can be a primary concern of the 

work. Rather than conflating the author’s experience with the explicit content of 

their writing, we must consider each author’s use of language, their individual 

styles, in attempting to locate their bodies. Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the 

body-subject is not immediately available in some disabled authors’ descriptions 

of the body. Two authors whose work I will be looking at describe their body as 

being a separable entity, and their writing as emanating from their minds. Another 

makes no explicit reference to his being disabled in his work. In order to arrive at 

an understanding of how Merleau-Ponty’s sense of embodiment is revealed in the 

texts of these authors, we must establish a connection between the body and 

language. Merleau-Ponty aids us in this project, as one of his primary concerns is 

the complex relationship between the body and sign. This relationship becomes 

particularly central as his philosophy of embodiment evolves in his later work. 

However, before approaching the role of language, we must address his concept 

of the body-subject, and its ability to overcome mind-body dualism.  
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Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception posits the existence of a 

pre-reflective realm, which he describes as the always presupposed and actually 

present background of our experience.  Our experience is constituted in the 

sensory dialogue between body-subject and world: “Sense experience is that vital 

communication with the world which makes it present as a familiar setting for our 

life” (PP, 61). However, what exists behind one’s relations to the world, as 

primordial background, can never be explicitly realized nor extricated from our 

experience. Merleau-Ponty claims that we must return to the pre-reflective realm 

in order to disclose the nature of perception as a sensuous dialogue of body and 

world.  

  Perceptual experience, in other words, must be rediscovered in the 

phenomenal field of body-subjects. Importantly, “This phenomenal field is not an 

‘inner world’, the ‘phenomenon’ is not a ‘state of consciousness,’ or a ‘mental 

fact,’ and the experience of phenomena is not an act of introspection” (PP, 66). 

This brings to light a critique of Cartesian mind-body dualism essential to getting 

at Merleau-Ponty’s body-subject. A return to phenomena revives intersubjective 

lived experience. The body must not be considered to be an object among other 

objects in the world. Unlike what objectivist, or scientific thought claims, the 

body is not a mere mechanism to be dissected. Rather, the body is that which 

allows other bodies and objects to be made present to us, and is not a barrier to 

consciousness.  

To undermine objectivist approaches, Merleau-Ponty critiques 

“mechanistic physiology,” for example, by looking specifically at cases of 



 9 

phantom limb (wherein the patient experiences sensation in a limb that is no 

longer there) and anosognosia (the failure of the patient to recognize the existence 

of a disease or disability) and how an objectivist model accounts for them. Both 

of these medical conditions call into question the relationship of the body and the 

mind: the studies of physiology and psychology. According to Merleau-Ponty, 

neither mechanistic physiology nor classical psychology can create a complete 

account of these disorders. Each approach stands at opposite poles in interpreting 

perception: physiology objectifies the body, psychology disembodies the subject. 

Merleau-Ponty insists, by contrast, that we look at how the two approaches gear 

into one another.  

Mechanistic physiology interprets human behavior into a pattern of 

stimulus-response, as part of an objectivist causal system wherein different parts 

of the body are related to each other in a purely external manner. However, the 

inability to depend on a specific response to any given stimuli requires a 

description of perception as an attunement of the body to any given stimulus, 

rendering perception a psycho-physical process. Yet this broader approach still 

does not acknowledge processes occurring within the body, as the body is instead 

merely reacting to or representing psychological processes. Meanwhile, a purely 

psychological interpretation of perception wherein the experience of phenomena 

is determined by the presence (or absence) of mental contents also cannot provide 

an adequate explanation for cases of phantom limb syndrome or anosognosics due 

to its lack of an account for motor memory within the body. Merleau-Ponty 

concludes that a hybrid theory would be able to offer an account of sensation and 
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perception that lies between the psychological and the physiological. The theory 

that he proposes is that of a teleological projection towards the world wherein the 

body-subject is unified in its intentional involvement in a situation. However, 

teleological projection later proves to be a problematic alternative to the 

psychological and physiological perspectives as it relies on a consciousness that 

orders the body. 

Returning to the cases of phantom limb and anosognosia, Merleau-Ponty 

cites them as examples of a breakdown in the dialogue between body-subject and 

world. This breakdown reveals our embodied being-in-the-world, which is 

presented as bodily intentionality. Bodily being-in-the-world is referred to as an 

“impulse” and an “attention to life.” Reflexes and perceptions are examples of 

this bodily intentionality, as well as evidence of the pre-objective view, which he 

claims is our situated being-in-the-world: “The reflex, in so far as it opens itself to 

the meaning of a situation, and perception; in so far as it does not first of all posit 

an object of knowledge and is an intention of our whole being” (PP, 92). It is with 

such a pre-objective view, which emphasizes the unification of the body in its 

intentional projection into a situation, that there can be a meeting of the 

psychological and the physiological.  

Merleau-Ponty expands upon the role of intentionality in the section of 

Phenomenology of Perception titled “The Spatiality of One’s Own Body and 

Motility,” where he points to the dynamic spatiality of the body as the very 

condition of the disclosure of the world as meaningful. The primary condition of 

all living perception is spatial existence, which is not spatiality in regard to 
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position, but spatiality in regard to situation, “the situation of the body in face of 

its tasks” (PP, 115). In this sense, the body can be understood as incarnate 

intentionality, navigating and structuring the dialogue between body-subject and 

world. A relevant example of such an incarnate intentionality lies in the poetic 

project of Larry Eigner, a writer with cerebral palsy. Despite the fact that Eigner 

lived all of his life in a wheelchair, and most of it on the porch of his parent’s 

home, his poetry reflects a great degree of movement through space. Merleau-

Ponty’s model of spatiality and intentionality can describe Eigner’s stationary 

confinement as providing a situation in the face of a mobile world, not limited to a 

static existence. His poetry contains heavily populated fields of composition, 

often following birds, leaves, and music in the wind. Rather than moving amongst 

objects in the world, he is able to recognize their movement in his sitting still. His 

poetic language rarely reflects a state of paralysis, but instead indicates a desire to 

experience and participate in his surrounding environment. 

At this point, Merleau-Ponty’s conception of teleological motility remains 

that of a consciousness that orders the body according to intention. In this way, 

consciousness allows the body to project itself into actions: “Consciousness is in 

the first place not a matter of ‘I think that’ but of ‘I can’…Movement is not 

thought about movement, and bodily space is not space thought of or represented” 

(PP, 159). As Merleau-Ponty himself later points out, this account still remains 

too dependent on consciousness, even while it strains to show its embodied 

nature. As an “I can,” consciousness is directing the body as a teleological 

intentionality. Additionally, while enabling his desire to fuse the psychological 



 12 

and the physiological, Merleau-Ponty’s unification of the body-subject with the 

world as a teleological motility reveals a potentially problematic generalization of 

the body. 

In her essay “Feminism and Phenomenology,” Shannon Sullivan offers a 

feminist critique of projective intentionality, detecting a problematic 

normalization of the body in its implications. She claims that Merleau-Ponty’s 

projective bodily intentionality, or teleological motility, construes being-in-the-

world as the projection of one’s own concerns onto others within the world: 

“Projective intentionality is too unidirectional, not allowing sufficiently for a 

‘two-way,’ co-constitutive back-and-forth between my world and me” (Sullivan, 

184). Sullivan charges that Merleau-Ponty’s model of embodiment does not leave 

room for the appreciation of difference, given its potential to serve as a basis for 

solipsism. This concern is based on the danger that, in interpreting the gestures of 

others, a consciousness projects its own intentions, which may differ from what 

the other consciousness intended. Countering these claims, in “Reflections on 

Feminist Merleau-Ponty Skepticism,” Silvia Stoller responds to Sullivan by 

drawing attention to the dialogic process of bodily existence being one of 

differentiation. Stoller argues that Merleau-Ponty “does not ignore differences, 

but rather provides us with the idea of difference as a process of differentiation” 

(Stoller, 175). This claim is based on re-ordering of gesture and projection, such 

that bodily interactions in the world are present to us before we project our own 

intentions onto them. Gestures have an existence that is independent of what is 

projected onto them. Stoller also points out that while Sullivan places differences 
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at the beginning of intersubjective existence, taking their conditions for granted, 

Merleau-Ponty “does not simply presuppose (the existence of) differences. 

Rather, he focuses on differences as a process of differentiation; what interests 

him is the ‘coming into being’” of difference (Stoller, 178). 

The process of differentiation to which Stoller refers must be understood 

both as an intersubjective process, emanating from one’s relationship to others, as 

well as a reflexive process, drawn from one’s relationship to oneself. Part of the 

latter process is the acquisition, as well as loss, of habits in the projection of 

bodily intentionality. Merleau-Ponty claims that the insistence of intentionality 

drives the development of the body: “The body is the vehicle of being in the 

world, and having a body is, for a living creature, to be intervolved in a definite 

environment, to identify oneself with certain projects and be continually 

committed to them” (PP, 94). As a manifestation of bodily intentionality, the 

evolution of habits plays a central role in the relationship between body-subject 

and world: “Habit expresses our power of dilating our being-in-the-world, or 

changing our existence by appropriating fresh instruments” (PP, 166). Merleau-

Ponty describes the acquisition of habit as a process in which the body 

“understands,” clarifying that “To understand is to experience the harmony 

between what we aim at and what is given, between the intention and the 

performance—and the body is our anchorage in a world” (PP, 167). This helps to 

explain the incorporation of an instrument into the bodily space, for example 

when the typewriter becomes a prosthetic limb and “mediator of a world.”  

Merleau-Ponty describes the “appropriation of fresh instruments” as having the 
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ability to augment, and alter the body’s projection into the world, just as the 

taking up of habits changes one’s relation to the world. The relationship between 

habit and the incorporation of prostheses can be elucidated in the following 

analogy: A person who begins to go on jogs will eventually experience an 

increase in endurance when climbing a flight of stairs; similarly, a person who 

limps moves at a quicker rate once they get used to using a cane. 

Christopher Nolan, an author born with cerebral palsy, presents an 

example of such an incorporation of the prosthesis into a sense of embodiment. 

His cerebral palsy prevented him from using his fingers on a typewriter, and so he 

used a unicorn stick attached to his forehead. In addition to the prosthesis of the 

unicorn stick, his attachment to the instrument of the typewriter is doubly 

mediated by help from his mother in controlling the directions of his head’s 

movements. For Jean-Dominique Bauby, an author suffering from locked-in 

syndrome, his instrument for writing was not a typewriter, but the control of his 

left eyelid in response to hearing a modified alphabet read aloud to him. Bauby’s 

is a unique case of re-embodiment, wherein what was previously a means of 

regulating vision became a writing implement. Both authors represent examples 

of the inclusion of prostheses, the replacement of non-functioning areas of the 

body with previously (non)bodily instruments, acting as a re-embodiment that 

reconstructs bodily intentionality. Rather than failing to write, the disabled author 

can develop new writing habits with new tools. In this sense, handicapped being-

in-the-world does not imply simply a limitation, or an abridged experience of 

embodiment. Instead, it is a differentiated, or re-embodied experience.  
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Integral to the dialogue between body-subject and world for Merleau-

Ponty is the role of language, as both an expression of the world and a means of 

establishing intersubjective experiences. Additionally, given our discussion of 

four authors who struggle with, or are incapable of, coherent speech, the 

distinction between the role of spoken language and that of written language in 

the establishment of a body-subject must be explored. In order to find a 

relationship between body and sign, written language must be in dialogue with 

our experience of the world. 

Countering the common notion that speech is the translation of the realm 

of pure thought, or ‘inner life’ of the subject, Merleau-Ponty stresses an internal, 

essential relationship between thought and body. In the chapter titled “The Body 

as Expression, and Speech,” he claims that with this subject “we have the 

opportunity to leave behind us, once and for all, the traditional subject-object 

dichotomy” (PP, 202).  Words, contrary to what mechanistic and intellectualist 

psychologies would teach us, have significance, a meaning in themselves. The 

word is not the external sign of an internal recognition, as if it were an empty 

container. As Merleau-Ponty claims, “A thought limited to existing for itself, 

independently of the constraints of speech and communication, would no sooner 

appear than it would sink into the unconscious, which means that it would not 

exist even to itself” (PP, 206).  It follows that the recognition of objects does not 

take place without the naming of objects. Participating in a linguistic community, 

the individual exists in a coherent world of objects, language acting as a vehicle 

for meaning: “Thus speech, in the speaker, does not translate ready-made thought, 
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but accomplishes it” (PP, 207). Conversing with another is then a creation of 

meanings, each idea being bestowed upon the interlocutor linguistically.  

Communication with others makes available the possibility of like-

mindedness, or thinking according to others. This dialogue produces thought in 

each individual speaker by means of a “gestural meaning” which Merleau-Ponty 

claims is immanent in speech. Conceptual depth may be drawn from gestural 

meaning. As he puts it, “The spoken word is a gesture, and its meaning, a world” 

(PP, 214). As the basis of a construction of an intersubjective reality, the word 

prompts thought as a materially produced sound or marking imprints upon a body 

that takes it up materially. In her aforementioned critique, Sullivan claims that 

gestural meaning, as it is shared with others, presupposes a universal access to 

speech that is coherent, or readily apprehensible: “Merleau-Ponty assumes too 

easily and quickly that the similarities found in human bodily structures allows 

one to understand the meaning of another’s intentions as communicated in their 

bodily gestures” (Sullivan, 185). She argues that Merleau-Ponty’s description 

assumes a commonality of bodies in these bodily gestures that is “used as a short-

cut” to facilitate communication with others (Sullivan, 185). Merleau-Ponty 

seems to invite this accusation, writing that  

phonetic ‘gesticulation’ must use an alphabet of already acquired 

meanings, the word-gesture must be performed in a certain setting 

common to the speakers, just as the comprehension of other 

gestures presupposes a perceived world common to all, in which 

each one develops and spreads out its meaning (PP, 226).  
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However, after referring to an “alphabet of already acquired meanings,” he 

suggests the potential for differentiation and development in citing the gesture’s 

ability to “spread out its meaning.” The ability to “spread out” a meaning 

resonates with Merleau-Ponty’s later work in Signs, wherein he describes the 

ability of language to introduce us to unfamiliar perspectives, as a conquering 

language. This stands in opposition to Sullivan’s depiction of gestural meaning as 

something that is fixed. Sullivan has misunderstood gestural meaning as having a 

use of a lexicon, while instead Merleau-Ponty is describing an origin of meaning 

through the body.  

  Citing Merleau-Ponty’s interrogation of the conditions for the possibility 

of difference, Stoller suggests a broader understanding of gestural meaning. In 

contrast to Sullivan, Stoller’s defense of Merleau-Ponty reveals an important 

aspect of gestural meaning: its ability to introduce comprehensible difference. She 

argues that rather than being a product of a single subject’s intentionality, 

“meaning for Merleau-Ponty is always meaning in situation, that is, a field seen 

not as a sum of objects, but as a field in which many subjects participate” (Stoller, 

179). For poet Jordan Scott, whose speech is affected by a stutter, meaning is a 

struggle to communicate, as the words themselves emerge tangled from his 

mouth. However, this does not imply an inability to produce gestural meaning for 

the speaker who suffers from a speech impediment.  Rather, through gestural 

meaning he is able to communicate difference to the non-stuttering reader, 

allowing them to hear new meanings within coded speech. According to Scott, the 

stutter is not an impediment, but a poetic device which he uses to open up 
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language, revealing its gaps between the movements of the tongue and the sound 

produced. Thus, an impediment can inform style, taking agency in the selection of 

letter, word, and sentence combinations. However, it is important to keep in mind 

the distinction between speech and poetic construction in measuring the effect of 

gestural meaning. The style of Scott’s poetic language is communicated to his 

readers in an altogether different form than his stuttering speech: on paper, his 

reader expects the meaning to be not immediately obvious, as opposed to the 

fluidity of everyday speech. And yet his written language is not disembodied—his 

poetry is very purposefully a lyric poetry of speech in which he attempts to 

transcribe his stutter. Additionally, language inherently bears the conventions of 

sound. Even in its written form the reader can hear a bodily rhythm in language. 

The writer is able to construct and manipulate meaning in his use of 

language. Merleau-Ponty claims that meaning appears at the meetings of and 

space between words.  He elucidates this idea in stating that “Like the weaver, the 

writer works on the wrong side of his material. He has to do only with language, 

and it is thus that he suddenly finds himself surrounded by meaning” (Signs, 45). 

It is the interaction of the words themselves, the life of the words that the writer 

manipulates, and through which meaning escapes. Using the example of listening 

to an orator, Merleau-Ponty writes:  

provided that it is read with expression, we have no thought 

marginal to the text itself, for the words fully occupy our mind and 

exactly fulfill our expectations, and we feel the necessity of 

speech. Although we are unable to predict its course, we are 



 19 

possessed by it. The end of the speech or text will be the lifting of 

a spell. It is at this stage that thoughts on the speech or text will be 

able to arise (PP, 209).  

In addition to the bodily presentation of the text lending itself to meaning, there is 

the suggestion of tone and sound as stylistic elements responsible for the 

captivation of the listener. This passage is later evoked in contemporary poet and 

theorist Charles Bernstein’s notion of a text’s absorptive capacity, leaving the 

reader unable to come up for “ideational air.” Bernstein sets up absorption in 

contrast to artifice, as an apparent construction, indicating absorption’s realistic, 

or familiar quality. His description of absorption suggests an effect comparable to 

that of gestural meaning, such that Merleau-Ponty’s aforementioned statement on 

dissemination of meaning from gesture becomes: “the [poetic] is a gesture, and its 

meaning a world” (PP, 214). The difficulty in replacing Merleau-Ponty’s bodily 

gestural meaning with Bernstein’s poetic absorption is that Bernstein does not 

locate the origin of absorption in the body, but rather in language, as a means of 

perceiving the world. Despite this difference, Bernstein’s approach to language 

bares a strong resemblance to that of Merleau-Ponty. 

Both Merleau-Ponty and Bernstein emphasize a significance of the word 

that exists on its own. This indicates an independence of language from the non-

linguistic, revealing a space between the signifier and the signified, and an 

inability to conflate the two. Once given a value that is beyond a mere translation 

of life, or deadening of life in fixing it with a sign, language is able to take on a 



 20 

more lifelike quality of its own. Merleau-Ponty argues that the text is not a mute 

form of expression, but that which animates meaning: 

the process of expression, when it is successful, does not merely 

leave for the reader and the writer himself a kind of reminder, it 

brings the meaning into existence as a thing at the very heart of the 

text, it brings it to life in an organism of words, establishing it in 

the writer or reader as a new sense organ, opening a new field or a 

new dimension to our experience (PP, 212).  

This passage illuminates the capacity of language to act as prosthesis to the open-

ended nature of experience, as it is always being opened up and renewed, through 

the gesticulations of expression. The distinction between the prosthesis of 

language as it is exercised in text versus speech is an issue that requires further 

development, both here and in later chapters that discuss the work of authors who 

cannot speak. 

Speech is a bodily expression, being a mix of vocal chords, arm, hand, and 

facial movements. Written texts emanate from a page or a screen, and do not 

make a sound unless spoken. And yet, the two are not mutually exclusive. Poets 

of the oral tradition base their work on the relationship between speech and text. 

Charles Olson, a poet from the Black Mountain School, and influence on 

Bernstein, did not believe that written texts were unspoken. In his essay, 

“Projective Verse,” Olson calls for each line of the poem to be measured by the 

breath of the poet, and the structure of the poem to be founded on voice and the 

experience of perceptions rather than syntax. In this manner, a silent poem bears 
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the imprint of an embodied speaker. However, poetry does not invite immediate 

response in the same way that conversational speech does. This is not to say that 

poetry is necessarily impermeable, but rather that it can take the form of a 

monologue if the poet chooses to construct such a persona.  

The importance of communication as dialogic is a main feature of 

Merleau-Ponty’s thought on the relationship between speech and the body. 

Spoken language is for the speaker the taking up of a position in a world imbued 

with culture. Thus, phonetic gesticulation brings about intersubjective 

coordination of experience. For the experiences of those authors incapable of 

speech, or at least incapable of readily comprehensible speech, their use of 

language may be a product of this lack. It can serve as a substitution (albeit 

incomplete) for speech, expressing their desire to participate in the world. This 

does not imply that the author without speech is, contrary to speakers, translating 

inner thought, for thought is already linguistic. Though their mobility is limited, 

the disabled author is nonetheless engaged in a world, and this relation, or 

dialogue between body-subject and world, manifests itself in his use of language, 

or style. 

In order to discuss the style of the author, we must first address the issue 

of representation brought up by the aesthetic endeavor. As in painting, there is 

always a tension, for us, between representation of life and creative expression. 

However, in his essay in Signs, “Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence,” 

Merleau-Ponty claims that for the artist there is no choice to be made between the 

world and art: “When one goes from the order of events to the order of 
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expression, one does not change the world” (Signs, 64). In fact, aspects of the 

world are presented to us in new light through the artwork. “They become 

transparent or even luminous, and capable of clarifying not only the aspects of the 

world which resemble them but others too; yet transformed as they may be, they 

still do not cease to exist” (Signs, 64). Perspective on the world, as we experience 

it, is already the invention of the world, and the artistic process does not differ 

from this model. Art provides a novel experience of the world, for “why should 

the expression of the world be subjected to the prose of the senses or of the 

concept? It must be poetry; that is, it must completely awaken and recall our sheer 

power of expressing beyond things already said or seen” (Signs, 52). The demand 

that the expression of the world be poetry suggests that poetic language is other 

than mimesis, that metaphor does not refer back to the thing, but opens a new 

experience. Thus, the language of the uniquely disabled poet would not refer 

specifically to his objective physical state, but attempt to express beyond it. 

Merleau-Ponty argues that the voice of the author is not simply the translation of 

his experience, the expression of an acquired voice “which is more his than the 

cry which gave birth to his search for expression” (Signs, 52). This suggests that 

poetic language is other than a desire for efficient communication. Rather, the 

voice of the author is a constructed, stylized voice that uses language not to 

translate perceptions, but to produce new ones. 

The disabled author’s ability to access the intersubjective experience of 

the world through writing enables his stylized expression to become dialogic, 

rather than solipsistic. A product of and participant in a linguistic world, the 
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writer enables others to access a physically disabled perspective of the world, his 

expression having been rendered signification through the reception of the other. 

As Merleau-Ponty describes it, literature is “a conquering language which 

introduces us to unfamiliar perspectives instead of confirming us in our own” 

(Signs, 77).  

In this communication, the personal handprint of the author is both 

maintained and infiltrated, his voice is simultaneously distinct and anonymous: 

distinct because it is a particular construction of language, anonymous because it 

is constructed within a linguistic system, already worn-in with meaning. Merleau-

Ponty likens the influence of style in the expression of perception to bodily 

awareness: “As an artist makes his style radiate into the very fibers of the material 

he is working on, I move my body without even knowing which muscles and 

nerve paths intervene, nor where I must look for the instruments of that action” 

(Signs, 66). The relationship of re-embodiment and the self-conscious 

construction of style is made readily available in this analogy. Both are a means 

of perceiving the world that is both particular to the individual and general to the 

phenomenal body, or language that we are surrounded by. As the author matures 

and finds new linguistic devices, he undergoes a metamorphosis, and these 

stylistic developments become endowed upon the author as organs, or prostheses. 

Similarly, once what was previously inexpressible finds its way to signification, 

for the non-speaking author, a metamorphosis has occurred rendering the disabled 

author re-embodied. 
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Chapter 2: The Poetry of Jordan Scott and Larry Eigner 

 

 
   For Merleau-Ponty, poetry reveals the inner-workings of language in the 

production of meaning. As addressed in the previous chapter, the word has its 

own existential significance. It is not merely the translation of perception; it is 

perception in its own right. In Merleau-Ponty’s essay, “Indirect Language and the 

Voices of Silence,” he writes: “Why should the expression of the world be 

subjected to the prose of the senses or of the concept? It must be poetry; that is, it 

must completely awaken and recall our sheer power of expressing beyond things 

already said or seen” (Signs, 52). He describes language as a provocative 

medium, necessarily not one of transaction. Meaning arises at the intersections 

and intervals between words, at the edge of signs rather than in the signs 

themselves. Expression is never the complete transference from subjective 

thought to an intersubjective world, as “the idea of a complete expression is 

nonsensical” and “all language is indirect or allusive” (Signs, 43).  While 

elucidating the porous quality of a language that is ridden with silence, Merleau-

Ponty compares the work of the poet to that of the weaver, which is to say it is a 

manipulative synthesis: “work[ing] on the wrong side of his material, he has to do 

only with language, and it is thus that he suddenly finds himself surrounded by 

meaning” (Signs, 45). The poet/weaver is not given meaningful pieces of 

language that adhere to one another, but rather because he has solely language, in 

the act of adherence meaning emerges. Furthermore, the poet is able to enrapture 
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others with his language, giving them access to a world unfamiliar to them. The 

poet illuminates the reader’s assumed, everyday reality, for their art presents a 

world, rather than being an evasion of “the real world.” The poet’s ability to 

invent with signification is the power to enable the perception of a world that was 

previously unseen. 

  In “Artifice of Absorption,” poet and critic Charles Bernstein similarly 

claims that there is a unique quality of poetic language. His descriptions of poetry 

appeal to Merleau-Ponty’s account of the existential meaning of the word, as well 

as the ability of a string of words to open others to new sensations and 

perceptions. For Bernstein, “the meaning is not absent or deferred but self-

embodied as the poem in a way that is not transferable to another code or 

rhetoric” (A Poetics, 18). In this essay, Bernstein draws out a tension in written 

language between the construction of artifice and the effect of absorption. He 

defines artifice as anti-absorption, or the reader’s recognition of the formal 

activity of a text, while absorption is the ability of a text to disguise its linguistic 

construction. Recognizing a dominance of absorption in voice-based poetry ever 

since the Romantic era, he argues that it is a school of poetry that conflates 

content with meaning. More generally, his discussion of absorption involves a 

normative claim about the work of the poet whose aim is absorption. Absorptive 

poetry does not engage a critical relationship to language, while anti-absorptive 

poetry demonstrates Bernstein’s advocacy for a resistance to assuming a utility of 

language.  
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  Complicating the distinction of artifice and absorption is their 

complimentary relationship. Artifice provides the (hidden) device of absorption. 

Writing is an act of artifice that unites the word with the absorptive, material 

world. As a reader absorbed in a poetic work, “you keep moving through the 

writing without coming up for ideational air: the ideas are all inside the process” 

(A Poetics, 60). Bernstein contrasts absorption’s focus upon the rhetorical effect 

of language with anti-absorption’s interest in its “rhetoricity.” While absorption 

seeks to evoke a sincerity, or objective truth through language, anti-absorptive 

poetry encourages the reader to focus on its particular features, such as the sonic 

qualities of the language. Bernstein advocates for the supremacy of artifice, “For 

the power of sound ‘itself’ is as great as sound’s ability to evoke an image; those 

poetries that have tapped into this power have, in refusing to let words become 

transparent, made them potent” (A Poetics, 47). This quote demonstrates the 

convergence of artifice with absorption, a defining feature of the relationship 

between these two forces of language. Additionally, championing the 

manipulation of sound as a poetic device, Bernstein points to the role of sound in 

a perceptual process of reading a poem. Sound marks the temporal aspect of the 

progression from artifice to absorption: at first a manipulation of convention, the 

rhythm of the poetic language becomes absorptive. Artifice enables absorption, 

and not the other way around What is anti-absorptive in a poem leads to the 

poem’s absorption, as “the refusal of absorption is a prerequisite to 

understanding” (A Poetics, 21). This particular conception of “understanding” is a 

reflection of the critical relationship with poetic language that Bernstein favors. 
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  Artistic expression is the opening of a world, for both Merleau-Ponty and 

Bernstein. Bernstein echoes Francis Bacon in stating that reality is shaped by art, 

and not the other way around. Responding to the claim of a critic of modern 

poetry that the poet attempts an accurate mimesis of perception, Bernstein asks, 

“what does accuracy have to do with it, anyway?” (A Poetics, 42). Rather than 

accuracy, the poet is concerned with style, which can mean the abandonment of 

conventional rules of language in order to present something that confronts the 

reader with complexity, and engages them in a difficult relationship with 

language. Bernstein argues, “absorption can be achieved without transparency, 

causal unity, or traditional metrics; abandoning these devices may be necessary to 

capture a reader’s attention” (A Poetics, 53). The relationship that Bernstein 

explores between artifice and absorption introduces a distinction between the 

voice of the author and the voice of the text. The voice of the author must be 

understood as a product of rhetorical device, and not sincerity. However, 

Bernstein’s argument is not to say that the identity of the author is undiscoverable 

in a text, but rather that such a search for identity is an examination of use of text–

of form, rather than content. 

  In order to explore the linguistic effect of the body, it is useful to turn to 

poets who have lived with disabilities, as the critical treatment of their disability 

provides a more pronounced attention to the body than that of an able-bodied 

writer. Two such poets are Jordan Scott and Larry Eigner. Scott is a young 

Canadian poet whose work focuses on his experience of speaking with a stutter. 

Eigner is an American poet who wrote prolifically before his death in 1996. 
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Eigner was born with cerebral palsy that impaired his ability to speak, and 

confined him to a wheelchair. 

  If we want to find the physical presence of the poet in their work, we must 

interpret style as a manifestation of embodiment. An inquiry into physically 

disabled authors’ use of language is necessary in order to recognize disabled 

bodies in language. Michael Davidson’s book, Concerto for the Left Hand, refers 

to “a poetics of disability” in an essay on the work of Eigner and his struggle with 

cerebral palsy. Davidson writes that a poetics of disability is significant because it 

“theorizes the ways that poetry defamiliarizes not only language, but the body 

normalized within language” (Davidson, 118). Davidson suggests that the body is 

always present in language, and that poetry acts to complicate the relationship 

between the body and language. However, it is not yet clear how this relationship 

presents itself in poetry.  

  One approach to what is inherently bodily in a poetic project is presented 

in an essay by Charles Olson, a poet of the Black Mountain School who was 

influential for Eigner. In “Projective Verse,” Olson insists that the breath of the 

poet be present in the structure of every line of a poem. Projective verse is an 

open verse wherein a transfer of energy takes place, by way of the poem, between 

the poet and the reader. The poem must be a “high energy-construct” and, at all 

points, an “energy-discharge” (Olson, 240).  In this sense, the field composition 

requires that the poet be simultaneously involved with their work and their world, 

their breath and their ear. Olson cites two influential writers’ ideas about poetry 

describing a particular stance towards reality that brings projective verse into 
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being. The first is Robert Creeley’s popular quote that “form is never more than 

an extension of content” (Olson, 240). This implies an internal organization 

incited by the objects within the poem. The poet must be receptive in order to be 

responsive, or, as Olson writes, “that verse will only do in which a poet manages 

to register both the acquisitions of his ear and the pressures of his breath” (Olson, 

241). The second is a notion of Edward Dahlberg, an essayist and novelist who 

taught at Black Mountain College, that one perception must immediately and 

directly lead to a further perception. Similarly advocating for fluidity in a poetic 

structure, Olson argues that if the structure of the line comes from the breath of 

the poet, “from the breathing of the man who writes, at the moment that he writes, 

and thus is, it is here that, the daily work, the WORK, gets in, for only he, the man 

who writes, can declare, at every moment, the line its metric and its ending– 

where its breathing, shall come to, termination” (Olson, 242). Olson’s projective 

verse gives poetry a life-like quality, with a life-like temporality, wherein the 

poetry is able to extend outside of its form. The breath that structures the poem 

connects the words on the page to the world of the speaker who pens them. Olson 

even refers to “the projective act” (247), which is the act of the artist in a larger 

field, a participation in the exchange of energy that brings about projective verse.  

  If projective verse is a product of the poet’s responsiveness to his ears and 

breath, the poetry bears an imprint of the body of the poet. Furthermore, Olson 

writes that “breath allows all the speech-force of language back in (speech is the 

‘solid’ of verse, is the secret of a poem’s energy)” (244), rendering the projective 

act of the poet an embodied speech act. It follows from Olson’s essay that the 
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speech impediment of the poet would manifest itself in their verse. The hesitation 

and doubling back of Scott, a poet who stutters, would appear in his poetry as a 

structural element. 

  Eigner, however, does not easily fit into this relationship between speech 

and form. His poetry does not resemble the slurred and slow voice that can be 

heard in interviews with the poet. As opposed to Scott, the manifestations of 

Eigner’s disability are not wholly located in his mouth. We need a more complete 

system of how to relate embodiment to writing style. A discussion of the 

relationship between what Merleau-Ponty calls “gestural meaning” and Scott’s 

project will lead us to different approaches to exploring the more complex 

presence of disability in Eigner’s work. 

  Merleau-Ponty describes the gestural meaning of expression as being 

always bodily. To locate gestural meaning in written work, he writes: “the process 

of expression, when it is successful, does not merely leave for the reader and the 

writer himself a kind of reminder, it brings the meaning into existence as a thing 

at the very heart of the text, it brings it to life in an organism of words, 

establishing it in the writer or reader as a new sense organ, opening a new field or 

a new dimension to our experience” (Phenomenology of Perception, 212). This 

implies that there is a confrontation between the text and the reader that produces 

gestural meaning as a bodily expression in the reader. Similarly, Bernstein refers 

to the “flesh” of writing as an intersection between absorption and 

impermeability, acting as a medium of communication between poem and reader. 

This communication is a necessary component of Scott’s project. In a mission 
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statement for a collection of poems exploring his difficulties with speech, blert, he 

writes: “blert performs the stutter in and through language itself, enhancing the 

characteristics of the individual who stutters in his or her speech by invoking a 

stuttering in the language system as a whole” (Drunken Boat). blert is an effort to 

produce a stutter in the reader, comparable to his own. In order to “open a new 

field of experience,” as Merleau-Ponty describes, Scott emphasizes what he calls 

the “rolling gait of words within words” that makes up language. Scott’s work 

presents for the reader the rhetoricity of language that Bernstein cites as a feature 

of artifice. In a section of the poem “What is the utterance?” from blert, the 

relationship between the stutter of the poet and the stutter produced in the reader 

is communicated almost antagonistically: 

My mouth drew the swallows panic.  Chew. pteryla; the space 

between Chomp. apterium; gizzard beat Broca, Broca. Chirped 

electrode. sing.  fuming; sing. furious. Now, open your mouth and 

speak. Incisive fossa in labial turbulence, sing.  fuming; sing. 

furious.  In neuroimaging, filoplumes blitz.  Now open your mouth 

and speak.  Sing. frumious.     

 

 

What is the utterance. 

 

What a poor crawling thing you are!  
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Throughout this passage are demands that Scott makes of the reader that are met 

with resistance and accumulating frustration: “sing: fuming; sing. furious.” 

Directions to “open your mouth and speak” are met with “labial turbulence.” 

Scott repeats the line “sing. furious,” but in the repetition the original line is 

mutated, producing “Sing. frumious.” The last line is a degradation of Scott’s 

unsuccessful subject: “What a poor crawling thing you are!” evoking an image of 

the pathetic gait that the struggle with utterance has left them with. 

  The dialogue with which Scott engages the reader, at times demanding, at 

times sympathetic, brings to light an important question with regards to the role 

that Scott’s disability plays in his work. Evoking a stutter in the (presumably non-

stuttering) reader undermines the notion of disability. Scott does not make 

reference to a private experience of language in blert, but rather makes what is 

personal to Scott accessible to the reader. His lines are purposefully difficult to 

read aloud smoothly, exemplified in a section of “Aesop Slop”: 

 Oort cloud blort oompah. Oospore bore b-boy, boomboxed: 

Oom and Aapa oocyte oodles on oolite in A’asia- ooh aardvark, 

ooh aardwolf and oooh o-o oology. Oom and Aapa oomph and 

oomphed, oozed oolong and oozed oodles, until  oops-a-daisies! 

Speaking these lines requires time and patience, without offering the reward of 

coherence. Instead, the awkward and inefficient meetings of words take 

precedence. 

  Scott places emphasis upon a relationship with language that is always one 

of struggle, juxtaposed with the ease of the fluent speaker’s relationship with 
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language. Scott’s stutter reveals the rough texture of language that lies beneath its 

illusory smoothness. It is through a use of language that resists absorption, and 

demands close attention, that Scott is able to present his speech impediment for 

the unimpeded reader. As he writes in a description of blert,  “the unique 

symptoms of the stutter, both sonic and physical, are utilized in order to reveal 

language as a rolling gait of words hidden within words, leading to granular 

rhythms and textures, all conducted by the mouth’s slight erosions” (Drunken 

Boat, 2006 Edition). Scott alludes to a challenging aspect of language that the 

stutter provides direct access to, as there is no escaping a struggle with language 

for the speaker who stutters. Resonating with Bernstein’s call for a critical 

relationship with language, Scott’s work suggests that a poetic engagement with 

language should be difficult, and in this way his stutter facilitates a uniquely bare 

representation of such difficulty. 

  Scott’s stutter provides him with interruptions that serve as an opportunity 

to reflect upon his use of language. Following this period of reflection is not a 

continuation, but a reconstruction. In an essay titled “The Tongue’s Break Dance: 

Theory, Poetry, and the Critical Body,” Zali Gurevitch describes a similar pattern 

of linguistic construction as that of Scott’s poetic process: “The impediment of the 

body and the interruptions in the course of meaning production punctuate and 

hinder the symbolic, requiring new beginning, new effort” (525). In blert such an 

evolution of meaning is present in the phrase “blort  jam  rejoice” from “What is 

the utterance?”: 

 Their thick tongues blort, their eyes squeeze grief, a crowd  
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   Of huge unheard answers jam and rejoice - 

This is a phrase that Scott describes as evoking the process that the speaker who 

stutters undergoes in order to express themselves– the blort is the initial 

disturbance of sound by the “thick tongue,” the jam the entrapment of the word, 

the “unheard answers” in the back of the mouth, and the rejoice is the final 

escape, as, necessarily, something must get out to break the silence. Both Scott 

and Gurevitch seek to reveal the relationship of the body and language to be at the 

same time inseparable and irreconcilable. “Let language go, and it will return 

through the body to break the silence” (Gurevitch 538).  This notion also appears 

in Olson’s “Projective Verse.” In a discussion of the syllable as “the king and pin 

of versification, what rules and holds together the lines,” Olson emphasizes the 

importance of the ear of the poet in the production of the syllabic construction of 

the poem. “In any given instance, because there is a choice of words, the choice, 

if a man is in there, will be, spontaneously, the obedience of his ear to the 

syllables” (Olson, 241). While Gurevitch suggests that what emerges is a 

spontaneous escape of sound, Olson asserts that the ear is an active agent, sound 

being of decisive necessity. Thus, if something must get out, there is a choice that 

is made, albeit a sudden one. However, this seems to apply to a poet who has 

absolute sovereignty over their use of language. For Scott, there is a tension 

between the desire to demonstrate his own struggle with speech and the 

construction of this demonstration. Contrasting with his poetry, which is 

orchestrated, is his intention to simulate a lack of control. He is thus exercising 

control in order to represent a lack of control.  
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   Scott claims that the responsibility of the poet is to be acutely sensitive to 

the sound of syllables. However, if he did not stutter, how might such an 

obsession with the embodiment of the syllable register itself, if at all? It is Scott’s 

stutter that provides him with the unique relationship with language that guides 

blert. And yet, such a relationship is not entirely unique to the poet who stutters, 

as can be made apparent by the fact that Olson spoke without an impediment and 

reached similar conclusions (Olson being one of many examples of this approach 

to poetry).  If Scott’s disability is what leads him to this shared experience of a 

language as a resistant medium that must be listened to, and not just spoken, there 

must be something that separates his work from that of the poet without an 

impediment. His disability manifests itself in the struggle that Scott attempts to 

evoke in the experience of the reader by transcribing his stutter. Olson advocates 

for the breath of the poet, but not the aggravated spit. He writes of termination in 

the verse, but not of mutated repetitions followed by surrender. While Olson 

encourages the poet to “get on with it, keep moving, keep in, speed, the 

nerves…the whole business, keep it moving as fast as you can” (240), Scott 

evades the push for “energy-discharge,” lingering in points of interruption. Scott 

is re-embodied by his treacherous traversing of possible syllabic pairings in his 

poetry. This re-embodiment must be considered as a defamiliarization– a making 

strange of his relationship with language that is experienced through the body. 

   An attempt to map a discussion of Larry Eigner’s work to that of Scott’s is 

complicated by that fact that Eigner’s speech was not impeded by a stutter, but by 

a far more severe physical disability. Eigner was never able to speak coherently 
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due to his cerebral palsy, and prior to age 18, he was not thought to have been 

capable of linguistic communication. Given the Olsonian model, the “speech-

force of language” is weakened by the breath of the poet whose speech is slow 

and slurred, at best. If “speech is the ‘solid’ of verse, the secret of a poem’s 

energy,” this model cannot account for the “energy” generated by the non-

speaking poet. And yet, Eigner’s poetry does not fall flat, perhaps calling for a 

more complex understanding of Olson’s “speech-force.” In his collection From 

the Sustaining Air, the poem “so the words go up” gives a physicality to words, as 

they travel through the air just as birds and planes do: 

so the words go up 

into thin air 

       parlour    the speaking 

     room 

 

 birds pass the window 

        a plane lengthens through fog 

            or cloud bends away 

         the curves together 

         the phone the hallway 

              all my life 

In this poem, Eigner does not express surrender to language, despite his being 

unable to speak it. Rather than focusing on its breathy quality, Eigner treats 

language as landscape. Echoing this treatment, Olson writes that  
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because, now, a poem has, by speech, solidity, everything in it can 

now be treated as solids, objects, things; and, though insisting upon 

the absolute difference of the reality of verse from that other 

dispersed and distributed thing, yet each of these elements of a 

poem can be allowed to have the play of their separate energies 

and can be allowed, once the poem is well-composed, to keep, as 

those other objects do, their proper confusions (244).  

In “so the words go up,” despite Eigner’s lack of speech, there is an exchange of 

energies within the poem, relationships drawn between objects, and movement 

amongst them. There is an animated interaction between words and the spaces 

they inhabit and drift through, as well as between the subject and the other objects 

that constitute the poem’s field of composition. Thus, we must reconsider Olson’s 

depiction of the necessary relation between speech and poetry in order to fully 

realize the “solidity” of Eigner’s work. Eigner had difficulty with speaking but 

not with hearing, which is just as essential to projective verse as breath, according 

to Olson. Many aspects of Eigner’s poetic project can be aligned with Olson’s, for 

example an adherence to Dahlberg’s doctrine that one perception necessarily 

leads to a further perception. Rather than dismiss the presence of spoken language 

within Eigner’s work, given his particularly strained (in some respects, estranged) 

relationship to speech, it requires a more complex reading than did Scott’s. 

  In order to apply our discussion of Scott to readings of Eigner, an 

exploration of themes shared between the two serves as a point of departure. 

Eigner wrote a number of poems on the subject of spoken language. In addition to 
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“so the words go up,” “I have felt as if they’ve said” reflects an estrangement 

from speech:  

I have felt as if they’ve said 

there is nothing to say 

 

there is nothing to speak of 

 but the words are words 

 

When you speak that is a sound 

what have you done, when you have spoken 

 

of nothing 

   or something I will remember 

After trying my animal noise 

i break out with a man’s cry 

The lowercase “I” in the last line connotes a belittling rejection from the world of 

the spoken word, represented by the “they/you” character. A similar separation 

from the “they” of the speaking world is present in Scott’s line “Of my mouth and 

me. Of other people’s fluent mouths and me. Of fluency and me. Of me and my 

mouth. Of me and other peoples fluent mouths. Of me and fluency…” (blert). 

Additionally, the pairing “animal noise/man’s cry” recalls Scott’s refrain of “blort 

jam rejoice.” Referencing an inevitable release of sound in the face of 

impediment, Eigner’s poetry evokes a struggle with expression comparable to that 
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of Scott. The lines “there is nothing to say/there is nothing to speak of/but the 

words are words” resonate with Merleau-Ponty’s claim that there is no pure 

thought prior to speech due to the existential significance of words, for “speech, 

in the speaker, does not translate ready-made thought, but accomplishes it” 

(Phenomenology of Perception, 207).  Eigner posits a significance of words solely 

due to their being words, without being summoned by a meaning waiting to be 

expressed, “there is nothing to speak of.” Merleau-Ponty similarly argues, “What 

we mean is not before us, outside all speech, as sheer signification. It is only the 

excess of what we live over what has already been said” (Signs, 83). Speech does 

not bind non-linguistic meaning; speech is always already meaningful. It follows 

that there need not be something “to say” or “speak of,” for “the words are words” 

and “it is in others that expression takes on its relief and really becomes 

signification” (Signs, 52). Merleau-Ponty claims that phonetic gesticulation brings 

about an inter-subjective coordinating of experience; what is said is “what we live 

over.” For this reason the subject must make an attempt to participate, an attempt 

at expression, “trying my animal noise,” and, after a struggle, “break out with a 

man’s cry.” 

   Beyond content that suggests his speech impairment, a place that many 

critics go to in order to locate Eigner’s disabled body within his work is the actual 

distribution of his words on the page. His poems almost always begin at the left 

margin, and do not return to it. In the introduction to Kenny Fries’ anthology of 

disabled authors, Staring Back, Fries writes “each work chosen is the product of a 

disabled writer’s encounter with his or her disability experience…reflected in the 
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poems of Larry Eigner, whose disability profoundly affected the work’s actual 

composition” (Fries, 8). In “Missing Larry,” Michael Davidson agrees that his 

poems reflect the fact that the sole extension of his body over which he was able 

to exercise some control was his right index finger, while the rest of limbs lay still 

in a wheelchair: “While it would be impossible to verify that this rightward 

drifting lineation was a result of his physical difficulty in shifting the carriage, it 

was certainly the case that typing, for Eigner, required a considerable effort” 

(Concerto for the Left Hand, 125). Davidson cites the epigrammatic tercet “slow 

is/the/poem” from “Small, flightless birds” in Eigner’s collection air the trees as 

an admission of Eigner’s, not that he finds that the poetry requires patience, but 

that the typing is a physical strain.  

   There is further evidence for the claim that the practical obstacles of his 

cerebral palsy provided Eigner with a unique approach to his work in his ideas of 

dance. Eigner worked on a collection of poems for a project called “Dance” 

wherein he regards choreographed movement as a limitation of mobility that is 

productive of novel expression. For Eigner, choreography defamiliarizes normal 

movement. For this project, Eigner approaches his Jewish identity as a factor 

limiting his movement through history. The poems for “Dance” are striking in 

that they take haunting narratives of prisoners of the Nazis and illustrate graceful 

renditions of their entrapment. 

 They made him sing along the river 

   the beautiful the beautiful river 

   (and race with ankles tied) 
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       –he was agile 

In his poems for “Dance,” disability is extended to race, and portrayed not as 

constricting of possibility, but as providing a lens with which to perceive reality. 

The comment “he was agile” stands in contrast with the implication that his 

movement was stifled by his ankles being tied together. The statement serves as 

an aside in which Eigner opts out of addressing obvious suffering, and instead 

attends to the movement. This propensity to survey the landscape for life is 

present throughout his works, which hardly serve as static still-lives on paper, but 

rather cinematic moments. One perception must immediately and directly lead to 

a further perception. Eigner’s poetry never stands still. Additionally, Eigner’s 

approach to dance is relevant to Bernstein’s discussion of poetic voice. Eigner’s 

use of language is choreographed in so far as the form and content of his poems 

are constraints that enable their absorption. The lines “the beautiful the beautiful 

river/(and race with ankles tied)/–he was agile” elicit an emotional response 

because they are an unexpected use of language in regards to their subject. 

   In returning to Davidson’s and Fries’ suspicions that the effects of 

Eigner’s disability are responsible for the rightward shifting of his poetry, it 

seems an oversimplification. In a self-authored description of his style and 

temperament as a poet, Eigner wrote: “I’m cautious, and come into things by 

understatement…Don’t like to begin with a big B, as if I was at the Beginning of 

all speech, or anything; which may have something to do with why usually I’ve 

had an aversion more or less to going back to the left margin after beginning a 

poem, but otherwise than in hindsight I just tried the best I could…” (“Letter to 



 42 

Ina Forster”). While negating the above-mentioned assumption, this passage is 

also unique in that it addresses the relationship between Eigner the person and 

Eigner the poet. It provides an explicit connection between Eigner’s sensibility 

and his poetry’s form.  

   Creeley’s doctrine that form follows solely from content implies that 

Eigner’s rightward veering lines and densely populated field of composition are a 

product of the focus of his poetry. One subject of Eigner’s focus seems to be a 

tension between stasis situated amongst an abundance of turbulence. In “The 

Midnight Birds,” for instance Eigner compares the subject of the poem to a radio 

that is off, yet still receiving signals from outside: 

 The midnight birds remind me of day 

 though they are 

            out in the night 

 beyond the curtain I can’t see 

 

 Somehow bedrooms don’t carry 

 tradition    I 

 and the boxed radio  

 is off. But what am I reading 

 

 inward performance 

 

 Has relevance. Allows me to hear 
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 while something speaks. As for the bed 

 Straightened by visible hands 

 only it is huge 

 when I feel    down in darkness 

This poem bears the image of someone who has limited mobility, and yet is able 

to project beyond their finite place in the world. While the lines “beyond the 

curtain I can’t see” and “the boxed radio/is off,” indicate an alienation from the 

world, the lines “But what am I reading/inward performance/Has relevance. 

Allows me to hear/while something speaks” suggest a unique attentiveness to 

surroundings. The poem opens with one image connoting another, “The midnight 

birds remind me of day,” already suggesting the power of extending and 

projecting perceptions. Inward performance, as a manner of perception enacted by 

a subject who perceives from a limited perspective (“beyond the curtain I can’t 

see”), evokes Eigner’s conception of dance as constraint. Resonating with the 

lines “inward performance/Has relevance,” Davidson refers to the perspective of 

Eigner’s poetry as being of an “unusually sensuous, alert mind” (Davidson, 129). 

The closing lines of this poem suggest a more frightening aspect of an open field 

of perception. While his subject is watched over in the closed space of the 

bedroom, “the bed/Straightened by visible hands,” there remains a sense of 

drowning in the vastness beyond it: “only it is huge/when I feel    down in 

darkness.” In the end, the subject is overwhelmed by the infinite extension of the 

world outside of their window, and not suffocating in their bedroom. 
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  Having reconsidered the role of perception in poetic form, Eigner’s work 

conforms much more to Olson’s regulations for projective verse than that of 

Scott. While Scott looks for pause, Eigner’s poems are those “high energy-

constructs” that Olson advocates in the projective act. Forces within the field 

composition force Eigner’s attention to perceptions to glide fluidly through 

spaces, despite his physically stationary viewpoint (he spent the majority of his 

life on the porch of his parents home in Swampscott, Massachusetts). In his 

collection Windows/Walls/Yard/Ways, the title of which in itself suggests an 

interest in microcosms of life, the poem “what distance” contains quotidian 

images pieced together to create a sequence that is both mundane and yet 

represented by such attentive poetry that it transcends the everyday: 

what distance 

 

                                 house   and 

                                          lean-to 

 

                            the cat walks on 

                                     the big roof to 

                                            look ahead? 

 

                                            jumps 

 

                                                the   tree 
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                                                   there’s 

 

                                                       area 

 

                                                              the whole block 

 

The last five lines of this poem seem to recreate the movement of the cat, the poet 

mimicking the direction of his attention, suspending each second of the jump in 

each word as the cat escapes gravity. Additionally, this poem alludes to William 

Carlos Williams’ “Poem (As the cat)” from The Wedge. In the introduction to this 

collection, Williams writes, “When a man makes a poem, he takes words as he 

finds them interrelated about him and composes them into an intense expression 

of his perceptions and ardors that they may constitute a revelation in the speech he 

uses. It isn’t what he says that counts as a work of art, it’s what he makes, with 

such intensity of perception that it lives with an intrinsic movement of its own to 

verify its authenticity” (Collected Poems, 55). As Williams describes the 

movements of a cat (“first the right/forefoot/carefully/then the hind”), he is 

representing the careful construction of a poem. Similarly, Eigner emulates the 

grace of a cat’s jump in the movement of words across a page as the 

materialization of an “intense” poetic perception. 

   In the leaps of Eigner’s attention from the abstract to the material, the 

transcendent to the immanent, the issue of temporality seems to be a guiding 

force. While his death is something much more tangible for Eigner than it is for 
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most people, due to his cerebral palsy, death in his poetry is not a termination, but 

a part of the constant movement of life. The subject of death appears frequently in 

his work, perhaps due to his nearness to it. Yet, it doesn’t seem as though Eigner 

fears it, but that it is a familiar object, just as the cat that jumps from the roof. 

Observing the passage of time, Eigner doesn’t get trapped in anticipation of a 

termination, as evidenced in the treatment of mortality in “the fast and slow” from 

Windows/Walls/Yard/Ways: 

 t h e  f a s t  a n d  s l o w 

      to see the world 

   how old can you get 

        the healing taste of sleep 

The tone of this poem reflects its title: being neither anxious nor uninterested. 

While the subject of this poem aspires “to see the world,” and wonders how long 

they have, ambition does not get the better of rest, and a balance is struck between 

“the fast and slow,” day and night. 

  This temporal structure, not ominous, but unwavering, seems to guide 

Eigner’s perceptions of the world, as reflected in his poetry. And yet, despite 

time’s rolling forward, there are sections of his work that suggest a resistance to 

this constant forward movement. In “I will have an image” there exists a 

simultaneous restlessness of time, as the objects pass through space, and a longing 

to hold it still, his body unable to keep up: 

I will have an image 

    of quiet        at hand 
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  it floats away 

        I don’t grasp 

 

    by the beach 

        sand ugly enough 

     night is cool 

 

  stars pass 

       over 

     again 

    the rocks tamed 

  sea 

 

   but no strength to travel 

    a lot of ends   the paths 

 

  destroy places 

         as time 

    the miraculous series 

 

    so you may awake 

       to streets in the morning 
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          and maybe rain 

 

               the sun already up 

The beginning of this poem seems to fit a description of Eigner’s poetic process, 

as each image “floats away/I don’t grasp,” before fading to a beach scene, in 

which Eigner sees the erosion of rocks by the sea as a materialization of the 

constant passage of time. In the middle of the poem, the line “but no strength to 

travel” stands out in the face of the restlessness of the images that surround it. It 

pleads with “time/the miraculous series.” Perhaps it is an acceptance of his 

disability, a limited place in the world, as time will “destroy places,” providing “a 

lot of ends.” At the end of the poem, the remaining lines leave the reader with a 

sense of continuation, “so you may awake” with no assurance of what the world 

will look like, for it has not waited, “the sun already up.” 

  Eigner’s reader is not met with many guideposts if they are looking for an 

account of living with cerebral palsy. It is certainly not the same experience as 

looking for Scott’s stutter in blert (looking is too active a word in that case). 

Eigner’s poetry is difficult to grasp, not as reflective as Scott’s, perhaps because 

he feels the Olsonian impulse to move ahead, while Scott embraces breaks. While 

the experience of an unhesitating, vibrant world juxtaposed with a proximity to 

death might be one place to go in search of the personal in Eigner’s work, it can 

also easily be seen as a human condition, an interest in “the miraculous series.” A 

constant feature of Eigner’s poetry is that it does not wait for the reader to catch 

up, perhaps a reflection of his experience of being disabled in an able bodied 
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world. Even in his poem “explanation/tangent things,” while having the guise of 

an explication of Eigner’s experience of perception, it hardly reads as an 

explanation. Or, if it does, what it explains is that there is too much to pay 

attention to in order to stop and explain “what goes through the head/what sphere 

of being”: 

explanation 

 tangent things 

 

      what goes through the head 

 

          what sphere of being 

 

  ideas of a bird 

 

   brilliant light 

 

     time,    cleaved water 

  It is in Eigner’s intense attention to perceptions, and how they materialize 

textually on the page–their linguistic choreography–that we find his embodiment. 

His style is not the manifestation of an interest in his cerebral palsy. Instead, his 

language is driven by his experiences of the world beyond his wheelchair, looking 

outward rather than in. His disability reveals itself at points of contrast with the 

movement that surrounds him. The presence of his body is implicit in his poetry, 
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just as Merleau-Ponty describes the inarticulate experience of movement: “I move 

my body without even knowing which muscles and nerve paths intervene, nor 

where I must look for the instruments of that action” (Signs, 66). Eigner’s 

language is not self-conscious, and consequently reveals an expression of the 

world from his disabled perspective. 
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Chapter 3: The Memoirs of Jean-Dominique Bauby and 
Christopher Nolan 

 

 
When Christopher Nolan published his memoir, Under the Eye of the 

Clock in Ireland in 1987, and Jean-Dominique Bauby published his, The Diving 

Bell and the Butterfly, ten years later in France, critics worldwide responded to 

the texts as archaeologists might an excavation. As both authors were physically 

disabled, such that their handicap not only prevented them from participating in 

spoken communication, but also from using their hands to produce written 

language, composing a published memoir was undoubtedly an admirable feat for 

both authors. Most striking to readers of both texts was the unfolding of language 

from what was previously thought to be a language-less individual. For the 

authors, their ability to produce language gave them access to a world ordinarily 

shut off from the mute and immobile. Both express feelings of having overcome 

their physical disability through the act of writing, freeing their minds from their 

burdensome bodies. Both also use language that embraces mind-body dualism, 

suggesting that their bodies are separable from their embodied selves, yet readings 

of both texts reveal the potential for an alternative interpretation of their 

embodiment. 

Despite their over-arching similarities, the texts deviate significantly from 

one another, and resist a homogenizing reading. Their divergence is in part due to 

major differences in the specific disability each author experiences. Nolan was 

born with cerebral palsy and had long communicated with his friends and family 
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members by moving his eyes—for example: looking up to indicate affirmation. 

He was thought to be incapable of verbal communication until developments in 

computer and pharmaceutical technologies enabled him to type on a keypad at age 

11, at which point he began to publish his poetry. Bauby’s story, however, 

involves a before-and-after structure—he was the editor in chief of French Elle 

Magazine until age 43, at which point he suffered a stroke that left him in a rare, 

waking coma-like state referred to as “locked-in syndrome.” In his paralyzed 

condition, Bauby was only able to move his left eyelid, rendering him incapable 

of communicating with friends and family when they came to visit him at the 

hospital. 

In spite of their differences, Bauby and Nolan both experienced an 

enormous amount of relief from their speech disability through writing. The 

weight of their language lies in the significance of their ability to communicate 

with others. Both authors rely upon language in order to share their experiences; 

inviting others to participate in a world with them, overcoming the threat of 

alienation in a private, non-signified world. Describing the activity of sending 

“newsletters” to his friends and family from his hospital bed, Bauby writes, 

“Apart from an irrecoverable few who maintain a stubborn silence, everybody 

now understands that he can join me in my diving bell, even if sometimes the 

diving bell takes me into unexplored territory” (83).  Similarly, in a passage 

reflecting upon the cathartic early stages of his typing process, Nolan depicts an 

image of his mother steadying his head so that he can control his movement from 

alphabetic key to key. Nolan takes a third-person perspective throughout his 
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memoir, constructing the character of “Joseph Meehan,” to stand in for Nolan 

himself. As described from the outside, tactile contact between the two becomes a 

conversation wherein Joseph provides visions for his mother’s eyes through his 

linguistic imaginings:  

Feeble Joseph was just eleven years old, but before long he would 

be taking on Nora, schooling her to see what he could see, 

instructing her to steady his head for him while he typed beauty 

from within, beauty of secret knowledge so secretly hidden and so 

nearly lost forever (56). 

This passage, while problematically alluding to the possibility of pre-linguistic 

knowledge, “hidden” in his mind, evokes Merleau-Ponty’s later work on 

intercorporeity. In an essay titled “The Intertwining—The Chiasm,” from his 

posthumously published book, The Visible and The Invisible, he describes his 

concept of “the flesh,” as a reversibility of sentient and sensible (one that we will 

return to in more detail). Taking a more radical approach to embodiment than in 

his earlier work, Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of flesh further complicates 

distinctions between self and other, as well as the subjective experience of 

perception. One particular passage from the essay, in which he describes the 

linguistic sharing of experience as a transmission of perception, resonates with 

Nolan’s “schooling” his mother “to see what he could see.” As Merleau-Ponty 

describes: 

I look at a landscape, I speak of it with someone. Then, through the 

concordant operation of his body and my own, what I see passes 
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into him, this individual green of the meadow under my eyes 

invades his vision without quitting my own, I recognize in my 

green his green…an anonymous visibility inhabits both of us, a 

vision in general, in virtue of that primordial property that belongs 

to the flesh… (VI, 142). 

Echoing Merleau-Ponty’s “invasion of vision,” Nolan’s, as well as Bauby’s, 

descriptions of verbal communication involve a problematic exchange of 

experience from the disabled author to the reader, wherein the material of the 

exchange remains intact. This exchange, with language as its means of transport, 

implies a pre-existing world that Bauby and Nolan each inhabit, independent of 

linguistic expression.  

Both texts suggest that giving language to the language-less, disabled 

author unearths a previously hidden, yet whole, reality. For the memoir, 

specifically, the implication is that what is written is a translation of experience, 

making language out of something that precedes language, and is other than 

language. In the case of Bauby and Nolan–two authors who exercise so little 

control over their bodies that they feel they are imprisoned by their bodies–such 

an attitude towards language extends further to fit into a mind-body system 

wherein the mind is the language center, and the body is separable. The role of 

language in mind-body dualism involves issues of identity and subjectivity, 

wherein the disembodied mind takes precedence. Such an understanding of the 

language of the silent author is suggested in readings of these two texts. For 

instance, a reviewer of the Philadelphia Inquirer wrote, upon reading Under the 
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Eye of the Clock, “Nolan has given a secret, wordless world a strong, mellifluous 

voice”(UTETC, back cover). The desire to transcend their disabled bodies 

through their use of language is echoed in the titles that Bauby and Nolan give 

their work. The Diving Bell and the Butterfly alludes to Bauby’s heavy and 

imprisoning sense of embodiment, alleviated by the unencumbered 

weightlessness of his disembodied mind. The title of Nolan’s first published book 

of poetry, Dam-Burst of Dreams, suggests the release of an accumulation of 

language-less experiences, unable to able to enter the world until carried by 

words. In order to understand the role of the body in writing that denies bodily 

intention, language must not be considered as a utility, or a means of transaction 

between one’s mind and the world. As Merleau-Ponty saw, such reductions of 

language neglect the role of the body in perceiving the world, as well as the 

integral role of language in our interactions with the world. While his earlier work 

in Phenomenology of Perception claims that the body is unified by a teleological 

motility—a consciousness that orders the body such that it can project itself 

towards the world—Merleau-Ponty later describes an invisible, and often 

linguistic, style that unifies the body. Style encompasses the tendencies and 

patterns that bring together disparate embodied qualities, while being open to 

innovations (such as the introduction of new habits and prostheses). This notion 

of a style of the body is exhibited in the works of disabled authors.  For example, 

in the previous chapter, we found that the disabled body of poet Larry Eigner had 

an implicit presence in his use of language. 
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The complicated relationships between subjectivity, reality, and language 

are formative interests of the Language poets, a group of poets and thinkers that 

include Charles Bernstein, Lyn Hejinian, Ron Silliman, and Nick Piombino 

(among many others). Language poetry has roots in the modernist poetry of 

Gertrude Stein and Louis Zukofsky, both of whom were interested in a focus on 

method. Additionally, Language poetry has a very philosophic foundation, its 

tenets resonating with Merleau-Ponty’s characterization of language in 

Phenomenology of Perception and Signs. Merleau-Ponty’s insistence upon there 

being no such thing as a realm of pure thought, no thinking without language, and 

no world without expression, can easily be found throughout the work of the 

Language poets. While uniformly characterized by an emphasis placed upon the 

materiality of signifiers and skepticism of authenticity in voice-based poetry, 

Language poets differ in their particular backgrounds and projects, ranging in 

political, philosophic, and artistic interests. Bernstein, one of the foremost poets 

associated with Language poetry, has written multiple essays and poems that 

problematize language with regards to subjectivity, truthfulness, clarity, reality, 

and experience. In his essay, “Stray Straws and Straw Men,” he likens the practice 

of “natural writing” to “fitting words into a pattern” rather than “actually letting it 

happen” (The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book, 39). For Bernstein, the poet should 

not strive for realism, but rather for a challenging engagement with language.  

Similarly, Hejinian considers such acts of literary “portraiture” to be a 

matter of seeking “a vocabulary for ideas” rather than “ideas for vocabularies” 
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(LB, 29). That “ideas for vocabularies” should be the interest of the poet is 

suggested in Bernstein’s critique of the lazy artlessness of “free-writing”: 

‘make it personal’ and ‘let it flow’ are avoidances—by 

mystification—of some very compelling problems that swirl 

around truthtelling, confession, bad faith, false self, authenticity, 

virtue, etc. (LB, 42). 

The normative tone that Bernstein adopts in his address of the work of the poet is 

closely connected with his discussion of artifice in “Artifice and Absorption.” 

Bernstein views artifice as both a necessary and desirable product of poetry. The 

intent of poetry should be construction, and not the attempt to disguise constructs. 

Similarly, automatic writing, as well as speech, cannot possibly be without 

artifice. One’s use of language should not, and cannot be spontaneous. 

 Central to Bernstein’s philosophy of language is his critique of what he 

refers to as the “conduit theory of communication (me–>you)” (“Language 

Sampler,” 78). This theory makes the faulty assumption that individuals exist 

outside of language, and communicate “at” each other by means of signifiers. In 

its place, Bernstein posits the notion that language is a means, not of translating 

the world, but of experiencing the world: “we are initiated by language into a 

(the) world, and we see and understand the world through the terms and meanings 

that come into play in this acculturation” (LB, 60). The world is opened up to us 

by means of language—we do not encounter it as something within the world. 

“We are everywhere seeing through [language], limited to it but not by it” (LB, 

44). Bernstein’s primacy of language as perception resembles Merleau-Ponty’s 
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primacy of bodily perception: for Bernstein, language provides our primary 

access to world, while for Merleau-Ponty, the body is our point of access. 

However, given their shared interest in the existential significance of language, 

and Merleau-Ponty’s insistence on the gestural nature of language, their models of 

perception are in close proximity. In locating the writing process outside of “the 

mind,” or as Merleau-Ponty critically refers to it, “the realm of pure thought,” 

such that language is connected to physicality rather than separable, the memoirs 

of Nolan and Bauby can be found to be both linguistic and bodily. 

 Bernstein’s primacy of language is reflected in the fact of Nolan’s 

upbringing–immersed in the words of his family members, teachers, and 

ubiquitous Irish texts. Not only was Nolan surrounded by the language of James 

Joyce and William Butler Yeats, he was, from a young age, tuned into the 

limericks, recitations, and nonchalant wordiness of his father, whom he names 

“Matthew Meehan” in his memoir. In one passage, Nolan compares his 

observations of his father’s relationship to language with his own: 

Matthew Meehan meddled in medleys of cheery but breath-

takingly beautiful thought. Words seemed his tools of trade as he 

ferreted for mollification in his bondaged world. Matthew would 

be the very last to sense that his broad rambling murmurings might 

be beneficial to his children. He was reared under his father’s 

tutelage but he never detected that his own erudite mind nutshelled 

evergreen bunting. 
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Joseph Meehan had not yet broken his silence, but 

unknown to his parents he ebbed and neaped under his father’s 

flow. Not yet able to write his creative thoughts, he waxed and 

waned in secret (41). 

In the beginning of this passage, Nolan’s observation that “words seemed his 

tools of trade” reveals a proximity to Bernstein’s advocacy for language as a way 

of access, or being in the world–a “ferreting for mollification,” rather than an 

external utility of language.  

The second paragraph in this passage, addressing his silence pre-writing, 

seems at first problematic because Nolan refers to this period as an “unknown,” 

“secret” time of creative production, and suggests the possibility of a pre-verbal 

experience. This stands in opposition to Bernstein’s adamancy on the inseparable 

relationship between language and experience, and the impossibility of things pre-

existing signifiers. However, Nolan’s “ebb[ing] and neap[ing] under his father’s 

flow,” and his “wax[ing] and wan[ing],” albeit “in secret,” are (significantly) 

under the tutelage of his father’s fluency with language, and constant literary 

references. The secrecy of his thought before he was able to write must not be 

hastily aligned with the non-verbal. Resonating with Merleau-Ponty’s negation of 

“pure intellect,” Nolan’s quiet thought was nonetheless linguistic, as his writing 

on his experience of life prior to his being able to write is marked by his being in 

the shadow of his father’s verbosity. When he “waxed and waned in secret,” it 

was a participation in discourse, even if it was an inaudible one.  
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 Readers of Nolan frequently compare his writing to that of fellow Irish 

author, James Joyce. Connections between the authors illuminate their 

imbeddedness in literary discourse, as well as their individual interests in the 

relationship between language and their environment. In James Joyce: a critical 

introduction, Harry Levin writes: 

With writers, there is always what Henry James called “the 

figure in the carpet,” a pattern woven into the warp of historic 

necessity by the woof of artistic intention, which it is the task of 

criticism to discover and to set forth. With Joyce, this figure has 

been obscured by a luxuriant profusion of language and detail, but 

it is nonetheless implicit in everything he wrote (viii). 

This passage suggests the ubiquity of literary influence, or as Language poets 

would describe it, participation in a particular discourse, that all authors are 

subject to and products of.  

 A more focused comparison between the two authors illuminates their 

shared interest in the flexibility of language. Just as Nolan plays the part of the 

wordsmith, reinventing his craft by inventing words or “misusing” others, Joyce 

similarly created his own language. A part of his project as an author was to 

uproot himself from conventions of the literary tradition that surrounded him. He 

wanted to “break down parochial prejudices, open windows and slam doors” 

(Levin, 8). However, there is a residual inclination in his work to, as Levin puts it, 

“draw upon reserves of vitality from the soil of Ireland” (Levin, 9).  This 

qualification of Joyce’s innovation leads to another connection between Joyce and 
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Nolan regarding the location of their poetry: contained in their surroundings while 

reaching beyond the immediacy of their circumstances. Joyce positions the role of 

the author as the “mediator between the world of reality and the world of 

dreams,” fixing his own voice between naturalist and symbolist (Levin, 18). His 

place in the literary tradition reflects this inability to be polarized, for, as Harry 

Levin argues, “No naturalist has ventured a more exhaustive and unsparing 

depiction of the immediacies of daily life. No symbolist has spun more subtle and 

complicated cobwebs out of his own tortured entrails” (Levin, 18). Nolan’s 

interests in both the vivid anecdotes of childhood greenery and the tortured 

pitfalls of his handicapped predecessors mark a similar style of simultaneous self-

reference and self-extension. Joyce’s depiction of the poet as mediator between 

the real and surreal evokes Bernstein’s poet, interested in the complexity of “the 

real” in language.  

 Placing the poet between the personal and the general brings to light the 

problematic role of subjectivity in the relationship between language and 

experience. Marjorie Perloff succinctly summarizes the issue in her essay, “The 

Word as Such: L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Poetry in the Eighties,” “Bernstein and his 

fellow poets take poetic discourse to be, not the expression in words of an 

individual speaking subject, but the creation of that subject by the particular set of 

discourses (cultural, social, historical) in which he or she functions” (Dance of the 

Intellect, 219). For the Language poets, identity is constructed through 

participation in certain “literary codes” available to the individual via contingent 

factors of spatial, temporal, and socio-economic status. Bernstein’s peer, Ron 
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Silliman sees this independence of discourse from the subject as enabling a 

“commodification” of language: “The words are never our own. Rather, they are 

our own usages of a determinate coding passed down to us like all other products 

of civilization” (LB, 167). It follows that an individual voice is only heard in so 

far as it emerges from an elongated network of other, similar voices. The 

subjective voice is both foregrounded by a mass of public discourse, and 

inseparable from it. In “The Intertwining—The Chiasm,” Merleau-Ponty 

expresses a similar sentiment, framing it as a tension between language and 

meaning, as a communal heirloom: 

The meaning is not on the phrases like the butter on the bread, like 

a second layer of “psychic reality” spread over the sound: it is the 

totality of what is said, the integral of all the differentiations of the 

verbal chain; it is given with the words for those who have ears to 

hear (VI, 155). 

 This relationship between the subject and the communal discourse they 

participate in provides a model for reading the memoirs of Nolan and Bauby: 

simultaneously unique and common in their exercise of language. 

 Related to and further complicating the role of subjectivity and identity in 

language is Nolan’s self-conscious use of third-person narrative in his memoir. 

Taking himself as an object, he writes from an exterior perspective, demonstrating 

Merleau-Ponty’s claim that, “through other eyes we are for ourselves fully 

visible,” (VI, 143). Nolan, however, goes beyond self-objectification. Not only 

does he create the character of “Joseph Meehan” to write his life story, in a 
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chapter of the memoir that focuses on the early stages of his writing, he makes a 

reference to the event of his construction of a textual identity: 

He saw life recoil before him, and using the third person he 

rescued poor sad boyhood and casting himself inside the frame of 

Joseph Meehan he pranked himself a story teller, thereby casting 

renown on himself by dangling disability before the reader 

(UTETC, 28). 

The multi-layered construction of Nolan’s authorial identity easily falls in line 

with the language-centric composition of identity that Perloff describes. His 

writing is not the linguistic expression of an individual speaking subject, but the 

construction of a subject situated within a set of discourses. Further, in creating 

layers of subjective voice, using a “he” to remove subjectivity from his writing, 

Nolan is exhibiting Silliman’s concern for our inability to possess the language 

we use.  

 At a base level, the construction of a subject differs in Bauby’s memoir 

due to the fact that it is written in the first-person, and so it is not explicitly self-

conscious. The Diving Bell and The Butterfly also demonstrates the role of 

language in the before-and-after structure of Bauby’s linguistic identity, as a 

manifestation of his becoming disabled. Before the stroke, Bauby was able to 

formulate his writing first-hand, using his own vocabulary. Afterwards, due to the 

unique nature of his writing process, his voice was constructed with a new 

vocabulary, necessitating that he construct a new, minimalistic self. Only able to 

blink an eyelid, Bauby wrote a memoir with the help of an aide who created an 
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alphabet that was reordered according to each letter’s common usage in the 

French language. She would read the alphabet aloud at Bauby’s bedside, watching 

for a response from his eyelid that would indicate the letter he wanted to use. 

Subsequently, the process of creating the memoir was extraordinarily tedious. To 

make things more efficient, the aide would begin to guess the word Bauby 

intended by inferring from the first few letters he blinked at. Bauby refers to the 

downfalls of his eyelid-alphabet system at one point in the resulting memoir: “I 

understood the poetry of such mind games when, in attempting to ask for my 

glasses (lunettes), I was asked what I wanted to do with the moon (lune)” (Bauby, 

22). Having written his memoir through a conversational method, relying upon 

the most commonly used letters in the French alphabet, as well as the vocabulary 

of his aide, the language that makes up The Diving Bell and the Butterfly is not 

entirely his own, in addition to being (predictably) simple and brief. 

 A fusion of autobiography, reportage, fiction, and lyric, Hejinian’s My 

Life accesses a similarly generalized voice as that of Bauby’s minimalist 

language. The language of My Life is non-specific, resists privatization, and is 

intentionally familiar in the vaguest sense. Hejinian achieves such a style through 

repetitions of phrases, such as the one that begins the text, “A pause, a rose, 

something on paper” (7). Though the repetitions give a cohesive structure to the 

work, the significance of the phrases is never made clear, the relation they bear to 

their context never made important. Commenting on a relative’s tendency to lie 

about her own story, Hejinian points out a structural effect of her own repetitions: 

“Because of their recurrence, what had originally seemed merely details of 
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atmosphere became, in time, thematic” (13). It is the fact of their repetition and 

evolving appearances that makes the phrases significant. Another effect of this 

device is the illusion of familiarity that the repetitions lend to the text. Hejinian 

seems be explicitly revealing this intention in the context of such a repetition: 

I found myself dependent on a pause, a rose, something on paper. 

It is a way of saying, I want you, too, to have this experience, so 

that we are more alike, so that we are closer, bound together, 

sharing a point of view—so that we are “coming from the same 

place” (21). 

Additionally, Hejinian incorporates proverbs and aphorisms, such as “pretty is as 

pretty does,” lending a broad, and timeless quality to the text, localizing its events 

within the consciousness of the reader, so that reader and author are “coming from 

the same place,” insofar as that place is within language. Perloff notes this 

substitution of the general for the specific in locating the driving force of the text:  

Hejinian’s strategy is to create a language field that could be 

anybody’s autobiography, a kind of collective unconscious whose 

language we all recognize. When a personal memory is presented–

for example, “I was afraid of my uncle with the wart on his nose”–

it is a total commonplace. My Life, it seems, is not “mine” at all 

the emphasis, in any case, is on writing itself, on the “life” lived by 

words, phrases, clauses, and sentences, endowed with the 

possibility of entering upon new relationships (225). 
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While Hejinian’s interests stray considerably from those of Bauby, the quality of 

their language produces comparable effects in the reader, being simultaneously 

singular and general. While it is unlikely for Bauby’s readership to be patients of 

locked-in syndrome, the memories, dreams, and wanderings of his memoir are 

characterized by the pedestrian quality of their phrasing, leaving them accessible 

to anybody. Consequently, his diving bell is not singularly encapsulating– 

“everybody now understands that he can join me in my diving bell” (Bauby, 83). 

If we consider that our use of language precedes our experience of the 

world, the distinction between the construction of writing and the immediacy of 

experience will become more ambiguous. Writing does not seek to translate 

experience, it is instead a mode or organ of perception. As Perloff puts it, “The 

attempt is not to articulate the curve of a particular experience but to create a 

formal linguistic construct that itself shapes our experience of the world around 

us” (Perloff, 230). In his essay, “Time out of Motion: Looking Ahead to See 

Backward,” Bernstein interprets the nature of language “not as an indifferent 

system for describing an independently external reality but as the perceptual and 

conceptual unconscious of reality” (A Poetics, 107). As Bernstein understands it, 

language creates and maintains the framework that we use to look at and relate to 

the world that we inhabit. As a result, our language is saturated with our reference 

points to the world. 

 The space between experience and language is essential to eventually 

establishing a necessary relationship between the body and writing. Language 

poets are explicit about written language not being a documentation of 
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experience, and yet more ambiguous on what the relationship between what is 

written and what is written about is. In My Life, Hejinian suggests a 

counterintuitive ordering of the two:  rather than experience being reduced to 

expression, Hejinian notes “the reduction of expression to experience” (114). This 

posits a primacy of language that resonates with Bernstein’s model of linguistic 

perception. Nick Piombino, however, puts writing and experience on the same 

plane. While not shying away from differences between two-dimensional written 

language and lived experience, he concedes a human element running through 

them in his essay, “Writing and Experiencing”: 

Words closely seen are mirrors of consciousness, tones of thought 

and feelings, traces and bones of human experience and not simply 

mechanical reproductions and manipulations of the processes of 

memory (LB, 73). 

Placing emphasis upon words being seen, Piombino draws attention to the fact 

that writing belongs to discourse, and it is therefore “human” rather than 

“mechanical.” Put more bluntly, “only the experience of reading adds an 

experiential character to writing” (LB, 71). This connection between experience 

and discourse fits into both Bernstein’s understanding of the individual as they 

participate in certain strains of discourse, as well as Hejinian’s project of using 

language in a relatable, or “human,” way in order to simulate a “shared 

experience” with the reader.  

 Piombino extends his discussion of writing and experience to memory, 

problematizing the relationship between memory, written experience, and 
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remembered reading. He suggests that there is an analogous play of memory in 

distancing and bringing together experience and writing: 

We can get an approximation of experience in words in that 

memories, because of their ambiguous character, in the reading 

and relating of words to the subtleties of actual experience, reenact 

the meanings we applied to experiences, just as we reenact the 

meanings we apply to the sequence of words (LB, 74). 

The implication for Bauby’s text is that while it is only an approximation of his 

experience, and perhaps even a re-approximation given his peculiar circumstance, 

what is lost in subtlety will be compensated for by a degree of meaning applied to 

it by the reader. In this sense, the experience of reading creates meaning. This 

shared meaning, as it resides in the space created by ambiguity, closely resembles 

the characterization of experience in Hejinian’s My Life. The reader’s 

involvement in both Bauby’s and Hejinian’s texts is facilitated by the impersonal 

nature of their language. The result is an “approximation” of experience, as a 

“reenactment” of meaning. This can be understood in Merleau-Ponty’s terms as 

the ability of language to open a new sense organ for the reader. 

 The reading-writing-experience triumvirate that Piombino develops has 

complex implications when applied to Bauby and Nolan’s work, as the writing 

processes of both authors necessitated the presence of another, able-bodied, 

person. While for Nolan, it is true that his readership once he was published was 

enormously significant for the development of his authorial identity—as 

evidenced in his declaration that “Now this was his moment of birth, now he had 
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defeated dyed death and bestowed birth to himself. He birthed an author” 

(UTETC, 92)–– writing was a mediated act, creating layers of readership, both 

during the composition of the text and afterwards.  Bauby died just two days after 

the publication of The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, and so any effect that his 

readership had was short-lived. The role of reading played a larger part in the 

composition of the text than it did after-the-fact.  

A reappropriated significance of reading is thus necessary in order to 

understand its role in Bauby and Nolan’s texts. Bauby’s conversational writing 

process makes primary the experience of writing, in writing. In a sense, the 

memoir is written about experiencing the world as a process of writing through 

the language of another person. Bauby emphasizes his loss of autonomy, and his 

struggle with self-will, all through the vocabulary of his aide. Similarly, though 

the degree of mediation is different, Nolan’s memoir is interested in documenting 

his acquisition of a writing process, and its evolution as paralleled by his evolving 

selfhood and relationship to the world. Initially, “bibs-bedecked he bashfully 

brought forth droned, bespoked letters bested onto a page by a bent, nursed, and 

crudely given nod of his stubborn head” (UTETC, 26). He used a “unicorn stick” 

that was attached to his forehead to reach the keys, but needed the help of his 

mother to control the movement from key to key. “Together they would struggle, 

the boy blowing like a whale from the huge effort of trying to discipline his 

bedamned body” (UTETC, 54). Later, he took Lioresal tablets that helped him 

control a muscle in his neck, to further focus his control in the action of typing. 

This last development enabled Nolan to produce enough writing to gain notoriety 
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for his work, in turn providing him with an identity previously inaccessible. “Now 

he shared the same world as everyone else; he could choose how much to tell and 

craftily decide how much to hold back. His voice would be his written word” 

(UTETC, 93).  

The substitution of written language for speech must not be passed over as 

an equal exchange. While finding an access to language is a triumph for Bauby 

and Nolan, allowing them to participate in the world, it is notable that their 

participation is calculated and careful. The pre-meditated quality of their written 

language harkens back to Bernstein’s criticism of “speech-based poetry” that 

presumes a poetic identity that pre-exists a poetic construction of artifice. To 

further expedite the writing process, Bauby would compose and memorize future 

passages overnight, ready to be communicated to his aide the next morning. 

Consistent with Bernstein’s normative treatment of artifice in opposition to 

absorption, Bauby’s voice is a self-conscious linguistic construct. Furthermore, 

the issue of his memorization of future passages of the text introduces a 

distinction between remembered language, as a constructed form, and 

“spontaneous” speech-language. The divergence seems to originate in the 

temporal dictation of intentional word selection, the implication being that when 

given time, a use of language is allowed to become significantly more self-

conscious than when hurried. It is important to be mindful of Bernstein’s 

distinction between self-consciousness (as artifice) and authenticity (as 

absorption). There is a difference between remembered written language and the 

composition of language line by line at a keyboard (exemplified by the temporal 
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presence in Nolan’s writing process). While both are linguistic constructions, the 

former relationship to language draws out the specific presence of self-

consciousness that is not an attempt at “authenticity.” An essential factor in this 

distinction is the ambiguous ownership of language, as it is grappled with in 

questions of self and memory. Hejinian approaches the impossibility of 

authenticity in language by blurring a sense of personal memory as it is 

constructed in language, using common phrases that no one “owns,” as well as 

repetitions that refer to no one particular thematic structure. The result is a direct 

manifestation of the implications of language that resists privatization. 

While being a process of self-construction through language, writing was 

a bodily action for both Bauby and Nolan. Bauby’s memoir was composed by the 

interaction of an eyelid with the observant hand of an aide, while Nolan’s was 

written by the nodding of his head and the support and guidance of his mother’s 

hold on his neck. Standing in contrast to poet Larry Eigner, who also lived with 

cerebral palsy, Nolan draws an explicit connection between the physical 

arduousness of his writing process and the style of his poetic language. When 

journalists came to his home to write stories about him, Nolan encouraged them to  

cup his chin in their own hands in order that they could feel the 

under currents of electricity running and molesting his attempts to 

strike a letter. Only thus could he convey his briefness in language, 

only thus could he explain why his rhythm of sound was jumpy 

and jamming on the ear (UTETC, 90). 
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As hinted at in this passage, Nolan’s interactions with others are strongly effected 

by bodily contact, flesh to flesh. This quote also suggests an analogy between 

reading, or sharing text, and touching. 

 The significance of tactility is also present in the guiding touch of Nolan’s 

mother in his struggle with typing. Her hands do not act as prostheses to his body, 

but rather as responsive readers of his bodily impulses: “As hesitance marks most 

of my attempts to strike a letter, those hands wait and sensitively feeling the 

washed-up power, they hold my head until the spasm has wasted itself” (UTETC, 

83). The writing process, as a mother holding her son, is simultaneously a 

linguistic process and an interaction of able-bodied flesh with disabled, spastic 

flesh. More than merely a confrontation, this interaction is a sharing, or 

intercorporeal experience. This notion is reflected in an anecdote in Nolan’s 

memoir of a trip in which he was able to “swim,” suspended in the water by the 

hands of his family members, and “through their efforts he sampled the joys of 

the able-bodied” (UTETC, 76). 

 In his essay, “The Intertwining—The Chiasm,” Merleau-Ponty posits the 

possibility of an overlap, and reversal of touching and being touched, seeing and 

being seen, the sentient and the sensible. In so doing, he undermines not only the 

distinction between body and mind, as was his primary concern in 

Phenomenology of Perception, but additionally that of body and other bodies 

(intercorporeity), as well as body and world. Initially locating the body, not as a 

permanence in the world, but something that is “with me,” Merleau-Ponty writes: 
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I observe external objects with my body, I handle them, examine 

them, walk around them, but my body itself is a thing which I do 

not observe: in order to be able to do so, I should need the use of a 

second body which itself would be unobservable (PP, 104). 

The separation of body and world must be undermined in order to establish a 

connection between language, as described by the Language poets, and the body 

of the disabled author. Merleau-Ponty’s ontology of the flesh provides us with a 

model for understanding a relationship between body and world that is linguistic. 

Critical of his earlier work for being constrained by a philosophy of 

consciousness, written from the position of a reflective philosophy, Merleau-

Ponty’s writing in The Visible and The Invisible demonstrates an attempt to move 

away from subject-based philosophy, and to seek a perspective on the world that 

is of the world, constituted within the world. While Merleau-Ponty initially 

claimed that “insofar as it sees or touches the world, my body can therefore be 

neither seen nor touched”” (PP, 105), he doubles back on himself completely in 

“The Intertwining…” His use of the term “flesh” to denote the generality of the 

sensible marks a deliberate move from the trappings of subjective reflection. As 

an intertwining, the flesh is both the reversibility of the sentient and the sensible 

and the gap between the two.  

Our embodied subjectivity, according to Merleau-Ponty, is never located 

purely in either our tangibility or in our touching, but in the intertwining of these 

two aspects, where the two lines of a chiasm intersect with one another. The 

chiasm acts as an image to describe how this overlapping and encroachment can 
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take place between a pair that nevertheless retains a separation, in that touching 

and touched are never collapsed into one another: “The two parts are total parts 

and yet are not superposable,” (VI, 134). The divergence between sentient and 

sensible is constitutive of the possibility of subjectivity. Accounting for the 

impossibility of simultaneously experiencing touching and being touched when 

touching one’s own hand, Merleau-Ponty explains: 

I am always on the same side of my body; it presents itself to me in 

one invariable perspective… if these experiences never exactly 

overlap, if they slip away at the very moment they are about to 

rejoin, if there is always a ‘shift,’ a ‘spread,’ between them, this is 

precisely because my two hands are part of the same body, because 

it moves itself in the world, because I hear myself both from within 

and from without (VI, 148). 

In this passage it is easy to conflate the flesh with bodily flesh. However, one 

must be mindful of Merleau-Ponty’s reminders of the generality of the flesh. He 

repeatedly describes it as an immaterial ontological measure, or “element”: 

The flesh is not matter, is not mind, is not substance. To designate 

it, we should need the old term ‘element,’ in the sense it was used 

to speak of water, air, earth, and fire, that is, in the sense of a 

general thing, midway between the spatio-temporal individual and 

the idea, a sort of incarnate principle that brings a style of being 

wherever there is a fragment of being. The flesh is in this sense an 

“element” of Being (VI, 139). 
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From this understanding, it follows that “flesh” refers not to skin, but rather to a 

relation that is in opposition to a dialectic of thesis, antithesis, synthesis. Flesh is 

an oscillation between alterities: touching and touched, seeing and seen, visible 

and invisible. “It is a reversibility always imminent and never realized in fact” 

(VI, 148). 

 Merleau-Ponty divulges what he is referring to as the “visible” and the 

“invisible” towards the end of the essay, in his discussion of language and ideas. 

However, in order to address this later section, we must first look at the trajectory 

of his thought regarding signification. A driving force of The Visible and The 

Invisible was the problematic nature of the pre-reflective cogito of Merleau-

Ponty’s earlier work, as it assumes the possibility of a consciousness without 

language. His notion of the pre-reflective cogito depends upon the illusion of non-

linguistic signification, an illusion recognizable in the writing of both Bauby and 

Nolan. Merleau-Ponty later writes: 

What I call the tacit cogito is impossible. To have the idea of 

thinking (in the sense of thought of seeing and thought of feeling), 

to make the phenomenological reduction to the things themselves, 

to return to immanence and to consciousness, it is necessary to 

have words. It is by the combination of words that I form the 

transcendental attitude (VI, 171). 

This denial of the tacit cogito, as an impossible reduction, evokes our earlier 

discussion of spontaneity and construction. Aligning the visible with sign and the 

invisible with signified, their intertwining resembles the interest of the Language 
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poets in the resistance of language, its inability to be fixed to meanings. Referring 

to the untenable object of signification, Merleau-Ponty notes a similar resistance: 

“Each time we want to get at it immediately, or lay hands on it, or circumscribe it, 

or see it unveiled, we do in fact feel that the attempt is misconceived, that it 

retreats in the measure that we approach” (VI, 150). The invisible is evasive in so 

far as it is a possibility rather than a realization. It cannot be revealed and yet it is 

always present. As the invisible is intertwined with the visible, ideality lurks 

alongside of the word: 

We do not see, do not hear the ideas, and not even with the mind’s 

eye or with the third ear: and yet they are there, behind the sounds 

or between them, behind the lights or between them, recognizable 

through their always special, always unique manner of entrenching 

themselves behind them (VI, 151). 

Elaborating upon the ubiquity of the invisible, Merleau-Ponty notes that the 

stylistic unification of the body serves as a model for the body’s cohesion with the 

world. Both are unified as style of being that is of the flesh : 

There is a strict ideality in experiences that are experiences of the 

flesh: the moments of the sonata, the fragments of the luminous 

field, adhere to one another with a cohesion without concept, 

which is of the same type as the cohesion of the parts of my body, 

or the cohesion of my body with the world (VI, 152). 

The cohesion that he refers to is that which cannot be perceived, though it arises 

from and informs perception. He compares it to “the little phrase” in music that 
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Proust describes in Swann’s Way as something “communicable to all who hear it, 

even though it is unbeknown to themselves” (VI, 149).  It is just as indecipherable 

as the always present dialogue between body and world. He later addresses the 

relationship between the flesh of language and the flesh of the body, both being 

visible, in contrast with the invisibility of “pure ideality.” His comparison evokes 

Bauby’s and Nolan’s descriptions of a new sense of their bodies, once able to 

access language: 

pure ideality is itself not without flesh nor freed from horizon 

structures: it lives of them, though they be another flesh and other 

horizons. It is as though the visibility that animates the sensible 

world were to emigrate, not outside of every body, but into 

another, less heavy, more transparent body, as though it were to 

change flesh, abandoning the flesh of the body for that of 

language, and thereby would be emancipated but not freed from 

every condition (VI, 153). 

The fact of its not being “freed from every condition,” is a significant one in order 

to avoid a misreading of Merleau-Ponty’s description of the invisible, as it is 

embodied by language. The visible is not subordinate to the invisible. Instead, a 

chiasm brings the two together. “Pure ideality,” must not be hastily placed in the 

disembodied realm of the psychological, for it is of the world, as flesh. This is 

consistent with Merleau-Ponty’s early insistence upon the inseparability of the 

psychological and the physiological in Phenomenology of Perception. The 
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important difference is that between “pure ideality,” and “pure thought”– one is 

invisible, the other inexistent. 

The imbeddedness of the invisible ideality in the flesh of the world 

provides a link between Bernstein and his fellow poets’ interpretation of our use 

of language and Merleau-Ponty’s chiasm. This link will reveal the necessarily 

bodily nature of Bauby’s and Nolan’s texts. The relationship most relevant to 

embodied writing is the intertwining of the sign and the signified: 

As there is a reversibility of the seeing and the visible, and as at the 

point where the two metamorphoses cross what we call perception 

is born, so also there is a reversibility of the speech and what it 

signifies; the signification is what comes to seal, to close, to gather 

up the multiplicity of the physical, physiological, linguistic means 

of elocution, to contract them into one sole act, as the vision comes 

to complete the aesthesiological body (VI, 154).  

Merleau-Ponty’s “sole act” is the element of choice in linguistic construction, as 

described by Language poets. Subjectivity, as constituted by the gap in the flesh, 

resembles the Language poets’ interpretation of the linguistic subject insofar as 

the experience of subjectivity is limited to a means of perception. Both forms of 

subjectivity are characterized by a subject in the face of their dependence upon 

interactions with the world from which they emanate. Consequently, the “subject” 

is in state of constant flux. It is in this instability, as an unending participation in 

the world, that we discover the presence of “re-embodiment,” as it is presented in 

the texts of disabled authors. Re-embodiment describes the constant renewal of a 
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relation between subject and world. For Bernstein, the speaker, or writer, should 

never reach a comfortable relationship with language. Words must always resist 

utility, and the poet must maintain an interest in their resistance. For Merleau-

Ponty, the flesh is always at a point of near-convergence and reversibility, 

simultaneously singular and multiplicitous. In re-embodiment there is no 

synthesis or telos to be found. 

While the linguistic subject’s participation in discourse is contingent upon 

factors of time and place, according to Language poets, Merleau-Ponty’s sense of 

embodiment is subject to the facticity of physicality. For Bauby, it is constitutive 

of his writing that he lived in France in the 21st century, and was involved in the 

fashion magazine world, and that he suffered a stroke that left him with locked-in 

syndrome. Nolan is a product of his Irish heritage, his father’s love of the word, 

and his cerebral palsy. However, the embodied writer is not constituted by these 

contingencies. As Bernstein claims, “We are everywhere seeing through 

[language], limited to it but not by it” (LB, 44). We are similarly seeing through 

and limited to, but not by, the flesh. In this comparison we may detect a 

divergence between Bernstein’s and Merleau-Ponty’s models of perception. 

Merleau-Ponty’s intertwining unification of the flesh involves language, but is not 

limited to language. The style that unifies the subject can be, but is not strictly, 

linguistic. Bernstein, however, insists that we cannot perceive without language. It 

follows that the construction, or unity of the subject, for Bernstein, is constituted 

by their participation in a set of discourses. By contrast, Merleau-Ponty’s 

construction of the subject is marked by possibility as a fleshly being. 
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While Bernstein and his colleagues brought our discussion to a focus on 

language as perception, rather than a reflection of perception, it is in Merleau-

Ponty’s intertwining of the visible and the invisible that we are able to finally 

arrive at a satisfying relationship between language and embodiment. Disabled 

authors experience language as prosthesis, not as the body in itself. Possibility 

plays an essential role in the continual evolution of the body, along with its 

prostheses. It is the nature of language to be both resistant and expressive, the 

nature of the flesh to be re-embodying, and of visible and the invisible to be 

always on the verge of coincidence. It follows from this relation between 

language and embodiment that despite Bauby and Nolan’s attempts to describe a 

transcendence of their disabled bodies in their writing, the presence of their 

bodies underlies every sentence.  
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Conclusion 

 

 
 In exploring the works of Jordan Scott, Larry Eigner, Jean-Dominique 

Bauby, and Christopher Nolan, language has revealed itself as an embodied 

prosthetic sense organ. As the philosophical works of phenomenologist Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty describe, language is always in relation to the body, such that the 

two are intertwined in a dialogic relationship. Language does not serve a function 

of disembodied signification, as an immaterial system that refers to material 

objects. Instead, language is an embodied mode of perception. It follows that the 

disabled author cannot write from a disembodied perspective, as though his 

linguistic being were a detachable entity from his disabled body. Rather, the 

author’s use of language bears the imprint of their embodiment, as the invisible 

presence of a stylistic unity throughout their text.  

 The Language poets’ interest in complicating the relationship between 

language and subjectivity facilitates reading the work of disabled authors as a 

product of their embodied relationship to the world. Influenced by Merleau-Ponty, 

their work emphasizes the impossibility of thought without language. Language is 

inseparable from one’s being in the world. For the Language poets, to use 

language is to participate in a set of discourses that are each specific to a group of 

people and a place, and are already worn-in with meaning. In this sense, language 

cannot belong to the author, and cannot be a translation of their experience of the 

world. Lyn Hejinian’s book, My Life, represents language’s capacity to render a 
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personal experience universally familiar. Along with the inability to translate 

experience to language, efforts to write freely, without the hesitance of thought, 

are trumped by the fact that to write is to construct. Writing is not the expression 

of a voice, it is the creation of a voice. Charles Bernstein, a prolific author 

associated with the Language poets, stresses the fact that language precedes 

identity, and that to use language is to perceive the world. Additionally, Bernstein 

encourages the poet to engage a critical relationship to language, such that their 

use of language is characterized by difficulty rather than convention. In this way, 

language acts as a mode perception not only for the writer, but for the reader as 

well. Once language is defamiliarized for the reader, they can be opened to new 

perceptions of the world. 

 However, we cannot arrive at an understanding of the bodily nature of 

language as prosthesis solely through the Language poets. Merleau-Ponty 

provides an account of language that is intertwined with the body, as opposed to 

Bernstein and his colleagues who claim that language plays a more totalizing role 

in perception. Bernstein argues that our perception is limited to, but not by, 

language, while Merleau-Ponty posits an ontology of the flesh that defines an 

intertwined relationship between the body and expression that is marked by 

possibility. This is to say that a style unifying the subject can be, but is not limited 

to, the linguistic. For the four disabled authors that I have discussed, the flesh is 

the relationship between the text and the bodies that authored them. The invisible 

presence of their bodies offers cohesion to their work. Furthermore, Scott, Eigner, 

Bauby, and Nolan are re-embodied through their writing because their embodied 
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relationship to the world is affected by their use of language, as prosthesis. Their 

re-embodiment is a continual process, without telos. 

This claim is not without complications. My discussion of the works of 

disabled authors was based on the fact that I was aware of their biography. This 

reveals a lingering tension in my argument that an author’s body is present 

throughout their work. I can assert that Eigner’s cerebral palsy affects his use of 

language because I know that he was born with this disability, and that he lived 

his life in a wheelchair. I cannot claim that I would be able to identify his cerebral 

palsy had I not researched his biographical information. Meanwhile, poets of the 

Black Mountain school, with which Eigner is associated, exhibit poetic language 

that closely resembles Eigner’s. For example, I used the work of poet William 

Carlos Williams, a guest lecturer at Black Mountain College and mentor to 

Charles Olson, to demonstrate a comparable interest in the intense expression of 

perception. Eigner was in contact with colleagues while he was writing his own 

poetry, and his work bears the imprint of their influence. Olson’s essay, Projective 

Verse, advocates for an energetic field of composition in the poem, enabling 

poetry to extend beyond its form, towards the world that it perceives. Eigner was 

immersed in the works of Olson and other poets of the Black Mountain school, 

and his poetry demonstrates Olson’s directives. Scott, whose work explicitly 

reproduces his stuttering speech, is working within the tradition of lyric poetry 

that is interested in representing the voice of the poet. These examples of 

similarities between disabled and able-bodied writers demonstrate the fact that 

language is inherently ubiquitous, and repetitious. Writers will always bear a 
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resemblance to other writers within their literary tradition. While pointing out 

language’s unique capacity to serve as an instrument of communication with 

others, Merleau-Ponty writes: 

The worlds of Balzac and Stendhal are not like planets without 

communication with each other, for speech implants the idea of 

truth in us as the presumptive limit of its effort. It loses sight of 

itself as a contingent fact and takes to resting upon itself; this is 

what provides us with the ideal of thought without words, whereas 

the idea of music without sounds is ridiculous (PP, 221). 

This quote points to the fact that authors are always imbedded in a world that is 

saturated with language, and consequently, literary traditions. A writer cannot use 

language that is detached from this literary world. However, a writer can 

defamiliarize language, such that their reader is forced to confront the wordiness 

of the text. In this way, the writer can reveal language as “a contingent fact.” 

Their use of language, as a defamiliarization, draws attention away from the 

imagery or narrative in the text and towards the author’s style. This style is 

embodied, and re-embodied by the addition of new habits and prostheses. 

Merleau-Ponty’s later work in The Visible and the Invisible enables the argument 

that the body does not have to be visible in order to be present. The author’s 

embodiment is encompassed in their style, and not their content. In order to 

demonstrate the elusive relationship between the visible and the invisible, I 

explored works authored by uniquely embodied authors. 
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Another flexible area of my argument is the distinction I arrive at between 

the projects of the Language poets and Merleau-Ponty in my final chapter. An 

alternative interpretation of this distinction is offered by the Language poets’ 

interest in sound, which suggests an embodied connection between language and 

experience. Merleau-Ponty argues that writing is embodied for the reader because 

they can hear bodily rhythms in the language. In the context of his discussion of 

anti-absorptive poetry, Bernstein points out “the power of sound itself,” which 

encourages the reader to focus on particular aspects of the language, such as its 

sonic quality (A Poetics, 47). The reader’s focus on sound can be interpreted as a 

bodily engagement with the text. Additionally, Hejinian’s work is interested in the 

musicality of words, which acts to compensate for the absence of specificity in 

content. The language of My Life demonstrates an intense sense of sound that 

evokes issues of aurality in disabled authors whose early relationship to speech 

was restricted to hearing it. This sound-focused approach to the bodily 

implications of Language poetry merits further research. 

An additional area for study that is opened up by the relationship I have 

developed between language and embodiment is the use of text in dance. Many 

contemporary choreographers include speech in their work—either the dancers 

speaking while moving, or speech as a soundtrack for the dance.  David Gordon, a 

prominent member of the post-modern dance movement and a founding artist in 

the Judson Church performances, was a guest teacher at a Bill T. Jones/Arnie 

Zane Company workshop that I attended two years ago. Jones brought him to 

discuss his incorporation of text in movement. When I asked him what he thought 
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the distinction between dance expression and linguistic expression was, he told 

me that he first started using text in his pieces because he did not like that the 

narrative of a ballet was printed in the programs, rather than present on stage. He 

explained that the text could communicate a story in a way that dance cannot, and 

so rather than presenting the dance as separable from text, he wanted to utilize 

linguistic expression in his choreography.  

Merleau-Ponty would argue that dance, as bodily expression, is 

communicative of gestural meaning. Indeed, gesticulations are a foundational 

element of modern dance. In Jones’s workshop, dancers were taught a series of 

108 gestures, creating a vocabulary of movement. To learn these gestures, words 

or phrases were used such as “ice cream,” or “cell phone.” This prompted my 

interest in the origin of expression—whether it was first movement, to which 

language was attached as a mnemonic device, or whether it was language that 

inspired gesture. Another interesting issue emanating from the convergence of 

dance and text is how movement could be choreographed to text (in the place of a 

musical composition). This endeavor has two possibilities: movement could 

correspond to the sound of language, as well as the tone and emphasis that the 

speaker uses, or the movement could attempt to represent the content of the text 

(“acting it out,” as can been seen in narrative ballets). Within these possibilities 

there exists the option of incongruence, where the dance is presented in 

opposition to the text. This option raises further issues regarding the audience’s 

reception. Perhaps the audience will latch on to the text, as it is more readily 

accessible as a familiar system of signifiers. In this case, the dance would seem to 
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be in opposition to the text, rather than the other way around. Alternatively, if 

language appears to be secondary to the movement, this could be interpreted as 

evidence of a primacy of bodily exchange between the bodies on stage and those 

in the seats. The expectations with which an audience member enters a dance 

performance may further introduce a more nuanced set of questions. In short, 

inquiries raised by a meeting of dance and text produce an enormous supply of 

possible projects that I hope to take up in my future studies. 
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