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1. Convocation

It is a nightmare: it takes place in El Paso, but not Ciudad Juárez, in Los Angeles or on Main Street, Poughkeepsie, in Barcelona or Granada or the outskirts of Madrid; it happened yesterday and it is happening now.  The same people driven by the logic of  capitalism to dislocate and relocate, to transport their most saleable goods to the labor market, to cross a river, a sea, to enter the cash flow, these same people find themselves athwart what was once a synergistic, now conflicting logic of national self-interest.  The chronotope of our time is the border, its much degraded epic, border-crossing, told as undocumented immigration and tourism, as preemptive strike and as multinational corporate enterprise, as non-state terrorism and non-governmental organization.  Our students, who once inhabited nation-states and national histories, now live in relation to borders, permeable borders—a topical image, whose corresponding chronos is postmodernity, or postcoloniality, depending on where one stands in relation to the border.  To teach poetry to these students would be, I reasoned, to think beyond the structure of literary history, organized by national language, so-called, to rethink poetry, too, in relation to borders, and thus to re-present poetry no longer as the dwelling place of the spirit of the nation in its most privileged expression, but rather as a dynamism, a fuerza oculta, a fuerza íntima, driving beyond boundaries—including the boundaries of the classroom.  And as I took aesthetics for the setting of bounds, I anticipated speaking of poetry, and the teaching of poetry, as a move beyond aesthetics: a contemporary poetics would teach a theory of border-crossing.  I see the pedagogical project in much that way still, but the place of aesthetics relative to borders, that I see differently.
But I return to the nightmare—in nightmare begins responsibility was the riposte of poet Michael Harper, not incidentally in this regard, African-American poet Michael Harper, to poet John Berryman.  In the nightmare, the police, the migra, the state security apparatus bursts upon the laborers, catches them between the two logics, and shines the bright ray of the flashlight in their eye—or better yet, setting the scene somewhere in London, the torch in the eye, thus recalling the bonfires of other man- and woman-hunts, autos-da-fe of other heresies—the authorities, I was saying, do what?  They issue a call for papers.
A reform of our institutional practices is especially important for the reading of poetry, which, in the U.S. at least, is now largely confined to universities for having flunked the admission test to anywhere else (one old question, multiple choice, four boxes: ___ useful, ___ pleasing, ___ both of the above, ___ none of the above).  And such a reform might begin there, in our case, has begun there, with the call for papers.  Customarily, the call for papers is only a confirmation of identity and a policing of borders.  We are embarked on a reform, because we have received instead an invitation to conversation, which is to say, following the hermeneutics of Gadamer, an approximation of reciprocal understanding, a nearing across the gaps of our discrepancies, a venture into the border zones between us.  It is, therefore, an invitation with its own implicit aesthetics, or perhaps more precisely its implicit ethics: an understanding of understanding as a dialogic process.  (There are other dialogics, some to be explored here, and other dialogical ethics, but all dialogics comport an ethics, even those that aspire to take a step beyond to aesthetics.)

I hasten to add that reform is not revolution, only approximation.  For if we are invited to converse—to turn with one another, toward one another—we are also called upon to write, each of us individually, and thereby to take a stand, which might be the point of departure for conversation.  We are to do two different, even contradictory things at once, which I will characterize in language that will appear to strain, for the moment: we are to open our borders and admit what is alien to our thinking; and yet we are also to endeavor to persevere in our being, which is to say, in a philosophical tradition in which being, human being, is tantamount to consciousness, we are to maintain the identity of our thought.  The strain is in the ventriloquism.  I speak in translation.  Here is the original, Unamuno commenting on the “teoría tan sana y cautelosamente empírica y racional” of Darwin, from the perspective of Schopenhauer:  “¿cuál es, en efecto, la fuerza oculta, el último agente del perpetuarse los organismos y pugnar por persistir y propagarse?  La selección, la adaptación, la herencia, no son sino condiciones externas.  A esa fuerza íntima esencial, se le ha llamado voluntad....”  And Unamuno then glosses the “sentimiento de volunad” as “el impulso de serlo todo, a ser también los demás sin dejar de ser lo que somos” (115).  Speaking in translation, I said, but in fact a translation of a translation, for the second part of that gloss, “sin dejar de ser lo que somos,” is one of many versions that Unamuno gives to proposition 6, part 3 of Spinoza’s Ethics:  “Each thing, in so far as it is in itself,” Spinoza proposes, “endeavors to persevere in its being” (171), the stance that is the starting point or provocation for the response that is Del sentimiento trágico de la vida.  Spinoza’s paper, Unamuno’s conversation.
I confess that I would not have submitted to a call for papers, bajo pretexto, for the sake of courtesy, that I was far afield at the time, separated from the topic at hand by the disciplinary borders between Hispanic Studies and Jewish Studies.  (This border, too, it almost goes without saying, is permeable and I am crossing it here.)  I also confess that when I did respond, at least at the point when I submitted an abstract, it was as though to a call for papers: a monologue—isn’t that another name for a stand-up comedy act—in which a certain set of references identified my professional training and promised to extend my prior work to the present occasion, promised that I would persevere.

Happily, I have also been trained in another reform movement, in pedagogical rather than research methods, very much of a certain place and time, and of the border chronotope: the small, undergraduate, liberal arts college in the period between the recession of the Reagan years and the utter collapse of everything—except the election process—in the final years of George II, the period of multidisciplinary (i.e., disciplinary border-crossing) team-teaching at Vassar College.  And what that training has taught me in this regard is that conversation in the classroom between the teachers—an experiential dialogic model for students—works only if the teachers have already begun to talk outside of and before class, that is if they enter already in conversation.  Otherwise, the result is two monologues, twice as bad, with much hogging of the microphone, and students relegated, once again, to note-taking.
So I have revised my proposal, my initial monologue, by joining in conversation with Luis Beltrán Almería.  I would have asked how to read and teach poetry beyond aesthetics.  Beltrán alerts me that the question is misplaced.  How can we take a step beyond, if the Western tradition has not yet arrived at aesthetics? I hear him ask.  So I revise my proposal by a common technique of rabbinic exegesis, built as it is, on a text with no points for vowels or punctuation.  Read not, más allá de la estética, but rather más allá: de la estética—I inquire of aesthetics as a philosophy of the beyond, of beyonding. 
2.  Something is Rotten
Beltrán closes the extended essay that makes up part I of his Estética y literatura with the following assertion: “El polemismo es el único medio de la teoría para huir de la putrefacción” (85).  It is the sole moment, if my ear is right, when he sounds like Unamuno, when the voice and tone of Unamuno rise, as it were, from some buried place to the surface of Beltrán’s text.  
Del sentimiento trágico, like virtually all texts by Unamuno, is organized as polemic, figured forth most familiarly in his work through the story of Cain and Abel, the battling brothers.  For Unamuno, the antagonists—vivir and conocer or sentimiento vital and razón, for instance--are always present to each other, engaged in the unending combat of irreconcilable stances, each with an undeniable claim.
  Where Unamuno encounters one side only--life, let us say—he feels compelled to speak against it, and uphold the contending part—reason—(though more often vice versa, since reason he finds that has more advocates),  to contradict all and sundry and especially himself.  “¡Contradicción!, naturalmente!,” he exclaims, Como que sólo vivimos de contradicciones, y por ellas” (18).  Each part claims to be the whole, whereas Unamuno would defend the whole against its parts, though this means to philosophize perpetual war, which he calls brotherhood.  
I would prefer to turn away from polemic, and venture peace,
 but, like battle, conversation is not always to be had on the grounds of one’s own choosing.  So I respond to Beltrán’s closing line in “Encrucijadas del pensamiento literario” with a polemical question.  Must one flee the corpse?  May not one prefer, like Antigone, to embrace putrefaction?  For Zambrano, beginning already in El hombre y lo divino, the moment when, in that extensive chronotope that we call the West, the dead are left to rot and the living are taught to flee, represents the inaugural violence that constitutes the logos of philosophy, and hence the conditions of possibility for an aesthetics.
  
Beltrán lucidly demonstrates that the possibility of a philosophical discourse of esthetics was almost immediately foreclosed when Aristotle takes a turn from the potential aesthetics to be found in Plato, to rhetoric in his Poetics, and in the next two and a half millennia, literary thought “se ha dedicado escencialmente a desarrollar, conserver, modernizer… la retórica”  (102).  But Plato had already practiced a prior division—a prior violence, Zambrano would say, by tracing a boundary between religious studies and literary studies, and policing that border.  “So I soon made up my mind about the poets too,” declares Plato’s Socrates in the Apology, in a passage cited by Beltrán.  “I decided that it was not wisdom that enabled them to write their poetry, but a kind of instinct or inspiration, such as you find in seers and prophets who deliver all their sublime messages without knowing in the least what they mean” (Apol. 22b-c, qtd in Beltrán 24).  He made up his mind and banished poetry from the Republic.  We might reopen the questions that Plato buried away.  We might restage the battle between what he calls wisdom and what he disparages as instinct or inspiration.  We might attend to a conversation between religious and poetic discourse that has never died altogether, even if it has been left behind by modern literary thought.  If literary studies have failed to provide an aesthetic, it may be time to cross a disciplinary boundary to the philosophy of religion and draw the aesthetics to come from texts like El hombre y lo divino and Del sentimiento trágico. 

Unamuno offers an invitation to that conversation in Del sentimiento trágico, where he cites much poetry, but discusses it little.  Nevertheless, among the battling brothers speaking against each other in the text, and analogous to reason and life, respectively, he sees a combat between “las dos notas radicals y entrañadas de la verdadera poesía” (37), —the vanity of vanities and love.  For poetry to be poetry, the sets of values gathered in those contradictory terms must turn with and toward one another, must struggle together in the battlefield of the poem, must slay and, paradoxically, bury one another in the camposanto that is the poem, and yet must raise one another up to fight again.  This is already an aesthetics, indeed, a poetics.

3.  Beyond Rhetoric

Beltrán’s rhetoric, like his dialogic, is founded upon the work of Bakhtin.  The image of the rotting corpse is a Bakhtinian irony, or in fact an irony of an irony, an irony to undo and then redo irony.  Bakhtinian irony, related historically to carnival, lowers high-sounding speech genres to the speech of the body in a literalizing deflation of rhetoric.  But here, the body-speech that disfigures the dead end of modern literary thought as a dead body, is driven down even further, from dead body to putrefaction.  As a death beyond the death of rhetoric, Beltrán’s rotting corpse is a contradiction, as Unamuno teaches, a negation of a negation and so a revival of tropology.  But then, it is a principle of Bakhtin’s dialogic, cited by Beltrán, that “No existe nada muerto de una manera absoluta: cada sentido tendrá su fiesta de resurrección” (Bakthin, qtd. By Beltrán 76).  
To recognize a certain rhetorical flourish in a concluding sentence to what is a sober essay, whose forcefulness is little given to embellishment, would be in itself but a trivial pursuit.  However, the revival of rhetoric in that final word goes beyond what we usually understand as rhetoric.  Beltrán both takes that step beyond and explicates it in the first essay of the second part of Estética y literatura, which gives title to the book as a whole, when he proposes hermeneutics as a route beyond the impasse of rhetoric.  “La Antigüedad desarrolló una impresionante retórica, pero también desarrolló una teoría de la interpretación” (102), by which he refers to the patristic theory of the four levels of allegory.  The third and penultimate level is the tropological, which includes the recognition and analysis of rhetorical figures, but also, Beltrán emphasizes, a moral analysis, hence, a discussion of societal values underlying a text.  One does well to read Beltrán’s rhetoric in that medieval sense, and so to understand the burden of his assessment of the mis-recognitions of aesthetics in modern literary thought, as an argument, I would say a moral argument, against individualism, the philosophical and political legacy of the eighteenth century.  His attack against the cosificación of the work of art, for instance, bears as well on the nightmare of the labor market, especially for those caught between the logics of capitalism and nationalism.  But Beltrán concentrates attention on the aesthetic consequences: the conception of the work of art as the self-sufficient product of an isolated consciousness, and ultimately, in the era of late individualism, a marginal consumer product on its way to the remainder table: another figure for the precarious border zone just short of putrefaction.  
Beltrán takes critique of  “la certeza de la autosuficiencia de la conciencia única” as the point of departure for “una nueva visión del signo ideológico” (77).  This is still only precursor to a future aesthetics, in so far as he has demonstrated that the reduction of the work of art to the work of ideology is itself a function of the rhetorical turn that has predominated literary thought in the fabled West, both ancient and modern.  But it is in this context that he returns to the trope that he had cited from Bakhtin, now making it his own: “La fórmula para preparar esa fiesta de resurrección del sentido supone una revisión total de los ingredientes de la investigación y de la creación ideológica” (77, italics added).  Nothing in Beltrán’s text suggests that he means “fiesta de resurrección” as anything other than trope.  So I reverse my emphasis.  If this is moral criticism of individualism in favor of intersubjectivity as the foundation of value, it remains at the level of rhetoric.  
But medieval allegory knows a level beyond the tropological or rhetorical, even in its moral dimension: the anagogic, which Beltrán glosses, etymologically, as “asención hacia Dios” (104), and the medieval adepts of the Kabbalah, deploying an analogous four-tier hermeneutical system, called sod, the secret meaning.  Beltrán takes that step too, but leaves God behind in the Middle Ages, updating the anagogic for modern times in what is his most explicit program for an aesthetics to come, including the only extended example of an aesthetically-informed critical reading in Estética y literatura.  “Pero, además de esta figuración mística, la interpretación anagógica se concibe de una forma algo más positiva, como una interpretación histórica,” he writes.  “Pero no hay que entender aquí histórica en el sentido—superficial—habitual, esto es, como meramente cronológica, sino en un sentido especial, como reunión de todos los sentidos históricamente posibles” (104).  Beltrán discerns such an “estética implícita” in Goethe’s Faust, where he finds “la mejor definición que puede darse de la interpretación anagógica” in the polemical words that the bufón addresses to the poet in the prelude to Faust part one: “Grasp the exhaustless life that all men live!” (6; “Echa mano a la vida humana entera,” in the translation cited by Beltrán, 105).  Good advice for modern art, Beltrán proposes.
  But Unamuno has questions.  To comprehend life in its “infinite variety,” as Shakespeare says of his Cleopatra, and to conceive that the representation of that fullness, rather than the promotion of any ideologically inflected portion thereof, as the purpose of the work of art, does not yet address the contradiction between spinozistic perseverance and putrefaction that motivates the whole of Del sentimiento trágico.  For Unamuno, the thinking of that contradiction is conducted as a wrestling with the concept of resurrection, which is for him no trope, but neither is it a matter of rational discourse.  
It can hardly be expected that returning to Hispanic Studies from Jewish Studies, I will conclude by holding forth on the dogma of the Resurrection.  Indeed, I make no brief for this or any belief—a necessary disclaimer in a time of rampant fundamentalisms.   But if the anagogic or secret or mystical meaning is to be a key to the project of an aesthetic to come, then it will be crucial to trace the history of its understanding beyond the borders of rationality, it will be necessary for “una filosofía de la historia literaria” to enter into conversation with a philosophy of religion.  

Following Bakhtin, Beltrán explores the way down, a this-worldy antidote to the vacuity of a certain sublime and a critique of the high-handedness of any cultural elite that reduces the concept of value to a representation of its own interests.  Unamuno, on the other hand, struggles for the impossible possibility that ascension, whether to God or to the genres held on high since classical times, lyric poetry among them, may still be open.  The Tao teaches that the way up and the way down are the same way.
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� The closest lexical analogue in the North American study of poetry is Bloom’s “agon,” and his theory of revision, though not considered in Beltrán’s account, is fully an aesthetics in Beltrán’s terms, that is “una filosofía de la historia literaria” (121).  But since Bloom’s agon is a post- or anti-Hegelian dialectic (thesis and antithesis without synthesis), it bears noting that Unamuno’s polemos is not dialectical, does not require a temporal unfolding, and in this sense is contrary to, even contradicts Beltrán’s historical method. On this and other accounts, Del sentimiento trágico would find in the place of modern antipositivismo in Beltrán’s taxonomy, were it to be admitted across disciplinary boundaries as an expression of literary thought.  


 


� To elaborate would require an exposition of a different dialogical line, a different line of dialogics, that runs between Martin Buber and his friend Franz Rosenzweig and thence to their philosophical heir, Emmanuel Lévinas, which would prepare a reading of Derrida’s Politics of Friendship.  Here, where I mean to make conversation with friend Beltrán, I would chart the way through the terrain on the Hispanic Studies side of my disciplinary divide, from Unamuno, as philosophical legator, to Zambrano in her friendship with Lezama Lima.





� It may be more precise to suggest that when philosophy fled putrefaction, poetry was left behind vacillating between veneration for the old rites struck down by the laws of the city- later nation-state, and pursuit of a new partner in discourse.  The poet, Zambrano writes in 1939 and in exile, and hence in intimate acquaintance with the chronotope of the border , “queda entre ambos” (145).  She refers concretely to the position of the poet between don Juan (or el pícaro) and the mystic, but the figure of vacillation may be a paradigm for the poet; I have had other occasion to encounter that figure at the cusp of modernity in Hispanic poetry.  In any case, I cite Zambrano’s Pensamiento y poesía en la vida española, at a point in which she is especially close to Unamuno in all but tone, as she is, I believe, throughout the development of  what she comes to call, in deliberately self-contradictory (and hence Unamunian) locutions, “conocimiento poético” or “razón poética.” Zambrano’s explicit references are more frequently to Ortega, but her more profound conversation may well be with Unamuno.


  


� This is not the occasion to both applaud and contradict Beltrán’s insightful reading of Faust.  But two points of pertinence to the conversation at hand bear noting.  First, at the literal level, the bufón’s is offering advice about how to change the poet’s idealized view of his art into a successful commercial venture; i.e., he is a spokesperson for the values, or evacuation of values against which Beltrán argues.  Beltrán’s argument is based, implicitly, on a reading of the scene as parody (the third, tropological level), not because he eschews commercial success, but because the poet, in his narrowly conceived equation of true art with the genres considered sublime since antiquity, has mis-recognized the aesthetic, which, anagogically, must comprehend all artistic possibilities if it is to be capacious enough to address all human concerns.  But, second, the parody alludes (the allusive is the second level of medieval allegory) to the encounter between God and Mephistopheles, for whom the poet and bufón are, respectively, the bathetic stand-ins, and in this light, in taking the side of the bufón, Beltrán aligns himself with Mephistopheles, as well, much like Bloom reading Milton and finding Satan by far the more original and more interesting literary character than God in Paradise Lost.  Unamuno would contradict.





� In the current stage of this conversation, I have retained the priority that Beltrán gives to Bakhtin.  But we would be much closer to common ground in the discussion of Walter Benjamin, whose thesis, “The Concept of Criticism in German Romanticism” has an important role in Estética y literatura in delineating what Beltrán presents as the formative period of modern literary thought, namely, the polemic between Goethe and, above all, Frederich Schlegel.  The two signal contributions of that polemic to the project of an aesthetics to come, in Beltrán’s assessment, are to be found on Schlegel’s side: the concept, articulated by Benjamin, as criticabilidad, in Beltrán’s terms, and the predilection for the capacious genre of the novel.  This last point presents something of a problem in the setting of the current conversation about poetry, exacerbated by Unamuno’s devotion to Don Quijote—the conclusion of Del sentimiento trágico develops under the title, “Don Quijote en la tragicomedia europea contemporánea.”  


Pending further conversation, then, a longer version of this essay might well move from Beltrán’s discussion of early romantic literary theory to Benjamin’s subsequent essay, “Goethe’s Elective Affinities” and his closely related “The Task of the Translator.”   This last in particular would allow me to persevere in the being who has written previously on Zambrano and translation, and to move forward to contemporary Spanish poet Clara Janés’ volume Diván del ópalo de fuego, originally published in 1996, a translation, of sorts, of a Bedouin legend which crossed into written form in medieval poetry in Arabic, Turkish and Persian.  A fit occasion for reading poetry in relation to borders, and for going beyond borders anagogically, Janés’ Diván is the asymptotic goal toward which I am striving.  


In an even longer version, I would add Lezama Lima’s “Coloquio con Juan Ramón Jiménez,” its afterlife in the essay “X y XX,” and his elaboration of an anagogic, or explicitly resurrectional aesthetic, as the basis for reading the poetic conversation between Juan Ramón Diario de un reciencasado and Jorge Guillén’s Cantico, especially its opening poem, “Más allá”--which would bring me back to the distant and all but buried point of departure of these meditations.  
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