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SUMMARY

In his review of Maggot (2010), published in The New York Times Book Review,
Richard Eder writes that ‘Paul Muldoon is a shape-shifting Proteus to readers
who try to pin him down’ (n. pag.). Muldoon’s poetic persona is, in fact, often
evasive, unpredictable, and polymorphous, since the poet constantly navigates
between the real and the fictional. This thesis examines Muldoon’s poetic first-
person voice in light of the concepts of autobiography and autofiction. My intent
is not to put his poetry within specific theoretical strangleholds, but rather argue
that theories of autobiographical poetry and of autofiction may open up new ways
of reading his work and understanding the poetic ‘T’. This thesis argues that,
although Muldoon weaves unmediated autobiographical elements into his
writing, he also creates a strategically fictional first-person voice in order to blur
the frontiers between authenticity and artfulness.

Chapter One addresses the two key literary concepts—autobiography and
autofiction—in order to provide a theoretical framework for the close reading that
follows throughout the subsequent chapters. Since autobiography as a genre has
already received a significant amount of critical attention, this chapter calls for
the reconsideration of the issue regarding autobiography and poetry. My research
then proceeds to place the focus on the recent changes that took place over the
last three decades in the domain of literary self-representation. These changes
have led to the birth of a new ‘genre’ blending fact and fiction called ‘autofiction’.
This study argues that some of the characteristics emerging from the interaction
between autobiography and poetry echo some of the features delineating the
autofictional enterprise. This opening chapter concludes with an overview of
some paratextual criteria that are essential to any study of autobiography.

Chapter Two analyses the nature and development of the first-person voice
in Muldoon’s most autobiographical poems: family poems, failed romance poems,
and elegies. What is at stake in all of these personal poems—all of which are
bound together by the common theme of loss (or absence)—is the instability of
the autobiographical self, the ‘doubling’ of the first-person voice, and the
fracturing of identity. This chapter presents the limits of autobiography in verse

and the impact of the autobiographical drive on the poetic voice.



Chapter Three traces the origins of this instability by analysing the process
of recollection. It centres on the relationship between poetry and memory by
placing the focus on the notions that are central to memory: time and space. This
chapter first highlights the significant limits of the process of reminiscence when
memory 1is mediated through poetry, since autobiographical poetry does not
follow the linearity of the time sequence. As a result, these temporal
discontinuities partly account for the fragmentation and uprooting of the T
Chapter Three then turns to the theory called ‘The Art of Memory’ and argues that
some memort loci (‘places of memory’) contribute to the instability of the lyric ‘T’

Following the analysis of Muldoon’s autobiographical poems in the
previous two chapters, Chapter Four breaks away from referential writing by
exploring the ways in which Muldoon intentionally resorts to fiction to create
poetic autofictions. Unlike some writers who use fiction to compensate for
mnemonic failures, this chapter argues that Muldoon uses fiction as a
characteristically elusive means to mythologise his origins and poetic self. This
analysis examines multiple forms and degrees of fictionalisation, by focusing on
key elements of personal writing: the personal landscape, family origins, and the
self. Chapter Four explores several types of autofictional poems, ranging from the
appearance of fiction (boyhood fantasies), to the blending of the real and the
surreal (fantastic autofictions), and, finally, to the illusion of reality (biographical
forgeries).

Chapter Five further explores Muldoon’s autofictional artistry by arguing
that, not only does the poet use fiction to reinvent his self and origins (Chapter
Four), but he also explores a wide range of metafictional tropes. This final
chapter concentrates on how Muldoon’s Protean authorial interventions engage
the reader and complicate the autobiographical or autofictional nature of the
poems. This analysis initially examines how the extradiegetic author
mischievously intervenes directly in his text, by analysing his multiple
metalepses. The chapter then turns to a particular type of intrusive author, by
focusing on the similarities between Muldoon’s poetic practice and the tall tale
tradition. More generally, this investigation of Muldoon’s intrusiveness shows
that these intrusive strategies are also central to reading his ceuvre in general
because they exemplify the ways in which the poet interacts with his readers.
Chapter Five therefore pursues the analysis of autofiction and sheds light on the

thesis in general.
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When you ask why I started to write, I honestly don’t know, but I suppose
at some level that’s why I write. I write to make sense of myself.

(Muldoon, gtd. in Ingersoll and Rubin n. pag.)

- 19



‘Do I see the narrators as being different parts of myself?’. T don’t really
think in those terms, but I suppose the narrators, they're always changing.
One of the first things I try to work out when I'm reading a poem is who’s
speaking it? Who is that person, who’s the speaker? The second thing I try
to work out is, do I believe them? How am I to take them? To what extent
do I trust this speaker? Now, that’s a question that you have to ask yourself
a lot with my poems, because they often say one thing and they don’t mean
that at all.

(Muldoon, gtd. in Noble n. pag.)

=90 =



INTRODUCTION

‘Adventures of the Letter I

Most writers’ work reflects a small bunch of obsessions at the core of their
personality. It may be presented in various ways, strategies may be developed for
avoiding it, for making it seem different from the last time. That’s just one of the
things writers do to keep going—devise different strategies and vary the shots, to
move around what’s always there. The metaphor is perhaps inadequate—as all
metaphors are finally—but there is a core, a core which is the self. I think that all
writing is autobiographical at some level. (Muldoon, gtd. in Sherman 78)
Discussing T. S. Eliot’s work and the oft-addressed issue of the distinction
between a writer’s personality and his or her work, Northern Irish writer Paul
Muldoon argues that ‘all writing is autobiographical at some level’, that what lies
at the core of most writers’ work is the self.! This authorial comment provides the
initial impulse for this thesis whose aim is to position Muldoon’s poetry within
the frameworks of autobiography and autofiction.2
This thesis therefore proposes to explore the representation of the self in

Muldoon’s poetry by examining the impact of the autobiographical drive on the

lyric ‘I'3 and by analysing such a representation through the lens of a mode of

1 Similarly, in The End of the Poem, Muldoon often insists on the autobiographical dimension of
poetry. In his discussion of Ted Hughes’s ‘The Literary Life’, the poet dwells on the ‘notion of there
being “no barriers” between the poem and the biography of its author’ (EP 32). He further
explains that Hughes’s poem is ‘impossible to read without a sense of the biographies of the main
characters, without a regard for information available only well beyond the bailiwick of the poem,
including such information about times, dates and places’ (52). In the chapter dedicated to Robert
Lowell’s poem ‘George IIT, he also insists on the fact that ‘no poem may be read as a completely
discrete construct, that no poem may be read without some autobiographical element coming into
play’ (171). Muldoon’s readings of these poets (Hughes, Lowell, and others) shed light on the
autobiographical dimension of his own poems examined in Chapter Two.

2 The term ‘autofiction’ was coined by French academic and writer Serge Doubrovsky in his novel
Fils, published in 1977.

3 Throughout this thesis, I often refer to the autobiographical poetic ‘T’ as ‘the lyric “I"”. T am using
the term ‘lyric’ as characteristic of personal poetry. The first definition of ‘lyric’ listed in The
Oxford English Dictionary reads: ‘Of or pertaining to the lyre; adapted to the lyre, meant to be
sung; pertaining to or characteristic of song. Now used as the name for short poems (whether or
not intended to be sung), usually divided into stanzas or strophes, and directly expressing the
poet’s own thoughts and sentiments’ (‘Lyric’).

~ 01~



writing rarely addressed in poetic studies, and which has never been used in
relation to Muldoon: autofiction.4 In fact, although the range of applications of
this subversive genre crosses both spatial and temporal borders, since the corpus
of texts it includes is extremely heterogeneous, this mode of writing has been
labelled as being particularly French (Burgelin 7) and has mostly been
commented upon in the field of French Studies. Given that theories of autofiction
constitute a recent departure in literary studies, which has not been satisfactorily
exploited to date in relation to non-French writers, my project’s original
contribution to the field results in applying the notion of autofiction to an Irish
writer. Furthermore, since very few academic pieces have focused on autofictions
written in verse, the challenge of this thesis also lies in applying this new term not
just to an Irish writer, but to a poet.

The present study argues that, although the poet skilfully weaves a number
of autobiographical elements (or, to use Roland Barthes’s term, biographémes)s
into his writing, the poetic representation of the self is not an unmediated
authentic portrait of the author: either the unity of the ‘T" is fragmented by the
autobiographical impulse or the ‘T’ is a strategically fictional first-person voice
blurring the thin line between fact and fiction. In fact, the poet is no exception to
his own rule in so far as he constantly ‘devise[s] different strategies’ to avoid a
straightforward equation between his work and his life: ‘Muldoon only very rarely
presents material in a nakedly autobiographical way’ (Goodby, ‘Hermeneutic

Hermeticism’ 139); instead, he often resorts to a wide array of fictional schemes

4 This literary term is, in fact, very often associated with prose, particularly contemporary French
prose writing (Sidonie Gabrielle Colette, Hervé Guibert, Annie Ernaux, Doubrovsky, Camille
Laurens, among others).
5 This term was first used by Barthes in Camera Lucida: ‘I like certain biographical features
which, in a writer’s life, delight me as much as certain photographs; I have called these features
“biographemes™ (30).

<09



so as to create poems that are poised on the border separating fact from fiction.é
Commenting on a poem dedicated to Seamus Heaney, Muldoon highlights the

ambivalent nature of the lyric ‘T’ in his poetry:

The speaker, that ‘T, in ‘The Briefcase’ is probably more like the historical
character, ‘Paul Muldoon’, who lived for a while in New York City. The poem was
describing a trip across town in a bus. I used to teach at Columbia. So that’s partly
what’s going on there. But then even that ‘T’ is something of an invention, as all
our ‘T’s are ‘Adventures of the Letter I, in Louis Simpson’s great phrase. We're all
inventions of ourselves at some level. (qtd. in Ingersoll and Rubin n. pag.)
In ‘The Briefcase’, the speaker imagines that his eelskin briefcase has ‘suddenly
grown supple’ and is about to metamorphose itself back into a fish. Although the
‘T is based on ‘the historical character “Paul Muldoon™ waiting ‘in line for the
cross-town / bus’ (MM 12), this surreal transformation indicates that the ‘T’ is not
entirely an authentic representation of the author’s self: the memory of that event
has been mediated through the poet’s imagination. Muldoon fantasises about
what could have happened on this journey across town and transforms this
memory into a surreal one, a fantastic autofictional image of the past.
This study therefore embarks on all these journeys of the ‘T'—or, as Louis

3

Simpson would have it, the ‘adventures of the letter “I”’—whether the ‘T’ is an
autobiographical or autofictional first-person voice. Reading Muldoon’s poetry in
light of recent theories of autobiography and autofiction allows us to explore the

amplitude, the richness, and the complexities of Muldoon’s poetic representation

of the self.

This thesis focuses almost exclusively on Muldoon’s poetry despite his wide-

ranging prose and verse works (including libretti, translations, and prose

6 ‘Border’ is a key term for Muldoon who ‘learned at an early age to stand in the gap of borders and
boundaries’ (Mac Mathtna n. pag.). This leitmotiv is used throughout this thesis in relation to
several types of borders (geographical, generic, psychological, etc.).

-23 -



analyses, among others). In fact, the poet’s autobiographical and autofictional
strategies are mostly confined to his verse. However, the poet’s critical prose—To
Ireland, I and The End of the Poem, in particular—will be referred to throughout
this thesis in order to better understand Muldoon’s writing techniques and the
role played by other writers in his writing development. In fact, discussing
Edward Thomas’s review of Robert Frost’s North of Boston, Muldoon argues: ‘As
we know to be so often the case with writers’ comments on other writers, the very
insight Thomas affords into Frost’s poetic practice affords an even greater insight
into his own’ (EP 89). This is also true of Muldoon’s critical analyses of poets such
as Elizabeth Bishop, Robert Lowell, Louis MacNeice, and Ted Hughes. For
instance, in The End of the Poem, Muldoon discusses a number of so-called
‘confessional’ poets, thereby providing information on theories and practices of
autobiography and autofiction with which Muldoon himself is familiar.”

In fact, autobiographical poetry written in the first-person voice

necessarily brings to mind confessional poetry.® Although this study navigates

7 Furthermore, the relationship between topography and typography discussed by Muldoon in
relation to Frost’s ‘The Mountain’ and Bishop’s ‘12 O’Clock News’ also lies at the core of Muldoon'’s
poem ‘Come into My Parlour’ analysed in Chapter Three. Moreover, his insistence on the
‘covenant’ between writer and reader in his chapter on Emily Dickinson’s poetry sheds light on
Muldoon’s own relationship with his readership discussed in Chapter Five. As regards To Ireland,
I, Muldoon’s Clarendon Lectures are mostly referred to in relation to the influence of MacNeice’s
poetry and of James Joyce’s short story ‘The Dead’. In addition, the concept of the féth fiada
explained in great detail by Muldoon in this prose work is at the core of my analysis of Muldoon’s
autofictional poems in Part 4.3.

8 In 1959, Macha Louis Rosenthal coined the term ‘confessional’ in reviewing Robert Lowell’s Life
Studies (1959). Although I choose to use the term ‘confessional’, it should be noted that it has been
contested by critics such as Thomas J. Travisano in Midcentury Quartet: Bishop, Lowell, Jarrell,
Berryman and the Making of a Postmodern Aesthetic (1999) and Steven Gould Axelrod in Robert
Lowell: Life and Art (1978). Travisano devotes a chapter to the ‘confessional paradigm’ used as a
‘prevailing model for assessing the poetry of the 1960s and 1970s’ (32). He explains that, while
Lowell is often considered to be ‘the fountainhead of confessional poetry’ (14), other poets—such
as Elizabeth Bishop and Randall Jarrell—proved to be hard to categorise. Basing most of his
argumentation on the similarities between Lowell and Bishop (often presented ‘on opposite poles
of some artistic antipodes’, 37) and on the poets’ own rejection of the term, Travisano presents the
significant limits and excesses of the term ‘confessional’, and the damage it has caused. The critic
describes this term as ‘amorphous’ (42), and chooses an alternative paradigm ‘that attempts to
specify those features of Lowell, Bishop, Berryman, and Jarrell that distinguishes [sic] their work
from the personal poetry of the past’ (43): the ‘drive toward the self-exploratory’, the ‘exploration
of the problem of selfthood in the postmodern world’ (66-67, my emphasis). Travisano argues that
in the case of Lowell, Berryman, Bishop, and Jarrell, the ‘fragmentary sense of self emerged from

4 -



amongst a wide array of theories of autobiography and of autofiction, it should be
stated from the start that it does not deal with confessional aesthetics. The
present research agrees with the general consensus among critics, according to
whom ‘Muldoon’s poetry could never be described as confessional, anecdotal or
conventionally self-expressive in the manner of much contemporary lyric poetry’
(Wills, Reading Paul Muldoon 18). For instance, although “Yarrow” is a guilt-
ridden poem, struggling to allay a deep-seated hurt and atone for a difficult
relationship between the poet and his mother’ (Kendall, Paul Muldoon 235), thus
evoking the acute suffering and trauma lying at the core of confessional poems;
this elegy alternates between passages of personal immediacy and raw emotion
(the powerful recollection of the mother’s ‘rale’), and others characterised by
indirection and a distancing irony (the whimsical journeys of the young
Muldoon). In fact, Muldoon’s approach to personal and traumatic experiences is
often oblique: his personal poems maintain ‘an exquisite tension between
sentiment and cynicism, yearning and a self-conscious suspicion of yearning’
(Wills, Reading Paul Muldoon 16). In other words, Muldoon’s autobiographical
poems do not present a full disclosure of his personal sphere as in so-called
confessional poetry.

Furthermore, although most confessional pcems are framed as a statement
of truthfulness—the ‘true voice of feeling’ (Lerner 48)—Muldoon’s first-person
voice is at times deceitful. While poems written by some confessional poets (such

as Anne Sexton) claim to authenticity by providing factual elements and

‘feelings of outsiderhood’ (69), from ‘early childhood traumas, and growing up amidst the
fragmenting postmodern culture that emerged after World War II and took shape under the
looming shadows of the Cold War, the atomic bomb, the emergence of global
intercommunications, and the growth of a military-industrial complex’ (68). As distinct from
being due to the modern world, although Muldoon also explores the fragmentation of the self in
his poetry, I believe that the origins of this instability are mostly related to the mediation of
autobiography through poetry and to the poet’s experimentations with the fictionalisation of the
self (i.e. autofiction).
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biographical details enabling the reader to identify the poet’s persona and
members of his or her family circle, Muldoon rarely presents factual truths and
often deliberately mythologises his self and family. Nevertheless, it is important
to acknowledge that, by doing so, Muldoon bears similar traits to some of these
so-called ‘confessional’ poets when they move away from authenticity and
truthfulness: Robert Lowell’s first-person voice, for example, is also at times
deceitful and, like Muldoon, Lowell often mythologises his self and family circle.9
The poem is, therefore, not always ‘a reliable source of factual disclosure’
(Travisano 68). Consequently, we may argue that Muldoon develops what Lowell
did before him, and that he goes beyond it by playing with the reader, disguising
his self, and putting on masks. However, what separates Muldoon from poets
such as Lowell is that this Muldoonian ‘slipperiness’ does not go as far as offering
a full-blown intimate disclosure.

The fact that Muldoon sheds doubt on the identity and trustworthiness of
the first-person voice creates a real ambiguity. Are we reading an unmediated
autobiographical poem or does it masquerade as autobiography? Some of
Muldoon’s personal poems could either read as autobiographical or fictional

depending on the reader’s knowledge of the author’s biography:

9 This is also true of other confessional poets such as John Berryman, Delmore Schwartz, and
Sylvia Plath. Travisano explains, for instance, that Berryman and Lowell—who, like their
colleagues Bishop and Jarrell, are labelled ‘confessional’—‘compose poems that are significantly
fictive: ‘Their work involves a process of selection, borrowing, voicing, of invention or recasting of
incident, of arrangement, rearrangement, and reinterpretation of fact, that goes far beyond “self-
photography™ (37). The words ‘self-photography’ are quoted from Adrienne Rich’s review of
Berryman’s 77 Dream Songs (1964). Similarly, in his discussion of Hughes’s personal poem ‘The
Literary Life’, Muldoon insists on the fact that there is, to a certain degree, a ‘reconstruction of the
self: ‘the “We” of the first line refers to two historical characters, Plath and Hughes, and the
conceit of the poem is that there’s almost no distinction between those historical characters and
the characters who appear in the poem. I write “almost” because, in any account, formal or
informal, there is necessarily an element of invention, of construction and reconstruction of the
self, including what looks very much like a revision of the first impressions made on Plath and
Hughes’ (EP 34). This quote is particularly important because Muldoon’s comments on so-called
‘confessional’ poets such as Hughes, Plath, and Lowell show that the practice of autobiography is
complex since it necessarily involves an ‘element of invention’. This reconstruction or invention of
the self lies at the core of the present research.
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some poets such as the Irish-born American writer Paul Muldoon and the Polish
American poet Diane Wakoski have engaged in apparently confessional
aesthetics, only to later admit that they were either exploiting the confessional
vein for experimental reasons or manifesting the poet’s freedom to create fictional
characters while still retaining a first-person narration. In lyrics that appear to be
autobiographical, these two poets invented siblings they never possessed in real
life, [...] thus breaking the unspoken rule that lyric poetry should always be
truthful, authentic and non-fictional. (Martiny n. pag.)
Erik Martiny is here referring to Muldoon’s poem ‘Cuba’, set at the time of the
Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, and in which the Muldoon figure recollects
a tense exchange between his father and his ‘elder sister’ May (WBL 13). In
reality, Muldoon had a younger sister, whose name was Maureen. Nonetheless,
although this sister character is a fake, ‘May’ is visually encoded in the first
syllable of ‘Maureen’: this onomastic!* game may be one of the poet’s numerous
strategies used to conceal, to some extent, a real event through the mediation of
fiction. In fact, Muldoon did admit that ‘the poem, in many ways, is historically

accurate and in some ways happened’, but ‘not quite in the way that’s suggested’

(qtd. in Wilson, James n. pag.). As a result, ‘Cuba’ presents itself as a perfect

10 Tt is interesting that Martiny chooses to call Muldoon an ‘Irish-born American writer’ because
this suggests that the poet is viewed by many as an American writer of Irish origin (and not an
Irish or Irish-American writer). This surely reflects Muldoon’s almost thirty-year-long residence
in America, his being awarded a Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, and his long-established roles as
Howard G.B. Clark '21 Professor at Princeton University and as Poetry Editor of The New Yorker.
However, this identification as an ‘Irish-born American writer’ is neither entirely true nor, in fact,
relevant. Although Muldoon’s departure for the United States did change, to a certain extent,
elements of his poetry (for instance, the use of American words such as ‘faucet’ in The Annals of
Chile, the American spelling in Horse Latitudes, and the importance of suburban New Jersey in
Moy Sand and Gravel); Muldoon, like his predecessors (W. H. Auden and Louis MacNeice, for
instance), will always be associated first and foremost with his native country due to the
‘inescapability of home’ in collections such as Mules (Kendall, Paul Muldoon 44) and to the
constant homecoming movement that pervades his work published after his departure from
Ireland, especially Moy Sand and Gravel. This return to Ireland and the Moy, in particular, is
further strengthened by the poet’s recurrent (physical) journeys between Ireland and America,
made easier nowadays by more affordable modes of transportation: as Muldoon once said, going
back to Ireland is for him ‘like getting on a bus’ (qtd. in Sherman 79). Furthermore, whether or not
Muldoon ‘has finally “gone native” in America’, as asked by Fran Brearton in her review of Horse
Latitudes (n. pag.), is not important for this thesis because Muldoon himself often says that the
question of nationality does not really matter to him: ‘I don’t myself go around thinking: “Oh, here
I am, I am an Irish writer or I am an Irish-American writer, or I am, you know, a male writer”. I
don’t really go around myself thinking in those terms, but I would like to be counted one if they’ll
have me. Poetry for me is about making sense of my life’ (qtd. in Kelly n. pag.). Although the poet’s
dual citizenship is necessarily a part of who he is, it does not constitute a strategy to reinvent his
self.

1 The adjective ‘onomastic’ refers to something related to names or naming.
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illustration of an autofictional poem—or, amphibological poem—that is partly
autobiographical and partly fictional. This example proves that although Muldoon
sometimes addresses personal experience in an oblique and at times mischievous
manner (which does not correspond to the conventional aesthetics of confessional
poetry), his weaving of fictional elements in his personal poems often hides an

emotional core even if some critics have claimed otherwise.2

Several full-length monographs on Muldoon’s work have been published since the
mid-1990s—Tim Kendall's Paul Muldoon (1996), Clair Wills’s Reading Paul
Muldoon (1998), Jefferson Holdridge’s The Poetry of Paul Muldoon (2008), and
Ryoji Okuda’s Decoding Paul Muldoon: Poetics and Politics (2009)—and a
number of critical essays have been collected, for instance, in Kendall and Peter
McDonald’s Paul Muldoon: Critical Essays (2004) and Elmer Kennedy-
Andrews’s Paul Muldoon: Poetry, Prose, Drama. A Collection of Critical Essays
(2006). Since Muldoon rubbed shoulders with major Northern Irish poets in the
Belfast Group organised by Philip Hobsbaum and was taught by Heaney at
Queen’s University (Belfast), most of these studies have provided detailed
accounts of Muldoon’s technical acumen, recurring themes, and aesthetics,
situating his poetry within contemporary Northern Irish poetry and identifying its
major influences. Muldoon has been compared with fellow Northern Irish poets
such as Heaney, with whom he shares a Catholic and ‘rural, farming background’
(Wills, Reading Paul Muldoon 18),3 and MacNeice in relation to ‘the creation of

mythopoeic worlds’ (19). These studies have also contrasted his work with that of

12 Helen Vendler controversially deplored what she felt to be ‘a hole in the middle [of Muldoon’s
poems] where the feeling should be’ (‘Anglo-Celtic Attitudes’ 58).

13 For instance, Muldoon'’s latest collection Maggot and Heaney’s Human Chain (both published
in 2010), feature alongside each other in the review of The New York Times: ‘The Northern
Ireland-born poets Seamus Heaney and Paul Muldoon published their first books in 1966 and
1971, and ever since, their verse has been compared and contrasted, often in facile ways, as if they
were Tweedledum and Tweedledee’ (Garner C26).
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other contemporary poets such as Ciaran Carson and Paul Durcan concerning, for
instance, the writer’s ‘poetic responsibility in time of violence’ (Kendall, Paul
Muldoon 44). Critics such as McDonald, Wills, April Warman, and Richard
Kirkland (to mention only a few) have, in fact, addressed Muldoon’s oblique way
of engaging with the Troubles in Northern Ireland and his avoidance of sectarian
politics. Furthermore, they have also gauged the influence of international poets
across the centuries, amongst them Lord Byron, John Donne, and Robert Frost,
whose ‘direct’ influence can be seen in collections as early as New Weather (28).
The breadth of Muldoon studies testifies to the accomplishments of this prodigy
of Northern Irish poetry, his baffling erudition, his technical virtuosity, as well as
the bewitching and exhilarating complexity of his work.

Among this ever-growing critical apparatus, Kendall's Paul Muldoon and
Wills’s Reading Paul Muldoon remain the main studies. Neither of these critics
imposes a reading on the poems; instead, they provide insightful and in-depth
readings of Muldoon’s work reflecting the wide array of interpretations offered by
his poetry. In particular, as argued by Holdridge in his review of Reading Paul
Muldoon, Wills uses ‘a variety of methods, formal and historical, etymological
and topical, local and international’ (205) that provide an exploration of the key
concerns in Muldoon’s poetry. Moreover, as made evident by the title of Wills’s
monograph, her emphasis is on a close-reading of Muldoon’s poetry; this is also
the backbone of the present research.

This thesis seeks to explore further certain claims (discussed below) made
by these critics and to re-evaluate Muldoon’s poetry in light of collections
published after these two main studies were written (particularly Moy Sand and
Gravel) and, even more importantly, in light of the recent evolutions regarding

the debate on autobiography and poetry, on the one hand, and on the
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autofictional practice, on the other. For this reason, this thesis does not dwell on
some of the topics that critics have addressed in the last few decades, particularly
the ways in which Muldoon deals with local and international politics; instead,
the present research focuses on the unresolved and complex question of the
‘referential’ in his poetry. Although this study departs from some of the issues
addressed in previous criticism, it does not attempt to undervalue the importance
of these works: it argues that their analyses constitute solid points of departure
for further explorations and considerations.

These studies have praised Muldoon’s linguistic dexterity, his baffling
erudition and ‘technical aplomb’, his ‘bold, inventive rhymes’ (Wills, Reading
Paul Muldoon 9), and his treatment of poetic forms, particularly the sonnet.
However, although the poet’s technical virtuosity has been acknowledged, there
has not been enough attention drawn to the disruptive impact of the
autobiographical drive on some of these poetic patterns and on the instability of
the first-person voice. Even though Kendall argues that New Weather is
characterised by ‘unity and division’ and a ‘simultaneous two- and one-ness’
describing the end of a relationship, one should explore how this fracturing goes
beyond Muldoon’s early collections and how this instability is reflected in the
poetic form, the placement of pronouns, and the progressive fracturing of the ‘T,
particularly in failed romance poems and elegies. After describing the most
applicable theories of autobiography and of autofiction in Chapter One, Chapter
Two concentrates on the evolution of the ‘I" across Muldoon’s collections by
focusing on his most apparently personal poems—family poems, failed romance
poems, and elegies—bound together by the common theme of loss or absence.
This chapter explains why it is characteristically in failed romance poems and

elegies that the ‘T’ is at his most vulnerable and that identities are most contingent
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and unstable. This analysis therefore focuses on the limits of autobiography when
mediated through poetry and argues that what is at stake in all of these personal
poems is the fragmented nature of the autobiographical self and the disruption of
the identification between speaker, author, and character, a defining feature of
Philippe Lejeune’s autobiographical pact.

10

Furthermore, Kendall’s claim that “Yarrow” may be, among other things, a
tribute to the salvaging powers of memory’ (Paul Muldoon 238) overlooks the
limits of the process of remembering and the impact of the process of
reminiscence on the lyric ‘T". Chapter Three turns to the analysis of memory in
order to find the causes for the fragmented nature of the autobiographical ‘T’ as
discussed in Chapter Two. It argues that the process of anamnesis (the recalling
of things past) is thwarted when memory is mediated through poetry. This third
chapter focuses on the impact of the poetic form and associative logic on the
disruption of time and chronology, which is an important cause for the
fragmentation of the lyric ‘T". Since this chapter hinges on two key notions that are
central to the analysis of memory—time and space—it also argues that, although
Muldoon’s poetry is ‘filled with signposts’ (Kendall, Paul Muldoon 36), the
association of places with memories put forth by “The Art of Memory’ falls short
when memories are mediated through poetry.

While Kendall argues that ‘The Annals of Chile, Muldoon’s most elegiac
collection to date, is also his most candidly autobiographical’ (208), the candour
of this volume has to be modulated because of the multiple levels of
fictionalisation at play in poems such as ‘Yarrow’ and ‘Brazil’: the overlapping of
spatial, temporal, and textual layers on memories creates the appearance of

fiction. These autobiographical poems are, therefore, not authentic, unmediated

personal pieces. The layering of fantasies over memories constitutes a first level of



fictionalisation. Chapter Four is entirely dedicated to Muldoon’s autofictional
practice: it explores in detail the various fictional strategies devised by Muldoon
to mythologise his self and family, and progresses according to their various
degrees of intensity. After exploring the overlaying of childhood fantasies on
memories, this chapter turns to a greater level of fictionalisation, which
corresponds to poems where Muldoon resorts to the surreal. Although past
studies have discussed Muldoon’s ‘fascination with special worlds’ (Kendall, Paul
Muldoon 38-39) and his fondness for the creation of alternative lives (particularly
in Why Brownlee Left), these studies have overlooked the influence of a key Irish
tradition: the féth fiadda.'4 Chapter Four argues that, while in some poems the
superimposition of various narrative layers creates the illusion of fiction
(childhood fantasies); in collections such as Hay and Moy Sand and Gravel, it is
the creation of a two-dimensional world—the real world, on the one hand, and a
surreal otherworld, on the other—that pushes the process of fictionalisation to
another level, creating ‘fantastic autofictions’ based on the féth fiada. The final
part of this chapter focuses on some of Muldoon’s ‘fake’ personal poems,
particularly those anticipating his father’s death. This fourth chapter therefore
explores the complexity of Muldoon’s mythopoetics by analysing his autofictional
strategies, ranging from those creating the illusion of fiction (boyhood fantasies)
to those presenting the illusion of reality (biographical forgeries). This chapter
argues that it is through multiple degrees of fictionalisation that the poet
reinvents his self and personal origins.

Finally, although Muldoon has been compared to a mischievous shape-

shifting Proteus and a Trickster figure, there has not been a thorough analysis of

14 There is one study that addresses the féth fidda tradition in Muldoon’s poetry and which is
referred to in Chapter Four: Dillon Johnston, ‘Next to Nothing: Uses of the Otherworld in Modern
Irish Literature’, New Irish Writing: Essays in Memory of Raymond J. Porter, ed. James D.
Brophy and Eamon Grennan (Boston: Twayne, 1989), 121-140.
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the variety of Muldoon’s playful metalepses and the wide range of authorial
masks—or personnages d’auteur (to use Charline Pluvinet’s term for writer-
characters)—behind which this trickster poet hides in his text. Chapter Five
further explores Muldoon’s autofictional strategies, focusing, in particular, on the
metafictional dimension of some of his poems. In fact, while Chapter Four
discusses the fictionalisation of the diegetic speaker, Chapter Five explores the
multiple facets of the extradiegetic author. The final chapter first places the
emphasis on two types of autofictions—intrusive and specular autofictions—that
are used as tools to explore the richness and complexity of Muldoon’s authorial
intrusions. After offering a detailed overview of the poet’s various metalepses,
Chapter Five then proceeds to analysing a particular type of intrusive author: the
storyteller. In fact, while Heaney ‘has described reading Muldoon'’s poetry as akin
to being faced with two informants, one who always tells the truth and one who
always lies’ (qtd. in Kendall, Paul Muldoon 209), to date, no study has fully
developed this key idea nor set out to compare Muldoon’s poetic idiosyncrasies
with the storyteller’s artistry. Moreover, while the influence of American culture
has been discussed in several studies, it is curious that his poetry has never been
compared in any detail to the American storytelling tradition: the tall tale. The
final chapter of this thesis focuses on the extent of Muldoon’s authorial control by
first exploring the various forms of authorial intrusions across his ceuvre and by
then focusing on the similarities between Muldoon and the tall tale narrator.
Chapter Five is particularly important because, while Muldoon’s various authorial
intrusions are mostly visible in his autofictional poems, they are also central to
reading his broader work. In fact, these intrusive strategies emphasise the ways in

which Muldoon engages his readers and plays with the reception of his poems. As
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a result, while further exploring Muldoon’s autofictional artistry, this concluding
chapter also sheds light on his work more broadly and on the rest of this thesis.
Past and present studies have acknowledged both the extent to which
biography pervades Muldoon’s work and the fact that the poet fictionalises his
life. However, there are fundamental aspects of his poetry that need to be further
explored and re-examined: the impact of the autobiographical drive on the first-
person voice and the poetic pattern (Chapter Two), the limits of the remembering
process when mediated through poetry (Chapter Three), the amplitude and
complexities of Muldoon’s autofictional strategies (Chapter Four), and his
interference with, and control over, the reception of his personal poems (Chapter
Five). Muldoon’s poetry therefore needs to be reassessed in light of recent

theoretical debates on autobiography and autofiction.

Muldoon’s work does not need specific theoretical theories to be read and
understood. Nonetheless, his poetry problematises the relationship between
autobiography and poetry, and brings up a number of autofictional issues that
contemporary theoreticians have addressed in recent years. An awareness of
autofictional theories is crucial since they allow us to appreciate more fully the
scope of Muldoon’s strategies devised to blur the line between fact and fiction in
his most personal writings.

Chapter One provides a theoretical framework necessary for the close
reading that is adhered to throughout the thesis. In this opening chapter, the
focus is first placed on a reconsideration of the relationship between
autobiography and poetry, and is then directed to an exploration of the various
autofictional modes that have been highlighted by French theoreticians over the

past few decades, particularly Vincent Colonna. The latter triggered a debate on
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what autofiction stands for with his Ph.D. L’autofiction. Essai sur la
fictionnalisation de soi en littérature (1989) and, later, with Autofiction et autres
mythomanies littéraires (2004). He did so by moving away from Serge
Doubrovsky’s discourse, according to which an autofictional text is ‘less the
writing of an adventure than the adventure of a writing’, and in which events and
facts are ‘strictly real’ (back cover of Fils). Contrary to Doubrovsky, Colonna
argues that an autofiction is a text in which the author invents for him- or herself
a new personality, a fictionalised self. His definition is broader that Doubrovsky’s:
it proposes multiple ways of reading a variety of texts that would otherwise simply
(and sometimes, wrongly) be labelled ‘personal writings’, ‘autobiographies’, or
‘fictions’. By offering four different types of autofictions—l'autofiction
biographique, lautofiction fantastique, l'autofiction spéculaire, and lautofiction
intrusive—Colonna emphasises both the fact that setting these texts down in a
single category is a far more complex enterprise than one thought, and that these
generic straitjackets (‘autobiography’ and ‘fiction’) have permeable frontiers.
Although these studies of autofiction have mostly been discussed in French
studies, they constitute a fundamental contribution to the domain of literary self-
representation. The key aspect to this opening chapter lies in the comparisons
drawn between the characteristics and issues of autobiography written in verse
and those of the autofictional enterprise.

These theories form a solid basis and inform a number of my critical
analyses in the rest of the thesis. However, it is important, at this juncture, to
acknowledge Muldoon’s position vis-a-vis theory. Even though the poet sees
‘some value in a great many of the theories that come floating by’, he describes
himself as ‘antiprescriptive’ and resists ‘very strenuously [...] any kind of ism’

(qtd. in Keller 8). In fact, while bringing up a number of theoretical issues,
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Muldoon’s poetry evades theoretical labels and eludes these generic straitjackets:
‘It seems to me that any decent writer eschews labels’ (22). It is, therefore,
important to state that the following critical readings do not subscribe to narrowly
defined theoretical strangleholds; instead, they navigate throughout the thesis
among several theoretical positions, opening up new ways of reading Muldoon’s
ceuvre and emphasising the limitless possibilities of interpreting his poetry
instead of compartmentalising it.

From Chapter Two to Chapter Five, my analyses explore the broader
structures and recurrent motifs of each collection, and the key evolutions across
Muldoon’s work. This meticulous reading offers a concrete illustration of the
general theoretical patterns analysed in Chapter One: for instance, the expansive
scope of Muldoon’s autofictional practices analysed in Chapters Four and Five is
revealed out of a close, attentive, and open-minded reading of his work through a
wide variety of theories discussed in Chapter One. Not only does this close-
reading methodology rely on a strong theoretical basis, but it is also dependent on
a close examination of manuscript drafts and a good knowledge of the poet’s
biographical context.

Muldoon states that ‘you could piece together quite a lot of [his] life from
the poems if you were starting from that end’ (qtd. in Noble n. pag.), thus re-
creating the poet’s portrait by assembling pieces of an autobiographical puzzle
across his collections. Nonetheless, he also argues that starting from the poems
themselves can be a dangerous venture if the reader does not know the poet’s

biographical history:!s ‘You see, the other side of that is that if you were relying on

15 The whole passage reads: ‘It seems to me that you could piece together quite a lot of my life from
the poems if you were starting from that end—just from the poems themselves. A number of them
are spoken by a character who is—let’s put it like this—not unlike the historical character known
as Paul Muldoon who writes these poems under the pseudonym of Paul Muldoon. So that one
would be able to divine that I was born in Armagh, brought up there in this particular region, that
I was brought up under a certain cultural tradition, in a certain religion, for example. You could
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the poems to write that biography you could get yourself into terrible trouble [...]
because though very often the poems are operating, what they’re aiming to do is
to give this sense of physical as well as psychological verifiability’. This is
particularly the case with poems such as ‘Cuba’, discussed previously. In fact, the
reader might think that this older sister called ‘May’ is one of the missing pieces
necessary to complete the author’s family history if s/he does not know the poet’s
biography. In the absence of an autobiography or a biography on Muldoon, the
reader may turn to several documents that offer a rather comprehensive
biographical context. This study therefore relies on Muldoon’s autobiographical
writings, particularly ‘A Tight Wee Place in Armagh’ and ‘Notes for Chez Moy: A
Critical Autobiography’; a number of his selected interviews, such as with John
Haffenden in Viewpoints: Poets in Conversation (1981), Jennifer Noble (1990),
Earl G. Ingersoll and Stan Sanvel Rubin in the Michigan Quarterly Review
(1998), and James S. F. Wilson in The Paris Review (2008); and personal
documents collected in the Muldoon Archive at Emory University, particularly
personal correspondence, family photographs, and drafts, in order to support
(wherever relevant) a genetic approach to the text.

Amongst these documents, ‘Notes for Chez Moy’ stands out as the main
source of biographical information since it provides essential key information
woven across the poet’s work. I do not intend to offer an exhaustive biography of
Muldoon, but I wish to highlight the key biographical elements on which the
present study is based. Muldoon was born ‘on June 20th, 1951 in a hospital in
Portadown, County Armagh’ to ‘Patrick Muldoon (1910-1985) and Brigid

Muldoon, nee Regan (1919-1974)’ (n. pag.). The poet’s parents often feature in his

work out then that I lived in Belfast, you could work out that I worked for the BBC, that I'd been
married once or twice, that I'd been involved with other people once or twice, that I now live in
America. You could work all that out. I don’t think you could write a Times obituary based on it,
but you could work that out’.
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poetry and are usually portrayed in very different ways in a manner reminiscent
of D. H. Lawrence’s portrayal of the Morels in Sons and Lovers (Haffenden 131).16
While his mother ‘trained as a teacher’, his father held many jobs including ‘farm
labourer’, ‘cauliflower- and mushroom-grower’, and ‘received no secondary
education’.’” Particular places also feature in the poetry. Muldoon’s family lived in
‘Eglish, County Tyrone, where two other children, Maureen and Joseph, were
born in 1953 and 1954 respectively’. In 1954, they then moved to ‘Collegelands,
County Armagh’, ‘a little enclave of Roman Catholics living within the
predominantly Protestant parish of Loughgall’. Muldoon explains that he and his
siblings were also isolated partly because of their ‘mother’s reluctance to allow
[them] to mix with the local children’, as illustrated in passages from ‘Yarrow’.
The village of the Moy also holds a central place across Muldoon’s collections,
constituting one of his fundamental memori loci (‘places of memory’), which are
at the core of a number of my analyses, particularly in Chapter Three.® The pun
‘Chez Moy’ illustrates perfectly the importance of this place name in relation to
the self (in French, moi): the poet seems to claim that this village is interrelated
with the self and that the two are almost co-dependent. Muldoon’s love

relationships also form the backdrop of a number of poems. When studying in

16 This is particularly the case of the early poem ‘The Mixed Marriage’, in which the parents’
portraits establish a clear distinction between Patrick and Brigid who are compared to the
Morels—the ‘working man’ and the ‘aspirational mother’ (Muldoon qtd. in O’Callaghan): ‘My
father was a servant-boy. [...] / / My mother was the school-mistress, / The world of Castor and
Pollux. [...] / / She had read one volume of Proust, / He knew the cure for farcy’ (M 42, my
emphasis). The indefinite ‘a’ and the definite ‘the’ contribute to emphasising the parents’ different
social ‘status’.

17 The whole passage reads: ‘My father’s parents were Hugh Muldoon, a thatcher, and Mary
Hamill, a housewife, while my mother’s were Francis Regan, a tailor, and Mary Donnelly, also a
housewife. Both families were poor. After his mother died when he was seven and his father
remarried an unsympathetic woman, my father was forced to hire himself out as a farm labourer
at the age of eleven or twelve, and therefore received no secondary education. He could read and
write only with difficulty, needing help to manage official documents and forms. He continued to
work as a shepherd, navvy, farm-worker, builder’s labourer, cauliflower- and mushroom-grower’
(‘Notes for Chez Moy’ n. pag.). See poems such as ‘Gathering Mushrooms’, featuring the
‘mushroom shed’ (Q 7), or ‘The Fox’: ‘You seem engrossed, / as if I'd come on you / painfully
writing your name / with a carpenter’s pencil / / on the lid / of a mushroom-boex. / You're saying,
Go back to bed’ (MB 24).

18 These places are called memori loci because they are the repository of memories.
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Queen’s University, he met his first wife Anne-Mary Conway, whom he married
‘during the Ulster Workers’ Council strike in 1974, when his mother was dying of
cancer. He then had a relationship with ‘the artist Mary Farl Powers (1948-1992)’,
to whom ‘Incantata’ is dedicated. In 1985, shortly after his father’s death, he met
his future wife ‘the poet and novelist Jean Hanff Korelitz (1961- ), whom he
married in August 1987, and with whom he has two children, Dorothy and Asher.

All of these biographical facts are important in the rest of this study.

The present thesis, then, argues for a new consideration of Muldoon’s poetry
through the lens of two interrelated notions—autobiography and autofiction—and
is articulated around the poetic representation of the self. The overarching
argument is that what lies at the core of Muldoon’s poetry is not the unmediated,
wholeness of the self characterising autobiography in prose (Linda Anderson),
but the inherent ‘doubleness’ of the poetic self. I hope that this thesis proves to be
a strong contribution to Muldoon studies and, more generally, to autofictional

studies and to the debate regarding poetry and autobiography.
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CHAPTER ONE: Theoretical Framework

MULDOON: Basically, I'm a person who can see some value in a great
many of the theories that come floating by. What I resist very strenuously
is the superimposing of any particular world picture, any kind of -ism, that
insists on everything falling into place very neatly—as in some great cookie
cutter from the sky, or some magician’s trunk that will include any
mannequin that happens to swim into its ken (what a mixed metaphor!)
and all the legs and arms, if they don'’t fit in, are going to be chopped off.
I'm antiprescriptive.

INTERVIEWER: And your work thwarts that: the way in which you insist
on mysteries or open-endedness works counter to that simplification.

MULDOON: Well, it’s not as if I get up in the morning and say, ‘Today I'm
going to...’

INTERVIEWER: ‘Thwart those Lacanians’.

MULDOON: Right. I don’t think my job in life is to do that. No. I suppose I
am interested in exciting myself, amusing myself, disturbing myself.

(qtd. in Kelier 8)
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1.1. Introduction

As the aim of my Ph.D. research is to position Muldoon’s poetry within the
concepts of autobiography and autofiction, this first chapter addresses these two
key literary concepts, by providing a theoretical framework necessary for the close
reading that is adhered to throughout the subsequent chapters.

Chapter One is divided into two parts. Part 1.2 provides a summary of the
most applicable theories of autobiography and of autofiction. Part 1.3 identifies
the key peritextual elements that are equally essential to any study of
autobiography and autofiction.’9 This combination of theories and textual
elements constitutes the theoretical framework of this thesis, which is crucial to
support the analysis of Muldoon’s poems in the next chapters. Part 1.2 introduces
the various theories of autobiography and poetry, on the one hand, and of
autofiction, on the other. The point is not to offer an exhaustive account of the
wide array of theories that exist in the fields of autobiography and autofiction;
instead, Part 1.2 presents the main theoretical issues and identifies the most
applicable methods and principles in order to address Muldoon’s poetry, while
bearing in mind his reluctance towards ‘any kind of -ism’. For this reason,
although some of the following theories are used as tools to read his poetry, they
are not applied without a number of conditions, to avoid ‘legs and arms’ being
‘chopped off’ (to use Muldoon’s metaphor). This is the case, in particular, with
theories of autofiction. Part 1.3 focuses attention on key elements of the ‘peritext’
(or, to use Gérard Genette’s term, le péritexte), which are essential when

researching on autobiography and autofiction, because they provide important

19 As explained in Part 1.3, the peritext corresponds to elements surrounding the text (such as
titles and dedications).
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information on the referential nature of some poems and, sometimes, of entire
collections. Part 1.3 focuses on three peritextual criteria—prefaces, dedications,
and titles—which are necessary to support my reading of the autobiographical
and autofictional elements in Muldoon’s poetry. These textual elements and the
theories discussed in the next part are woven into the analyses of the subsequent

chapters.20

1.2. Autobiography and Autofiction

As autobiography as a genre has already received a significant amount of critical
attention, Part 1.2 calls for the reconsideration of the issue regarding
autobiography and poetry. In fact, the debate on whether poetry has a place in
autobiographical writing has profoundly changed the theoretical reception of
autobiography as a genre. Although it is still an on-going process, this debate has
delineated some of the main features of autobiographical poetry, which come to
light in my discussions of Muldoon’s personal poems in Chapters Two and Three.
My analysis then proceeds to place the focus on the recent changes that
have taken place over the last three decades, particularly in France, in the domain
of literary self-representation. These changes have given rise to a new term,
‘autofiction’, also called ‘faction’, ‘factual fiction’, or ‘fiction of facts’ in English

(Gasparini, Est-il je? 313).2! The more this new ‘genre’ gets written about, the less

20 This first chapter focuses on theories of autobiography and of autofiction (Part 1.2) and on the
peritext (Part 1.3). Other theories related to mourning and loss, memory, and storytelling (to
mention only a few) are discussed in Chapters Two, Three, and Five, respectively.

21 Arnaud Schmitt sums up the different terms for the autofictional practice in his article on ‘Self-
Narration™ ‘As far as naming the blend is concerned, several options are available: French
theorists (Doubrovsky, Genette, Colonna, or Lejeune, for instance) have, more or less
enthusiastically, endorsed autofiction. The North American response offers more options,
although as recently as the nineteenth century, autobiographical novels (Gasparini, Est-il Je?
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consensus there seems to be on what it actually means, and what literary works it
includes. Furthermore, as the inverted commas around the term ‘genre’ show,
there is also little agreement on whether or not autofiction constitutes a new
genre. Part 1.2 provides a complete understanding of this multifaceted term in
order to lay the foundations for Chapters Four and Five, which are dedicated to
Muldoon’s autofictional practice. More generally, this study of autofiction calls for
a reconsideration of the ‘autobiography’ and ‘autofiction’ labels, as well as
emphasises the impact of autofiction on literary genres. It also highlights the fact
that some of the concerns raised by the autofictional enterprise echo some of the

issues that emerge from the following discussions on autobiography and poetry.

Autobiography and Poetry

There is an ‘inevitable inability’ to analyse the link
between autobiography and poetry that stems from
the gap that exists between these two terms—a gap
that each of their manifestations produces. A gap
that is also widened by this apparently insignificant
conjunction ‘and’.

(Laugier 33)22

The relation between autobiography and poetry has always been a highly
contested issue and has drawn great critical attention over the past few decades.

Kate Hamburger famously said that the lyric ‘T’ (as opposed to the ‘T’ of fiction) is

313) seemed to be the official term for a genre very loosely defined, sometimes including deeply
heterogeneous texts. Avrom Fleishman used autobiographical fiction in 1976, stressing the fiction
element in order to refute referential readings of controversial pieces such as Portnoy’s
Complaint. For Paul John Eakin all first-person narratives qualified as autobiographical
narratives since they are the result of a process of self-invention resorting as much to imagination
as to memory. Over the last decades of the twentieth century, new substantives appeared in the
North American theoretical landscape, like surfiction, factual fiction, fiction of facts, or faction’
(123-124). The term used in this thesis is ‘autofiction’ since it encompasses a wide array of
practices and is used by the various theories referred to in this opening chapter.

22 The original reads: ‘Il y a une “inhabilité fatale” a penser entre autobiographie et poésie: parce
qu’il y a un écart entre ces deux noms—un écart que chacune de leur expérience produit. Un écart
que ce petit “et” conjonctif redouble également’.

42 -



the true subject of enunciation. As a result, it has often been equated with the
autobiographical ‘I’ by many ecritics.23 In fact, according to Sébastien Hubier,
following the theories of Swiss literary critic Jean Starobinski, autobiography and
poetry are not dissimilar. Firstly, autobiographies (in verse or in prose) are,
necessarily, reconstructions in themselves, so that the only difference between an
autobiography written in prose and one written in verse is ‘a question of degree
and not of nature’ (50). Secondly, ‘poetry—in verse or in prose—is also a means to
understand the real and one’s self and, for that reason, it coincides with what is at
stake in autobiography’.24

However, although poetic works are now listed among autobiographical
writings since boundaries between genres have shrunk,2s there is still little
agreement among critics as to the exact nature of the relation between poetry and
autobiography. The debate on autobiography and poetry has been fuelled since
the early 1970s by a constant exchange between Philippe Lejeune, a leading critic

and theorist in autobiographical studies, and other French critics.

Philippe Lejeune’s Definition of Autobiography

*

In 2004, a group of academics and writers led by Eric Audinet and Dominique
Rabaté resolved to get to the heart of the matter regarding the relationship

between poetry and autobiography: they decided to examine Lejeune’s definition

23 Schmitt explains that, in The Logic of Literature, Hamburger ‘differentiates between the real
author, the “I-origo”, and the fictional narrator, the “I-origines™ (‘Making the Case for Self-
Narration’ 124). According to Schmitt, Hamburger’s theory is not suited to hybrid texts (i.e.
autofictional texts) because the ‘I-origo’ and the ‘I-origines’ cannot be differentiated.

24 Originally: ‘Au premier rang des objections, on notera d'une part que, comme nous 'avons déja
évoqué a la suite de J. Starobinski, I'autobiographie porte toujours peu ou prou les traces de cette
élaboration, de cette reconstruction qu'elle est. Il n’y aurait donc entre une autobiographie
versifiée et une autobiographie en prose qu'une différence de degré et non de nature. D’autre part,
la poésie—versifiée ou non—est aussi une forme de connaissance du réel et de soi-méme et, en
cela, elle rejoint la plupart des enjeux de 'autobiographie’.

25 William C. Spengemann mentions Wordsworth’s Prelude, as well as Eliot’s and William C.
William'’s poetry as examples of autobiographical poems and cites lyric poetry as ‘the most ancient
form of self-representation’ (171).

A5



of ‘autobiography’ and, in particular, his exclusion of poetry from
autobiographical writing. A brief return to the main arguments put forward by
Lejeune in 1971 is necessary in order to shed light on this debate, which has
remained lively to this day.

In his first published work on autobiography, L’Autobiographie en France,
Lejeune states that, in order for a text to be autobiographical, the author,
narrator, and character must share the same identity (23). This identification
corresponds to what Genette calls le protocole nominal (qtd. in Colonna,
L’autofiction 37-38) or to Dorrit Cohn’s ‘nominal signpost’ (The Distinction of
Fiction 32). It is also in this seminal book that Lejeune defines the pragmatic
dimension of autobiographical writing by introducing his now famous
autobiographical pact (or contract), which, to this day, remains the corner-stone
of his theory. This contract—which is not necessarily written in the first-person
voice (with an autodiegetic narrator in Genette’s terms), but can also be written in
the third-person voice—revolves around the notion of authenticity and
faithfulness, as opposed to the ‘fictional pact’ (pacte romanesque) that asserts the
fictitious nature of the narrative in which the narrator-character is not nominally
identified with its author (Signes de vie 31).26 On the notion of authenticity,

Lejeune argues in his famous work Le Pacte autobiographique (1975) that

[c]ontrary to all forms of fiction, biographies and autobiographies are referential
texts: just like scientific or historical discourse, they claim to bring information on
a ‘reality’ that is external to the text, and are therefore subject to a verification
test. Their goal is not mere verisimilitude, but resemblance to truth. It is not
about ‘looking real’, but being the image of the real. (36)27

26 A third pact, which Lejeune calls ‘unspecified’ (indéterminé), refers to a narrative in which the
character has no name (Le Pacte 29).

27 In the original text: ‘Par opposition a toutes les formes de fiction, la biographie et
l'autobiographie sont des textes référentiels: exactement comme le discours scientifique ou
historique, ils prétendent apporter une information sur une “réalité” extérieure au texte, et donc
se soumettre a une épreuve de vérification. Leur but n’est pas la simple vraisemblance, mais la
ressemblance au vrai. Non “I'effet de réel”, mais I'image du réel’.
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In this work, Lejeune refines his definition of autobiography, which clearly rejects
verse: ‘A retrospective prose narrative written by a real person concerning his
or her own existence, focusing on his or her individual life, in particular, on the
development of his or her personality’ (14).28

Among all these criteria, it is not the focus on the ‘individual life’ or the
‘retrospective’ criterion that Lejeune’s detractors wanted to pick up on here, but
rather the term ‘prose’. In fact, the only place allotted to poetry is in what Lejeune
calls the ‘autobiographical space’ (espace autobiographique) (41), which refers to
works of fiction (novels and poems) that incorporate autobiographical elements

(Benoit 23).29

The Characteristics of Autobiographical Poetry

*

Despite criticising Lejeune’s exclusion of poetry from autobiography in his early
work, Audinet confesses in a prologue to Poésie et autobiographie that the
participants did not confront poetry and autobiography but rather evaded the
topic (‘Apres-coup’ 13). However, some insightful remarks clarify the relationship
between autobiography and poetry and are central to my analyses in Chapters
Two and Three.

Jean-Michel Maulpoix’s comments are particularly illuminating. He

explains that autobiography tends to centre the subject, whereas poetry scatters

28 The definition in French reads: ‘Récit rétrospectif en prose quune personne réelle fait de sa
propre existence, lorsqu’elle met l'accent sur sa vie individuelle, en particulier sur Uhistoire de sa
personnalité’. In italics in the original text. Later, in 1992, Lejeune created L’Association pour
l'autobiographie, which also excluded both poetry and fiction.

29 Consequently, critics such as Benoit, for example, argue that ‘poetry is not strictly speaking
autobiography, yet it can be autobiographical insofar as it can be included in what Lejeune calls
“the autobiographical space™ (22-23). The original reads: ‘la poésie n’est pas autobiographie a
proprement parler, elle peut cependant étre autobiographique dans la mesure ou elle peut

)

s'inscrire dans ce que Lejeune appelle “I'espace autobiographique™.
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and disfigures it (‘Table ronde’ 25).3° As a result, a poetic autobiography offers
not so much an ‘identity card’ of the poetic subject (une carte d’identité), but an
‘alterity card’ (une carte d’altérité) (24), stressing the ‘otherness’ of the poetic T
the first-person voice is an ever-changing ‘other’ to him- or herself.3! According to
Maulpoix, an autobiographical poem would therefore strive towards alterity
(‘Table ronde’ 27), a deconstruction of the subject.32 These observations are
particularly important in order to understand the ‘split’ nature of the T’ in
Muldoon’s autobiographical poems discussed in Chapter Two, particularly his
failed romance poems and elegies. Maulpoix’s observations are also very useful
for my third chapter since he further argues that a poetic autobiography is
necessarily incomplete and written in broken lines: the lyric ‘T’ is the megaphone
of a plurality, whose origins are scattered by the poetic process (25-26, my
emphasis). Chapter Three analyses in detail the scattering of personal origins and
argues that, despite the importance of memory in autobiographical writing, the
mediation of memories through poetry participates in the uprooting of the T’

In 2005, thirty years after writing Le pacte autobiographique, Lejeune
published Signes de vie: Le pacte autobiographique 2, conscious of the new
theories of autobiography and poetry that had arisen in the wake of Le pacte
autobiographique. He addresses the criticisms made towards his previous works
by mentioning explicitly those in Poésie et autobiographie and those voiced
against his insistence on the autobiographer’s commitment to tell the truth

(engagement de vérité). He re-affirms that, in an autobiography, the writer

30 Originally: ‘La ou l'autobiographie tend a centrer la figure, la poésie I'émiette, la disperse et la
dé-figure’.

31 As summed up by Rabaté, this vision of poetry and autobiography breaks from the notion of
continuity and the romantic lyric ‘T of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Les Confessions, ‘the inaugural
text of modern autobiography’ (Marcus 180).

32 The original reads: ‘S’il existe une autobiographie poétique, une autobiographie du poéme, ou
“dans la poésie”, elle constitue moins la carte d’identité d'un sujet spécifique, que I’hypothétique
carte daltérité de ses transactions avec les autres qu'il porte en lui. Les péripéties d’une
altération. Les déboires d'un étre altéré. Autant dire I'autobiographie d’une soif. [...] Il s’agit d’'une
écriture lyrique tendue par et vers l'altérité (épreuve de I'altérité en soi et au-dehors de soi)’.
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abides by the truth in the tradition of Rousseau (9) and that the nature of the
autobiographical pact is that of a contract between the author and the reader
(15).33 Yet, in a baffling reversal, Lejeune offers a violent refutation of some of his
most adamant affirmations: he acknowledges that it was pure ‘heresy’ on his part
to have said that autobiographies had to be written in prose (Signes de vie 45).34
Furthermore, although he was intransigent on the notion of identity (‘an identity
is or is not’) he admits that ambiguities and intermediaries may exist (25).35 This
means that the protocole nominal no longer has to be strictly applied, opening
the gates to poetry, in which poet’s name rarely features. In Chapter Two, the
analysis of some father-and-son poems (Part 2.2) focuses on the speaker’s
difficulty in naming himself in the poem.

Eric Benoit welcomed Lejeune’s significant volte-face and, with a group of
French academics, decided to continue pondering what characterised

autobiography in verse. In fact, since Moi aussi and Signes de vie: Le pacte

33 Rousseau famously stated in the preface to his Confessions: ‘This is the only portrait of a man,
painted exactly according to nature and in all its truth, that exists and will probably ever exist’
(31). The original reads: ‘Voici le seul portrait d’homme, peint exactement d’aprés nature et dans
toute sa vérité, qui existe et qui probablement existera jamais’. In Reveries of the Solitary Walker,
a sequel to the Confessions, Rousseau explains that, in both of these works, he has been faithful to
reality: ‘Yes, I can say and feel with a proud, uplifted soul that in this work I took good faith,
truthfulness, and openness as far as, or even further than, any other man has ever done, or at least
I believe so; feeling that the good surpassed the bad, it was in my interest to tell the whole truth,
and so I told the whole truth’ (44). Nonetheless, he has also modified or ‘embellished’ memories,
as later discussed in Chapter Three.

34 Originally: ‘dans Le pacte autobiographique, j'ai dit—hérésie!—que l'autobiographie était “en
prose”. Lejeune even entitled one of his chapters in Signes de vie, ‘Autobiography and Poetry’.

35 In French: ‘dans le Pacte, j'explique froidement que I'identité est une question de tout ou rien:
une identité est ou n’est pas. Dans le “Pacte (bis)”, j’adoucis les choses, je montre les ambiguités et
transitions qui peuvent exister.... Lejeune also concedes that, although his first definition of
autobiography only took into account works written after 1770, he should not have restricted his
study to what happened after Rousseau. Although Signes de vie is a corner-stone in Lejeune’s
study of autobiography, we should not forget that he had already mentioned the possibility of
including poetry in his definition of autobiography in Moi ausst in 1986. In the chapter entitled
‘Le Pacte autobiographique (bis)’, he states that, instead of giving a definition that excluded verse
in Le pacte, he should have put ‘the tension between referential transparency and the aesthetic
quest’ at the centre of his research. He further argues that, within autobiographical writing, texts
range from the ‘platitude of the curriculum vitae’ to ‘pure poetry’ (qtd. in Benoit 23). Originally:
‘Aussi, plutdt que de proposer une définition qui, sechement, exclut les vers, aurais-je di désigner
comme centre du systéme actuel cette tension entre la transparence référentielle et la recherche
esthétique, et montrer [...] que, de part et d’autre d'un point d’équilibre, il existait une gradation
continue de textes allant, d'un coté, vers la platitude du curriculum vitae, et, de I'autre, vers la
poésie pure’.
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autobiographique 2, the debate on poetry and autobiography has not died down.
In 2007, a new book, L’irressemblance: Poésie et autobiographie, brought
together other writers and critics who tried to grapple head on with this
problem.3¢ Following in the footsteps of Maulpoix’s comments in Poésie et
autobiographie, the participants decided to further explore the instability of the
poetic ‘T’, arguing against what Linda Anderson stated about autobiographical
practice: ‘[autobiography] offers an unmediated and yet stabilizing wholeness for
the self. [...] it offers the possibility of alleviating the dangers and anxieties of
fragmentation’ (3). They reasserted that modern poetry has become a paradigm of
the tension between the lyric ‘I’ and the autobiographical subject (the empirical
T), and that this tension was particularly exemplified in the works of major
nineteenth-century French poets. These poets argued that the T was ‘split’
(dédoublé), as in the work of surrealist writer Comte de Lautréamont (pseudonym
of Isidore Lucien Ducasse), or that the ‘T’ was ‘an other’ (‘JE est un autre’), as
famously stated by symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud (maybe taking his cue from

Gérard de Nerval's similar ‘Je suis lautre’).3” Rabaté argues that in

36 It is however unfortunate that we are not given in this book a sense of what these critics felt
towards Lejeune’s volte-face in Le pacte 2. In fact, the conference proceedings, collected in
Lirressemblance, were published following a conference that took place on 17-19 March 2005,
exactly the same month as the publication of Le pacte 2. It is hoped that in the near future another
book on the topic will discuss the full impact of Lejeune’s new definition.

37 Nerval scribbled Je suis 'autre (‘I am the other’) under a portrait of himself engraved by Eugéne
Gervais and used as a frontispiece for L'dge du romantisme, published by Maurice Tourneux and
Philippe Burty. Michel Collot argues that, with this sentence, Nerval anticipated the ‘subsequent
evolution of the relationship between autobiography and fiction’ (qtd. in Hugotte and Braud 8).
This portrait is reproduced in Album Nerval, ed. Eric Buffetaud and Claude Pichois (Paris:
Gallimard, 1993). In Aurélia, Nerval also wrote: ‘A terrible idea came to me. / “Man is double”, I
said to myself. / A Father of the Church has written: “I feel two men in me™ (26). The original
passages read: ‘chaque homme a un double’ and ‘Une idée terrible me vint: 'homme est double,—
me dis-je.—“Je sens deux hommes en moi”, a écrit un Pére de I'Eglise’ (Nerval, (Euvres Complétes
701, 717). Another famous example of the author’s duality is Jorge Luis Borges’s piece ‘Borges y yo’
(translated as ‘Borges and Myself or ‘Borges and I'). This short story is about the Argentinian
author looking out at the life of his ‘double’, the internationally famous writer: ‘It’s to the other
man, to Borges, that things happen. [...] It would be an exaggeration to say that we are on bad
terms; I live, I let myself live, so that Borges can weave his tales and poems, and those tales and
poems are my justification. [...] Little by little, I have been surrendering everything to him, even
though I have evidence of his stubborn habit of falsification and exaggerating. [...] Which of us is
writing this page I don’t know’ (Borges 282-283). The emphasis on telling ‘tales” and the ‘habit of
falsification’ finds an echo in Chapter Five in my analysis of Muldoon as a trickster figure.
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autobiographical texts, the subject ‘tends towards the other, is the other’
(‘Enonciation poétique’ 68).38 In a similar vein to Rabaté, discussing Nerval’s Les
Chimeéres and Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal, Dominique Combe
explains that the identification of the ‘I’ with ‘The Other’ in the work of these two
poets could constitute a ‘double reference’ (référence double) or a ‘split reference’
(référence dédoublée) (62—63). This is particularly relevant to Muldoon’s
personal writings, especially in relation to the split ‘T’ in ‘Yarrow’, discussed in
Chapter Two (Part 2.4).

Rabaté goes even further than the opposition between the ‘I" and the ‘other’
by insisting on the dispersion of the ‘T" and referring to a pluralisation of the
images of the self that is induced by the more or less distorting mirror of
autobiography (‘Poésie et autobiographie’ 44, 46). This characteristic of
autobiographical poetry is illustrated in Chapter Two, particularly in my analysis

of failed romance poems (Part 2.3).

Autobiographical Poetry and Fiction

*

While these comments are similar to those already put forward by Maulpoix,
some critics went even further and focused on the links between autobiographical
poetry and fiction. Benoit states that poetry is about irréférence, non-
resemblance, and differences between the empirical ‘T" and the lyric ‘T' (29). He
further argues that, although Lejeune’s definition of autobiography is strictly
predicated on an avowal of sincerity and truthfulness, autobiographical prose
tends to be referential whereas autobiographical poetry seems more fictional (24).

In fact, the lyric ‘T’ becomes progressively less stable and the poet is led to use

38 The original reads: ‘Le sujet, singulier, dans la plus grande singularité de sa parole, rejoint
I'autre, est 'autre’.
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fiction in order to reinvent the subject and rewrite his or her history. This
observation is very useful to the present study, since not only is the lyric T
particularly unstable in some of the poet’s most autobiographical poems, but it
often slips in and out of referentiality. Benoit goes even further by arguing that a
poetic autobiography resembles ‘the autobiography of a fictional “I”, an imaginary
“I”” (qtd. in Braud and Hugotte 11). The critic therefore establishes an interesting
parallel between autobiographical poetry and autofiction. Chapter Four illustrates
Benoit’s theories by examining the extent to which Muldoon’s autofictional poems
feature a partly referential, partly fictional first-person voice, to the point of
creating autobiographies of a fictional ‘T’.

Benoit then goes on to argue that autobiographical poetry revolves around
a temporal and syntactic discontinuity (32), which is illustrated by the positioning
of the poems on the page, and in which the treatment of temporality breaks away
from chronological continuity (34). This fragmentation encourages the resonance
between events rather than their chronological sequence, and favours epiphanic
moments to the continuum of real life (32). Benoit’s theory, combined with the
one put forward by Maulpoix on the ‘scattering’ of personal origins (discussed
previously), is at the core of my third chapter on how memory creates a
fragmented and a-chronological narrative due to the poetic form. This chapter
also highlights the fact that when memories are mediated through verse, they do
not follow the linearity of the time sequence; instead, they favour lines of
association that create splinters of memories, disrupting the autobiographical
impetus, particularly in longer poems (‘Yarrow’, for instance).

Benoit’s observations are important because they establish a number of

parallels between autobiographical poetry and autofiction: for instance, this
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temporal fragmentation is a shared feature with the autofictional practice.39 In
fact, according to Philippe Gasparini, the autofictionneur (the practitioner of
autofictions) differs from the autobiographer because s/he does not write a linear
reconstruction of his or her life (Autofiction 307).4° Although this is one of the
characteristics of autofiction, as we are now going to see, there has been little
agreement as to how to define this new ‘genre’. Since the term ‘autofiction’ is not
widely used outside of French studies, it is necessary to explain why and when the
term ‘autofiction’ was coined, and how it was received by critics and writers. After
explaining the genesis and reception of this new term, the next section offers an
overview of the main theories of autofiction in order to appreciate the significance

of this concept for reading Muldoon’s poetry in Chapters Four and Five.

39 These similarities between autobiographical poetry and autofiction are developed and further
explored as this thesis progresses.

40 Although a late contributor to the debate on autofiction, Gasparini wrote two influential books
on autofiction: Est-1l je? Roman autobiographique et autofiction (2004) and Autofiction. Une
aventure du langage (2008). Towards the end of Est-il je?, Gasparini shows some concern for the
future of autofiction. He says that the polysemy that surrounds the term may herald its premature
death (311). However, only four years later, in his second book on the topic, Gasparini not only
mentions this new ‘genre’, but he dedicates the whole book to the autofictional practice.
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Autofiction

Lejeune, Doubrovsky and the ‘empty square’

*

Name of the
character-hero —
# name of ={) = name of
Pact the author the author
l
1a 2a
fictional NOVEL NOVEL
1b 2b 3a
=d) NOVEL Indeterminate AUTOBIOGRAPHY
2¢ 3b
autobiographical AUTOBIOGRAPHY | AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Fig. 1. Philippe Lejeune’s chart of autodiegetic narratives

In Le Pacte autobiographique (28), Lejeune drafts a chart of the different
narrative possibilities (Fig. 1). In the third column, he states that the fact that the
name of the character-hero is the same as that of the author ‘rules out the
possibility of fiction’ (30). When he attempts to interpret the two blank squares,
he proceeds to ask whether the character-hero of a novel could share the same
name as the author. He then immediately dismisses this idea by arguing that,
although this would be an interesting case and could exist in theory, nothing
similar has ever been written (31). As to the blank square in the bottom-left
corner of the chart, Lejeune argues that if the name of the character-hero in an
autobiographical work is not that of the author (pseudonyms excluded) then the
reader will always wonder whether s/he is reading a piece of fiction. In these two
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examples, we are therefore faced with a ‘Pirandellian game of ambiguities’. To his
knowledge, ‘this is a game that we hardly ever play for real’ (32).4* The empty
square in the top-right corner of Lejeune’s chart was soon to be filled out two
years later by Doubrovsky.

As Lejeune’s ideas were only beginning to be disseminated, French
academic and writer Serge Doubrovsky wrote in October 1977 to Lejeune stating
that he wished to put a name on this ‘empty square’.42 His neologism ‘autofiction’
first appeared in red and in italics in the back cover blurb of his novel Fils,
published in 1977.43 In response to Doubrovsky’s neologism, Lejeune argues that,
in order for the reader to see the fictional status of a seemingly autobiographical
text and call it ‘autofiction’, elements of the story have to be impossible or
incompatible with information s/he already has in his or her possession (Moi
ausst 65).44 As recently as 2007, Lejeune stated that he had a profound dislike for
this term and that, although he liked fiction and autobiography, he preferred not
to mix them together, as he did not believe that one could read ‘sitting on the
fence’ (‘Le journal’ 3). Lejeune is not the only critic who has been reluctant to

accept this new term.

41 In the original: ‘A ma connaissance, c’est un jeu auquel on ne joue pratiquement jamais pour de
bon’. Lejeune refers to Luigi Pirandello’s style characterised by the notion of appearance and
mirrors, the illusion of reality, the speaker’s multifaceted masks, etc.

42 Lejeune mentions Doubrovsky’s letter in Moi aussi (1986) and Gasparini refers to it in
Autofiction. Une aventure du langage (2008).

43 Actually, the first use of the term ‘autofiction’ appears in the drafts of Fils, which was originally
called Le Monstre (The Monster) (Gasparini, Autofiction 11-12). There are a few controversies
surrounding the identity of the inventor of the term. It was, for instance, wrongly attributed by
Marc Weitzmann to Polish-American novelist Jerzy Kosinski, as explained by Philippe Vilain in
Défense de Narcisse (2005) (qtd. in Gasparini, Autofiction 8-9). Furthermore, Swiss writer Paul
Nizon claimed that he used the term around 1983, without knowing that it already existed (qtd. in
Gasparini, Autofiction 124).

44 The original reads: ‘Pour que le lecteur envisage une narration apparemment autobiographique
comme une fiction, comme une “autofiction” il faut qu’il percoive I'histoire comme impossible, ou
comme incompatible avec une information qu’il posséde déja’.
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Early Criticisms and Disagreements

*

Ever since this neologism was created, it has attracted a number of criticisms. As
early as 1969, a journalist stated that ‘novel reviewers who complain about the
mongrel genre of “faction” books have only themselves to blame’ (‘Faction’). In
academic circles, the term is received with suspicion and autofictions are usually
dismissed as ‘brushes that sweep up all around them’ (Lejeune, Signes de vie
170).45 As reported by some critics, they are the sign of a narcissist (Burgelin 6),
or exhibitionist and self-centered writing (Colonna, Autofiction 199; Burgelin 8;
Cusset 35) that is symptomatic of a tendency towards ‘extimité’ (the public
display of one’s private life), as in reality television (Colonna, Autofiction 13).

At the other end of the scale, some writers see this new exhibitionist
practice as ‘the realm of a new and forbidden pleasure’ (Doubrovsky,
Autobiographiques 70),46 going as far as describing autofiction as a
‘masturbatory genre’ whose practice arouses a ‘shady pleasure’ (qtd. in Burgelin
6).47 These ‘rebel’, ‘transgressive’ (Laouyen n. pag.), or ‘wild’ autobiographies
(Lecarme and Lecarme-Tabone, L’'autobiographie 268),48 for better or for worse,
play havoc with traditional literary boundaries since autofiction is a ‘hybrid
monster that eludes the literary scholar’s test tube’ (Laouyen n. pag.).49 By
questioning such boundaries, this new ‘genre’ turns traditional autobiography on
its head and fundamentally questions the naive practice of autobiography, past
reading practices, and the presence of the author in the work (Darrieussecq 379).

For the most enthusiastic critics, autofictions enable the writer to ‘offer a new

45 In French: ‘une voiture-balai qui ratisse large’.

46 The original reads: T'espace d'une jouissance interdite et inédite’.

47 In the original French text: ‘L’autofiction, un genre masturbatoire, suscitant, dixit récemment
encore une journaliste du Monde, un “plaisir louche™. The critic is here quoting a journalist from
Le Monde.

48 In French: ‘autobiographie déchainée’.

49 In French: ‘monstre hybride qui échappe a I'éprouvette du poéticien’.
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orchestration to old tunes’ (Burgelin 20)5° and to give movement to a freeze frame
(Lucot 75).5t Furthermore, not only do autofictions question the role of the author
in the work (Darrieussecq), but the autofictional enterprise enables us to explore
in depth the plurality of the lyric ‘T’ and the different ‘strata of the mot’ (Hubier
123, 125). Hubier’s analysis is important in so far as it ties up with what has been
said in the afore-mentioned theories of autobiography in verse. The question of
the role of the author in his or her text is also addressed in this thesis. I develop
Hubier’s and Marie Darrieussecq’s views in Chapters Four and Five, respectively
on the different facets (or strata) of the autofictional persona and on the presence
of the poet in his text.

The origins of autofiction are also a source of debate and of staunch
disagreements among critics and academics. Although Colonna argues at the
beginning of Autofiction et autres mythomanies littéraires that debates around
the notion of autofiction arise in an age in which ordinary people’s intimacy and
privacy are laid bare before mass audiences, he believes that autofictions are not a
result of the rise of individualism or modernity, as they date back to Lucian of
Samosata (AD 120-AD 180) and to the Second Sophistic (19, 70).52 Although
Lejeune does not go back as far as the second century AD, he also argues that
autofiction is the ‘avatar of an old genre’ and, more precisely, that of ‘the

autobiographical novel’ (qtd. in Gasparini, Autofiction 75).53 By contrast, for

50 Originally: ‘Pratiquer l'autofiction, c’est [...] donner de nouvelles orchestrations a d’anciennes
musiques’.

51 The original reads: ‘donner du mouvement a ce qui serait photographique’.

52 Samosata had an important influence on writers such as Jonathan Swift, for example. In fact,
his work entitled A True Story, which starts with a sea-voyage and parodies fantastic voyage tales,
inspired Swift when he set out to write Gulliver’s Travels. Although Swift’s 1726 satirical novel is
not an autofiction, it does engage with some autofictional devices: even if the portrait that is
drawn of Gulliver is not exactly that of the author, some of Gulliver’s ‘fantastic experiences are
clearly allegorical versions of Swift’s own life’ (Baines n. pag.). Swift’s work therefore flirts with
the notion of seuils (‘thresholds’) that lies at the core of the autofictional practice. The motif of the
journey is explored in Chapter Four in relation to Muldoon’s fantastic autofictions.

53 In the entry for ‘Autobiography’ of The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary
Theory, John A.B. Cuddon states that in the eighteenth century, the relatively new form of the
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Doubrovsky, Jacques Lecarme, and Régine Robin, it is a ‘new phenomenon’
related to the postmodern era. Doubrovsky and Mounir Laouyen further argue
that it is directly linked to psychoanalysis.

Finally, critics also disagree on whether autofiction is a genre or not, since
it does not lend itself particularly well to a generic approach. To Lejeune’s
question ‘Is it really a genre?’ (‘Autofictions et Cie’ 8), some critics, such as
Colonna, believe that it is not, whereas others, such as Laouyen, argue that it
could potentially become a genre if (and only if) autofiction became accepted by

readers and imposed its own hermeneutic code (n. pag.).54

A Referential or Fictional Enterprise? Theories of Autofiction

*

Raphaéle Rérolle argues in The Guardian that ‘[t]he controversies that arose
when autobiographical fiction, or “autofiction”, began to establish itself [...] have
more or less subsided’ (n. pag.).55 However, the debate surrounding autofiction in
academic circles is still lively: although it took more than a decade after the

publication of Fils to see the first academic pieces written on the subject of

novel is to a certain extent connected with autobiography so that novels such as Daniel Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe (1719) and Laurence Sterne’s Sentimental Journey (1768) ‘are taken to be a kind
of autobiographical fiction, or fictionalized autobiography’ (65).

54 Lecarme was the first academic to consider the fact that autofiction could actually constitute a
literary genre in ‘L’autofiction: un mauvais genre?’, published in 1993 (Gasparini, ‘De quoi
l'autofiction est-elle le nom?’ n. pag.).

55 She further argues: “autofiction”, which introduces a character sharing the same name as the
author, in situations which are more or less fictitious, has an almost incestuous relationship with
the real world. As a result, this bold genre, which has given French literature some of its most
interesting books in the last few years, is not neutral—and this is undoubtedly one of its strengths.
However, autofiction no longer sparks the same passions as it did ten years ago. In the case of
Angot’s latest, which has not had the anticipated impact on readers, it has taken a lawsuit to rouse
the literary world from its torpor: one brought by the ex-girlfriend of the man Angot shares her
life with, and from whom the writer drew inspiration in her book’. Rérolle’s article highlights the
fact that the consequences of writing autofictions should not be underestimated. In fact, the
impact of such practice can go well beyond the immediate literary or academic circles since
autofiction has become a widely known name in the media. The author of The Help (2009), a book
based in the early 1960s and dealing with the lives of African-American maids working for white
families in Jackson (Mississippi), was also involved in a lawsuit. Kathryn Stockett was sued in
February 2011 by Ablene Cooper, who worked as a housekeeper for the author’s brother and who
recognised herself as the character ‘Aibileen Clark’. This onomastic change (Ablene/Aibileen) is a
recurrent feature in autofictional texts and is explored in Chapters Four and Five.
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‘autofiction’, an impressive body of work has emerged in the past thirty years or
so under the influence of Lecarme, Lejeune, Genette, and Colonna (to mention
only a few).56 As very little has been written on this new concept outside of
France, this thesis necessarily revolves around the theories of French academics.5”

There are two different schools of thought in autofictional studies. As
autofictions oscillate between fact and fiction (Forest 137), between the
autobiographical contract and the fictional one, some critics favour the fictional
aspect over the referential one—the ‘fiction’ over the ‘auto’ (Colonna)—while
others insist on the referential nature of this new ‘genre’ (Doubrovsky).58
Colonna’s definition is therefore opposed to Doubrovsky’s stricter definition and
it is around these two theoretical positions that the debate on autofiction has
developed in France. This dichotomy between the two central elements of this
practice, ‘auto’ and ‘fiction’, calls for a more detailed analysis of the different

theories put forward by writers and academics.

56 The first conference on ‘autofiction’, organised by Doubrovsky, Lejeune, and Lecarme took place
on 20-21 November 1992 in the University of Nanterre (Paris) and resulted in a book Autofictions
et Cie (1993). Since then, a website created by Isabelle Grell and Arnaud Genon has been
dedicated to the autofictional practice (http://autofiction.org).

57 Despite this ever-growing body of research in autofictional studies, the very few (and narrow)
definitions offered in dictionaries should not be taken at face value. In France, the Larousse
compares autofiction to the autobiographical novel; in contrast, the Robert gives such a wide
definition that it encompasses all fictional writings of the self (Colonna, Autofiction 15). In
English, the term ‘faction’, combining ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’, is also used to refer to autofiction.
However, few dictionaries mention this neologism: no entry for the word ‘faction’ (nor
‘autofiction’, for that matter) appears in the Literary Encyclopedia; it is only mentioned in
passing in the Encyclopadia Britannica but is not given a full entry; and The Oxford English
Dictionary only gives a short and incomplete definition of it: ‘A literary genre in which fictional
narrative is developed from a basis of real events or characters; documentary fiction; similarly, in
film-making, etc.; an instance of this’ (‘Faction’). The first example given of the use of ‘faction’
dates back to 1967 and is mentioned in one of the publisher’s footnotes to Hugh Atkinson’s
Games: ‘This is the great work of faction of 1967—fiction based on fact, the novel form of our time’
(‘Faction”). These inadequate or incomplete definitions mirror the current confusion in
autofictional studies regarding the definition of the term ‘autofiction’.

58 French writer Marie Darrieussecq offers a parallel view to that of Doubrovsky. In her opinion,
an autofiction is ‘a narrative written in the first-person, that presents itself as fictitious (the
generic tag novel is often found on the cover), but in which the author appears under his or her
own name, and in which the verisimilitude at stake in the text is maintained by various “effets de
vie” (369-370). The original reads: ‘je dirais que I'autofiction est un récit a la premiére personne,
se donnant pour fictif (souvent on trouvera la mention roman sur la couverture) mais ou I'auteur
apparait homodiégétiquement sous son nom propre, et ou la vraisemblance est un enjeu maintenu
par de multiples “effets de vie™. Darrieussecq mentions in a note Barthes’s ‘effects of reality’, on
which she based the phrase ‘effets de vie’.
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For the inventor of the term, an autofiction is less the writing of an
adventure than ‘the adventure of a writing’, in which events and facts are ‘strictly
real’ (back cover of Fils).59 In 1988, Doubrovsky offered a new definition: an
autofiction is a ‘fiction that I have decided, as a writer, to make about myself and
by myself (Autobiographiques 77).6© More precisely, it ‘is a form of writing in
which autobiographical and fictional elements are intertwined in a creative
activity linked to psychoanalytical experience’ (Sadoux 174). Doubrovsky’s
neologism, with his subsequent publications, progressively became even more
synonymous with ‘autobiography’ (Lecarme, ‘L’autofiction: un mauvais genre?’
227-228).

Colonna’s voluminous work on autofiction marks a decisive step away from
Doubrovsky’s theories and requires a more extensive treatment, particularly
because his approach to autofiction is the most relevant to Muldoon’s
autofictional practice. Colonna wrote his Ph.D. thesis L'autofiction. Essai sur la
fictionnalisation de soi en littérature under the supervision of Genette and
provided an illuminating explanation of this new ‘genre’ that was to have a
profound impact on the subsequent theories of autofiction in France. As far as
Colonna is concerned, ‘an autofiction is a literary work through which the writer
invents a new personality and existence for him- or herself while keeping his or
her real identity (i.e. real name) (L’autofiction 30).6* He includes works as

diverse as Dante Alighieri’s Inferno, Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote, and

59 In the original: ‘Fiction, d’événements et de faits strictements réels; si I'on veut, autofiction,
d’avoir confié le langage d’'une aventure a I'aventure du langage’. Schmitt argues that, while the
autofictional definition put forth by Doubrovsky is not flawed, the term ‘autofiction’ does not suit
Doubrovsky’s type of writing: ‘autofiction as a substantive lays stress on the non-referential part
of personal discourse, whereas Doubrovsky’s textual practice went rather in the opposite
direction’ (‘Making the Case for Self-Narration’ 126).

60 The original reads: ‘L’autofiction, c’est la fiction que j'ai décidé, en tant qu'écrivain, de me
donner de moi-méme et par moi-méme’.

61 QOriginally: ‘une autofiction est une ceuvre littéraire par laquelle un écrivain s'invente une
personnalité et une existence, tout en conservant son identité réelle (son véritable nom)’. In
italics in the original text.
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Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu.62 Colonna sums up this theory by
arguing that the autofictionneur either becomes an imaginary being by inventing
a new life based on his or her experience, or even goes further by losing touch
with reality and creating for him- or herself a whole new existence while
disregarding his or her past (Autofiction 145).63 In the first possibility, while the
author creates a new self for him- or herself, s/he keeps his or her real
experience/past as the basis of the narrative. In the latter case, in contrast, the
author makes a clean break with his or her past. Genette, whose perceptions of
the autofictional enterprise are ‘wholly in keeping with his student Vincent
Colonna’s conception of the term’ (Gasparini, Autofiction 110, 116), famously (and
ironically) said that these two possibilities are based on the following ‘deliberately
contradictory pact’: ‘I, the author, will now tell you a story of which I am the hero

but which never happened to me’ (Fiction 161).64

62 His list of thirty-two autofictional writers also includes: ‘Moliére, Diderot, Chateaubriand,
Proust, Kafka, Céline, Genet, and Gombrowicz’ (11). Colonna mentions, for instance,
Chateaubriand’s René: although he does not consider this work as purely autofictional, he
highlights the fact that there is a ‘coefficient of fictionalisation’ (347) and that the protagonist’s
name is ‘René’, which is similar to the author’s first-name, ‘Francois-René’. However, Colonna’s
decision to include Dante’s Divine Comedy and Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past in his list is
questionable. Genette, for instance, considers Dante’s Divine Comedy as ‘authentically’ fictive and
yet, he calls it a ‘real autofiction’ (see footnote n°64 below). Furthermore, although Colonna
mentions the importance of the presence of the author’s ‘real’ name in the text (L’autofiction 43),
Dante, for example, never uses his name in The Divine Comedy. Similarly, it is important to
mention that, while Proust’s first name appears in Remembrance of Things Past, there is a textual
ambiguity about the use of the name ‘Marcel’. It appears only once in Albertine Disparue—"My
darling dear Marcel’—and the mentions of the author’s first name in La Prisonniére were late
additions that Proust subsequently deleted: ‘scholars have explored how, in both published text
and manuscript, “Marcel” as a first name for the narrator was caught up in a process of attribution
and deletion, the naming sometimes eliminated, sometimes allowed to stand, as if Proust were
constantly trying to make up his mind as to what the relationship between author and narrator is,
and how, if at all, to declare it’ (Prendergast 35). For this reason, although a number of critics—
such as Genette in Palimpsestes and Figures IV—argue that Proust’s novel is an autofiction,
others disagree. See, for instance, Nathalie Mauriac Dyer, ‘A la recherche du temps perdu, une
autofiction?’, Genése et autofiction, ed. Jean-Louis Jeannelle and Catherine Viollet (Louvain-La-
Neuve: Bruylant-Academia, 2007), 69-87. It is however important to mention that it is in relation
to Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past that Genette first used the term ‘autofiction’ in
Palimpsestes (1982).

63 Originally: ‘Soit I'artiste s’irréalise, fabule a partir de la matiére de son vécu; soit il se déréalise
et s'invente une nouvelle existence, en faisant fi de son passé’.

64 The original reads: ‘Moi, auteur, je vais vous raconter une histoire dont je suis le héros mais qui
ne m’est jamais arrivée’. Nonetheless, in a footnote, Genette shows real annoyance towards the
autofictional practice. He distinguishes between two types of autofictions: ‘real autofictions’, when
all the contents of the narrative are ‘authentically’ fictional like Dante’s Divine Comedy, and ‘false
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Colonna’s ideas convinced several critics (Philippe Vilain, Laurent Jenny,
among others) who also agreed on equating ‘autofiction’ with the invention of
one’s self (fabulation or affabulation de sot).%5 They highlighted the importance
of his impressive work since it opened up literary theory to new ways of
perceiving old and contemporary texts that were caught up in literary straitjackets
(‘fiction’, ‘autobiography’, etc.). Colonna singles out four types of autofictions (or
fabulations de sot): lautofiction biographique, in which the author is the
character-hero and the facts are mostly real (Autofiction 93); lautofiction
fantastique, in which the author is still the hero but the hero is like a shaman
figure and the facts are imaginary (75);6¢ l'autofiction spéculaire, in which only a
reflection of the author or of his or her work is present in the text (Colonna uses
the metaphor of the mirror) (119); and l‘autofiction intrusive, in which the
author’s avatar is a storyteller and the narrative (unlike the first three types) is
written in the third-person singular (135). Three of these four categories are
discussed in my final two chapters on Muldoon’s autofictional poems.6” Chapter
Four focuses, in particular, on l'autofiction fantastique in relation to Muldoon’s

autofictional poems published in Why Brownlee Left, Hay, and Moy Sand and

autofictions’, which he compares to shameful autobiographies. Originally: ‘Je parle ici des vraies
autofictions—dont le contenu narratif est, si j'ose dire, authentiquement fictionnel, comme (je
suppose) celui de La Divine Comédie—, et non des fausses autofictions, qui ne sont “fictions” que
pour la douane: autrement dit, autobiographies honteuses’. Similarly, in a short article which
appeared in Page des libraries, Jacques Lecarme and Eliane Lecarme-Tabone separate ‘false
fiction’ from ‘autofabulation’: the former is ‘an autobiography without censorship or reticence’
and whose autofictional devices prevent any legal repercussions, while the latter is a text governed
by an ambiguous contract that ‘gives room for fantasy and mythomania’ (qtd. in Gasparini,
Autofiction 176). The first type could be equated to Genette’s ‘false autofiction’, while the second
type draws heavily on Colonna’s affabulation de so1.

65 Laouyen, who favours Colonna’s definition, argues that the latter ironically uses Doubrovsky’s
neologism to build a theory of autofiction that eventually excludes Doubrovsky’s works from its
scope (n. pag.). In other words: the one-time student surpassing his master.

66 This type of autofiction is a direct rival of the novel, which, according to Colonna, appeared
around the same time.

67 Biographical autofictions include works such as Chateaubriand’s Mémoires doutre-tombe.
These autofictions are characterised by the author’s desire to create a heroic double for him- or
herself and by the fact that it is the literary effects/impressions that matter, more so than the
truthfulness of the account (Rathé 44). Muldoon’s autofictional poems are closer to Colonna’s
other types of autofictions, which is the reason why this thesis does not discuss biographical
autofictions.
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Gravel (Part 4.3). Chapter Five uses Colonna’s autofiction spéculaire and
autofiction intrusive as analytical tools in discussing Muldoon’s authorial
intrusions. The final two chapters therefore illustrate the wide array of
autofictional mechanisms employed by Muldoon in his weaving of fact and
fiction.

Nonetheless, while Colonna’s theories best illustrate Muldoon’s
autofictional practice, some of the critic’s definitions cannot be directly applied to
Muldoon’s poetry without some nuance. In fact, since my intention is not to
impose a theoretical grid on Muldoon’s poems but to highlight the poet’s
autofictional idiosyncrasies, 1 relate Colonna’s autofiction fantastique to
Muldoon’s re-appropriation of the féth fiada in Chapter Four. More importantly,
I do not unconditionally apply Colonna’s definition of l'autofiction intrusive in
Chapter Five: although the critic states that this type of autofiction is narrated by
a third-person narrator who does not take part in the story, these criteria are not
compatible with Muldoon’s intrusive autofictions. In my discussion of Muldoon’s
tall tale devices (Part 5.3), I place the emphasis on the speaker as storyteller in
poems narrated in the first-person voice and in which the speaker plays a central

role.68

68 Colonna dramatically changed the meaning of ‘autofiction’ and received some criticisms for that
reason. Gasparini believes that even if Colonna’s definition is more ‘specific’, ‘coherent’, and
‘stable’ than that of Doubrovsky, by focusing so narrowly on fiction, ‘Colonna significantly limits
the generic domain of autofiction” (Autofiction 114); and so, for the sake of clarity, he should have
used a new term such as ‘auto-novel’ (auto-roman), which would have formed a generic pair with
‘auto-biography’ (113). In French: ‘en exigeant I'absence de toute référence autobiographique,
Colonna restreint considérablement le champ générique de I'autofiction’. However, the ‘absence of
any autobiographical reference’ mentioned by Gasparini is hardly sustainable. Although Colonna
places the emphasis on the fictional, his first category (autofiction biographique) allows space for
a number of texts that are more referential than fictional. As a result, his position does not limit
the scope of autofiction. Furthermore, using the term ‘auto-novel’ would narrow even more
Colonna'’s definition since it would necessarily exclude poetry.
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Autofictional Poetry?

*

At this juncture, it is important to state that, although theories of autofiction have
flourished in recent years, they have mostly discussed the use of autofiction in
prose works. Since the specificities of autofictional poetry have not yet been
addressed, as argued previously, some of these theories cannot be strictly applied
to poetry. For instance, while Colonna states that the presence of the author’s
name is a common feature of autofictions, Gasparini argues that the homonymy
between author and narrator cannot always be sustained. Although Gasparini
does not mention that this is, in fact, particularly the case in poetry, it is
important to state that his less rigid position is a welcome contribution to
autofictional studies when dealing with poetry.69 As a result, his position supports
a discussion of autofictional elements in the work of Muldoon, in which the name
of the author rarely appears. To compensate for the absence of the author’s name
in some texts, Gasparini argues that we should focus on other -criteria
(professional, physical, etc.) that may enable the reader to identify the character

with the author (Est-il je? 25).70 The profession of the writer, for instance, is

69 Similarly, Schmitt disregards the onomastic criterion in his discussion of Mercy of a Rude
Stream by Henry Roth (qtd. in Gasparini, Autofiction 312). According to him, this criterion does
not guarantee the referentiality of the text. Schmitt is the inventor of the term l‘autonarration
(self-narration), which he prefers to ‘autofiction’, and which is illustrated in his essay ‘Making the
Case for Self-Narration’. His theory is based on Hamburger’s ‘quasi-real’ criterion: the writer is
allowed to make up fragments of his or her referential narrative (‘La perspective’ 24). Schmitt
argues that the fact of ‘being autobiographical is a prerequisite for self-narration’ (‘Making the
Case for Self-Narration’ 132-133). Although his concept is interesting, the various models he
presents do not correspond to Muldoon’s autofictional practice. For a helpful illustration of these
theoretical models, see Arnaud Schmitt, ‘La perspective de I'autonarration’, Poétique 149:1 (Feb.
2007), 16.

70 The original reads: ‘En réalité, peu de cas d’homonymie auteur-narrateur répondent a la double
exigence posée par Colonna de production et réception strictement fictionnelles. Pour que le
concept d’autofiction débouche sur la définition d’une catégorie consistante, il faut sans doute
dépasser le cadre étroit de 'homonymie. Pourquoi ne pas admettre qu'il existe, outre les nom et
prénom, toute une série d’opérateurs d’identification du héros avec I'auteur; leur age, leur milieu
socioculturel, leur profession, leurs aspirations, etc.? [...] ces opérateurs sont utilisés a discrétion
par l'auteur pour jouer la disjonction ou la confusion des instances narratives’. Gaparini supports
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fundamental to my analysis of Muldoon’s authorial intrusions in Chapter Five,
particularly in relation to his personnages d’auteur (Part 5.2).

Furthermore, Gasparini’s discussions of the autofictional practice are
particularly insightful because his definition of autofiction even draws parallels
between autobiographical poetry and autofiction. The critic isolates two main
features of autofiction—namely, fragmentation and heterogeneity—and argues
that the more these features are present in the text, the less autobiographical the
text is (Autofiction 309). These two criteria echo the issues raised by the debate
on poetry and autobiography, particularly the ways in which autobiographical
writing tends to fragment the lyric ‘T". Gasparini then gives a much more detailed
definition of autofiction and argues that it corresponds to an ‘autobiographical
and literary text that presents numerous oral features, formal innovation,
narrative complexity, fragmentation, alterity, contrast, and auto-commentary
that tend to problematise the relationship between writing and life experience’
(311).7* Not only does Gasparini’s inventory give an idea of the inexhaustible
amount of lines of research autofiction offers, but, as seen throughout this thesis,
each of these elements characterises both Muldoon’s autobiographical and
autofictional poems.

Even though these criteria have been highlighted by researchers in relation
to Muldoon, critics have not analysed these features through the lens of
autofiction nor have they pointed out the fact that these features constitute a
bridge between autobiography in verse and autofiction. Chapters Four and Five

offer a new perspective on autofiction by presenting the characteristics of

this point with a chart, in which he clearly states that homonymy between author and narrator is
necessary in an autobiography and optional in an autofiction (24).

7t Originally: ‘Texte autobiographique et littéraire présentant de nombreux traits doralité,
d’innovation formelle, de complexité narrative, de fragmentation, d'altérité, de disparate et
d'autocommentaire qui tendent G problématiser le rapport entre lUécriture et lexpérience’. In
italics in the original text.
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autofiction mediated through poetry, and by echoing the results of my analyses in

Chapters Two and Three.

Author, Narrator, and Protagonist

*

Before drawing this overview of autofictional theories to a close, there is one final
aspect to autofictional writing that needs to be mentioned, particularly because it
informs some of my analyses in Chapter Four (Part 4.4) and in Chapter Five. In
L’autobiographie (1997), Lecarme and Lecarme-Tabone dedicate one of their
chapters to Genette’s position towards the autofictional practice. As discussed
previously, though Genette shares similar views to those of his former student, he
nevertheless expresses some reservations towards some aspects of the
autofictional practice, specifically the relationship between author and narrator.
To understand the importance of Genette’s reticence in relation to my analyses in
Chapters Four and Five, I have reproduced Lecarme and Lecarme-Tabone’s
diagrams representing the relationship between author (A), narrator (N) and

protagonist (P) (Fig. 2):72

72 These diagrams are on p.270 of L'autobiographie and are reproduced from Genette’s Fiction et
Diction.
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY HISTORICAL NARRATIVE HOMODIEGETIC FICTION
(1t pers. sg. novel)

A A A
= = = # + #

N =P N+ P N = P
HETERODIEGETIC AUTOBIOGRAPHY HETERODIEGETIC FICTION
(3™ pers. sg.) (3" pers. sg.)

A A
+ = + %
N & P N + P
AUTOFICTION AUTOFICTION
(a ‘monster’ according to Genette) (according to us, viable form of ambiguity)
.
' N
A A A
= — = = % R
N'= P N N=P

Principle of the statement of truth: A =N

Principle of the statement of fiction: A # N

Fig. 2. Essay on the formalisation of narratives?s

73 According to these diagrams, autofiction is either based on the autobiographical model, in
which A/N/P are all equivalent, or on the homodiegetic fictional model, in which N and P are
equivalent but A stands apart. This theory establishes once again a distinction between a
referential position (Doubrovsky’s) and a fictional position (Colonna’s).
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The authors emphasise, in particular, the last three A/N/P autofictional formulae
and argue that, ‘[b]y referring to the author as A, the narrator as N, the
protagonist as P, we are given a little monstrous triangle (cf. supra), about which
[Genette] notes that it is not more absurd than when the author hesitatively

2

stutters: “This is me and this is not me™ (271). In this passage, Lecarme and
Lecarme-Tabone refer to Genette’s criticism of some forms of autofictional
practice in Fiction et diction (1979). Suggesting the autofictional model above (in
which A # N, but A = P and N = P), Genette says that it is a ‘logically contradictory
formula’ (161).74 He further explains that the equals sign (=) does not have the
same value on each side of the triangle: it is a legal identity between A and P (civil
status) and a linguistic identity between N and P. However, the identity between
A and N is slightly more complex. Although the identity between A and N is what
lies at the core of this thesis, it is particularly in the final chapter that the
complexity of this relationship is discussed at length. According to Genette, the
equals sign symbolises the ‘serious commitment’ of the author: ‘when A = N, exit
N’ (162). In other words, it is the author (A) who narrates the events.’s More
importantly, in a footnote, Genette explains that this neither guarantees the
veracity of the text nor prevents the author from lying: a gullible reader might
think that A = N, while the dishonest writer knows that A # N. In the same vein,
Darrieussecq very insightfully argues that an autofiction offers a double-faceted
act of language—we might go further and suggest that it is a two-faced genre—as

it ‘asks to be believed and not to be believed’ (377). This is very important because

the notion of playing tricks on the reader is addressed in Part 4.4 (when analysing

74 He suggests that the other two contradictory formulae could either be: A= N, N =P, A+ P or A
=N, N # P, A = P. However, Genette says that these seem impossible because an author cannot
‘seriously’ offer a coherent contract with his or her reader if A equals N.

75 This is, therefore, similar to Colonna’s fourth autofictional type, l'autofiction intrusive, referring
to a text in which the author narrates the events.
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Muldoon’s ‘fake’ personal poems) and the analysis of the author as narrator is
examined in Part 5.3 (in relation to Muldoon’s tall tale artistry).

Finally, Lecarme and Lecarme-Tabone argue that, in some cases,
autofictional texts invite the reader ‘to question the relation of identity (=) or
alterity (#) between author and narrator even when the proper noun is the same’
(L’autobiographie 271).76¢ In their discussion of the onomastic criterion (triple
identity), they include the use of initials and heteronyms (only if there are
connections with the name of the author within the text). Chapter Five builds on
this analysis and goes even further by exploring the ways in which Muldoon plays
with his first and/or family name(s) or borrows the name of another writer in
order to complicate the relationship between author, narrator, and protagonist

(Part 5.2).77

Conclusion

Theorists of autofiction are far from being in agreement. Nonetheless, these
instructive theories reflect how slippery, yet exhilarating, autofiction is. This
introductory section has identified the main defining features of autofiction and
has shown that critics and writers now tend to agree on a few factors, such as the
non-necessity of having a triple identity between author, narrator, and
protagonist. Yet, this hybrid ‘genre’ is too elusive to allow for any rigorous

categorization. As it is the result of a cross-fertilization of fact and fiction,

76 They explain that, according to Lejeune, it is this textual criterion that differentiates
autobiographical writing from fictional writing and that fiction starts when ‘this rigid designator is
altered’ (279). As explained previously, this onomastic feature is rarely present in poetry;
nonetheless, whenever relevant, emphasis is placed on the occurrence of Muldoon’s name and/or
initials, and on the various forms of onomastic encoding.

77 Once again, the lack of research on autofiction and poetry is made obvious by the fact that the
authors retain as one of the main criteria of autofiction the label novel (or any other peritextual
device indicating the fictional status of the work).
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autofiction undermines the difference between reality and fiction and,
consequently, crosses conventional boundaries. What emerges from these
theories is a relentless impulse to investigate the thin line separating fact from
fiction, since the autofictional text presents both ‘the “fictionalisation” of the
factual and the “factualisation” of the fictional’ (Darrieussecq 378). The reader
does not know whether or not s/he should believe what the narrator says and is
forced to engage in a ‘double and simultaneous reading’ of the autofictional text
(Gasparini, Est-il je 13). In fact, there is no autobiographical pact that would
assert the truthfulness of the narrative, only an ‘oxymoronic pact’ (Laouyen n.
pag.) or a ‘contradictory pact’ (Lecarme 242), which is half-fictional, half-
authentic. Therefore, writing autofiction is a schizophrenic enterprise: the
autofictionneur can sometimes be compared to an Epimenides-like figure who
can only tell the truth when s/he tells lies (Laouyen n. pag.).

These theories also highlight the problematic relationship between author,
speaker, and protagonist. In fact, if autobiography, according to Georges Gusdorf
in ‘Conditions and Limits of Autobiography’ (1956), is ‘the mirror in which the
individual reflects his or her own image’ (33), then the reflection given in the
autofictional mirror does not offer an image of the self but a distorted version of
it. However, as argued by Muldoon in relation to translation, a distorted or
‘funhouse mirror, is meant to include some clarification’ (When the Pie Was
Opened 9).78 Chapter Four illustrates the extent to which the autofictional
enterprise may reveal a wealth of autobiographical elements.

For the purpose of this thesis, the theory of autofiction that is most
applicable to Muldoon’s poetry is Colonna’s. Although Muldoon’s work does not

always comply with the onomastic criterion and has never been labelled

78 This quotation calls forth the title of John Barth’s short story collection Lost in the Funhouse
(1968). Barth is ‘widely considered to be the preeminent American metafictionist’ (Worthington
114). Chapter Five discusses Muldoon’s metafictional tropes and the notion of authorial control.
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‘autofictional’, his poetry hovers between fiction and reality, since the poet weaves
a web between his writing, his life, and his imagination. What is at stake in this
thesis is to use theories of autofiction to open up new ways of reading his poetry
and to show that Muldoon’s autobiographical and autofictional poems raise
similar issues, particularly in relation to the fragmented nature of the ‘T’
Identifying the most applicable theories of autobiographical poetry and of
autofiction is crucial to support my analyses in the next chapters. However, using
these theories as tools to discuss Muldoon’s poems is not enough to assess the
autobiographical or autofictional nature of his work. Before applying some of
these theories in the next chapters, it is in fact important to provide a brief list of
some key textual elements that are often used in studies of autobiography. These
elements are all part of what Genette calls ‘paratexte’ (paratext), which includes
both the ‘péritexte’ (peritext) and the ‘épitexte’ (epitext). Part 1.3 first explains the
importance of the paratext and then identifies the main peritextual criteria used

in this thesis, ranging from prefaces to titles.

1.3. The Paratext, the Peritext, and the Epitext

Muldoon has written short autobiographical pieces such as ‘A Tight Wee Place in
Armagh’ and ‘Notes for Chez Moy: A Critical Autobiography’. However, the latter
is only available at Emory University, Atlanta, and there is not, to date, a full-
length autobiography (or a biography of Muldoon) that would help the work of a
researcher on autobiography (and, inevitably, on autofiction). It is, therefore,
difficult for a reader of Muldoon’s works to access autobiographical pieces that
would verify his other writings. With such scarce autobiographical material, the

=71 2



researcher has to turn to Muldoon’s interviews, prefaces, and critical works, in
order to track down fragments of autobiographical material: these elements are
part of what Genette calls ‘paratext’.

In his study of autobiography and autofiction, Gasparini draws heavily on
Genette’s Seuils and his definition of the paratext, which includes the peritext and

the epitext. The peritext corresponds to

textual or iconographic elements that, in a book, surround the text itself such as:
titles, sub-titles, names of the author and of the publisher, priere d’insérer
[publisher’s blurb for press release], the list of books by the same author,
preface(s), the apparatus criticus, illustrations, dedications, epigraphs, titles of
chapters, notes, etc. On the other hand, [Genette] puts in the epitext all the
information that is available on a book: literary criticism, academic studies,
interviews, other books by the same author, notoriety, etc. The paratext is
therefore made up of the peritext and of the epitext. (Gasparini, Est-il je? 61)79

Given the richness of the paratext, Part 1.3 exclusively deals with three peritextual
criteria: prefaces, dedications, and titles. These textual elements surrounding the
text are the most useful for this research, because they help the reader assess the
nature of some of Muldoon’s poems and collections.8° Academic studies,
interviews, and autobiographical essays (belonging to the epitext) are referred to

in the subsequent chapters.

79 The original reads: ‘Il y regroupe d’abord, sous I'appellation de “péritexte”, tous les éléments
textuels ou iconographiques qui, dans un livre, entourent le texte proprement dit, a savoir: le titre,
le sous-titre, les noms de I'auteur et de I’éditeur, le priére d’insérer, la liste des ouvrages du méme
auteur, la ou les préfaces, 'apparat critique, les illustrations, la dédicace, les épigraphes, les titres
des chapitres, les notes, etc. Il range d’autre part dans I' “épitexte” toutes les informations
disponibles sur un livre: critiques et commentaires, études, interviews, autres ouvrages de
l'auteur, notoriété, etc. Le paratexte est donc constitué du péritexte et de I'épitexte’.

80 The reason why I have only chosen these three elements is due to the fact that other peritextual
elements do not feature in Muldoon’s poetry (apparatus criticus, titles of chapters, and notes) or
do not provide any information in order to identify the autobiographical or autofictional nature of
the poems and/or collections (sub-titles in Madoc: A Mystery, illustrations in When the Pie Was
Opened, etc). Other peritextual elements, which are not analysed in detail, are nonetheless
occasionally referred to later in the thesis to illustrate and strengthen some analyses. For instance,
Muldoon’s epigraphs are mentioned in the section dedicated to prefaces and editorial blurbs are
referred to in the analysis of dedications and titles (Chapter One). In Chapter Five, the list of
books written by Muldoon is used to support my analysis of his mises en abyme.
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Prefaces

Prefaces do not loom large in Muldoon’s poetry since they are limited to a small
amount of works such as When the Pie Was Opened (a joint work with Italian
artist Lanfranco Quadrio), Plan B (a collaboration with Norman McBeath), and
The Faber Book of Beasts. Although these prefaces are scarce, there is one
particular preface that does shed light on the autobiographical dimension of some
of Muldoon’s poems. In his preface to When the Pie Was Opened (2008), the poet
mentions the name of a neighbour, who is a recurrent character throughout his

cuvre:

The idea of journeywork was one that my father knew only too well. He had spent
much of his youth as a hired laborer, and even now, in the 1960s, would
sometimes work as a daysman, often carrying his own scythe. [...] T well
remember an occasion when my father had been hired by Jimmy McParland to
mow a gap into a hayfield in a remote part of the townland. He was meant to clear
a way in for the tractor-drawn mowing machine. I tagged along. When we arrived
we found we couldn’t get into the field because of a little gypsy encampment
blocking the gap. I still have a sense of the tension between the gypsy family and
ourselves as they were forced to up the stakes of their tent and move further along
the hedge. (9)

Muldoon has kept McParland’s real name for his neighbour character who
appears in ‘Yarrow’, for instance. This example clearly illustrates how crucial the
peritext—in this case, the only confirmation of McParland's existence and
connection to Muldoon—is in helping the reader identify characters based on real
referents in some of the poems.

While Muldoon’s collections rarely feature prefaces or introductions, some
of them present the reader with an epigraph placed just before the opening poem.
In The Prince of the Quotidian, this peritextual element sheds light on the

autobiographical nature of the volume as a whole:
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I moved in consequence my family to Princeton, where I hired a small house for
the winter, which I furnished frugally but decently. I fitted up my study and
began to think my lot was cast to be an American farmer.

—Theobald Wolfe Tone to Thomas Russell, 1795. (9)

A mere hundred and ninety-seven years separate this volume from the letter
written by Muldoon’s fellow countryman, Wolfe Tone. This epigraph is ironic in
so far as the image of the ‘American farmer’ would not be what best describes our
more ‘urban’ poet (in particular, given the numerous urban journeys that
characterise the volume), nor would it describe Tone’s eventual fate; however,
this ‘January Journal’ also takes place in the winter (January 1992) and mostly in
and around Princeton, New Jersey, where Muldoon settled with his family in the
late eighties. This extract of Tone’s letter, used as the epigraph to The Prince of
the Quotidian, may also hint at the location where the poems might have been
written: Muldoon may have written a number of these thirty-one poetic notes in
his own ‘study’ in his house in Princeton. This house, located along the Delaware
and Raritan Canal, is also the setting of a number of events narrated in The Prince
of the Quotidian.

These prefaces are important since they shed light on the personal
dimension of the volume in general. When the collection does not feature any
preface, the researcher may turn to dedications (either placed at the beginning of
the volume or after the title of a poem), because they also provide information on
the autobiographical nature of Muldoon’s poetic works, particularly on the

identity of some of the characters.
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Dedications

The dedication can become a key if
the dedicatee is identifiable to a

character in the story.
(Gasparini, Est-il je? 75)8
Gasparini argues that dedications explicitly substitute referents for the actors of
the novel, and, I would suggest, for the characters in a poem. In fact, when it
comes to Muldoon’s abundant prose and verse writing, dedications often shed
light on some collections and poems.82 While some of Muldoon’s books—
especially his literary criticism, translation work, and libretti—are dedicated to
fellow academics and poets,83 all his poetry collections are dedicated to members

of his family or to his close friends, some of whom feature as the main characters

of some of the poems.84 Although the next chapters engage in a close analysis of

81 In French: ‘La dédicace peut devenir une clef si le dédicataire est identifiable 4 un personnage
du récit’.

82 There is only one dedication that misleads (at first) the reader. In Quoof (1983), the dedication
indicates that “The Mirror’ was written ‘‘in memory of my father’ (12). In fact, this dedication is in
contradiction both with the year of Patrick Muldoon’s death (1985) and with the note at the end of
the poem telling us that this poem is actually a translation ‘from the Irish of Michael Davitt’ (13).
This dedication is simply a translation of the dedication Davitt wrote below the title of ‘An
Scathan’: 1 gecuimhne m’'athar’ (50). I refer to this interesting case in Part 4.4 on Muldoon’s
biographical forgeries.

83 His translation The Birds and his literary prose criticism The End of the Poem: Oxford Lectures
were both dedicated to Northern Irish poet Tom Paulin; When the Pie Was Opened was written in
memory of Robert Fagles (1933-2008), an American academic, poet and translator of ancient
Greek and Latin classics; and To Ireland, I was dedicated to A. Walton Litz, an American critic
and literary historian who was Professor of English literature at Princeton University where
Muldoon is currently professor and director of the creative writing programme. Bandanna was
dedicated to a little girl, Olivia Kuenne, who was killed in an accident aged six, and to Britt Arvid
Hagen, brother of the composer Daron Hagen, who died of pneumonia the same year. General
Admission is unsurprisingly dedicated to Muldoon’s friends and former members of the ‘three-
car-garage rock’ band, Rackett (2004-2010).

84 With the exception of Quoof, dedicated to fellow Northern Irish poet Ciaran Carson, and Why
Brownlee left, dedicated to Michael Allen, a British lecturer and poetry critic at Queen’s University
who was associated with the Belfast Group of the mid-1960s. Quoof was described by Neil
Corcoran in the Times Literary Supplement as a ‘wily, mischievous, nonchalant negotiation
between the affections and attachments of Muldoon’s own childhood, family and place’ (‘The Shy
Trickster’ 1180). While in the eponymous poem ‘Quoof the speaker explains that this term is, in
fact, the family word for a ‘hot water bottle’ (Q 17), the choice of this enigmatic title that has its
ramifications in the Latin term ‘quo’ most likely illustrates the disorientation and distress
experienced at the time of the writing of these poems: the collection is one of the most violent
ones in Muldoon’s ceuvre, having been written after the 1981 hunger strikes and, more generally,
in a context of extreme political violence in the North of Ireland. The ‘conventional and cutting-
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the poems, this section provides a brief overview of these dedications, which are
central in order to support an autobiographical reading of some of these
collections.

What is important in the following list of dedications (arranged in
chronological order) is that they signal the most important events in Muldoon’s
personal life that lie at the core of these volumes. These key elements range from
the influence of his teachers and fellow poets (New Weather), to his failed love
relationships (Mules and The Wishbone), to the death of his parents and sister
(Meeting the British, The Annals of Chile, and Horse Latitudes), and, finally, to
his life as a father and husband (Poems 1968-1998, Moy Sand and Gravel, and
Maggot, among others). Dedications often provide information on the nature of
the volumes, by signalling key personal elements, which, in turn, enable the
reader to situate poems and collections on a specific timeline.

Muldoon’s early collection, New Weather (1973), was dedicated to his
‘Fathers and Mothers’. This dedication could be a reference to his teachers at
Saint Patrick’s College in Co. Armagh: his Irish teacher Sean O’Baoill,85 John
McCarter, Jerry Hicks, and Gerard Quinn, who introduced him to Frost and who
is elegised in ‘Gold’ as the figure who ‘loomed like Merlin / over the class / of
1962 (MB 6). A passage from ‘Notes for Chez Moy’ emphasises the importance of

these teachers in Muldoon’s intellectual and personal development:

After attending the primary school in Collegelands, I went to St. Patrick’s College,
Armagh for the seven years between 1962 and 1969. This was the school run by
the Vincentian order, in which I came under the influence of a number of
remarkable teachers, including Sean O’Boyle, who taught me Irish, and two
teachers of English, John McCarter and Jerry Hicks, who had a profound
influence on my intellectual development. It was John McCarter who first

edge, beautiful and bleak’ Hay (back cover) did not feature any dedication at the beginning of the
volume. However, the poem ‘The Hug’ is dedicated to Joseph Brodsky.

85 Sean O’Baoill had a great influence on Muldoon as he encouraged him to write and translate
poetry. See Muldoon’s preface to When the Pie Was Opened (Paris: Sylph Editions, 2008), 9-10.
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encouraged me to write poetry, accepting a poem in lieu of the weekly essay, and
steering me towards The Faber Book of Modern Verse, while it was Jerry Hicks
who, in April 1968, introduced me to Michael Longley and Seamus Heaney after a
poetry reading in Armagh Museum. According to Seamus Heaney, Hicks
presented me to him as a poet who would one day surpass him, adding in a
whisper, ‘Rara avis’. (n. pag.)
This early collection is also dedicated to the poets involved in the literary circles of
Dublin and Belfast (Seamus Heaney, Derek Mahon, Michael Longley, among
others), who were all part of Philip Hobsbaum’s Belfast Group (Kendall, Paul
Muldoon 13-14). While New Weather’s dedication is addressed to his ‘literary
parents’, other dedications are devoted to relatives or close friends and are most
useful in order to identify, in particular, the female characters that pervade his
collections.
Mules (1977) was dedicated to his first wife Anne-Marie Conway, whom he
met at Queen’s University. They married in May 1974 and broke up in 1977. As a
result, this dedication sheds light on some poems about the strains of their
relationship such as ‘Epona’ (‘I have no heart, she cries. I am driving her madder,
/ Out of her depth, almost, in the tall grass / Of Parsons’ triangular meadow’, 17),
‘Paris’ (in which the couple ‘aren’t quite all they seem’, 40), ‘Cider’ (‘I have lain by
your side for long enough’, 45), and ‘Bang’ (‘For that moment we had been the
others / These things happen to—’, 50). Although these poems could be about the
strains of any relationship, the dedication gives them a more personal dimension.
This dedication is, therefore, crucial for my analysis of failed romance poems
published in Mules (Part 2.3), because it enables me to situate these poems in a
very specific autobiographical context. The tensions between Muldoon and
Conway, analysed in Chapter Two, later led to the break-up of their marriage,
which is charted in Why Brownlee Left: ‘a volume preoccupied with the lack of fit,

with things falling apart, with lack of resolution’ (Wills, Reading Paul Muldoon

61). In fact, Wills further argues that it ‘is hard not to relate such concerns to
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elements of Muldoon’s biography, in particular the break-up of his marriage to
Anne-Marie Conway in 1977 .

The importance of the dedication is also visible in The Wishbone (1984),
which was published by The Gallery Press in a limited number of copies and was
dedicated to artist Mary Farl Powers, with whom Muldoon had a relationship
after his first marriage broke up. The dedication in The Wishbone shows that
some of the failed romance poems collected in this volume are also related to
Muldoon’s own personal experience: the volume charts ‘the failure and ending of
their relationship’ (Wills, Reading Paul Muldoon 111). The first poem is a loose
translation of the first stanzas of Alfred de Vigny’s ‘La Mort du Loup’ and is then
followed by two ‘animal poems’ (‘Bears’ and ‘Pandas’), in which the unnamed
‘you’ is clearly identifiable as Powers, thanks to the collection’s dedication.86 Wills
further argues that ‘[t]he death of wild animals, the destruction of their habitat,
the consumption of animal flesh—all represent stages in the demise of the
relationship between Muldoon and Powers, which is described in terms of sexual
betrayal, emptiness and lifelessness’ (Reading Paul Muldoon 112). In fact,
although Muldoon decided to end his translation of ‘La Mort du Loup’ right
before the hunters kill the wolf family, the poems that follow—in particular, ‘The
Main-Mast’, in which two huskies lie dead at the foot of the couple’s bed—act as a
sequel to ‘Wolves’, since they tell the end of the story: the death of the animals is a
metaphor for the end of the relationship. Furthermore, since poems such as ‘The

Marriage of Strongbow and Aoife’ (referred to in Part 2.3) were reproduced in

86 Muldoon’s long-time interest in poems dealing with animals led him to publish The Faber Book
of Beasts in 1997: ‘This ongoing question of “What am I?” is, indeed, central, not only to animal
poetry, but to all forms of poetry. For if, as Wallace Stevens argues in his essay “The Noble Rider
and the Sound of Words” the function of the poet “is to help people to live their lives”, it might
also be argued that nowhere is that responsibility thrown into sharper relief than in our accounts
of the parallel lives of “our little kinsmen”. For there, almost uniquely, do we see ourselves not
only for who and what we are, but glimpse the possibility of what we might become’ (xvii). This
quote is certainly a propos since this ‘ongoing question’ is at the core of this research.
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Meeting the British, the dedication of the 1984 volume is also useful in order to
understand the personal dimension of some of the poems re-published in the
1987 collection. The dedications in Mules and The Wishbone are important
because they shed light on the personal dimension of some of the failed romance
poems collected in these volumes, by helping the reader identify some of the
female figures.

Meeting the British, published in 1987, was dedicated to his father’s
memory: ‘In Memory of Patrick Muldoon 1910-1985’. In this volume, Muldoon
wrote several elegies for his father (‘The Coney’, ‘The Wishbone’, and ‘The Fox’),
but also for his grandfather (‘My Grandfather’s Wake’ and ‘Brock’). This collection
is, therefore, not only a tribute to his own father, but to fatherhood, in general.
Once again, the dedication (which includes Patrick Muldoon’s birth and death
dates) is important because it tells us that Muldoon’s father was still alive when
the poet wrote the volumes that preceded Meeting the British. As a result, the
father elegies in the preceding volumes (from New Weather to Quoof), which are
analysed in Chapter Four (Part 4.4), cannot be elegies for Patrick Muldoon.
Furthermore, as later discussed in my analysis of father-and-son poems (Part
2.2), the death of Patrick Muldoon marks a clear change between the father
poems published before 1987 and those published after this date, ir relation te
the speaker’s ability (or inability) to inscribe his own name in the poem. Without
this dedication, it would be difficult to point to the significance of the 1987
volume and of the father’s death, regarding the son’s emancipation from the
father. It is also interesting to point out that, although Muldoon’s mother died in
1974 (eleven years before her husband), the first volume to be dedicated to a
deceased parent is addressed to Muldoon’s father. Even if the reader does not

know about the problematic relationship Muldoon had with his mother, the fact
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that the poet waited twenty years after his mother’s death to dedicate The Annals
of Chile to her (and to write the poignant elegy ‘Yarrow’) invites us to explore the
mother-and-son relationship in Chapter Two (Part 2.2).

The harrowing volume The Annals of Chile is the first collection to break
the pattern Muldoon had established so far. While the previous collections are
composed of shorter poems and end on a long concluding poem,8” the 1994
volume is constituted of only twelve poems, two of which are long elegies.
‘Incantata’ (dedicated to Mary Farl Powers, who died of cancer in 1992) and
‘Yarrow’ (the long concluding poem written in memory of his mother) are both
monumental poems that give the volume its commemorative tone. Although no
dedication to his mother appears below the title of ‘Yarrow’ (unlike ‘Incantata’,
which is specifically dedicated to Powers),88 ‘Yarrow’ constitutes the second part
of the volume: the volume’s dedication is directed towards ‘Yarrow’, in particular.
The editorial note at the back of the book indicates that this collection ‘is Paul
Muldoon’s seventh collection of poems and contains, amongst other things,
celebrations of the birth of his daughter, a plangent and frankly personal lament
for the artist Mary Farl Powers, and a long fantasy invoking the world of boys’
adventure stories, over which the poet’s mother presides as a benign influence’.
This editorial blurb (belonging to the epitext) therefore provides further
information on the nature of the collection. In fact, to most critics, it is Muldoon’s
‘most candidly autobiographical volume’ (Kendall, Paul Muldoon 209). The
dedication to the 1994 volume illustrates how central the mother figure is and, by
extension, the extent to which female characters pervade The Annals of Chile. In

fact, this volume is a ‘more open, lyric [collection] than Muldoon has produced

87 For instance: ‘Armageddon, Armageddon’ in Mules, the bewildering tale ‘The More a Man Has
the More a Man Wants’ in Quoof, or the maddening and obscure ‘Madoc: A Mystery’ in Madoc.

88 ‘Incantata’ was also reproduced on its own in a beautiful book published by the Graphic Studio,
Dublin, in 1994.
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for some time, and it is tempting to connect this with the powerful feminine
presence in the books’ (Wills, Reading Paul Muldoon 158). My discussions of
Muldoon’s elegies for Mary Farl Powers and for his mother illustrate the fact that
this ‘powerful feminine presence’ in the volume—and, in particular, in the
elegies—is also characterised by a blurring of identities, especially female
identities in ‘Yarrow’ (Part 2.4).

Pulitzer Prize-winning Moy Sand and Gravel (2002) was dedicated to both
Dorothy and Asher, with the penultimate poem, ‘Cradle Song for Asher’, being
especially about his son.89 However, unlike the other collections discussed above,
the persons to whom the volume is dedicated do not feature in most of the poems.
In fact, this volume is mostly about the author’s own childhood since Muldoon
takes the reader through his childhood memories in County Armagh. The
collection’s dedication goes hand in hand with the theme of childhood.
Furthermore, the children’s invisible presence pervades the whole collection. This
is the case in the poem that gave its title to the collection, and in which the
speaker pays a visit to his childhood cinema, the Olympic Cinema, in the Moy: it
is unclear whether the poet is remembering himself as a child going there or if he
took his children to the cinema long after.9° Moreover, Moy Sand and Gravel is
as much about ‘private grief’ and his long-lost childhcod in the Moy as it is about
his new home in New Jersey, as exemplified in ‘At the Sign of the Black Horse,
September 1999’, set ‘the morning after Hurricane Floyd’ (73). This back and
forth movement between the Moy and New Jersey is explored in my analysis of

the poet’s two-dimensional world in his fantastic autofictions (Part 4.3).

89 Unsurprisingly, one of the children’s books, The Last Thesaurus (1995), was dedicated to his
first-born child, Dorothy Aoife.

90 Similarly, memories of that ‘Boxing Day morning’ when Muldoon rode his ‘new Raleigh cycle’
(MSG 17), or of an argument with his own father in ‘The Misfits’, could also echo his current life as
a father. As for ‘A Collegelands Catechism’, it could be read as a self-parody featuring the poet as
an inquisitive schoolboy, or as a poem parodying the poet’s own curious children (‘Which is
known as the “Orchard County”? / Which as the “Garden State”?’, 15).
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Moreover, the fact that the title of the 2002 volume highlights the importance of
particular place names (such as the Moy) invites the reader to explore the
significance of these loci in Muldoon’s poetry. These place names are discussed in
Chapter Three in relation to the poet’s memort loci (Part 3.3).

Horse Latitudes (2006) was dedicated to the memory of his sister,
Maureen Muldoon (1953-2005), who died of cancer. The dedication sheds light
on the identity of the ‘dear Sis’ (80), since Maureen’s name does not appear in the
elegy ‘Turkey Buzzards’. The elegiac tone also pervades the whole volume, which

is as much about personal matters as political and historical concerns:

The poems have to do with a series of battles (all beginning with the letter ‘B’ as if
to suggest a ‘missing’ Baghdad) in which horses or mules played a major role.
Intercut with those battle-scenes are accounts of a ‘battle’ with cancer by a former
lover, here named Carlotta, and a commentary on the agenda of what may only be
described as the Bush ‘regime’. (Fenton 6)

The elegiac tone also characterises the concluding long poem ‘Sillyhow Stride’,
which was dedicated to Muldoon’s close friend, American singer and songwriter
Warren Zevon. The dichotomy between private and public issues underlined by
James Fenton is well summed up in the editorial blurb accompanying the
collection: ‘Horse Latitudes engages the public sphere on equal terms with the
most private and fugitive materials—“the fifty years I've spent trying to put it
together”—all within the same vigilant optic, in a language of inspired
happenstance which, as ever, combines radical uncertainties of perspective with a
lyric lucidity’ (inside cover). Once again, this editorial emphasis on the personal
dimension of the volume goes hand in hand with the collection’s dedication.

One of Muldoon’s most recent collections, Maggot (2010), was—perhaps
surprisingly given its theme of ‘sex, decay and death’ (Garner C26)—dedicated to

his daughter Dorothy. However, in the preface to When the Pie Was Opened

_82 -



(2008), in which some of the poems from Maggot were first collected, Muldoon
explains that ““The Windshield” [published in both collections] is a poem about a
man caught between two women—his teenage daughter and the mother who used
to wait at night to collect him from that same school where<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>