And thus |, too, am bound in a chain
formed of dark imaginings, of unquiet
dreams, of restless thoughts, of dread
presentiments, of inexplicable
anxieties. This chain is very supple,
soft as silk, elastic under the highest
tension, and cannot be broken in two”
—KierkegaarcEither/Or



“Book V was structured on the idea of the chain—chain of thot, chain of
images, chain of events—so that in writing when a branching of thot occurred i would
try to follow all the chains that opened upSo writes bp Nichol in reference to Book
5 of The Martyrology a book which eschews linearity and instead allows for a
multiplicity of different reading paths. Numerical superscripts withentext allow
the reader to jump forward or backward to other specified parts of the book. The
effect is such that the reader can read along one path of the book and then, according
to Nichol's afterword, “choose, at different points, to diverge & follow the chain of
ideas the various numbered options represent (the numbers corresponding to the
twelve different chains in the text)kMartyrology, 5). A reader may choose to follow
a chain to a different section of the book, or can ignore it and finish the chain which
he or she is reading (or even ignore every “footnote” in the book and read
traditionally from cover to cover). As a consequence, “no two readers willgzetes
have the same experience of Book WIaftyrology, 5). Instead of a sequential
unfolding of pages, these chains link up to other parts of the book and give the reader
hypertextual options that multiply the ways in which it can be fé%mt though the
book only contains seventeen occurrences of these chains, these are still@enough t
exponentially inflate the total number of reading paths into the thousands (se€ fig. 1)
Within this tactic—the catalyzing of vast multiplicities from basiwsilarities—lies
Nichol’s interest in chains, an interest that allows pluralities to begteftom the
basic linearity of language and reading.

! Nichol, Martyrology 5 n.p. All books of thVlartyrology are unpaginated, therefore all subsequent
in-text citations to the books of the series waéllar to the section title (whenever available), btitte and
book number.

2 Hypertextual in that Book 5 is non-linear and afathe reader to determine his or her particular
reading choices. Jakob Nielson defines hyperteixyusimply as a ionsequentiélsystem which “presents
several different options to the readers, andrttizidual reader determines which of them to follawthe
time of reading the text"Hypertext & Hypermedial-2); The Martyrologyhence fits the basic conditions
for it to be considered hypertextual. Coincidegtaiook 5 was published in the same year thatitee f
commercial hypertext system was developed: PemvBs Guidesystem.

% Such a tactic, whereby a simple device is usguidduce exponential complexity, aligns Nichol's
work with Queneau’€ent mille milliards de poémea work which multiplies its content by the simple
process of allowing the reader to interchangeitteslof 10 sonnets, thus producind“@oems in total.
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Fig. 1: Topography of Book 5. Numbers on both
sides refer to “chain” or section numbers.
Arrows indicate instances where numbers direct
the reader to other parts of the book.

A wide arc of Nichol's poetry, both inside and outside the nine volumes of his
long poemThe Martyrology exhibits an obsession with the chain and all its ancillary
effects—Iinks, connections, bonds, bridges, necklaces, and so on. His writing comsistentl
features chains: it links up new chains, relinks broken ones and, additionally, breaks
down chains, and unchains them. Beyond the structural format of Book 5, Nichol's use of
chains indexes a discernable shift in the development of his writing as a whelshiFhi
can be seen in the earlier booksTbe Martyrology where chains are initially given a
negative connotation before Nichol seemingly begins to realize their potentialusing
differences. His treatment of the chain is important since it intignaéel, and not
coincidentally so, to his suspicion towards the univocality of lyrical poetry as & whol
This evolution of the chain thus acts as a kind of barometer for Nichol's most innermost
convictions as a poet.

Contextualizing the Chains of  The Martyrology

Prior to its reaching an apotheosis in Book 5, the chain first begins to acquire a
symbolic importance in the latter half of Book 2. In the section “Sons & Divinations,”
Nichol writes of saint rand’s quest to find his missing father, sainf Beyond the story
of father and son, this section signifies a shift within the larger projddief

* The Martyrologyfeatures saints derived from the letters “sttesit, st ranglehold, etc.



Martyrology itself, whereby the specificity of personal recollections begins tooose
somewhat, and something of a “linking of the self to the world” emerges in d&s’dla
other words, the appearance of the chain and its notable capacity to link seemide coinc
with Nichol’s realization that the lyrical subject of earlier books preskah aporia in
his poetry. Nichol then begins to link a chain from the isolated subject to largeresnc
to not only the familial (reflected in the quest to find the missing fatherplibetsocial
as well. The lyrical tendencies that the early books have exhibited, while not aggnplet
expunged from Book 2, here become mediated by the “meaningless words” ti@t Nic
writes of that make lyrical contemplation impossible, given that the Iyortality must
rely on a belief that words are inherently and unproblematically meanmedfiedtions of
reality (“Sons,”Martyrology, 1&2). Rather, there is an awareness that words are no
longer accurate descriptors of the world: “Our words are broken” (ibid.). Inasbmor
the lyrical personae who is always in control of language, there instead teclaens
realization in this section of the converse; poets are helplessly “trapped ignsifi and
no different from the “millions who surround” them and who make use of these same
words (ibid.). Nichol’'s suspicion of the lyric subject only becomes more palpable as
Book 2 progresses: “i have no control,” he writes, further rendering the vantagefpoint
lyrical subjectivity impossible (ibid.)'he Martyrologyhence seems to detectably shift in
this section, as the univocality of the project as first conceived becomes midjiate
plurality.

Noting a skepticism of a meaningful lyrical language, Nichol here introdbees
trope of the chain. It is within this section that the word first appears in tinetgwof the
Martyrology.

tho the visionaries are destroyed

or leave willingly as and did

the as’s build

one chain apparent thru the life work

i grasp the edge of vision & am frightened (ibid.)

Keeping in line with the books’ early tendencies, there appears to be no loosenimg of th
lyrical ego, as the “one chain” of the “life work” appears to buttress thelanity in
which lyric subjectivity tends to ground itself. So while the lyric subjectrie tisplaced
(on the “edge of vision” rather than the center) it nonetheless remains intact &in
frightened” is a classic lyrical lament). Also of note is “the as’s buildhittv seems to
presage the later emphasis on chains via an emphasis on the adverb that commnects te
and vehicle in metaphoric constructions.

A few pages later, the word “chain” appears again, although this time in a
perceptibly different register:

oh i do listen saint rand

but that vision

those bodies wrapped in chains

as language was the chain they did not see

® NiechodaSourcery 140; see also Davey, “Exegesis,” 51, for a disicusof this shift from self to
world in The Martyrology



how can they continue knowing as you must know
we must return again to human voice & listen

rip off the mask of words to free the sounds

we wear the chains as muscles rigidly (ibid)

Nichol’s association between language and chains is meaningful on sevelsl First,

there is the connotation of constriction, an idea of language as binding itssuseajres

limit the mobility of a body, Nichol appears to argue, so too do the chains of language
limit expressive mobility. While the words “muscles rigidly” form an agoioius pair
connoting both flexibility and immobility—a twin connection that seems to echo the
Markov chain’s paradoxical emphasis on randomness and determination (we will take a
look at Markov chains later on)—these muscles nonetheless appear to be subordinate to
the rigid forces that constrain the subject. The “chains as muscleghuetzontains a

bleak view of both language and chains: tenor and vehicle—chain and language—both
bind, even perniciously so since we cannot even perceive them (the chains of language
here are ones that “they did not see,” which furthermore connotes a surrepiiesion

of our bodies, rendering flexible musculature into unmovable rigidity). Languege,is

a form of bondage that limits our conceptual motility; we are chained down by words,
and are prevented from returning to our natural voices because of them. Butmathin t
passage one can still detect the vestige of lyric subjectivity in as macsubgect is here
lamenting the missing “human voice” and the chains that seem to have comede itepla
A lament on the untenability of lyricism is still, undoubtedly, lyricism.

Such a negative or mournful attitude towards language is elsewhere abagént, or
least ambivalent, in Book 2, concomitant with a chipping away of the foundation of its
singular lyrical subjectivity: “you are dead you are dead you are dead dead deag / no |
to feel tho i free you gladly / no chain of words to bind you to me” (“Friends,”
Martyrology, 1&2). Being “free” is contrasted with the “chain of words” that here cannot
bind the addressee. But while a negative association with the “chain of wohaséis
somewhat palpable as before, one also has to consider that the “free” addralsse is
dead one. Nichol here seems to perceive language in a positive light. While the chains of
language may constrict and stifle the living, they also remain an index w$dfe The
“chain of words” binds being with being, and connects singular with plural: “i know
you’re all still with me / linked as oneMartyrology, 3&4). As long as one is wrapped in
the chains of language then one is never alone; the only release from thesdieha
death. To live, then, is to bear chains. Herein lies a pivotal poiriterMartyrology a
tropological fissure from which a plurality begins to pou? in.

This latter, more positive equivocation of the chains of language with life
dominates its bleaker counterparfline Martyrology Accompanying this perspective is
the trope of the chain representing language’s ability to connect the individuargea

® This characteristic anticipates the work of Jean-Nancy, who believes that a singularity cannot
exist without predication on plurality. “Being wijtheing together and even being ‘united’ are petgisot
a matter of being ‘oneKeing Singular154).

" One exception occurs within Chain 3: “structuréthe everyday / constraints & chains we do not
guestion / till they choke usMartyrology, 5). However, | would argue that this is a verfjedent type of
chain that appears elsewhere in Book 5, and evenda in the same chain: “rings the changes &lihle
chains of / thot  history” (ibid). There is ar@@n amount of ambivalence in the chain, whichwaswill
see later in this chapter, is understandable b¥aittethat they are figures of multiplicity.



social reality: “early morning victoria’s streets / we are akdid / all of us who use the
language now tied” (“FriendsMartyrology, 1&2). In Books 2 and 3, Nichol finally
seems to jettison the hope that language affords a singular lyrical veamtagegnizance
that earlier moments of the long poem sometimes ventured witfiis. trope of chains,
then, inaugurates a shift from the earlier books’ lyric proclivities to a noonglex or
ludic treatment of language in the latter books. The chain does this by allowang fo
multiplicity of connections, as evidenced by Nichol's realization that alpjulias at the
heart of language:

there is a we
different the same
links us in the law language comprehends
I have to trust to carry me thru into somewhéfartyrology, 3&4)

The recognition of this plurality at the base of poetic subjectivity—elsenkiehol

describes it as a realization “that i am finally this we” (ibid.)—is egped in the

language of chains, links and bonds. Even the sketch that Nichol includes in Book 3 on
the same page as the previous quote—the first sketch of many drawn in his own hand—
resembles something chain-like, of links coming together in the symmeteiaal

meeting of the “M” and the “W” (fig. 2. Nichol will later call this sketch aykenoment

in his writing’). Above this sketch are the words “the three levels / linked by line”
(Martyrology, 3&4), a line alluding to man, woman and world becoming chained

together. These chains, then, are the chains of sociability and community,tbhains
threaten the hegemony of the self-same subjectivity of the author’s ego.

r-I—I
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Fig. 2: Subject links up with world:
Nichol’s sketch of the me / we

dyad Martyrology, 3&4).

BN

Book 3 thus further develops the idea of linkage initially conceptualized in Book
2, using this trope of chain as a means to rein in a multiplicity of social fivaenake
holistic lyricism impossible: “all of us who occupy this body” are “linked as one

8 For a treatment of the lyrical tendencies in theier books ofThe Martyrology see Davey,
Exegesis50-1. There is, however, a danger here of oveiffiying the matter by stating that the book
loses its initial lyrical thrust and never lookskant it. Rather, | think that certain lyrical sttures still
persist in later books, but certainly in a more ptar form than their traditional modulations. Nitho
himself writes that “the i oThe Martyrologyis a multiple i, an amalgam of the traditionaidyvoice and a
series of complex fictional and near-fictional i®leanwhile 436).

? Nichol, Meanwhile 116



(Martyrology, 3&4). A chain, as it is worth noting here, is never a singular entity, but is
always an aggregate of links; one link does not make a chain, since it connects to nothing
and thereby remains just a link. How many links, then, can one connect before it becomes
a chain? Do two links form a chain? Or, since two links only have only one connection,
are they merely a pair of links? A chain requires multiple connections, and soghe m

basic unit of a chain would consist of three links with two connections, a configuration
with the necessary amount of plurality to constitute a chain proper. This israahini

chain, but a unit of chain nonetheless. This is perhaps why the letter H is Nichol's

favorite, since it is a perfect example of the most basic chain (3 pagsethko, and two
connections; one zygon connects at each end with the two branches, see fig. 3).

Fig. 3: The letter H as one unit of chain. Then&di form a chain
when link 2, the zygon, attaches to links 1 and 3oints a and b.
Note, epiphenomenally, the zygal connection unitimg different
“I" structures which are cancelled out as they Imeesublated into
the letter.

This association between chain and language that Nichol explores has a deep
theoretical tradition. A number of instances could be cited where the chavwoked to
illuminate a specific phenomenon of language, but it is perhaps in Jean-FrargtaisiLy
where we find one of the most sustained expositions. All phrases, accordingaodl.y
are linkable in one form or another (Lyotard uses the wodhainmentfrom the French
enchainefr—to link). There has yet to exist a phrase that cannot be linked onto by another
phrase: “another phrase cannot not happen,” as Lyotard expresses in an axiomatic double
negative'® Even a phrase that is greeted with silence is a part of the network, according
to Lyotard, since silence is also a form of phrasing. A consequence of this i$ that al
discourse is radically and perpetually open-ended; “there is no last pHradle.”

19 yotard, Differend xii.
M |bid.



statements are enjoined to a massive phrasal tapestry that is weaved\atagea
infinitum.*? Book 5 performs this open-endedness, repeatedly linking back onto itself and
making it a nearly impossible feat to read the entirety of its manifest piesifand not

only do multiple links exist within Book 5, but the work also links back to previous

books ofThe Martyrologyas welt?). It is, as Nichol himself described it, “a deliberately
open-ended structuré®and a structure to which there exists, to echo Lyotard, “no last
phrase.” Furthermore, if Lyotard is correct in proposing that phrase linkaggroblem

of politics,™ then one has located a particular vantage point from which to apprbach
Martyrology, with all its radical linkages, as a text with certain political impidses (and
political readings of Nichol are currently scant at best). The ansWéretdlartryologis
guestion posed in Book 5—"what is the political content of this poem”™—is in its repeated
insistence to link. Lyotard’s assertion that a correlation exists betwe&ngbdteedom

and the manifest possibilities of linking fashions a certain political edge tmIiavork.

In its ability to link to different lyric modalities, as well as to break ¢hesks down,The
Martyrologyis an excursus on the link, and hence, if Lyotard is correct, the political. This
syllogism is further solidified by Deleuze and Guattari’s famous coiwrepft the

rhizome that finds its political force in the fact that it can always “be ctedd¢o

anything other, and must b&We can then argue that Nichol's long poem provides a
shining example of what they see as “semiotic chains of every natureiré¢hat

“connected to very diverse modes of coding . . . that bring into play not only different
regimes of signs but also states of things of differing stafus.its openness to link, not

just self to world but of signs to signs and saints to e@tt,Martyrologybecomes a site
founded on the principle of heterogeneity. Even beyond language, the book links up to
other diverse forms of media: pictures, music, maps, etc. If a rhizome ishiicht w
“ceaselessly establishes connections between semiotic ch&ihsyf this structuring
principle is clearly at work in Nichol’s poetry, a poetry of Nichol “tryimgcbnnect it

all” (“Hour 10,” Martyrology, 6).

The Chain as Paragram

The association we find in the earlier book3 bé Martyrologybetween the
chain and multiplicity hence forms something of a basis for Book 5’s manifold s&uctur
However, it's worth noting that Nichol’s obsessions with chain and links does not merely
reside on the metaphoric level. More than just a means to bind the self with the leorld, t

12| yotard’s thoughts on this matter have roots ndittgenstein, but rather in poetics. Shelley also
had a similar idea of the infinity of phrases, farsly writing that “all poets, like the co-operatitigppughts
of one great mind” are in process of creating agredt poem” that has existed “since the beginnirt®
world” (Selected Poety218). Similarly, Schlegel writes that “all poeofsantiquity link up to one
another, until the whole is formed out of continyaireater masses and members. . . . And thusi is
mere empty metaphor to say that ancient poetrysingle, indivisible, perfected poem (quoted in
Benjamin,Selectedl: 167). One can even bring Blanchot’s words ta heae; “In modern literature,” he
writes, there is a “preoccupation witlpeofoundlycontinuous speech,” a continuity which often “uties
the reader’s habits of regular comprehensidnfir{ite Conversation9).

13 For an overview of how Book 5's chains rereadisastof Book 1, see ScobiepNichol 133.

4 Quoted in Baynard, “bpNichol,” 40

!5 yotard, Differend xiii.

'® Deleuze and GuattaThousand Plateay§.

7 bid.

18 |bid.



chain lies at the heart @he Martyrologys creative principle. Nichol’s discovery of the
saints themselves takes place within the breaking of graphemic chaimstiagdo

Nichol, he and a friend, David Aylward, were “both looking at the word ‘stranglehold’
and we both simultaneously saw ‘st. ranglehold,” and thought that it was a marvelous
discovery.®® “Stranglehold” is broken at a link and then becomes “st ranglehold”;
language becomes unchained and relinked in new fashion. As Nichol describes it in the
metalanguage of his own poetry, “hazardous connections to their signifiedsevared /
re-connected” (“Chain 1Martyrology, 5). This is a common device in Nichol’s poetry,
both inside and out afhe Martyrology perhaps his most famous poem, “The Blues” (fig
4), is understandable precisely in terms of the chain. The word “love” is cutiaksts

and rechained into a new configuration; such a rechaining of language breaks the bonds
of relation and multiplies the word love into a semantically rich matrix. “Love”
undergoes a multiplication of its links as one it connects to multiple meanings it her
connotes evil (“evol”), evolve, eve, etc., in addition to connotations beyond words (the
string of “0” letters, for example, seems to imitate the swoon of the inéatuar

conversely, the string of “e” letters connotes a shocked response to an act of evil)

20

Fig. 4: Language unchained and rechained. Niclidhe Blues.

McCaffery notes that this tendency in Nichol is a paragrammatic funcaon th
illuminates the “inevitable condition of words existing within woréflsThough, what we
have in Nichol'sMartyrologyis aspecificparagrammatic function, one that is linear and
chain-like since it rarely deviates from the left to right, laminar flovanguage (“The
Blues” notwithstandingj? It is not just aratomisticrestructuring of language that we
find in Nichol (the atom being the emblem of the paragfarbut more of an unlinking
of particular letter-chains along the grain of language and a subsequent reghtis
is what one may call a contiguous or syntactical paragrammaticismjtsmtess a

19 Quoted in NiechodaSourcery 18.

2 Nichol, Love,n.p.

2 McCaffery,North of Intention 65.

22 At least such deviations are not done consciodslyecessary feature of language is that it is
uncontrollably paragrammatic.

% See McCafferyPrior, Xix-xxiii.



redistribution of letters that the paragram proper connotes and more of a breaking down
of links between letters that Nichol most often performs. The contiguous paragram is
identified by McCaffery under the name of the charade, where spaces mé&tters are
redistributed in order to create a maximally different semantic value:

Flamingo: pale, scenting a latent shark
Flaming, opalescent in gala tents — Rark

Due to the combinatory make-up of language, as Nichol’s poetry can attest, more
semantic value liewithin sentences and words than it does via the usual signifier /
signified dyad. To examine another example, Nichol unchains the word “disappéar” a
relinks it into “d is a p/pear shaped.” Nestled within the single word “disagplean, is
the sentence “d is a p,” which consequently rings true, given that the letter d is
displaced letter p, a “pear shaped” one at that (and constitutes one instanog of ma
where the letters “bp” are disseminated, though in inverse form, in the texighias
way Nichol explodes single words and rechains them in such a way that anaxcess
semantic value is exploited. This is Nichol's forte: to tease out meaning invedger
than the usual semiotic route. His word logic is not of the one-to-one correspondence of
signifier with signified, but a dizzying multiplication of meaning from oi$ymost basic
units. There is a profound polysemiosis at worKle Martyrology where not only
words are subjected to a full semantic interpretation, but also words within words, a
“meaning behind the meaning” of usual words (“re®tdrtyrology, 1&2). This attempt
to mine semantic value beyond the duality of the Saussurean sign is whyfétgCaf
claims that Nichol's work often “parts company with the canons of Saussurean
linguistics.™

Nichol even applies this letteristic relinking to the syntactical levas iE the
case in an early concrete poem, “The Evening Ritual,” whereby Nichol un¢hains
beginning of one sentence and relinks it to the end. “Sat down to write you this pome”
morphs into “pome sat down to write you this” (see fig. 5). This syntactical
paragrammaticism is noteworthy in that the poem enacts this formal relinkimeg
content of the poem. The (here invisible) subject who sits down to write the poem
undergoes a role reversal with the object, and by the end, the poem is writing someone,
and not vice versa. This loss of control is emblematic of the paragram whereby the
control over language becomes tenuous at best. The poem also constitutes something of a
modular poetics, whereby its redistribution of relation recalls the gegnpaivideged by
the Toronto Research Group. At its most radical level, this redistributing paragr
instigates, as Paul de Man theorizes, an “uncontrollable power of the {utéreteby

24 McCaffery,North of Intention 64.

% McCaffery,North of Intention 65. McCaffery refers to the “canons” of Saussnr@aguistics with
the understanding that a second Saussure exiStissure not of the general linguistics seminarsie
who extensively researched the paragram, mostlydrguise of anagrams in Latin poetry. The paragsam
philosophically opposed to Saussur€surseon general linguistics, but not with Saussure kifnsvho
was fascinated by the combinatory nature of languggr a discussion on how Saussure represses the
paragram from th€ourse in General Linguisticsee de Man'’s article “Hypogram and InscriptiomThe
Resistance to Theary

% Man, Resistancg3?.



language becomes a site where its excessive force overcomes the siheatkess to
manipulate it. In Nichol's concrete poem, this “uncontrollable power” is performed
simple via the paragrammatic shifting of words, which, like a M&bius strip sttiist
poet’s power over his work into the poem’s power over the poet.

Fig. 5: Syntactical paragrammaticism. “The Evensngitual.™

There is, however, conceptual affiliation between Saussure and Nichol in their
treatment of language. We know from the work of Saussure that the chain structure
makes up a crucial component of language; indeed, SausSorg’seconsistently
invokes the figure of the chain. Reading it, one is struck by just how chain+lidggdge
really is; it can be broken apart, links can be detached and reattached, and ongnchain c
come apart at one link to be fused with another as primary articulation chadingaitse
higher levels via double articulation. The most chain-like of Saussure’s cgncepts
however, is the syntagm. “Words acquire relations” and hence meaning, according t
Saussure’€ourse “based on the linear nature of language because they are chained
together.?® Language is strung together horizontally like beads on a string; one word
follows another in sequential predictability along a line that Saus<Doeisserefers to
as the syntagmatic axis. This contiguous linearity is best demonstrablefagtttieat,
within the confined logic of th€ourse no one person can speak “two elements
simultaneously® This principle, which we often tend to ignore due to its simplicity,
according to Saussure’s work, is nonetheless of paramount importance. Withiottlds fa
the reality that spoken signs, because they are “presented in succession,” do “form
chain.” In other words, given that no two words can be spoken simultaneously, a chain
of succession becomes the necessary form that language must take. This reali
transposable, furthermore, to writing, where the “spatial line of graphic hMaakemes
“substituted for succession in tim&.Two words cannot occupy the same space at the
same time, otherwise meaning becomes indelibly corrupted.

Beneath Saussure’s metalanguage one can detect the residue of Newtonian
mechanics at work in Saussur€surse Two words cannot be spoken at the same place

27 Nichol, Konfessionsn.p.

8 SaussureCoursg 123

2 |bid. The homonym may be seen as evidence aghisstlaim, but as Christopher Dewdney writes,
homonyms do not work simultaneously but ratherefalate between two contradictory modes of
perception” [mmaculate72). The pun offers a better case against thisqsitipn; Attridge argues that the
pun “undermines the basis on which our assumptiasit the communicative efficacy of language rest,”
and that it furthermore problematizes Saussurgisifeer (“Unpacking the Portmanteau,” 140). Accogli
to McCaffery, the pun does not work via a “logiceotclusion,” but rather constitutes something a&ia
“semantics in stereo’North of Intention87).

% SaussureCoursg 70.

* |bid.
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at the same time by the same person: this is a physical reality thatdrasspondence
within Newton’sPrincipia: there can be no two things in the same place at the same
time 32 But words need not accord to the physical reality that Newton describegy(see fi
6). Indeed, if the syntagmatic chain is commensurable to Newtonian physics, then
perhaps the paragram would be a form of quantum simultaneity (fig. 7). In S&issure

Fig. 6: Language as an affront to
Newtonian mechanics |. Words in
violation of the law of impenetrability.
McCaffery’s “Supremist Alphabet:®

work, a word is only a word and, in the tidy economy ofCusirse one signifier

efficiently pays for one signified (this can perhaps be compared with Neantoni

mechanics that postulates the simple exchange of actions and reactions to every
movement). But in Nichol's poetry, the word (or rather words, as there is nevgla si

word in Nichol) becomes more complex, since in his poetry one word becomes the site of

32 Newton calls this the principle of impenetrabil{rincipia 399). Locke, perhaps being the better
writer, stated this principle more succinctly:

For we never finding, nor conceiving it possiblegtttwo things of the same kind should exist in

the same place at the same time, we rightly coecliliht, whatever exists anywhere at any time,

excludes all of the same kind, and is there it@lelfie (328).

3 McCaffery,Seven?2: 65.
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multiple, and not necessarily conciliate, meanings. As with the scigmtificiple of
uncertainty, the reader of Nichol's poetry is unable to easily pin down the semémgic va
of his language. As an example: when Nichol writes “warbled,” does he meaedvarbl
war bled (the confusion of which forms the basis of Nichol's first published cencret
poem)? This simultaneity is made possible in the paragram, since when one word is

warbled
WARb]1ed
warELED

warbled

Fig. 7: Language as an affront to
Newtonian mechanics Il. Word
exhibiting simultaneity. Nichol's
“Popular Song.*

spoken, so too are others (one cannot say or write ‘stand’ without also including ‘and’).
The paragram thus rebukes Saussure’s figure of the chain, since the limidantyuage
that his notes attempt to illuminate is, when viewed in the paragrammatic light,
problematized. Whereas Saussure’s syntagmatic chain is detectabbnidewn its one-
directional linearity, Nichol’s recursive unchaining and rechainingeedes language as

a paradoxical force where normal semantic laws are rendered obsolete WWitgmthat
“these words are simply signs,”—and the presence that this statement caosgoiekly
divested in the next line—"signs i read as other words” (“ChaitMaytyrology, 5).

Here we can better understand McCaffery’s statement concerning ISibifafcation

from the Saussurean theory of the sign.

Given the preceding, it is easy to see why saint and—the patron saint of
conjunctives and links—occupies such an important place in the books: not only do “The
Plunkett Papers” correlate him with the birth of poétriyut he also occupies the first
section of the first book. Even Jerry Ofo’s illustration of saint and appears to have him
made up of chain whose links become successively undone as the section proggesses (fi
7). Saint and is one who “stores these memories up as words excused by phrases /
different phases linked by such coherences as give them meaviagyology, 3&4).

The chain of the conjunctive, then, in the guise of saint and, pulses at the heart of the
books and stretches out to its furthest corners.

3 Nichol, Konfessionsn.p.
% “The Plunkett Papers” is an unpublished precutsdiheMartryology. See NiechodaSourcery 23-
37.
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! -l
Fig. 8: saint and becoming unlinked and his subsetju
rechaining Martyrology, 1&2)

The Bridge

Among the most alike doth semblance

deceive most delightfully: for the

smallest gap is most difficult to bridge over.
—Nietschze

One finds the chain even in something as innocuous as italics in Nichol’s work.
Nichol describes these italics that cut in and out of the earlier parteedflartryolgoyas
“one of my earliest attempts at getting at . . . ‘the chain id8a™:

things

cannot
measure thee
motion
oceans
asin

a western mode of thot
enshrine the deeper blues

% Quoted in Niechod&ourcery 73.
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moving into
the edge of
blackness
the mind’s passage thru
a weight of
feeling

is eternal your eyes? (“martyrology of antartyrology, 1&2)

Italics mark a different chain of voice that is spliced into the text. Nicholidesahis as
“another way the poem could have gone. In this case | just put it back in and manage to
find a way to bridge it* As his explanation reveals, the bridge is another form of chain
that dwells within his texts. Like the chainsTlihe Martyrologythat link “all of us who
use the language,” words may also “bridge the distances between our sep@ate
(“Scenes, Martyrology, 1&2). This confluence in the books ©he Martyrologybetween
bridges and chains is attested to by the fact that Book 5 (the book of chainssfteure
word “bridge” or “bridges” 22 times; the previous 4 books all together have only 3
instances of the word “bridge.”
The bridge first appears ithe Martyrologyin Book 1’s “saint reat and the four

winds of the world.” Nichol writes

you grew up frightened

always that distance between

no way to bridge

the greyness of the rim worlds
Unlike the chain, which Nichol first shows ambivalence toward, the bridge here is
initially seen in a positive light, contrasted with “being frightened,” and theyfgess” of
“distance.” Here the first important characteristic of bridges candoemtied, one that is
close to the chain: bridges, above all, connect distances. As aforementioned, thesbridge i
rarely seen in the first four books Biie Martyrology(twice in Book 1, once in Book 3),
but it reappears in a more abstract register in Book 5:

north of the port the bridge now crosses

as this bridge must

connect two states of consciousness
written weeks apart

form a link your mind can follow
paths my thots had taken

transparent connections (ChairMartyrology, 5)

¥ bid., 74.
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Not only connecting thdistanceof landscape features, the bridge here connects
differencewithin both states of consciousness and temporal differences “written weeks
apart.” The connection of differences that the bridge accomplishes igfuotiee
compounded by the appearance of one of the book’s first numerical superscripts, or
chains, in the first of these lines; the bridge here seemingly becomes an adgel br
spanning the separation between Book 1 and Book 4 (the section to which the chain
leads). Bridge and chain are both similar in that they “link” differenceshair
“connections.” Though seemingly abstract in its connection of separate cordeaiss
the bridge in Chain 1 thus functions in much the same way as an actual chain: “praying
for / connection / some bridge between himself & the void that threatens” (ibid.). The
bridge here is interchangeable with chain, as both appear to counteract tleaithgeat
void of isolation. And like the “greyness” that the first book mentions, the bridgeshere i
one that may connect to an undifferentiated space; it thus remains inimical totlo¢ voi
nothingness to which it attempts connection.

Both chain and bridge attempt to yoke differences together, differences whi
would otherwise be lost if it were not for the poet’s ability to connect themhimgdut
because it is a text of connectiomfe Martyrologyis also concerned with separations.
Both separation and connection are the twin sides of things, as Georg Simnlomete
is “always the presupposition of the oth&t A connection is always predicated on
separation; likewise, separation must always presuppose a possible route di@onnec
Simmel also writes of a “will to connection” innate in people, a will which reach
“zenith in the construction of a bridg&’'This theoretical postulation between bridge and
the will to connection (also apparent in Heidegger and the bridge as a gather@)gsfo
echoed in Nichol: “A connection seen” is commensurable with “bridges tweshg a
writes in the second chaiMartyrology, 5). And as Simmel believes that “the human
being is the connecting creature who must always separate and cannot cotmoett wi
separating.® so too does Nichol hold that “the problem’s to connect in the first place”
and that “art is to bring together / join” (BookMartyrology, 6; Martyrology, 3&4).
However, there is a dark sense in Nichol that such attempts at bringing tdgatet are
always doomed to failure: “my world is split,” he writes, perhaps irrevoab(ySons,”
Martyrology, 1&2).

Breaking the Bonds of Relation: Nichol and Language Unchained

As we see with the bridge, Nichol’s work with connectives does not eliminate
differences by integrating them into a normative matrix. Rather, itmesdifferences
by articulating multiple forces of disparate meanings together, much lilkmamade
atom holds together unstable particles before it disintegrates into the atneosphe
However, unlike artificial atoms, his poetry uses writing in order to atreshstability
of chains before they dissipate, and freezes ephemerality into writiaghdhce
understandable that, for Nichol, poets must deal with “the smallest particles of
information, say the letter$™If letters are bound together in typical chains of relations
(as in a Markov chain, where probabilities are determined by previous s&tdbgel

3 Simmel, “Bridge and Door,” 5.
¥ bid., 6.

“Obid., 10.

“1 Nichol, Meanwhile 38.
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letter “e” is more likely to follow a “t” than the letter “q”), then Nichol's Wwattempts to
break these chains apart and reattach letters into new relations. Moreoailityi to
rechain language is predicated on unchaining it at the same time, forlifisetmbe
rechained out of “love,” then “love” itself must first be unchained, its bonds disatéelr
by the poet. Nichol, as much as he’s concerned with connections, is also concerned with
the ability to break the bonds of words, to shatter their relations in order tothelimte
letters in new configuratiorf$.

Hence Nichol's attraction to forms like the shuffle text, forms which llesta
break predetermined links and connections that other texts may fall prey to: Hé/ith t
shuffle text readers are freer to insert their own formulations into thenmecisely
because the structure is more porous, lacks the obvious narrativefiksconsider
Nichol’s unrealized plans for Book 7, which was “envisioned as a boxed, unbound text”
(Martyrology, 6). Such attempts to mine the unconnected are furthermore attested to in
Nichol’s work with the frame, itself a sort of quadrilateral chain of r@hatihe
attraction that Nichol seems to have for these frames is that they candoend@ed; their
relational girding can be evaded by the pg8athis seems to be the case in “Frame 4,”
where the focus is on the outside of relation rather than a bound area of meaniigg (see f
9). This visual poem is emblematic of Nichol's belief that “experimental peepoetry
which falls outside* Poets are equipped with a special ability to direct their attention
beyond the normal boundaries of relation: “we are free to move as we pleasendn a la
where boundaries are a frame of minkfiaftyrology, 3&4).

2 Nichol's “rediscovery” of the 22-letter alphabstii the same vein. See Higith.

3 Nichol, Meanwhile 351. This attraction also informs the Toronto &&sh Group’s interest in texts
such as Madeline Gin§Vord Rain in which the goal is to “incorporate theesuppositionsf and the
arleatoric factors around the reading experientkimvthe particular reading act” (McCaffery and i,
Rational Geomang)Bl).

*4 Derrida’s work on the parergon is complicit witicNol’s thinking in that it is thought to comprige
relational point between inside and outside; “Thegpgonal frame stands out against two groufaisif,
but with respect to each of these two groundseitgas §e fond into the other” Truth, 61). Outside this
parergon is a field beyond relation since it twilegaches itself (one detachment from the insidethen
detachment from the frame) from the interior of éntvork.

** Ibid., 42.
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Fig. 9: Beyond Relatiof?.

Another reason for the link’s importance to Nichol’s writing is that it corsneat
only to itself, but also to links that are not a part of itself; “No chain is homogeneous,”
write Deleuze and Guattari, “Each chain captures fragments of other.ttatns
syntagmatic chain always connotes, and hence connects, to a multiplicityrafreihmes.
Beyond itself, a chain can also demarcate spaces that transcend their ows liAkage
chain necessarily connects to areas beyond itself, an area of the unchaineghostse
are willing to roam. As Deleuze avers, “It is not a matter of followingaarc. . . but of
getting out of the chair®® “Connectives vanish,” writes Nichol, “the connections
shatter” Martyrology, 3&4; “Chain 4,” Martyrology, 5).

This constant production and disjunction of articulation gives Nichol’s work
something of a schizophrenic sheen. While discussing the “fluidity” of language, Nichol
once mentioned what he described as a “schizophrenic logic” in his foetry:

It consisted of making image jumps on the basis of different meanings nouns
could have, so an image of fingers hovering over keys jump/cuts on the basis
of the word “keys” to become part of Florida’s coastal geography.
While not adhering to any clinical accuracy of his terminology, this schizoghoaic
of fluid words and efficacious connections is detectably congruent with Deleuze and
Guattari’s conception of connective and disjunctive syntheses. Such syntheses exi
beyond the realm of the Oedipal, constituting a “production of production” where

“6 Nichol, Love n.p.

*" Deleuze and Guattaknti-Oedipus 39.
“8 DeleuzeCinema 2:180.

*9 Nichol, Meanwhile 437.

*0 |bid.
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everything is “inherently connective in naturé.For Nichol, these syntheses are
palpable in his implicit transcendence of the Saussurean differentialuiggaitihe sign
(“love” not “dove”), in favor of a signifier as a synthesis of various partiaaetble
objects (i.e. letters) that coalesce, fragment and then reform into &udelbif
connective meanings (“love,” “evol,” “evolve,” etc.). There is a connective syisthe
work here in that signification does not negate but rather links up to other elements in the
manner of a series (“and . . . ‘ ‘and then . .>”not a Hegelian negation but rather a
schizophrenic positivity. The poet here becomes something like a “schizo” who
“continually detaches” chains, and “continually works them loose and carries them of
every direction in order to create a new polyvocitTheparoleof one’s finger hitting a
note on a keyboard does not produce a discrete letter carved up from a fluid continuum of
language, but rather causes archipelagos to burst out of a typewriter. Gomiseagy>*

However, connections can never permeate everything, otherwise exceptionality
could not occur. Deleuze and Guattari inform that “desiring-machines work onfy whe
they break down?® Keeping the connective synthesis in check, then, is a desire to break
up bonds and links, to find soft spots in rigidity; in this way, “breaking thru / ‘the
unyielding word™ is a crucial responsibility of the poet (“Chain [2lartyrology, 5).
Nichol, then, is not interested in the chains that strictly bind (as we see irstteviir
sections offhe Martyrology but rather in something like the aforementioned Markov
chains that are linear but nonetheless contain a requisite amount of randomreas=e Del
and Guattari explain that such chains are “aleatory phenomena” that are paaidoxi
“partially dependent” on their own precedéhThe apparent randomness of the Florida
keys is determined in part by a typewriter. So it is that Nichol's chainsade ap of
certain predetermined letters, but can nonetheless be taken apart at randarmgumc
order to maintain a certain amount of flexibility.

While the connective synthesis holds letters together, we can furtlest infl
Deleuze and Guattari’s theories ifitbe Martyrologyby identifying a disjunctive
synthesis at play. The connective synthesis works to bind relations together, the
disjunctive synthesis prevents such relations from ossifying into habituatyidtds
rather a “disjunction that remains disjunctive, and that still affirms theintisd terms . .
. without restricting one by the other or excluding the other from th& Brihe
disjunctive synthesis does not eradicate connections, but considers all possible
connections at all times; it is a force in which all possible relations fieament. This
disjunctive synthesis, though it breaks off from the connective, still forms a disjunct
which nevertheless remains “a positive synthesis” where “all eventscewraries, are

*1 Deleuze and Guattadnti-Oedipus5.

*2 |bid.

**pid., 40.

** The chain could also be the root of Nichol's os&ss with railroad tracks (cf.oves long poem
entitled “Trans-continental,” as well as Book 6Gdntinental Trance.” Though most commonly explained
by the fact that his father worked for CNR railw@ge, for instancéeanwhile 451), Nichol’'s obsession
with railroad tracks is perhaps not as Freudiamaiture as it is part of a larger obsession withctian (as
Deleuze and Guattari would undoubtedly argue).viRais, of course, are chains that connect places
together via tracks which are chain-like aggregédes often made by chain gangs).

% Deleuze and Guattadnti-Oedipus 8.

*®|pid., 289.

*"Ipid., 76.
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compatible.?® This is because, while the disjunctive synthesis breaks, it also offers the
potential for a multitude of subsequent connections (in the same way Simmel’s
connections always presume separation, and vice versa). The disjunctiveisysthes
hence something like a “noncontradictory contradiction” in that it breaksidredaat the
same time as it connects (virtual relatiof/§)Vvithin it, “the chain no longer has any other
function than that of deterritorializing the flows” of langu&Qeanguage, rather than
becoming stultified and rigid, becomes fluid in Nichol's poetry. As if water figwi
around a key, “today the words flow / links form no awareness of the letters"ndBrie
Martyrology, 1&2).

Conclusion: Sacred Connections

—bp Nichol

In regards to the chaihe Martyrologycomes full circle. The initial suspicion
toward the chain is paradoxically negated by embracing it, to be thencahbéygadtee
breaking of chains in the later books. The dialectical cleanliness of thisssgbpnaily be
debated (Nichol is not a poet to whom such caveats neatly apply), however, the
increasing complexity of his work, théhe Martyrologypartially charts, is in certain
respects undeniable. The stability of the lyric poet, so detectable in hé@aks,
subsequently splinters into the fragmented shards of nonrelation. In this way, $Nichol
poetry charts a path to the outside via the links and relations of the inside. Relations
dissolve and dissipate, until what remains is poetry of exceptionality, a pestryffthe
normative chains of relations. If there is a sacrednefbddVartyrology it is contained
not in the saints who populate the work, but precisely in this exceptionality: “my
relationship to the sacred,” he therefore writes, “has all the elemermiataphysics.™
And if the exceptional is the sacred, then its iconographic symbol would be the chain.

%8 Deleuze) ogic of Sensel77

%9 Kaufman, “Klossowski,” 48.

0 Deleuze and Guattafnti-Oedipus 328.
% Nichol, Meanwhile 333.
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