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‘A name I never heard till now’: reading Kevin Hart’s Peniel’ 

[Abstract]

This paper attempts a close reading of Kevin Hart’s poem “Peniel” paying particular attention to the poem’s preoccupation with naming and subjectivity. Beginning with Hart’s own conception of a deep imageless self, this reading of “Peniel” focuses on the paradoxical necessity and impossibility of naming. Indeed in the poem’s simultaneous expressions of distance and sensual intimacy, one is able to see this paradox at work. The problems of naming also resonate with Hart’s explanation of Derrida’s theory of signification in Trespass of the Sign. Here Derrida’s twin problems of signification (iteration and the absence of presence) provide an intriguing background for the poem’s attempt to chart the arrival of a proper name. Furthermore, in the poem’s turn toward the stories of Genesis a space of absence is opened that echoes Blanchot’s abyss. Indeed its description of Peniel as a place of pilgrimage and wounding Hart’s poem gestures toward the possibility of a fractured, dispersed or even absent identity. Following this, the poem’s description of sleep is examined in the light of David Hume’s theory of identity. However Hart’s poem perhaps moves beyond this in its final stanza, toward a strange relation between the “I” and the “not-I” that seems to resonate with some of Blanchot’s thoughts in The Writing of the Disaster. It is this stanza that sees signification, the name, the self and the mysterious other finally drawn together in a remarkable poetic complex. Here we arrive back at the great possibilities and the great limitations of the proper name itself.

[Full Paper]

“Peniel” is the poem that gives Hart’s 1991 volume both its title and an atmosphere of hushed intimacy which seems to spill across pages, permeating the book
. The poem opens by placing gentle pressure upon the idea of the subject:


Someone is whispering my name tonight.


Not here, although a radio sings the Blues


so softly you could almost hear a breath…

Ironically, it is the unnamed ‘someone’ who is whispering the name. Indeed the poem’s first few lines are structured around anonymity, generality and absence. The ‘someone’ delivers a name that the poem never pronounces. The place is “[n]ot here”. A breath is evoked, but not actually heard. We are left with the radio as a reminder of absence, softly echoing a life it does not possess. The poem’s opening stanza therefore moves away from the promise of presence and individuality that a proper name suggests. What begins here is the play between promise and withholding. The name is given, arriving with the expectation of that it will connect us to a true individuality. Yet simultaneously this name is never given, and being a singularity it can never be given. In an interview with David McCooey, Hart speaks of this kind of name that promises much, but resists approach:

The notion of a ‘secret name’ has many sources — I’ve stumbled across it in magic and the Kabbalah — […] My view is that we can learn about the self at certain levels, especially at those levels where selfhood is constructed by family and society: that is what happens in psychoanalysis. But the deep self cannot directly offer itself to consciousness. Kant said a great deal to the point on this topic, but Shelley has said it more memorably: “The deep truth is imageless.” The deep self abides in solitude, waiting for God. Whether there is a unique self — call it a ‘soul,’ ‘spirit,’ ‘pneuma,’ or whatever — is a question of religious faith, not philosophical argument.

Here is one explanation at least, of the deferral of the name within “Peniel”. The poem’s opening is an act of faith: knowing that the name of the deep self is being spoken and yet not knowing what this name may be.  However, despite the name being “not here” the poem quickly displays that sensual intimacy which characterises so many of Hart’s poems. The aural imagery of the radio singing the blues draws the reader into its softness and the promise of breath (echoing the “whispering” of the first line
). Similarly the second stanza repeats the statement of distance (“not here”) yet combines tactile with olfactory imagery to create a line of intimate beauty:

not here, where moonlight chills the lemon tree

and makes warmth out of the simplest touch.
  

Both ‘breath’ and ‘touch’ are offered as examples of the currency of relationship and proximity, even in the face of the repeated “not here”. The poem’s opening therefore portrays the always and already given (i.e. certain sensual phenomena) alongside that which apparently lies beyond all conception (the name). In this way presence and absence, the ‘here’ and ‘not here’ are seen to reside alongside one another. Of course from a Heideggerian perspective it is death which takes both intimacy and elusiveness to their limits (the death that is my own, the death which is the possibility of impossibility). Such a death arrives in “Peniel” in line six, abruptly interrupting the poem’s rhythm with a colon:

My mother is dead: I have no name, and so

she quietly sings to me all day and night,

a name I never heard to till now, a name

she whispered months before I was born.

To be named by the dead, to be sung by the dead. Here is a subjectivity both profound and precarious. The name must come from the realm of non-existence. It must be sung at all times (“day and night”) and before time (“before I was born”) yet is only heard in the present moment. This is not the name of Being, and points more to a lack of being, stemming from among the dead, given before time, being and presence, a name sung in love not spoken in predication. Most importantly, within the poem this name remains unpronounced, much like the divine name in the biblical “Peniel.” Indeed within the poem “Peniel” the name can only ever be singular and non-repeatable, as stanza four describes:


My name is quiet as a fingerprint —


it makes no trouble, it tells me who I am,


I’ve seen it often.

Of course the singularity and un-repeatability of any kind of name is called into question by the Derridean notion of the sign that Hart himself explains in The Trespass of the Sign. In Hart’s reading of Derrida the structure of the sign is marked by two characteristics. Firstly, “it can always be repeated”
. So the sign can traverse many different contexts and is open to being reiterated in each. Thus the meaning of the sign is always open to change. Secondly, “what we mean by ‘sign’ is that it is what is in the absence of its animating presence”
. The sign is not the thing. It is not a presence. Rather from one perspective it may point us toward presence. Putting these two characteristics together Hart concludes that presence cannot be signified “purely and simply”:

further, there is no fixed point of any kind which can help us find an angle of deviation between what is signified and what should be signified. In short, we must conclude that this pure presence has never been given to consciousness: all we can say is that it is a trace of a presence. And if we follow this train of thought to its logical conclusion, we are bound to admit that this trace is of a presence which has never presented itself, so that, strictly speaking, we must talk of a trace of a trace.

Thus the ‘secret name’ in “Peniel” gives us a sign that strives to take on a different character to that conception of signification described by Derrida. Firstly this name is intimate and singular. It is sung by the mother. It inscribes identity. Furthermore it cannot be pronounced within the poem because to do so would be to invite those slippages that accompany iteration. We are reminded here of Hart’s consideration that “as soon as you pronounce the divine name it divides and splits like mercury”
. Secondly this name is not absent from its animating presence. It is not a mute signpost removed from its signified. Rather the secret name calls and creates the self, speaking something to life. This is not the name that labels a pre-existing esse but the name that constitutes by its call. We do not have a return to metaphysics here, but rather a theory of a word that absolutely precedes all presence. This is John 1:1 (“In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God and the word was God”) not as the logos of Derridean critique but as a word before all words, “that unique master word”
 (as Hart explains) that remains both within and apart from all words. On the other hand the image of the fingerprint cautions one against take such a reading too far. It can, after all, be read as a trace or after effect of presence itself, the pressed image of a body that has since departed. There may be ambiguity even here however, as the fingerprint can often come to be read as the very definition of individuality, the inscription against which one can measures one’s own existence. Hence the arrival of the name in the poem’s fourth stanza is not a simple moment of presence or language, not even a simple arrival, despite its quiet and seemingly unobtrusive entry. Indeed even though the name makes no trouble at all, it leaves profound questions in its wake.

The turn of the poem moves the poet from the act of listening to the act of reading. There is a compulsion here, a calling from the text that appears to mirror the calling of the name:




And yet, I don’t know why,

These past few months I brood on Genesis,

those stories like a rainbow at evening,

and find them all too true.
 

It is important that the poet begins this section by admitting a lack of knowledge. Like the name, the call of the story arises from an unknown source, from desire not reason. Here the poet broods on Genesis, evoking the Spirit that broods over the waters in the initial creative moment. Of course “Peniel” itself is a brooding about the poet brooding over the story of the Spirit’s own brooding, and this sets up a chain of signifiers which stands over the “formless and empty” earth. There are three ephemeral layers here: the impermanent breath of poetry, the transient named and yet unnamed identity of the poet and the hovering divine spirit. Hanging these over emptiness and void opens us once more to Blanchot’s comments, this time in The Writing of the Disaster:

Reading is anguish, and this is because any text, however important, or amusing, or interesting, it may be (and the more engaging it seems to be), is empty—at bottom is doesn’t exist; you have to cross an abyss, and if you do not jump, you do not understand.
   

Questions of existence are at the heart of “Peniel”, which becomes a brooding over an empty expanse. Indeed the allusion to the rainbow offers a similar existential ambivalence. Is it there or not there (both in the text, as myth or history, but also in the sky as substance or reflection)? 

It is the strange truth of the stories from Genesis that seems to draw the poet towards Peniel in the poem’s next stanza. The approach is oblique however, beginning with an inert self-description and travelling via the experiences of others. Indeed the reader is never allowed to reach Peniel itself, and instead must journey alongside those who ‘pass by’ the place of divine/human contact. As a result the poem can only give Peniel a sidewards glance, never arriving at the place of its own name: 





At thirty-five


all those I love have passed by Peniel,


and everyone longs to take another name,


and everyone knows a blessing is a wound,

Where the poem’s opening displays absence and the lack of the subject, this stanza is filled twice over with “everyone”. There is a sense in which this abundance of subjects and names threatens to return the reader to anonymity once more, as the name loses its value with each repetition. Yet, once again, these lines do not pronounce the proper name itself. Rather they speak of the desire for the secret name, they speak of all who glance sideways at Peniel, where the trace of the divine act of naming may still linger. Of course there is a danger in this desire for renaming. There is the possibility that an encounter with the divine will be violent, with lasting effects. This is what Jacob himself discovers in Genesis 32. This too is the testimony of mystics like St John of the Cross, in his description of the divine love that wounds:


Oh, living flame of love
That tenderly woundest my soul in 

its deepest centre,

Since thou art no longer oppressive, perfect me now if it be

thy will,
Break the web of this sweet encounter.

In fact for St John of the Cross, the divine encounter must be marked by the contrasting yet complimentary experiences of both tenderness and wounding. Similarly for Jacob, intimacy with God comes through wrestling and injury. In both cases something must be broken when the divine inscribes the human. Similarly Hart’s poem can be viewed as an example of this kind of naming, not that it attempts something as lofty as God’s naming of Jacob, but rather that its own speaking about subjectivity (even without pronouncing the name) is an act which destabilises and wounds the self. Thus by placing the self in jeopardy, by reconfiguring subjectivity from the outside in (from inscription to ontology), the poem is stretching identity beyond its normal limits. This is an example perhaps, of the aspect of wounding that Hart sees as essential to poetry itself:

Why do we read a poem? Because it opens an old wound. Or because it closes a wound. Or because it does both at once. Or because…
 

Indeed if “Peniel” has wounded the self up until this point, perhaps the last three stanzas could be read as an attempt to heal this injury. Here the rhythm falls into a relaxed iambic pentameter as the poet turns away from the biblical Peniel:


and yet, what help is that? I do not know;


those stories tell me nothing but themselves:


at three a.m. I find myself asleep


beside some takes I hardly-half believe,…
 

The exit from the stories of Genesis and the return to the ‘natural’ world is once again marked by an admitted lack of knowledge (“I do not know”). Where the poet had earlier wondered at the mysterious call of the stories, here he wonders whether reading them in a reverie on naming has achieved anything at all. It is important that an unknowing brackets this movement into and away from the biblical narrative. It is a move reminiscent of Dionysius the Areopagite himself, who eschews worldly ‘wisdom’ in favour of a different mode of connection that involves “the Spirit-moved power of the Theologians, by aid of which we are brought into contact with things unutterable and unknown, in a manner unutterable and unknown…”

Therefore the poet returns from gazing at Peniel by passing through this kind of unknowing, and arriving at a place where scepticism threatens to undermine the entire journey. Interestingly the narratives from Genesis that were “too true” find an alliterative counterpoint in the “hardly-half” believing of the penultimate stanza. Similarly their previous description as “stories” now gives way to the more sceptical “tales”. Furthermore the strange truth of the story that appeals to itself (“like a rainbow”) in stanza five, is viewed here from another angle, becoming no more than an inert closed system (“those stories tell me nothing but themselves”). This is a Derridean kind of frustration at the lack of the transcendental signified. From this perspective there seems to be no way that stories can jump the tracks of language and offer anything substantial. However something has taken place within this poem, and its importance can be seen in the poet’s description of falling asleep. Here the expression “I find myself asleep” arrives as a paradox on subjectivity and consciousness. Indeed to find oneself asleep means to be conscious of one’s unconscious state. It is to be both conscious and unconscious at once (perhaps a semantic, perhaps a logical impossibility). Therefore from one perspective this can only be a meaningful description if one differentiates between “I” and “myself”, thereby splitting or dispersing the subject. It is a language that seems to invoke the scepticism of Hume:


For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception. When my perceptions are remov'd for any time, as by sound sleep; so long am I insensible of myself, and may truly be said not to exist.
 

By thinking through the process of introspection, Hume theorises that the self is merely a bundle of sense-perceptions and not an inner kernel of individuality. The corollary of this seemingly counter-intuitive view is that for Hume sleep is the time of no perception and therefore it is the time when the ‘self’ ceases to exist. Interestingly in Hart’s poem, the poet does find himself asleep, as he paradoxically perceives the state where there can be no perception. However within this state, contrasting Hume’s conclusions, the poet’s experience of non-experience is registered as its own kind of identity. And yet for both Hume and Hart, it is language that becomes the necessary yet flawed tool of self-exploration. For Hume it is language that historically constructs the notion of the coherent self. In this case the very definition of “I” contains within it certain metaphysical claims about identity for which there is no evidence (this is why Hume argues for a redefinition of the self to mean ‘a bundle of sense-perceptions’). For Hart language is similarly compromised, seemingly attached only to more language, and yet, it also offers the proper name as some kind of alternative. 

However within “Peniel” this name does not prop up the self in any metaphysical sense. Indeed Hart’s poem next moves toward sleep, lowering the reader into a fragmented and liminal realm. We are between sleeping and waking, between consciousness and unconsciousness, between belief and doubt, between the self and the absence of self, and all the while fragments of story, song, sleep, self, consciousness and nothingness slide by:


at three a.m. I find myself asleep


beside some tales I hardly half-believe,


and doze again, as hearing my name sung,


a name no one has ever called me by,


half me and half a child I never was— 
    

Here the name is sung into a complex situation where it cannot predicate the essence of the individual, and yet it does call for something, both from within the current self (“half me”) and also from an exterior realm of absence (“half a child I never was”). The name therefore holds the ‘I’ and the ‘not-I’ in a strange relation of existence and non-existence. Here the poem opens onto the kinds of spaces that Blanchot explores in The Writing of the Disaster. For Blanchot the call of the Other is something which both establishes the self and its “I” but also simultaneously undermines this “I”:

It is the other who exposes me to “unity,” causing me to believe in an irreplaceable singularity, for I feel I must not fail him…

It is perhaps unwise to equate unreservedly the “someone” of “Peniel” with Blanchot’s Other, and yet Blanchot’s conception of this ambivalent relationship offers much to our reading of the poem. Indeed Hart’s poem does conceive of a self that is called by a mysterious other (“Someone is whispering my name tonight”
). This is the “I” that is made singular through the proper name. At the same time, however, the poem’s ‘someone’ also acts to undermine this “I” (by calling for “half me and half a child I never was”). Here there seems to be a fundamental difference between the replaceable “I”, which can stand for every individual, and the secret name, which is truly unique. The breakdown of the “I” is linked, therefore, to the function of language with particular reference to substitution. In terms of substitution the “I” portrays “a borrowed, happenstance singularity” in Blanchot’s words, because “I am he whom anyone at all can replace”
. The shifting centre of the self is thus inextricably linked with the semiotic construction of the iterable sign. In the repetition of the “I” we get a slippage of meaning which Hart’s poem explores through strange contradictions: “I have no name”, “a name I never heard till now”, “it tells me who I am”, “I’ve seen it often”, “I don’t know why”, “I do not know”, “I find myself asleep”, “I hardly-half belief”, “a child I never was”, “I wake sometime round four”. Of course the promise of the proper name, the secret name, is that one may somehow move beyond this play of signification. So the name arrives in song, a nod toward the possibility of a language of non-predication. It is unpronounced, escaping the problems of the repetition of the “I”. However escaping these problems comes at a huge cost. The name that is proper to the self is the name which must be spoken, and yet, paradoxically, it is also the name that can never be uttered
. Hence it is heard in a whisper, it stems from ‘not here’, it arrives in dreams whilst asleep, alongside stories and myth. The poem’s final waking becomes an interesting moment therefore, as the “I” once more asserts itself over the promise of the proper name (“I wake sometime round four/and find the moonlight sleeping on my cheek”
). It is the moonlight that has the final say, however, offering one last intimate touch. This is the touch of the absent mother, of the one who is not here, who resides in the land of the dead. It is also the touch of the withdrawn divinity, the falling moonlight a reversal perhaps, of the rising sun in the coda of the biblical story.  

“Peniel” is therefore the poem on the proper name, without a proper name. Not only is the poet’s name never pronounced, but the poem itself must borrow its own name, viewing the divine meeting between God and Jacob through the overlaid lenses of story, language, sleep and the experience of others. We do not arrive at Peniel then, after the deity has departed; in fact we never arrive at Peniel at all. Instead the poem must rely on glimpses, hints and traces as it passes by the site of the ancient encounter. Within the poem it is the unheard name, “a name I never heard till now,” that promises much more than this. And yet the reader is left with only language, where so much is elided, so much suggested.
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� This ‘whispering’ also evokes the form of the divine voice that the LORD uses to speak to Elijah in 1 Kings 19:11-13:





The LORD said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by.” Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. When Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went out and stood at the mouth of the cave. Then a voice said to him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”
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