
 
49 

Non-intelligible Intellect, High on the Highest Branch: 
the Limits of Language in Neoplatonism and Poetry  

Laura Moncion 

 

“God may be hidden but the truth is not.”  
Anne Carson 

 

Language is a tricky thing. Anyone who has ever tried to explain complex emotional 
experiences—from the hurricane of attraction to the dampness of depression—will know this to 
be true. “Hurricane” does not quite capture the feeling of attraction, nor “dampness” that of 
depression—and there are thousands of metaphors for these feelings that never quite seem to 
capture them whole. Language reaches for the moon, and falls among metaphors. In so doing it 
also falls into what is often seen as a major problem of metaphor: non-identity. A metaphor is an 
expression of identity—x is  y—and yet one thing can be a metaphor for another only if the first 
thing is not identical to the second. While the image of illumination might bring us closer to the 
dawning of an idea in the mind, it also clearly draws a distinction between illumination and 
knowledge. Illumination is not literally knowledge; it is a metaphor for knowledge. In clarifying 
this, I do not mean to denigrate the use of the word “illumination” in this context. On the 
contrary, I believe metaphor to be a powerful linguistic tool indicating an association between 
two or more things, tapping into a zoomed-out perspective on the world that allows one to make 
and grasp these connections.  

 The problem of metaphor is a major concern for two seemingly disparate clusters of 
thinkers. In this paper, I will put two of these clusters in conversation with one another. On the 
one hand, I will present Neoplatonic philosophy/theology’s grappling with the problem of how to 
name God or talk about personal experiences of henosis  (that is, union with God). On the other, I 
will look at how two contemporary Canadian poets—Jan Zwicky and Anne Carson—consider 
the paradoxes of putting experiences that feel enormous into language. Both, however, wrangle 
with language, shape it and re-shape it, play it like a flute. This similarity between philosophy of 
language—at least that of the Neoplatonic tradition—and the philosophical language of these 
two poets opens the door, as I will argue, to considering poetry as a potentially useful and 
interesting medium for philosophy more generally. 1 While the major players in my discourse 
occupy very different temporal landscapes, there are nevertheless similar problems which 
Neoplatonic philosophy and contemporary poetry face, in particular the problem of metaphor.  

1. Negation and Multiplicity : the Poetry of Neoplatonism 

Neoplatonic philosophy/theology has long been associated with philosophies of language, 
largely on account of its development of negative theology. 2 A major feature of negative 
theology is apophasis, the linguistic negation of negation that performatively questions the 
ability to grasp a great and ineffable divine presence with the crude human tools of language. In 
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many—if not most—Neoplatonic works, one can find some recognition of the feebleness of 
language vis à vis the task at hand.  

In De Mysteriis,  for example,   Iamblichus begins its reply to Anebo by claiming that some 
questions can be answered straightforwardly, while others “require experience of actions for 
their accurate understanding.” For these, “it will not be possible to deal with adequately by 
words alone” (Iamblichus, 11).   In other words, some questions, and presumably, answers, don’t 
fit into words. However, it is not silence that Iamblichus recommends with regard to those things 
that are awkward to verbalize. Some experiences, he writes,  

which are replete with intellectual insight [we will not be able] to clarify 
[completely] but one can reveal noteworthy indications, on the basis of which 
both you and those like you can be led intellectually to the essence of true being. 
(Ibid.) 

Even though words alone fail to capture certain experiences, they can act as place markers and 
road signs on the path to divine illumination. Iamblichus does not discard the intellect, moored 
though it is to discursive and rational things (such as language),  just because it is flawed. 
Iamblichus is specific when it comes to the different kinds of language appropriate to different 
questions: “[W]e will provide… explanations proper to each, dealing in a theological mode with 
theological questions and in theurgical terms with those concerning theurgy, while philosophical 
issues we will join with you in examining in philosophical terms” (ibid.). In Iamblichus, as in 
other Neoplatonic thinkers, there is never a prohibition or taboo against using language in the 
pursuit of the ineffable, but quite the opposite: a precise and careful use of language that tries to 
bring the ineffable into words is sought as a means of edging closer to that which is beyond 
language. Neoplatonic writers are, after all, writers. 

The precise way of using language espoused by many Neoplatonic writers is the negation 
of negation—apophasis—as a method of talking specifically about the ineffable One, that is, 
God. The official endorsement of negation as the proper linguistic posture to take when 
discussing the One comes rather late, in Proclus’s commentary on Plato’s Parmenides  (Williams, 
3). Proclus argues that negations are superior to assertions when speaking about the One. 
Although technically “neither assertion nor negation is properly relevant,” nevertheless negations 
are preferable because they suggest that the One is free from the limitations of existence, from 
the attachment to the verb “to be.” Furthermore, assertions want to affix a name to something, 
“to lay hold of some Form,” whereas “the primal entity is… above Form, and it is not suitable to 
apply to it any of those attributes which are proper to secondary things” (Proclus, VI.1072). 
Effectively, Proclus opposes both the active verbalization and the predication that a positive 
assertion proposes: even the simple phrase “God is here” is inaccurate because God neither “is” 
simply right now, nor is specifically “here.” Furthermore, Proclus argues that negation opens up 
a field of play and uncertainty for the One (or any subject of a negative assertion):  

assertions slice up reality, whereas negations tend to simplify things from 
distinction and definition in the direction of being uncircumscribed, and from 
being set apart by their proper boundaries in the direction of being unbounded. 
(Ibid., VI.1074) 
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While assertions imply that everything has a name and is knowable through language, negations 
imply that there are some things that are nameless, some things which can’t be shoehorned into 
language. Rather than pin something down by naming and defining it, apophasis opens things up 
to complexity, ambiguity, and infinity—and that is why it becomes the preferred linguistic mode 
for Proclus’s discussion of the One. 

Although Proclus may have officialized apophasis, the tendency to use negative language 
and to distance the One from human categories of knowledge is already present in some of the 
earliest works of Neoplatonism, the Enneads  of Plotinus. In the fifth Ennead , Plotinus begins by 
slicing up the human being, beginning by separating “the body from the man, viz. from 
yourself,” and then distancing as much as possible the soul, “which fashions the body,” from 
“sense, desire, and anger, and other trifles of this kind,” until he is left with “the image of the 
intellect… which preserves something of its light” (V.3 9). The intellect, the most refined 
element of the human, is an image of the divine intellect, a relative of the Platonic Nous . The 
divine intellect and its relationship to the One are what lead Plotinus to a discussion of language 
in V.3 of the Enneads . He sets out to map its terrain, asking what it is possible for the intellect to 
know. Using vision as an analogy for knowledge, Plotinus establishes that the intellect is 
divisible because it perceives itself:  

intellect is in want of the vision of itself; or rather that it possesses the perception 
of itself… for in consequence of there being a certain other thing, it is necessary 
that there should be vision; since if there were nothing else, vision would be in 
vain. (V.3 10) 

For Plotinus, the intellect must make itself the object of its own perception in order to know 
itself. Differentiation necessitates knowledge, and vice versa. In order to be able to say that the 
intellect knows itself, it must also admit to differentiation. This is its primary distinction from the 
One, the paragon of transcendent unity: the One and the intellect are both, according to Plotinus, 
“nature[s] which energize”—but while the intellect “energize[s] about another thing” or indeed 
“energize[s] in itself,” the One is “entirely quiescent, [therefore] it will not perceive 
intellectually” (ibid.). The energies and energizing of the intellect and the One seem quite 
similar, except for their aims: the intellect has differentiation around which to buzz, while the 
One admits of no differentiation and so it becomes quiescent, non-perceptive, and outside of 
knowledge, even self-knowledge.  

Despite their similar energies, the intellect can’t lay hold of the One: “intellect, therefore, 
will learn that it is itself a various eye, or that it consists as it were of various colours. For if it 
should apply itself to the One, and to be impartible, it would be silent” (Plotinus, V.3 10). The 
switch from the intellect to the One entails not just a switch in the ability to know but also a shift 
in metaphor: from a feast for the eyes in the perceptive intellect to the silence of the One, so 
tightly wrapped in itself that it seems not to lend itself at all to perception. While this is not 
strictly true—Plotinus does admit to perception of the One, through henosis , theophany, and 
other mystical experiences—the One does seem especially resistant to language. Elaborating on 
his claim that the intellect would be forced into silence by the One, Plotinus rhetorically asks, 
“[W]hat would it have to say, or discuss about it?” (ibid.). Furthermore, the One can’t speak for 
itself because to do so would be to separate what it is from what it is not, and so it would no 
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longer be impartible. This is a problem of language, more specifically the problem of metaphor: 
“When it says ‘I am this thing,’ if it says [it is] this thing as something different from itself, it 
asserts what is false; but if [it says it is this thing] as an accident to itself, it says that it is a 
multitude”(ibid.). At the level of sentence structure, again, the “I” is separated from “this thing” 
in a manner that does not apply or accurately capture how the One is singular and singularly all 
things. Even further, Plotinus argues, it is even a problem to imagine the One saying “I am, I am” 
or even “I, I.” If the One proclaims “I am, I am,” and is “alone two things”—in this case, simply 
a subject and a verb—then it is actually admitting to more than duality. 3 Two things are 
“different from each other, and different in a certain respect”(ibid.).   For example, “I” is a noun 
and “am” is a verb. Even in the simplest sentence, we have not only the first thing and the second 
thing, but a third thing which is the difference between them—“hence there will now be number 
and many other things” (ibid.). Multiplicity seeps in and floods every sentence. 

The intellect is various, multiple, knowable, and knowing, and this is its main obstacle in 
achieving the One. Experience of the One is “not an intellectual perception of, but a contact with 
it… an adhesion only ineffable and without intellection, possessing an energy prior to 
intelligence, intellect not yet existing, in consequence of that which adheres not perceiving 
intellectually” (ibid.). Even when a person does attain henosis , their intellect restrains them; it 
“falls from it [the One] always receiving another multiplied nature in itself” (ibid., V.3 11). The 
intellect cannot receive the One in oneness, but rather as a multiplied nature according to the 
intellect’s own ability to know, and not according to the object (in this case, the One) known. 
However, the intellect is still connected to the One through its energy. Thus “it indefinitely 
desires another thing, possessing at the same time a certain phantasm in itself” (ibid.). Although 
the intellect deals in multiplicity—of language, of things, of perceptions—it also desires the 
unity of the One which is at once so distantly transcendent and so energetically close. Plotinus 
puts it succinctly: “though we do not possess it by knowledge, yet we are not entirely deprived of 
the possession of it; but we possess it in such a way that we can speak of  it, but cannot speak it ” 
(ibid., V.3 14). The tension is not strictly between something unknown and something known, 
but between something which one feels is only just outside of one’s reach. There is something 
there, but we can’t know what it is; we can only sense or intuit it. We can’t box it into language. 
We can only “speak of it from things posterior to it” (ibid., V.3 14), like trying to climb a 
waterfall.  

The trick, though, is to not try to put the One into language; rather, we ought to use 
language to edge closer to it. Pseudo-Dionysius, writing well after Plotinus and about half a 
century after Proclus, uses language to undo itself in pursuit of a Christian Neoplatonic God. He 
begins his treatise on The Divine Names  by setting up the object of inquiry as beyond language, 
hoping to be “ineffably and unknowingly joined to what is ineffable and unknowable in far 
greater union than we can attain through our rational and intellectual powers and activities” 
(Pseudo-Dionysius, 107). There is already a bit of a paradox peeking out: Pseudo-Dionysius is 
attempting to get at something beyond rational and intellectual powers, but he is nevertheless 
writing and communicating linguistically, using those powers to attempt to go beyond them. 
What is even more intriguing is that Pseudo-Dionysius then goes on to speak as if 
knowledge—which cannot, as we have seen, attain the One—is the dominant paradigm of 
experience. Introducing the ineffable subject of his writings, Pseudo-Dionysius asserts that 
“[o]ne must attribute to the unknowing of the beyond beingness itself—beyond logos, intellect, 
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and being —a knowledge beyond being” (107-108). The point is that we should not approach the 
ineffable God as something which can fold neatly into human categories—yet Pseudo-Dionysius 
nevertheless privileges knowledge above, for example, experience or sensation. Knowledge and 
“the persuasive logoi of human wisdom” are both obstacles and tools (1 Corinthians 2:4, cited in 
Pseudo-Dionysius, 107). He wants to fight language with language. 

He does so through a particular kind of negation. The statement quoted above is in fact 
typical of Pseudo-Dionysius’s use of language—not simple negation, as in Proclus and Plotinus, 
but assertion and negation in the same sentence: the unknowing also knows. Beyond being there 
is an unknowing and a kind of knowledge as well. In Pseudo-Dionysius’s linguistic formula, 
knowledge and unknowing cancel eachother out. This cancelling-out not only indicates but 
performs the ineffability of the divine: beyond being, there is both knowledge and unknowing 
because the beyond-being is limitless, and therefore not limited to our ideas of what 
“knowledge” or “unknowing” might be. Pseudo-Dionysius makes this move a number of times 
throughout the Divine Names , notably at the end of chapter one, section one. John D. Jones’s 
translation marks out the lyrical language by putting it in verse, although it is unclear whether the 
original manuscript would have done so. In any case, the language that closes the introduction of 
the Divine Names  is markedly different from the rest of the chapter’s rather more prosaic 
discussion: 

The indefiniteness beyond being lies beyond beings. 

The unity beyond intellect lies beyond intellect. 

The one beyond thought is unintelligible to all thinking. The good beyond 
logos: ineffable to all logos, unity unifying every unity, being beyond 
being, non-intelligible intellect, ineffable logos, non-rationality, non- 

intelligibility, non-nameability, be-ing according to no being. (Ibid., 
108-9) 

Although this is, of course, an English translation (and perhaps middlingly out of date), and the 
Greek may not have quite the same tonal effect, I think it is important to point out the potential 
impact of Pseudo-Dionysius’s use of repetition. Phrases such as “unity unifying every unity” 
seem to suggest either the repetition of prayer or a repetition unto meaninglessness—or both. 
Perhaps Pseudo-Dionysius is hinting towards devotional practices which undo words and 
discursive understandings of the world through repetition of a word or phrase ad absurdum. 4 
More to the point, he also weaves a web of contradiction through statements such as 
“non-intelligible intellect.” Later on, he refers to the divine as properly “nameless and in 
accordance with all names” (Pseudo-Dionysius, 114). Rather than just use negation, 
Pseudo-Dionysius shifts from positive to negative, effectively destabilizing any attempt at 
grasping the object at hand. The manner in which he states his point emphasizes the grandiosity, 
the all-encompassing and all-creative power of the One beyond being. “The godhead freely gives 
of itself” in creation, in illumination, and so on, because it contains the potential for everything, 
and nothing in particular (ibid., 108). It is “ineffable logos,” the origin of knowing and 
unknowing. By expressing the ineffability of the divine through two contradictory positive 
statements, Pseudo-Dionysius calls attention to the space between them, the implicit negation, 
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the third element of difference which Plotinus picked out. In the end, he opens up the same field 
of play that Proclus and Plotinus do, in pursuit of the same object. 

The problem of Neoplatonic language, at least as it is seen through these writers, is the 
problem of metaphor: How best to reach out for something outside of language, using language? 
Iamblichus, Proclus, Plotinus, and Pseudo-Dionysius all work through apophasis, using negation 
to gesture towards a divinity who is utterly beyond human categories. Yet even as they gesture 
beyond language, their gestures are nevertheless linguistic. The use of language seems to be a 
comfortable paradox in Neoplatonism: although each thinker wrangles with it, no one is quite 
able to solve the problem of how to correctly speak of the divine. Even Proclus, who advocates 
strongly for negation, has to recognize that “neither assertion nor negation is properly relevant” 
( VI 1073). And finally, Pseudo-Dionysius knits together assertion and negation, highlighting the 
paradox of Neoplatonic language and the problem of metaphor with every sentence. Phrases like 
“being beyond being” are—paradoxically!—at once comfortable and unsettling: they sound nice, 
but at the same time gesture beyond the simple pleasure of beautiful language. 
Pseudo-Dionysius’s poetic language performs a function that his more prosaic sentences do not: 
they unravel themselves in order to gesture outside of language. Language collapses onto itself, 
empties itself, carves itself out to make space for some wider, ungrammatical truth.  

2. Resonance and Eros: the Neoplatonism of Poetry 

The problem of metaphor is central to the work of poets, and is a particular focus of 
Canadian poets Jan Zwicky and Anne Carson. Zwicky’s Wisdom & Metaphor  (2003) and 
Carson’s Eros the Bittersweet  (1986) both offer thoughts on language that recall and refigure the 
Neoplatonists’ linguistic woes. Zwicky’s foreword to Wisdom & Metaphor  references Shelley’s 
claim that “poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world,” and adds her own claim that 
poets are also “among its unacknowledged thinkers.” 5 The grasp of metaphor that a poet must 
have is analogous to the connections made by a wise mind: the connection, for example, between 
“hurricane” and “attraction,” or between “being and nonbeing” and something ineffable.  

In the spirit of recognizing things beyond language, I will begin my analysis of Zwicky’s 
use of negative language by first considering that by which her language is presented: the book 
as an object. Unlike the Neoplatonic works, which have been translated, edited, bound, and 
copied in ways now very different from the original Greek texts, Zwicky’s book as I receive it is 
much closer to how she probably intended it to be received. Wisdom & Metaphor  is published by 
Gaspereau Press, an artisan press based out of Kentville, Nova Scotia. According to its website, 
Gaspereau Press has very particular goals: “at the core of its philosophy is a commitment to 
making books that reinstate the importance of the book as a physical object, reuniting publishing 
and the book arts.” The form of the book is meant to be part of the experience of reading it—the 
book is already something that conveys not only linguistic but extralinguistic meaning. My copy 
of Wisdom & Metaphor  is a larger-than-average trade paperback with a black cover. The cover is 
decorated with patterns of ampersands, which seem fittingly to suggest connections, albeit 
slightly ineffable ones. An ampersand stands in for the word “and,” already suggesting a way out 
of alphabetic language. On the cover, the ampersands are arranged in attractive, circular patterns, 
four to a cluster, and while they are clearly decorative they also look like a symbol which should 
have linguistic meaning, not simply a pretty shape. The text is small and crisply typeset in a 
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Laurentian typeface—as noted at the back of the book by the printer, Andrew Steeves, 
Laurentian types have a “slightly compressed character width with a quiet liveliness and 
surprisingly open counters.” 6 Space is important in printing, and in poetry: spaces between 
letters, paragraphs, and pages have all been carefully considered by both Zwicky and Gaspereau.  

The interesting use of space is drawn to our attention through the pagination: rather than 
having a succession of numbers as in a conventional book, Wisdom & Metaphor  has two sets of 
page numbers, one for the left-hand side and one for the right. Zwicky’s (2003) text is on the 
left-side pages, followed by quotations and excerpts from other thinkers on the right. For 
example, Zwicky’s questions, “What, indeed, do we mean by ‘rigour’? (Or perhaps, what is it 
that we want to mean?—and why?)” are on a page marked 40 LEFT, and on 40 RIGHT can be 
found block quotes from the works of Paolo Mancosu and Max Wertheimer. The connection 
between text and quotations is suggested not only by content, but also by structure: the reader 
feels that there must be a reason for this placement, even if it doesn’t seem immediately obvious. 
Your brain shifts from left (text?) to right (hemisphere?). You are encouraged to feel out the 
reflections and associations that you extralinguistically perceive as you read the texts. You feel 
the meaning before you can put it into words. Zwicky comments in her foreword on this aspect 
of the shape of the text, describing it as “a response partly to the demand that form follow sense 
and partly to the need to mediate between the lyric and the scholarly.” Specifically, this is a need 
to mediate between different types of language: between the scholarly, which she later 
semi-ironically terms “calcified linguistic gestures” (Zwicky 2003, 13L). and the lyric, “a 
fundamentally integrative mode of thought… that… is, at root, a flight from the condition of 
language” (ibid., foreword). It also suggests an extralinguistic comprehension that bridges the 
two. The gutter between the pages suggests a gulf of sorts, which we traverse with varying ease 
depending on the combination of texts. The pagination of Wisdom & Metaphor  also links up with 
Zwicky’s concept of resonance, introduced in the foreword as a characteristic property of lyric, 
and elaborated in her paper “What is Ineffable?” (2012). Resonance, for Zwicky, is a way of 
imagining connections between things:  

[I]n the physical case of a resonance body, a vibration in one component will set 
off vibrations throughout the structure… in a resonant ideational structure, 
images, sounds, word meanings (if there are words), and connotation, 
etymologies, emotional associations, tone, colour, etc., will be attuned in this 
way: attending to one aspect of the meaning will quicken other aspects, too. 
(2012, 208)  

Resonance indicates the intuitive connections between things, the sudden feeling of oneness or 
wholeness or cosmic comprehension. Resonance is precisely what is ineffable for Zwicky (ibid.). 
Although she conceives resonance as reaching far beyond language, it is through resonance that 
metaphors are born, and swaddled in language. The left-and-right page set-up in Wisdom & 
Metaphor  suggests not so much direct analytic or causal links between Zwicky’s text and the 
authors she quotes, as an attempt to create or capture resonances between her lyrical writing on 
the one hand, and accepted scholarly writing on the other. 
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In Wisdom & Metaphor , Zwicky also directly discusses the tangles of language and 
resonance. Specifically, she discusses the problem of metaphor, and does so through highlighting 
negation: 

A metaphor sets one thing beside another and says, ‘See, they have the same 
form.’ Which is to say: they make the same gesture; they mean in the same way. 

Why, then, is metaphor, as a linguistic trope, dependent on an implicit 
‘not’?—Metaphor results from an over-riding of calcified gestures of thought by 
being. (2003, 8L) 

Metaphor and metaphoric language emerge from a matrix of sameness and difference—both a 
“sameness in gesture” and an “implicit ‘not.’” An effective metaphor depends on an identity 
between two things: “being beyond being” seems a better metaphor for the One than “ham 
sandwich,” for example. Metaphor depends on identity, the existence of resonance between two 
terms, but it also depends on their nonidentity. “Being beyond being” is not properly the One; no 
words could fully describe it. There is also a sense in which the “calcified gestures” of linguistic 
differentiation must be present in order for them to be overridden by being and similarity. 
Zwicky continues: “the implied ‘is not’ in a metaphor points to a gap in language through which 
we glimpse the world. That which we glimpse is what the ‘is’ in a metaphor points to”(ibid., 
10L). The metaphor’s implied “not” indicates a gap, a space, a void—something that 
non-metaphoric language does not do. That is, the negation that “calcified” language 
institutes—term A is not identical to term B—opens up the distance between language and our 
experiences, the gap between meaning and expression. What do we see through this gap? First of 
all, “the world”—a collection of particular things bound together by a unifying resonance 
(Zwicky 2012, 212). Second, “what the ‘is’ in a metaphor points to,” the element that neither 
literal language nor metaphor can capture or describe—in a word, the ineffable. The “is” of 
metaphor, and the “the world” of meaning seem to be extralinguistic for Zwicky; language does 
not seem to condition or fully contain our experiences, even if it does frame them. At the end of 
the day even metaphor is severely restricted in getting at the ineffable resonance.  

However, as a poet and writer Zwicky is hardly going to give up on language—its faults and 
shortcomings are simply part of its existence as a human activity. Language’s inability to grasp 
the ineffable, Zwicky argues, “is not a failure on the part of language any more than dying is a 
failure” (2003, 34L). It is simply something that happens. On the next page, she quotes Simone 
Weil:  

Intelligence can never penetrate the mystery, but it, and it alone can judge of the 
suitability of the words which express it. For this task it needs to be keener, more 
discerning, more precise, more exact, and more exacting than for any other. (Weil 
quoted in Zwicky 2003, 34R) 

Weil’s Neoplatonic influences are clear here: intelligence (that is, the intellect) can never grasp 
the mysterious divinity or ineffable gap, but it is extremely important to the quest. Weil, Zwicky, 
and Neoplatonists seem to agree: the task of metaphor is not to make meaning totally transparent, 
but to launch us into the gaps in language. 
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Anne Carson turns the above Weil quotation into verse at the third act of her Decreation 
poem-opera. Lying in her hospital bed in London, on the brink of death, Weil (Carson’s 
character) says (or sings?) the following: 

A need to know is not an abstract need. 

God may be hidden but the truth is not. 

I do not recognize any right of any person or institution on earth 

 

to limit the workings of the intellect 

or the illuminations achieved by love. (Carson, 2005, 239) 

Language, intellect, and reason are all important to Weil’s mystical ascent, and to Zwicky and 
Carson’s poetry—the warp and weft of language is as important as the gaps in it. Carson’s lyric 
version of Weil’s thought also adds another dimension of metaphor: while Weil never spoke or 
wrote those exact words, they nevertheless resonate with her writings and life. They also 
resonate with certain questions. For instance: What is necessary to human life? What is truth? To 
what degree should institutions be allowed to govern our thoughts and lives? The power of 
poetry and poetic language lies, I believe, in its ability to evoke rather than define. Poetry does 
not promise unity, but holds together multiplicity. 

In Eros the Bittersweet , Anne Carson’s discussion of eros is historical and philosophical 
on top of being deeply poetic. Since the Symposium , eros has been commonly defined as a lack. 
More precisely, it is the pursuit of something (or someone) just out of reach—either something 
which can but mustn’t be attained, or something which is unattainable but yet promisingly 
attractive. For language philosophies which admit to something beyond language that can’t be 
captured in language yet is pursued by it, eros is entirely relevant. Carson demonstrates this eros 
through a linguistic analysis of a fragment of Sappho, “a small, perfect photograph of the erotic 
dilemma” (1986, 26): 

As a sweet apple turns red on a high branch, 

high on the highest branch, and the applepickers forgot— 

well, no, they didn’t forget—were not able to reach…(Sappho fr. 105A, quoted in 
Carson 1986, 26). 

The poem is fragmentary—half a simile, now a metaphor. The incompleteness of the poem 
mirrors the incompleteness of the applepickers’ attempt to get at the apple, even spatially: 
“desiring hands close on empty air in the final infinitive, while the apple of their eye dangles 
perpetually inviolate two lines above” (ibid., 27). The poem is a series of attempts to grasp the 
ungraspable, both with the literal hands of the applepickers and the linguistic attempts of the 
poet. The disappointment of the last line is set up by the previous lines, which “follow the poet’s 
mind on a trajectory through perception to judgement, a trajectory in which both the perception 
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(of the apple) and the judgement (of why it is where it is) suffer self-correction” (ibid.)   The 
“high branch” becomes “the highest branch”; the apple’s location is explained, then re-explained. 
First, we are told “the applepickers forgot.” Then their failure of memory becomes more 
self-aware and acute: “well, no, they didn’t forget—were not able to reach.” The apple’s 
remaining on the branch is not a result of human negligence or forgetfulness, but a failure of 
human ability, a built-in limit to the scope of human endeavour not unlike the built-in limits of 
human language. Within the poetic fragment, language constantly corrects and re-orders itself. 
Carson notes that this mental action is mirrored in the sounds of the Greek words themselves: “as 
the anaphoric syllables reach after one another from verse to verse (‘akro… akron… akrotato 
lelathonto… eklelathont)” (1986, 27). Further, even, “this motion is corroborated in the rhythm 
of the verse: dactyls (in lines one and two) slow and elongate in spondees (in line three) as the 
apple begins to look farther and farther away” (ibid.). The general feeling that the poem gives 
off, as Carson argues, is of “gradually imposed restraint” (ibid., 28). While the apple may have 
seemed attainable at one time, in its pursuit the pursuer is foiled, and finds that they must 
contend more with their own restraints or limits than with the object of desire. According to 
Carson, Sappho’s fragment “acts out the experience of eros” (ibid., 29).   So, too, do any 
linguistic movements that attempt to get at an extralinguistic object.  

Neoplatonist thinkers have to deal with the limitations of human language when trying to 
talk about the ineffable One. Poets have to deal with the human weaknesses and mortality of 
language when trying to access the object of poetry, the gap between language, or the 
extralinguistic experience. Applepickers have to deal with the short length of their arms when 
trying to pick apples from the highest branch. In each case, the conversation becomes about the 
human, the poet, the performer. Eros always shifts the focus back onto the lover: “reaching for 
an object that proves to be outside and beyond himself, the lover is provoked to notice that self 
and its limits” (ibid., 32-33). Eros makes one acutely aware of one’s limited worldview and 
limited set of tools for improving that view, at the same time as it makes one desire and attempt 
to squirm or shatter one’s way out of those limits. 

Interestingly, Carson situates eros not only in the movement of poetry and prose, but also 
within the very acts of reading and writing. She examines the development of the idea of eros 
among newly-literate ancient Greek civilization, and proposes to link eros to literacy. This is 
what she calls the “eros of alphabetization.” Ancient Greek poets who invented eros were also 
among the first literate poets in literate societies. The ensuing sensual reorganization in the shift 
from oral to literate culture, she argues, required a closing-off of the senses to outward stimuli 
and a concentration of perceptive power in the visual sense. This would explain the dominance 
of visual metaphors of knowledge in literate cultures or classes within societies. Literacy, then, 
would heighten awareness of the self as separate from others, a sensitivity to “personal physical 
boundaries and a sense of those boundaries as the vessel of one’s self” (Carson 1986, 44). Carson 
also connects this idea specifically to the Greek alphabet, as the first alphabet with consonants. 
Consonants do not denote pronounceable sounds but separate vowel-sounds into syllables, then 
link them together into pronounceable words. They aren’t sounds themselves, but mark “the 
edges of sound” (ibid., 55). Boundaries are an essential element of eros. Without boundaries 
between the self and the desired object, without multiplicity, there would be no desire for unity. 
Alphabetization, she argues, creates those boundaries: 
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A written text separates words from one another, separates words from the 
environment, separates words from the reader (or writer), and separates the reader 
(or writer) from his environment. Separation is painful. The evidence of 
epigraphy shows how long it takes people to systematize word-division in 
writing, indicating the novelty and difficulty of this concept. As separable, 
controllable units of meaning, each with its own visible boundary, each with its 
own fixed and independent use, written words project their user into isolation. 
(Ibid., 50) 

The experience of writing and reading words, slicing up reality into bite-sized pieces, seems to 
make us more aware of our own existence as finite, fragile, and alone. Earlier in the text, she 
alludes to this phenomenon with two short, sharp sentences: “Words have edges. So do you” 
(ibid., 35).  

The separation of sounds, ideas, and people through alphabetization results in the desire 
for unity outside of language, but that quest seems to take place more often than not within 
language. Carson also notes the similarity between the erotic desire for a person and the erotic 
desire for knowledge: “[B]oth mind and wooer reach out from what is known and actual to 
something different, possibly better, desired. Something else” (ibid., 70). When Plotinus speaks 
of eros, he speaks of the desire for the ineffable God that nevertheless ends up resting, whether 
comfortably or not, in language: although “every soul is a Venus” which wants to be united with 
God, it is “in the intelligible world, the true object of love is found” (Plotinus, VI.9 9). Love and 
knowledge are both important to the quest for the ineffable, though neither of them is properly 
the goal. The eros that drives Neoplatonists and poets such as Anne Carson has more than love 
and knowledge in mind. Their goal is to get at the gap in language, the sweet but untasted apple, 
the non-intelligible intellect. The aim is not only to get at something ineffable through language, 
but to unravel, examine, question, and reformulate language in the process. 

Language gets between the lover and beloved, the knower and the known, the believer 
and God; language reminds us of our condition as separate, earthly, limited beings. Rather than 
weighing us down, it diagnoses our condition—and often offers itself as a remedy. In this paper, 
I have tried to highlight language as a point of contact between ancient Neoplatonists and 
contemporary Canadian poets. Neoplatonic theologians/philosophers who come up against the 
problem of naming an ineffable God, respond by using apophatic language to speak “away from” 
the divine. Contemporary poets Jan Zwicky and Anne Carson come up against the problem of 
metaphor in describing resonance and eros, respectively, but rather than speak “away from” their 
objects, they speak around them, using lyric. In particular, Zwicky and Carson’s use of lyric and 
poetic language suggest that some of the problems of metaphor, seen as regrettable flaws by 
Neoplatonists, can in fact be seen as strengths, necessary gaps through which we glimpse the 
world. To sum up, the problem of metaphor is one of the major links between ancient 
Neoplatonic philosophers and contemporary writers. For both, the solution was never to abandon 
language altogether, but to transform it and tailor it to an ineffable ultimate reality. In the end, 
language is not only a workaday tool of communication, nor a flighty or mysterious entity that 
cannot get at “the truth,” but a fundamental aspect of our humanity, a mortal, multiple, imperfect, 
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messy, often paradoxical, but ultimately promising, ultimately hopeful, ultimately necessary 
element of our world, and of our search for truth and knowledge 

 

Notes 

1.  In so doing I will tacitly utilize the methodology of Carolyn Dinshaw (1999), whose queer 
historiography allows medieval and modern people to “touch across time,” without either of them 
leaving their historical contexts. 

2.  On this topic, see also Caputo and Scanlon (1999); Franke, (2006); Williams, (2000); and 
Ticciati, (2013). 

3.  This might be a reaction against the later Platonic Infinite Dyad, as outlined in Plato’s Unwritten 
Doctrines. 

4.  Such as the devotional method recommended by the 14th-century English author of The Cloud of 
Unknowing. The author of the Cloud certainly knew of Pseudo-Dionysius, and in fact translated 
some of his works into Middle English.  

5.  The foreward of Wisdom & Metaphor has no page numbers. Other details and eccentricities of 
page enumeration in this text are discussed below.  

6.  Like the foreword, this section has no page number. 
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