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C. D. Blanton

Eng land--now of g e nius
         the  e idolon--
uns ubs tantial ye t voiding
s ubs tance  like  quicklime

--G e o re y Hill, "To the  Hig h Court of Parliame nt," Canaan

I. "The Art of the Scratch"

The  e conomics  of J. H. Prynne 's  "A Note  on Me tal" (19 6 8)--de vote d to  the  re cove ry of a notion of "s ubs tance "
which ante date s , s ubte nds , and pote ntially outflanks  both the  political s ig nifications  of e conomy prope r
and the  s tructure s  of his torical value  which atte nd it--lie s  s ituate d s ome whe re  be twe e n g e olog y and
anthropolog y, its  me thod s ome whe re  be twe e n the  lyric  and the  tract.  Prynne 's  pros e -poe m or e s s ay
s ug g e s ts  as  a s imultane ous  the s is  and conce it an antinomy be twe e n two g e ne ral mode s  of c irculation and
production, one  de fine d me taphorically in s tone  and the  othe r in me tal, two mode s  re late d firs t as
s ucce s s ive  de ve lopme ntal or cultural s tag e s  and s ubs e que ntly as  oppos e d mode ls  of s ig nification or
value . The  pie ce  the re fore  marks  a the ore tical e xcurs ion into his toriog raphy of a s ort, an abbre viate d poe tic
Grundrisse pe rhaps , as  re le ntle s s ly compe lle d as  any of its  hig h mode rnis t pre curs ors  to  carve  its  own
ide olog ical pos ition in the  broade r e conomic phe nome na of mode rnity and to  account for thos e  s ys te ms  of
value  which unde rpin the  production of poe try. For Prynne , the  his tory of that mode rnity is  a long  one
inde e d, orig inating  te chnolog ically in "the  conce ntration of the ore tic  powe r by iconic  dis place me nt of
s ubs tance " (127), which is  to  s ay, in the  inve ntion of e conomic value  and in the  cultural pas s ag e  from a world
of s tone  to  a re g ime  of me tal:

The  e arly Bronz e  Ag e  would, I s uppos e , locate  the  be g inning s  of We s te rn alche my, the  the ory of
quality as  essential. The  e me rg e nce  of me tal te chnolog ie s  (s me lting  & be ating , followe d by
knowle dg e  of alloys ) was  cle arly a ne w way with the  mag ical forms  throug h which prope rty re s ide d in
s ubs tance . Until this  s tag e , we ig ht was  the  mos t s pe cific  carrie r for the  inhe re nce  of powe r, and
we ig ht was  and is  a mixe d condition, re late d locally to  e xe rtion. (126 )

The  s ocial trans formation of quality according  to  the  s tratifie d hie rarchie s  of me tallic  value  initiate s  the  twin
pos s ibilitie s  of e xchang e  and e quivocation. The  iconic  dis place me nt of s ubs tance , the  g athe ring  of
portable  me aning  into me tals , ope ns  a s pace  of dis tant ne g otiation, an abs tract and pote ntially g lobal
locus  of work and poe tic  [End P a g e  12 9 ] s ig nification. With the  adve nt of me tal, s ig nificance  no long e r
re s ide s  s trictly in obje cts , and s ubs tance  according ly be g ins  to  forg e t its  own te rre s trial orig ins . Me aning
accrue s  not to  mate rial but rathe r to  thos e  mode s  of mig ration and trans fe r from which culture s  s lowly
cons truct e conomic and he rme ne utic  s ys te ms . S lowly the n, in a proce s s  which s hadows  and de te rmine s
the  long  his tory of mode rnity, "the  his tory of s ubs tance  (s tone ) s hi s  with comple x s ocial implication into
the  the ory of powe r (me tal)" (127).

In that s hi  Prynne  locate s  a crucial s e t of formal orig ins : of prope rty and we alth, of mone y, of a conce pt of
form ne wly autonomous  from conte nt. The  qualitative  he g e mony of me tal, howe ve r, doe s  not fully e clips e
the  s ubs tantiality of s tone , but rathe r complicate s  and e ve n s ublate s  it. Inde e d the  powe r of e conomy
re lie s  on its  capacity to  pre s e rve  s ubs tance  as  a s e dime nte d conce pt or g round, as  a s ort of his torical
uncons cious  ag ains t or acros s  which powe r implicitly me as ure s  its e lf. In a pe culiar inve rs ion, s tone  pe rs is ts
as  the  occas ional re minde r of his torical trans ie nce , "the  powe r-s ubs tance  marking  the  incorporate d
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e xte ns ions  of dying " (127), s e t in re lie f ag ains t the  me diate d pe rmane nce  of me tallurg y. Be ne ath e conomy
and within it, the n, lie s  what Prynne  te rms  "an e xilic  the ory of s ubs tance " (127)--the  inte rmitte nt pos s ibility of
a re turn to  s tone  and a re s is tance  to  powe r, a re fus al of we alth and all the  s tructure s  of capital which it will
ultimate ly imply. The  atte mpt to  re me mbe r a writing  olde r than mone tary circulation or the  commodity, a
writing  which its e lf re calls  olde r re g ime s  of s ig nification, o e rs  an Archime de an critical point outs ide  of
e conomy, a pos ition from which to  induce , pe rform, or me re ly conce ive  mode rnity's  e nd. Diale ctically, the
ris e  of e conomy impute s  an oppos itional powe r...
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