The role of economic thought in Geoffrey Hill’s self-reflexive deliberations about
the category of value as it relates to poetry.

One can put a gold or silver coin to the ‘assay’; it is conceivable, though this may
be a conceit, that one could assay with equivalent precision the intrinsic value of
Shakespeare’s sixty-sixth sonnet or Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’.
- Geoffrey Hill, ‘Rhetorics of Value and Intrinsic Value’.1

Geoffrey Hill is often taking the weight of words in his critical prose. Here are
some instances: ‘‘naked’, for Wordsworth, is a term with ethical weight’; ‘the
matter of intrinsic value carries a distinct referential weight in two particular
areas or spheres of activity and discourse’; ‘Bradley is by no means unaware of
the weight of his key-term’.2 Furthermore, in an early draft of the poem ‘Citations
I’, Hill wrote ‘semiotics is weight’.3 This key-term in Hill’s criticism refers to the
referential force of language in context. He argues that the writer must attempt
to manipulate this force in the contexture of their prose or poetry. Moreover, the
term provides a fulcrum on which to gain a purchase on the role of economic
thought in Hill’s œuvre. The term ‘weight’ relates to his considerations of ‘intrinsic
value’ in poetry, itself a phrase deriving from the monetary debates of the
seventeenth century. 4 Hill argues in his critical prose that self-reflexivity can
mediate this intrinsic value of poetry through taking the measure of words; he
thereby conceptualizes ‘intrinsic value’ in poetry as transitive: ‘our grasp of
1
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intrinsic value is transitive in its implications’.5 Hill applies these theoretical ideas
to the writings of the First World War poet Isaac Rosenberg. Rosenberg’s
awareness of the force of language that circumscribes the individual voice in
poetry,

he

suggests,

is

indicative

of

the

value

of

Rosenberg’s

creative

imagination.6 In this essay, I therefore argue that the key-terms ‘weight’ and
‘intrinsic value’ indicate the interconnection of economic thought and poetic value
in Hill’s œuvre. I shall discuss this interconnection as it manifests in Hill’s selfreflexive poetic style in the collection A Treatise of Civil Power (2007).
These interconnections periodically emerge in Hill’s poetry as figures of
exchange. The poem ‘Citations I’ contains a meta-poetic reflection on the weight
of language as an object of exchange: ‘No decent modicum, agreed. I’d claim |
the actual is at once cruder and finer, | without fuss carrying its own weight’.7
The OED registers a semantic association between the nouns ‘modicum’ and
‘money’: ‘classical Latin modicum a small or modest amount (especially of
money)’. 8 Significantly, Marc Shell argues that ‘money’ signifies a system of
tropes that are also a participant in the semiotic organization of language.9 In this
argument, the monetary system of exchange is thought to affect linguistic
exchanges, for example the exchanges of meaning in metaphors within language.
In the above quotation from ‘Citations I’, the speaker states that there is ‘no
decent modicum’ for linguistic exchange; this meaning is figured in a term ‘modicum’ - that connotes the medium of economic exchange. Hence, it
establishes an equivalence between discourses on monetary and linguistic
exchange, which indicates the interconnection of these semantic fields in Hill’s
thought. The comparative adjectives that describe ‘the actual’ as ‘cruder’ and
5

Hill, ‘Poetry and Value’, in Collected Critical Writings, pp. 478-489 (p. 487).
Hill, ‘Isaac Rosenberg, 1890-1918’, in Collected Critical Writings, pp. 448-464
(p. 449).
7
Hill, ‘Citations I’, in Broken Hierarchies: Poems 1952 - 2012, ed. by Kenneth
Haynes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 560.
8
OED.
9
Marc Shell, Money, Language, and Thought: Literary and Philosophical
Economies from the Medieval to the Modern Era (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1982) p. 3.
6

2

‘finer’ than the ‘modicum’ of an object specify that this is a ‘modicum’ of a
processed object that is disfigured in the process of transference (or ‘transition’,
as an early draft states).10 The phrase ‘without fuss carrying its own weight’,
moreover, counterpoises ‘the actual’ to ‘modicum’, with ‘modicum’ thus figured as
dense and excessive, carrying an accrued weight. The noun ‘actual’ corroborates
this reading through its financial signification: ‘(the exchange of) commodities
which are available for immediate delivery, as opposed to contracts for futures
trading’.11 The ‘actual’ is therefore a substantial entity in itself - it has intrinsic
value. This is further emphasized through the strong enjambment that weighs
down ‘the actual’. The ‘modicum’ of the linguistic medium, in contrast, is dense
yet insubstantial through its own processed and disfigured weight.
Hill relates this density of language through human disfiguration to
economic impurity. He uses the idea of usury to manifest this interconnection of
economic and linguistic corruption: ‘defraudings at the source, | the bare usury of
the species’.12 This evinces the notion that in Hill’s thought language is corrupted
through its disassociation from the ‘source’ condition. The metaphor of ‘usury’
associates the increased weight of money through exploitative interest with the
increased weight of language through corrupting usage by ‘the species’.13 The
critic Brian Cummings argues that Hill attends to this ‘muddied, oxygenated,
recycled, state of things as they are’.14 I would argue that Hill rejects a mode of
poetic composition that elegizes an intransitive intrinsic value, through attending
to this ‘state of things as they are’. Hill associates this idea of an intransitive
intrinsic value with John Ruskin’s economic writings; he argues that the phrase
10
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‘intrinsic value’ in Ruskin’s writings is ‘at best a promissory note, at worst a
semantic relic to ward off the evil eye of commodity’.15 Hill instead explores the
impure medium of language in its fallen state to exact a value. He puts to the
assay each word to measure its force in context, such as the weight of the word
‘intrinsic’ itself in ‘Poetry and Value’.16 This suggests that for Hill the intrinsic
value of poetry is mediated through attentiveness to composition. He attempts to
mitigate against collusion in the debasement of language, thus engaging as an
ethical individual self in ‘the general semantics of the nation’.17 In line with this
obligation to attend to a corrupt language, the speaker states in ‘On Reading
Milton and the English Revolution’: ‘How certainly words are at one with all |
corruptible things’. 18 This theologically pitched sentence demonstrates Hill’s
preoccupation with Original Sin. Further, it relates the poet’s medium to ‘all |
corruptible things’, such as the ‘Commonwealth shilling from an oddments box’ of
stanza IV. In A Treatise of Civil Power, therefore, Hill considers the medium of
economic exchange as debased and disfiguring. This is associated in his
reasoning with the contaminated force of language through the metaphor of
‘usury’. There is thus a moral obligation to assay poetic language if the poet is to
avoid complicity in the corruption of words that they critique. This accordingly
retains the intrinsic value of poetry, through an ethical engagement with the
impure state of language.
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Hill states that poetry is ‘a form of responsible behaviour, not a directive.
It is an exemplary exercise’.19 This notion of the poem-as-example evinces his
conviction that the intrinsic value of poetry can become extrinsic, through
providing exemplary ethical modes of thought. Bridget Vincent argues that Hill
explores the potential for poetry ‘to hold, as intrinsic value holds, wider civic
implications’,

through

providing

exemplary

modes

of

engagement

with

language.20 Vincent argues that this is despite his ‘stringent awareness of the
limitations inherent in his own form’.21 This is particularly the case in Hill’s later
collections in relation to economic concerns. Specifically, he responds to what he
considers the erosion of civic democracy by neoliberal economic structures. He
states: ‘we and our fellow Europeans are citizens not of democracies but of
finance oligarchies with aristocratic and democratic trimmings’.22 In ‘A Précis or
Memorandum of Civil Power’, the declarative speaker states:

Well, there’s a fortune in it if you sail
once around the world
faster than Jules Verne in his fantasy.
Fantasy makes a power of money too.
Money’s not civil power in itself;
more the enforcer.23
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Shell argues that credit ‘involves the very ground of aesthetic experience’.24 Of
relevance to my argument, he suggests that the medium of language confers
belief in fiduciary money and literature. In the quotation above from ‘A Précis’,
Hill juxtaposes Verne’s ‘fantasy’ novel Le Tour De Monde en Quatre-Vingts Jours
(1873) with the ‘fantasy that makes a power of money too’. This is figured
through the lineation that places these ideas in proximity and the anadiplosis of
‘fantasy’. Hill thus articulates a correspondence between the mental processes
that cause a delusion of ‘power’ in money and the fantasizing of a plot in which
‘you sail | once around the world’. In his critical prose, Hill distinguishes ‘fantasy’
or ‘fancy’ from disciplined faculties such as the ‘imagination’ or ‘intellect’. 25 I
would argue that ‘fantasy’ signifies a proposition without substance, hence the
ontological structure of fantasy is unrealized in the world. These lines therefore
exemplify a mode of thought in which the individual could engage intellectually
with money. Hill exemplifies an intellectual recognition that money does not
contain ‘civil power in itself’, a locution of ‘intrinsically’. Instead, this mode of
disciplined

thinking

recognizes

that

‘money’

‘enforce[s]’

particular

power

structures through a delusional fantasy. The ‘power of money’ is thus recognized
as an unsubstantial ‘fantasy’ through this poetic assaying of money, altering
certain beliefs in fiduciary money through language. I would argue, therefore,
that this poem effects a politics that can be realized in the polis. The exemplary
mode of thought has ‘wider civic implications’ in engaging the res publica in a
critical relation to civil power. Hill indicates that economic power structures are
sustained through a collective delusion of civil power as intrinsic to money; he
therefore engages the reader in a critique of economic structures involved in the
replication of power systems.
Throughout his poetic career Hill critiqued authorial accessibility and
refused to court public attention. In ‘The Weight of the Word’, Hill writes a critical
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review of the scholar Isabel River’s monograph Reason, Grace and Sentiment
(1991) that attends to this idea. He argues that ‘authorial ‘accessibility’ is no
more than a commodity cry’ that reduces scholarly value, in response to River’s
statement that she ‘will make the book accessible’.26 Hill’s argument is that if the
object of enquiry requires a certain methodological framework to determine the
properties that inhere in it, then this should take precedence over accessibility.
He therefore critiques River’s inattentiveness to the language of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, specifically for its failure to attend to the texture of the
texts studied. In the collection Speech! Speech! (2001), Hill deliberates: ‘Would I
exchange | my best gift, say, for new spools of applause, | roulette set pieces
(YOU OWE US MONEY)?’.27 The courting of public attention in the market-place would
require the speaker to ‘exchange | my best gift’ for an unethical income. Hill
reflects that this income would be acquired through the debasement of poetry to
a commercial product: ‘laser it off the barcode or simply | cut here –‘. 28 His
anxiety is that to reduce poetry to a commodity would involve the obfuscation of
the complexity of language, partaking in a disfiguration of the medium of
linguistic exchange. This relates to the quotation above from ‘A Précis’. Hill
implicitly critiques the success of Verne, whose popular ‘fantasy’ novel earned
him a ‘fortune’ and public acclaim. Furthermore, Verne worked as a broker on the
Paris Stock Market prior to his literary career; this corroborates the association of
the ‘fantasy’ as a faculty that transmutes fiduciary money into a substantial entity
and creates unrealizable fantasies to court public attention for economic gain.
In ‘On Reading Blake: Prophet Against Empire’ Hill quotes phrases from
the following passage of David V. Erdman’s book:

26
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For “counting gold” is not abundant living; and grasping colonies and
shedding blood whether in the name of royal dignity or in the name of
commerce is not living at all, but killing.29

In this paragraph, Erdman discusses Blake’s conviction that the public should
attend to the enlargement of their intellect and spirituality, as opposed to their
investments. Stanza V of Hill’s poem reads:

If counting gold is not abundant living
nothing else counts. That there are overflowing granaries of Imagination
stands neither here nor there. Money is fertile
and genius falls by the way. It doesn’t –
but stays in its own room, growing confused30

In an early draft, Hill revises ‘nothing else is’ to ‘nothing else counts’. 31 This
polyptoton on ‘count’ emphasizes the frustration with a market economy that
reduces objects to commodities for exchange through ‘gold’. A capitalist
commodity culture impoverishes the polis, as only ‘counting gold’ is ‘abundant
living’. The speaker states that ‘nothing else counts’, if it cannot be counted and
measured against money. This occurs through the transmutation of objects into
fungible commodities, which obscures the intrinsic value of things. In contrast,
the metaphor of ‘over- | flowing granaries of Imagination’ presents the idea that
the labour of the imagination produces a nourishing value, as grain is intrinsically
valuable as a source of sustenance. In his critical writing, Hill refers to the
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economic theory of the seventeenth-century philosopher John Locke: ‘tis Labour
indeed that puts the difference of value on every thing’.32 In ‘Poetry and Value’,
Hill states that Locke would have theorized thus: ‘the intrinsic value of a bushel of
wheat cannot be isolated from the value of the human labour that contributed to
its growth and harvesting’. 33 The ‘over- | flowing granaries of Imagination’
accordingly have intrinsic value through ethical labour, in contrast to the
‘counting gold’ that has value imbued onto it by ‘fantasy’. The value of gold is
determined by its exchange in the economic system, whereas the ‘over- | flowing
granaries’ are valuable in themselves as intellectual nourishment. However, a
commodity culture run by finance oligarchs does not recognize genius, and the
res publica ignore intellectual sustenance in the pursuit of commercial products.
Hill contends that ‘genius’ therefore stays in its room ‘growing confused’ through
its vision of the intrinsic value that inheres in the visionary and poetic.
The literary critic Peter McDonald notes of Hill’s later work: ‘effort is not
something to be disguised; it is rather, perhaps, something to be played up’.34
The work of poetry is not obscured in Hill’s later poems, as effort is required to
assay the words of a poem. Hill measures the relevance of specific words, in
order for intrinsic value to be mediated through the poetic structure and
composition. For Hill, poetic composition and vision requires: ‘Erudition. Pain.
Light’.35 Hill argues, moreover, that ‘language is in me and is me’.36 In A Treatise
of Civil Power, therefore, poetry is ‘a work done | to gain, or regain’ a possession
of the intrinsic value of the self. This allows for the intrinsic value of the poet’s
self to engage with the extrinsic, as the semantic weight of language that
circulates in the civic state is engaged with by the inner most self. It is therefore
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‘a mode of moral life’, whereby the poet engages with language as an ethical
citizen.37 This is an effort by Hill to mitigate the debasement of state language. I
have argued that economic thought is interconnected with Hill’s self-reflexive
deliberations on this ‘mode of moral life’ that poetry is, in order to consider the
potential for poetry to mediate an intrinsic value.
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