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Lyric Address: By Way of an
Introduction

Cornelis van der Haven and Jiirgen Pieters

Dear reader,

The title of the book whose introduction you have just begun reading can be
seen as an example of what in rhetorical theory is usually called pleonasm
or tautology. ‘Lyric address": the two words can actually be taken to refer to
one and the same thing. After all, in the specific meaning in which we will be
using the latter term in this book, ‘address’ is what in many ways constitutes
and defines a lyrical poem. To be sure, not all forms of address are poems,
but all poems can be seen as instances of address, special instances even.
In other words: poems are all about lyric address and lyric address is what
poems are all about. The deeper meaning of that quip is perfectly conveyed
by the opening paragraph of the entry on ‘address’ in the fourth edition of the
Princeton Encyclopedia for Poetry and Poetics. There, we can read the following:

Under the heading of address in poetry come not only the listeners a
poem invokes or implies and the inanimate things or dead people to
whom it may speak, but the entire communicative context that such
a work projects. The contextual embeddedness of address includes its
reference to a situation of utterance (called deixis) but also the ways
in which that situation participates in artistic convention; the poem’s
own history and fate as a text; and social practices governing literary
production and circulation. (Waters, 2012a, p. 6)

The category of address, so we take the above definition to suggest,
subsumes almost everything that is of importance in the production and
reception of poetical texts. Poems evoke the specific communicative situ-
ation in which they function, from the perspective of the author as well
as that of the reader. When poets write a poem they address their readers,
but not necessarily in a direct way. In most cases, the address of the lyric
is a matter of implicitness and indirection. As any handbook of poetry
will immediately say, we are not supposed to take ‘the poem’s voice’ as the
poet’s own voice, even though we are not expected to sever that tie in any
absolute way either. Neither are we expected simply to take the ‘you’ to




