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‘ continuity and closure, a text that reveals such effects to be no more (or

other) than the consequence of a series of rhetorical and syntactic devices

insinuates a bleak universe—what little that seems whole, rooted, con-

nected, or intelligible in our personal lives may equally be a delusion. Such

is the thrust of the final passage of *“The Italian Border of the Alps™ in
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That’s just the way it. In our studious, the shape of, everybody grouped, along the
shore, clammy, pleasure and an, at approaches attended to, towards. I like hard
work and T don’t care how long my hours are. | have an inquisitive and analytical
mind, make a good appearance and get along well with others. Gives way 10. A
reality continually demanded of, give up, renovated. Or else the hygenics of per-
sonal encounter are bowled over by autodidactic posturings in the name of space.

) - . JURGEN KOFPENSTEINER We breathe here, while the third baseperson maps out his or her new found
Jostesn L T N 'h i ash secularization bobbing through the next joint, a gay reminder of the feckless play

£ \ S A T _ of imagination recently presented downtown. The aerial bombardment lasted sev-
BERNSTEIN, CHARLES (1950— ) AR «/ & eral weeks, with intermittent disruption, but life went on much as usual, the shop

- o = steward noting several irreguiarities.
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To a much greater degree than most of his contemporariés, the writings
f Charles Bernstein adopt and adapt a wide range of forms, of which
rose is but one possibility. Because his books are thematic and formal in
hci.r coqstruction; carefully avoiding the emphasis on self, a sort of per-
onism, implicit in any chronological (autobiographical) composition, the
vulk of his prose is concentrated in just three of his twelve books: Poetic -
ustice (1979), Controlling Interests (1980), and The Occurrence of Tune
1.981), a book-length work written in 1977 and published as a collaboration
vlth.painter-photographcr Susan B. Laufer. Yet, although only a fraction
'f his output has been in paragraph/sentence format, many of his best
MOWN pieces are in prose, such as Occurrence, “Palukaville,” “The Taste
s What Counts,” and “The Italian Border of the Alps.”

Although there is a formal element in Bernstein’s writing, it has little
f the symmetry or balance which the term formalism is often thought to
nply. In conirast (and far exceeding the uses of asymmetry employed by
‘harles Olson), Bernstein is the poet of awkwardness. hesitation. the step
gck. decenteredness, doubt. Yet, whereas in this epoch of poststructur-
lism and deconstruction some authors, such as the Canadian Steve
fcCaffery. take the diaspora of significations in their work as an end in
self, Bernstein alternates imbalance with elegance and continually returns
1e reader 10 the origin of such ““dysraphisms” (a term for mis-scaming
-ernstein. a free-lance medical writer, expropriated from the theory of
angenital disease). the social context of language itself,

"The emotional impact of such works on a reader can be unsettling. both
T the normative presumptions of literature which they disrupt and the
orld thus characterized. if, for example, literary coherence requires both

> Coherence here is feigned, countered, parodied. That which is most con-
= tinuous is “aerial bombardment,” and the moment of completion falls on
== the word “ifreguiarities.-” Readers of contemporary verse will, of course,
= recognize the presence of Charles Olson in the terms space and breathe,
% the passage being an explicit rejection of the neo-romantic individualism

e of the New American poetry.

=~ LEven couched in a pervasive irony, Bernstein’s cynicism is not that of
‘The Waste Land,” that nihilism so characteristic of a narcissistic mod-
“ernism. In fact, Bernstein goes so far as to reject romantic love (intersub-
jectivity, that love of self reflected from the eyes of an Other) as anything
. more than a further delusion. But it is not a failing of people. Language
and social relationships, particularly those that take place on the job or in
bed, are mutually constitutive. Read from the perspective of “Alps” or
The Occurrence of Tune, modernism (be it that of Eliot or the postmod-
“ernism of Olson) can be seen as a writing that dealt only with the linguistic
half of this complex equation, while the social realism of writers such as
the 1930s novelist Michael Gold just reversed the problem.

Like Gold and Louis Zukofsky, the Objectivist poet who combined the
development of new forms with progressive politics, Charles Bernstein is
a product of the Jewish experience in Manhattan. Born in 1950 and raised
on the Upper West Side by a family that had found some success in the
garment industiry, he attended the Bronx High School of Science before
Studving philosophy at Harvard. There, he worked with Stanley Cavell
(whose famous essay ““Must We Mean What We Say?” can be read as a
= all for a contextual theory of language) and wrote a lengthy paper on
5 Ludwig Wittgenstein, the most “poetic” of modern philosophers, and on
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Gertrude Sten, a poet. prose poet. and novelist who had studied wigh
William Jumes. After Huarvard, he moved to Santa Barbara, O
where he worked for a community-based health program. before
to the Upper West Side. i

In 1975, with only two self-published collections. Asviums and Parsing
hut i rapidly growing collection of magazine credits. Bernstein jotned wi‘[-h\
Fordham political scientist and poct Bruce Andrews to edit and publish
L.:A:N:G:U:A =G =L a journal explicitly focused on the poeticy
ot current writing. The magazine quickly became the hub of new criticat
thought on the East Coast. an in-print counterpoint to the San Francisco
T_alk_ Series begun by Baob Pereiman the vear before. Although the pub-
lication lasted for only four velumes. the writers whose work most often
appeared there became known. if not stereotvped. as the language paets
_ Shade. the first really extensive collection of Bernstein's work. was pub;
lished by Sun & Moon Press in 1978, but it wasn't until the rapid-fire
sequence of Poenic Justice, Controlling Inierests, and The Occurrence of
Tune that his own writing reached a national audience. Since then he has
published one large collection, fsfets/Irritanions {1983), and several smaller
ones. With Andrews, he edited The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=F Book
an anthology of pieces from the magazine. He also edited Conrent’s Dream'
a selection of his critical writing. due out from Sun & Moon Press in 1985.’
The Fall 1982 issue of The Difficudties was devoted to Bernstein's WOTk—
o_nly four years after the publication of Shade—and included several critical
pieces on his work and an interview, as well as a fairly complete bibliography.
Selected Bibliography ‘

alifornia,
returning

Primary Sources
Asvlums. New York: Asylums. no date listed.
Parsing. New York: Asvlums. 1976,
Shade. College Park. Md.: Sun & Moon Press. 1978.
Poenc Jusrice. Baltimore: Pod Books. 1979,
Senses of Responsibifity. Berkeley. Calif.: Tuumba 20, 1979,
Comirofling Interesis. New York: Roof. 1980. ’
Legend (with Bruce Andrews. Ray DiPalma. Steven McCatfery, and Ron Silliman).
New York: L=A=N=G=U=A=G=EScgue. 1930,
The Occurrence of Tune. New York: Segue. 1981,
Stigma, Watertown. N.Y.: Statien Hill. 1981,
Resisrance. Windsor, Vi.: Awede. 1943,
Islets/lrritations. N.Y . Jordan Davies Books. 1983,
RON SILLIMAN

BLOOM, HAROLD (1930-

B()Fﬂ_lﬂ New York City in 1930, Harold Bloom belongs to an inteliectual
generation of literary critics whose primary practical concern has heen with
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revising the fow modernist estimate of romanuc poetry by otfering a toueh-
minded and anti-idealst version of its poetics. After carming his B. AL trom
Cornell University in 1951, Bloom moved on to Yale, first as student
(eaining his doctorate in 1953) and then as teacher {he ts currentlv professor
onf English and of Humanities). His primary companons n the ctfort 1o
reinterpret and perhaps revalorize remanticism have been his Yale col-
leagues: Paul de Man.” Geoffrey Hartman.® and 1. Hillis Miller. ™ Along
with Bloom, in many minds. these are the four horsemen of the past
decade’s literary critical apocalypse. That the refations among these four
have frequentiy taken on an oppositional cast disturbs none of them—and
perhaps least of all Bloom. whose work has been a continuing promotio
of literary and criticat agonism. :
Bloom’s early work must have looked very much of a piece with other
contemporary or slightly earlier efforts to reestablish the value and interest
of romantic poetry and poetics—work by, for example. Northrop Frye or
M. H. Abrams or Earl Wasserman. The Visionary Company (1960) is
dedicated to Abrams and seems to share Frye’s interest in myth and his
insistence on the centrality of Blake. It 1s with his study of Yeats (1970}
that Bloom first really opens his distinctive problematic. and it is one that
places him in inevitable conflict with such figures as Abrams and Wasser-
man. Poetrv and Repression: Revisionism from Blake to Stevens (1976)
offers the following Arnoldian eloss on Bloom's activity: “The function of
criticism at the present time, as [ conceive it is to find a middle way berween
the paths of demystification of meaning, and of recollection or restoration
of meaning, or between limitation and representation™ (p. 68). Elsewhere
he casts his contrast in terms of de-idealization and re-imagination. In each
instance Bloom sets himseif off from the modernist debunkers of roman-
ticism on the one hand. and, on the other. from those who would simply
reassert the romantic seff-image and valonzation in the face of that cri-
tique-—T. S. Eliot or T. E. Hulme on the one side. M. H. Abrams or
Wasserman on the other. (Hulme and Abrams meet in describing roman-
tcism as “‘spilt religion”—they disagree about the value of that thing:
Bicom rejects the description.)

It is not accidentalthat Bloom borrows Arnold’s title to lav out his own
ambition. Eliot attempted to dismiss Arnold as a propagandist rather than
acntic—and from a Bloomean angle that attempt to separate polemos and
creation 1s continuous with Eliot’'s (“weak™) idealization of influence into
the “simultaneous order” of “Tradition and the Individual Talent.” If. as
Eliot would have it. the existing order of art is complete before each new
work arrives and must be altered to accommodate it, this must mean that
vich new work actively struggles against its precursors in order to forge
tor itsell o place at their expense. This 1s the fact about poctry that ro-
munticism makes crucially visible for Bloom (so that his theory and criticism
wre both bound to and continuaily surpass the particuiar ground of romantic





