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Across five decades, Charles Bernstein has argued that poetry is not a transparent conduit for 
pre-existing “content,” but a set of actions performed in, on, and with language—socially 
situated, formally self-aware, and ethically charged. It is a controversial poetics that some see as 
evasive or overblown. Those commitments surface early around L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E (1978–
81) and are elaborated across essay collections from Content’s Dream (1986) to The Kinds of 
Poetry I Want (2024), which is framed as a late-career “theater-of-ideas,” mixing essays, 
interviews, dialogic scenes, and comic set pieces, summing up key themes from performance to 
pedagogy. 
 
Style and method 
Bernstein writes in a repertoire rather than a single signature: paratactic montage and serial lists; 
documentary splices and procedural “scores”; ballads, riffs, and stand-up patter; homophonic 
mistranslations and found-speech bricolage; typographic pageworks and pieces made for voice 
and audio. Across these modes he slides along an absorption/anti-absorption spectrum—not 
rejecting lyric so much as re-perfoming and defamiliarizing it—treating “voice” as something 
built, ventriloquized, and rhetorical. In later work he folds humor and theater-of-ideas into this 
mix, where comic dialogue, aphorism, and performance writing expand the earlier 
essay/manifesto idiom. 
 
Poetry Books (16 full-length collections) 
 

• Asylums (Asylums Press, 1975) — debut book: found/alignments and source-text play 
inaugurate the project’s infrastructural bent; includes “Asylum” –– excerpting/erasing 
Erving Goffman’s book.  



• Parsing (Asylums Press, 1976) — grammar as material: sentences and sentence-like 
structures re-tooled as music and measure; included cut-ups of oral histories and David 
Antin.  

• Shade (Sun & Moon, 1978) — early collage of clipped voices and shadowed lyric; shows 
the drift from “voice” to voices and their shards as method; mostly short lines. 

• Poetic Justice [1975–77] (Pod Books, 1979) — serial procedures and institutional 
critique; a hinge from mimeo-era experiments to the 1980s’ argumentative style, such as 
“Palukaville,” which answers Ron Silliman’s questions in Sunset Debris; several 
“imploded sentence” (neobaroque) prose poems, such as “The Taste Is What Counts.”  

• Controlling Interests (Roof, 1980) — business idiom as lyric engine; inventories, memos, 
and slogans become measures of social relation and control: long-line meditative poems, 
such as “Matters of Policy” and autobiographical montage in “Standing Target.” 

• Islets/Irritations (Jordan Davies, 1983; reissued by Roof 1992) — small, sharp “islets” of 
parataxis where fragment, aphorism, and typo-logic make pressure visible. 

• The Sophist (Sun & Moon, 1987, Salt reprint 2004) — philosophical comedy and 
rhetorical gambits (“Dysraphism,” among others) probe persuasion, definition, and the 
theater of argument. Fullest realization so far of multiple, joggling styles in one book, for 
some; sprawling cacophony for others.   

• Rough Trades (Sun & Moon, 1991) — punning on labor and exchange, this book tilts 
corporate speech and intimate address until each shows the seams of the other. 

• Dark City (Sun & Moon, 1994) — downtown montage and dysraphism: jump-cuts across 
the urban sensorium, where quip, jargon, and mantra trade places; searing lyrical and 
elegiac passages.  

• Republics of Reality: 1975–1995 (Sun & Moon, 2000) — compendium of chapbooks and 
small-press rarities, documenting the early workshop of procedures, found idioms, and 
comic interference. 

• With Strings (University of Chicago Press, 2001) — taut measures and quick-cuts about 
measure itself: lyric textures under “string” tension, toggling epigram and sequence. 

• Girly Man (UChicago, 2006) — post-9/11 counter-lyrics that braid political shtick and 
love poems; vaudeville patter swerves into civic critique (“Some of These Daze” on 
9/11), “Thank You for Saying Thank You”. 

• All the Whiskey in Heaven: Selected Poems (FSG, 2010; Salt UK, 2012) — first big-tent 
selection, 1975–2010: a mainstream entry point to the range from early procedural pieces 
to late, song-forward work; yet uneven and inaccessible to those with more conventional 
taste. 

• Recalculating (UChicago, 2013) — a road-book of forms (songs, lists, dialogues) that 
toggles between instruction and misdirection, mapping a poetics of detour, translation, 
and comic refit; elegy for daughter, Emma, and the first of a triptych of books, including 
the next two. 

• Near/Miss (UChicago, 2018) — aphorism, tune, and document rub together to test the 
edges between error and insight, public idiom and private ache. 

• Topsy-Turvy (UChicago, 2021) — late-style collage that yokes political satire to 
vaudevillian timing and Jewish idiom, mixing ballads, riffs, and homophonic splays into 
a comedy-of-seriousness that can snap to elegy. 
 
 



 
 
Essay Collections 

• Three Compositions on Philosophy and Literature [Three Steins: On Stein and 
Wittgenstein] (1972) [, 2012]. Harvard AB philosophy thesis on the ordinary in Stein’s 
Making of Americans and Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, directed by 
Stanley Cavell with Rogers Albritton and G.E.L. Owen.   

• Content’s Dream: Essays 1975-1984 (1986) consolidates movement debates into an 
argument for artifice, anti-lyric absorption, and a critique of “official verse culture,” 
organized as four suites—“The Secret of Syntax,” “Film of Perception,” “Reading, 
Person, Philosophy,” and “Conspiracies.” The TOC telegraphs the mix that will recur: 
“Style,” “The Dollar Value of Poetry,” “Writing and Method,” and “The Academy in 
Peril,” alongside portraits and case studies such as “Making Words Visible / Hannah 
Weiner,” “Hearing ‘Here’: Robert Creeley’s Poetics of Duration,” and “The Objects of 
Meaning: Reading Cavell / Reading Wittgenstein.” 

• A Poetics (1992) compresses the program into aphoristic propositions and polemical 
theses—its most systematic statement of terms and tactics—including “Artifice of 
Absorption,” Bernstein’s influential essay that reframes readability as a dynamic between 
“absorptive” and “antiabsorptive” procedures, arguing that an explicit acknowledgment 
of artifice equips a work for its “journey through time.” 

•  (1999) fuses podium and page, staging theory as performance; the TOC ranges from “A 
Defense of Poetry” and “Thelonious Monk and the Performance of Poetry” to 
institutional/media essays and the widely cited “Close Listening: Poetry and the 
Performed Word,” which was germinal for the newly emerging field of “sound studies” 
insofar as it focused on poetry. This is the first of nine books by Bernstein published by 
the University of Chicago Press.  

• Attack of the Difficult Poems (2011) turns toward pedagogy, publics, and platforms—
“The Difficult Poem,” “Against National Poetry Month as Such,” “Creative Wreading”—
alongside essays on audio/archives (“Making Audio Visible,” “The Bound Listener”) and 
on song/modernism (“Objectivist Blues”), which, continues the work of “Poetics of the 
Americas” in My Way to address Black vernacular poetry, here in synch with American 
Jewish modernisms. 

• Pitch of Poetry  (2016) is a mid-career capstone that organizes three decades of essays 
into sections (“The Pitch,” “Echopoetics,” “Bent Studies”), pairing movement history 
with close engagements with Stein, Creeley, Ashbery, Guest, Eigner, Scalapino, and 
others; the book crystallizes key coinages—“echopoetics,” “pataquerical imagination,” 
and “midrashic antinomianism.” The final essay, “The Pataquerical Imagination” is 
Bernstein’s “summa” against the poetics of lyric containment.  

•  (2024) reimagines the essay collection as opera —three “acts” of essays and comic 
dialogues—explicitly marrying poetics to performance, with individual pieces engaging 
specific figures, including Stein, Ashbery, Antin, and Groucho Marx and Sid Caesar, 
including many later poets and “jokers”; along with autobiographical fragments. 
“Doubletalking the Homophonic Sublime” returns to Bernstein’s signature translation 
investigations.  
 



 
Collaborations  

• The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Letters: Selected 1970s Correspondence of Bruce Andrews, 
Ron Silliman, and Charles Bernstein, edited by Matthew Hofer and Michael Golston 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2019). See also Bernstein/McCaffery 
letters, 1975-76, in   (1985) 

• Legend (with Bruce Andrews, Ray DiPalma, Steve McCaffery, Ron Silliman) 
(L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E/Segue, 1980) — five-poet serial collaboration; a touchstone of 
early Language writing. Facsimile edition (2020), edited by Matthew Hofer and Michael 
Golston, from the University of New Mexico Press.  

•  (with Susan Bee) (Segue, 1981, composed 1977) — artists’ book of image–text scores; 
early Bee/Bernstein collaboration foregrounding montage and page-as-stage.   

• The Nude Formalism (with Susan Bee) (Sun & Moon, 1989) — poems with Bee’s 
images; a poet/artist book where line and picture trade formal “arguments.”  

• Little Orphan Anagram (with Susan Bee) (Granary Books, 1997) — sequence of image–
text “anagrams” staging serious play. 

• Reading Red (with Richard Tuttle) (Walther König, 1998) — artist’s book of 25 paintings 
with 25 short poems designed as circular foldouts; a collaboration among painter, poet, 
and book form.  

• Log Rhythms (with Susan Bee) (Granary Books, 1998) — poem by Bernstein with Bee’s 
images; playful metrics at the interface of word and picture.  

• Yellow Pages TV and radio commercials (1998), directed by Jeff Preiss, with Jon Lovitz. 
• With Strings (with Richard Tuttle) (poem-sculpture, 2000–2001) — letters from the 

poem’s first line strung on brass tubing, set in terra-cotta; sculptural reading of the 
poem’s text.  

• Shadowtime (libretto for Brian Ferneyhough) (premiere: Munich Biennale, 2004; libretto: 
Green Integer, 2005) — seven-scene “thought opera” “in/around/about” Walter 
Benjamin; subsequent productions in Paris and at Lincoln Center.  

• Some of These Daze (with Mimi Gross) (Granary Books, 2005) — post-9/11 artists’ 
book: Gross’s drawings and Bernstein’s writing in serial, double-parallax form.  

• Blind Witness: Three American Operas (with Ben Yarmolinsky) (Factory School, 2008) 
— three libretti exploring U.S. public speech and song.  

• Duplexities (with Amy Sillman) (2011) — series of 100 image/poem collaborations (Art 
Wall project); companion to the animated film Pinky’s Rule.  

• Pinky’s Rule (with Amy Sillman) (2011; video, 7:36) — animated drawing with Sillman 
reading Bernstein’s poem. 

• The Course (with Ted Greenwald) (Roof, 2020; composed 2015–2016) — email-
exchange collaboration unfolding in daily antiphonal lines—a long talk-poem of pacing, 
drift, and ordinary speech.  

• Poetry Has No Future Unless It Comes to an End: Poems of Artificial Intelligence (with 
Davide Balula; 2023) — a machine-learning collaboration trained on Bernstein’s texts, 
including a synthetic-voice performance; extends questions of authorship and technique 
into computational media. 
 



Editorial series & platforms 
• Asylum’s Press (Publisher) (1976--1980): Bernstein and Bee’s imprint, revived from 

time to time, which published both their first two books as well as books by Peter Seaton, 
Ray DiPalma, and Ted Greenwald. 

• L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E (co-editor with Bruce Andrews) — 1978–1981; newsletter in 13 
issues + supplements; Vol. 4 co-published as Open Letter 5:1 (1982). Facsimile edition 
(2020), edited by Matthew Hofer and Michael Golston, from the University of New 
Mexico Press.  

• Ear Inn Poetry Reading Series, New York, Co-founder with Ted Greenwald (1978--79) 
• L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Distribution Service (c. 1978) and Segue Book Distributing 

Service (1981-1986): photocopying and distributing out-of-print works and then 
distributing small press publications via catalog and to New York bookstores 

• New York Talk, Segue Foundation (1984); and St. Mark’s Talks, talks/lecture series, the 
Poetry Project, New York (1984-86). First talk/lecture series at St. Mark’s Poetry Project. 

• “43 Poets (1984)” (curated dossier), boundary 2 — Vol. 14, No. 1/2 (Autumn 1985–
Winter 1986): collection of poetry in/around L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 

• Patterns/Contexts/Time: A Symposium on Contemporary Poetry (with Phillip Foss), 
Tyuonyi — Santa Fe, 1990; over 150 poets respond to set of questions as referenced in 
title. 

• The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy (editor) — NY: Roof, 1990: 
argues that poetic form is itself political—implicated in circulation, pedagogy, media, and 
institutional life. A touchstone essay is Erica Hunt’s “Notes for an Oppositional Poetics,” 
which frames a Black feminist, cross-class/race/gender “oppositional” poetics as a 
materially engaged cultural practice. 

• Poetics List @ Buffalo (listowner/founder) — 1993–2014:  Bernstein launched the 
Poetics List through SUNY–Buffalo as an open, moderated email forum for discussion 
and news about unconventional poetry/poetics; it became a rare, accessible space beyond 
in-person scenes or programs and the first of its kind.  

• Electronic Poetry Center (EPC) (founder/co-editor with Loss Pequeño Glazier), founded 
in 1995 and active till 2020: a curated web hub for innovative poetries—author pages and 
digital library, with full texts. The first web poetry center.  

• LINEbreak (1995-96) produced by Martin Spinelli), 28 single-guest interview programs 
and brief readings, and Close Listening (2003-2022): 111 single-guest interview 
programs (and in many cases a second program of a reading). Related: 1977 16-hour 
conversation with Ted Greenwald (archived), a 1991 conversation with Richard Foreman, 
and  A Conversation with David Antin  (New York: Granary Books, 2002)  

• Modern and Contemporary Poetics (series co-editor with Hank Lazer) — University of 
Alabama Press, 1998–2024; 67 titles. 

• Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word (editor) — New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998:  a widely cited collection of 17 original essays that insists sound 



and performance are constitutive—not secondary—features of modern and contemporary 
poetry. The introduction issues a now-classic call for a “non-Euclidean (or complex) 
prosody” adequate to audiotexts, sound poetry, radio/performance pieces, and other work 
where traditional metrics don’t apply.  

• 99 Poets/1999: An International Poetics Symposium (guest editor), boundary 2 — 26:1 
(1999); a global exchange among ninety-nine poets. 

• Poetry Plastique (co-editor with Jay Sanders), exhibition catalog — Granary Books / 
Marianne Boesky Gallery, 2001; artists/writers exploring the materiality of language. 

• Sibila, co-editor, under founder and chief editor Régis Bonvincino (São Paolo) (2003-
2025) print (2001-2006) and then web magazine. 

• PennSound (2005), co-founder/co-director Al Filreis; from 2023 with Chris Mustazza) —
free, downloadable archive of poetry recordings: largest in world, preserving thousands 
of files by hundreds of poets.  

• Louis Zukofsky: Selected Poems (editor, with introduction) — New York: Library of 
America / American Poets Project, 2006; concise selection across LZ’s career. 

• 67 Portraits (2006-2010): short video portraits of poets and artists 
• “Web Log” (2006-2011, 715 posts) and Jacket2/Commentaries (2011-present, 775 posts 

as of 7/25): indexes of the hundreds of entries: reviews, listings, photos, notices 
• Placards (2008-2024): 106 expressions of outrage, lament, resistance, often sardonic or 

sarcastic, most with images or typographically inventive settings (direct link). 
• American Poetry after 1975 (editor), boundary 2 — 36:3 (2009); survey issue on post-

1975 practice. 
• S/N: NewWorldPoetics, with Eduardo Espina (2010): four issues of bilingual 

Spanish/English translation. 
• Gertrude Stein’s War Years: Setting the Record Straight (feature editor), Jacket2 — 

2012; dossier of documents, translations, and commentary. 
• Best American Experimental Writing 2016 (guest editors Charles Bernstein & Tracie 

Morris) — Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2017; with series editors’ 
preface and Bernstein/Morris introduction. 
 

Buffalo and Penn (1989-2019)  

•Donald T. Regan Professor of English & Comparative Literature, University of Pennsylvania 
(2003–2019; emeritus 2019–; visiting 1989), where he co-founded PennSound and the 
Chinese/American Association for Poetry & Poetics (CAAP) with Central China Normal 
University: annual conferences. 
•David Gray Professor of Poetry & Letters, SUNY Distinguished Professor, SUNY–Buffalo 
(1990–2003), where, in 1991, he co-founded the Poetics Program with Robert Creeley, Raymond 
Federman, Susan Howe, and Dennis Tedlock: a place where literary artists taught PhD students 
and which has no creative writing component. Also coordinated/curated the Wednesday at Four 
Plus reading series.  



•Bernstein directed 47 PhD dissertations and served on 25 additional PhD committees.  
•Syllabi (1990-2018): Bernstein was one of the first professors to publicly post all his course 
syllabi.  
 
Reception and Debates  
 
1.  
Reception was divided from the outset: admirers hailed innovation while detractors dismissed the 
work as contrived exercises with little emotional resonance. Hank Lazer both challenged and 
defended Bernstein in APR (1995), noting how debates about “signature” and “memorability” 
shadowed the work’s refusal of a single, domesticated “voice.” By 2010, All the Whiskey in 
Heaven drew mainstream notice—Daisy Fried’s New York Times piece —while also prompting 
charges of “Tinkertoy experimentalism” (Mark Scroggins in a nonetheless positive review in The 
Rumpus). Jeremy Sigler’s Tablet profile (2021) parses Bernstein’s “Yid & yang,” emphasizing 
secular Jewish practice and humor as through-lines. TLS ran a full-page review of Pitch of 
Poetry; it also reviewed Recalculating and Attack of the Difficult Poems.  

Charles Bernstein /  American Innovator –– More Numerous of: A Kinetic Approach by 
Jame Shivers (2019) is book-length critical study, with a foreword by Richard Deming, that 
advances a “kinetic” account of Bernstein’s practice—tracking how poems, essays, and 
editorial/curatorial work move across page, voice, and image—while arguing that innovation in 
Bernstein is less technics-for-its-own-sake than a pedagogy of reading: difficulty as an ethical-
aesthetic training in attention.  

Marjorie Perloff consistently presents Charles Bernstein as a key figure in late-20th-
century radically innovative poetry. She highlights his role in challenging  to mainstream U.S. 
lyric traditions, aligning him with Wittgenstein and Ordinary Language philosophy in their 
shared suspicion of transparent meaning and emphasis on how language works in use. She 
stresses his mix of wit, parody, and critique, his poetics, and his impact as editor, critic, and 
media innovator. For Perloff, Bernstein exemplifies a poetics that is at once playful, 
performative, and philosophically serious. 

Jerome McGann has been a crucial early and sustained reader of Bernstein and Language 
writing. In “Contemporary Poetry, Alternate Routes” (Critical Inquiry, 1987), he situates 
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E as an oppositional formation that built its own extra-institutional 
infrastructure, countering the period’s “poetry of accommodation,” and he frames its 
non/antinarrative procedures as a political poetics that foregrounds production and social 
mediation rather than lyric transparency.  Two decades later, in “Private Enigmas and Critical 
Functions” (in The Point Is To Change It, 2007), McGann emphasized Bernstein’s generative 
“polyentendre” method, the strategic play of absorption/anti-absorption, and the “thickness” of 
writing as material and social practice. 

In January 2019 Yale named Bernstein the 51st recipient of the Bollingen Prize for 
American Poetry, the premiere U.S. poetry honor,  with judges Ange Mlinko, Claudia Rankine, 
and Evie Shockley citing the new collection Near/Miss alongside his decades-long contributions 
as poet, editor, translator, and educator. Judges Ange Mlinko, Claudia Rankine, and Evie 
Shockley wrote: “As poet, editor, critic, translator, and educator, Charles Bernstein’s decades-
long commitment to the community of arts and letters…” They praised Near/Miss for its 
characteristically incisive satire that dismantles the clichés of public speech, as well as for 
moments “treading close to heartbreak” that find words for private grief.   



Bernstein was elected Fellow of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences (2006). 
Other major awards include the 2025 America Award for a Lifetime Contribution to 
International Writing, Janus Pannonious Grand Prize for Poetry (2015), Münster Prize for 
International Poetry (2015), and the Roy Harvey Pearce/Archive for New Poetry Prize of the 
University of California, San Diego; for lifetime contribution to poetry and scholarship (1999). 
Post-retirement recognition includes an honorary Doctor of Literature from Ohio Wesleyan 
University (2022). 
 
2. Forums  
 
The Difficulties, Vol. 2, No 1 (1982), ed. Tom Becket (1982) 
Includes an extended interview in which Bernstein emphasizing “process”Bernstein emphasizes 
“process” and “sound,” foregrounding hesitation, fragmentation, and ordinary speech rhythms as 
compositional strategies. Contributors situate him within, and sometimes against, poetic 
lineages: Ron Silliman stresses Bernstein’s resistance to Projectivist inheritance, reading his 
disjunctive surfaces as an alternative to Creeley’s “voice.” David Bromige underscores 
Bernstein’s use of “talk” as poetics—valuing interruption, discontinuity, and community 
exchange over lyric continuity. Other contributors: Alan Davies, Barrett Watten, Bob Perelman, 
Craig Watson, Diane Ward, Jackson Mac Low, James Sherry, John Perlman, Michael Gottlieb, 
Nick Piombino, Peter Seaton, Rafael Lorenzo, Ralph La Charity, Robert Creeley, Robert 
Grenier, Ronald Johnson, and Beckett. 

 
The Salt Companion to Charles Bernstein (2012) 
Edited by William Allegrezza, the volume gathers movement history, close readings, position 
papers, and creative responses. Contributors include: Caroline Bergvall (“Charles Bernstein or an 
Insistence to Communicate”); Tim Peterson (on Girly Man, 9/11, gender trouble. and Brecht); 
Miekal And (“The Cave Children of New York Are Never Free”); Michael Eng; Madeline Gins; 
Kimberly Lamm; Lars Palm; Steven Salmoni (on Shadowtime and Benjamin); Steve McCaffery; 
Megan Swihart Jewell; Ron Silliman (excerpt from The Alphabet); Paul Stephens (“Beyond the 
Valley of the Sophist”); Ray Craig; Jason Lagapa; Peter Monacell; Donald Wellman; Carlos 
Gallego; Michael Angelo Tata; Kristen Gallagher; Thomas Fink (“Charles Bernstein’s Catalogue 
Poetry”); Allen Fisher; Maggie O’Sullivan; James Shivers; Erica Hunt; and Michael S. 
Hennessey (“A Life, Spliced: On the Early Tapeworks of Charles Bernstein”). 
 
boundary 2: “The Poetry of Idiomatic Insistences” (48:4, 2021) 
Edited by Paul A. Bové, the special issue underscores how Bernstein’s work circulates across 
languages and institutions. It includes Luigi Ballerini’s framing and translation of “Gertrude and 
Ludwig’s Bogus Adventure,” Marjorie Perloff’s introduction to a Bernstein lecture in China, and 
a broad set of essays/afterwords and reviews: Jean-Marie Gleize on his early poems, Dennis 
Büscher-Ulbrich (on Angriff der Schwierigen Gedichte), Yunte Huang (“Ten Plus Ways of 
Reading Bernstein”), Brian Kim Stefans (on Topsy-Turvy), Ian Probstein (Russian reception), 
Runa Bandyopadhyay (Bengali contexts), Pierre Joris (translation networks), and Leevi Lehto 
(Finnish engagements), and Susan Howe on her long connection to the poet. The cumulative 
portrait is of a poet whose idiom is local to New York yet insistently transnational in uptake. 
 



Scholarship on Shadowtime  
A key node of Bernstein’s reception. Marjorie Perloff’s “Constraint, Concrete, Citation: 
Refiguring History in Charles Bernstein’s Shadowtime” (Poetics Today 30:4, 2009) reads the 
libretto (for Brian Ferneyhough’s opera “about” Walter Benjamin) as a fusion of Oulipian 
constraint, concrete poetics, and documentary citation, where typography and quotation become 
historiographic method. The piece is now a standard reference alongside Steven Salmoni’s 
“Spectres of Benjamin” in the Salt Companion, which tracks how the libretto negotiates 
representation and semblance –– and sustained accounts by Robert Zamsky and Colin Browne.  
 
Retirement celebration (2019)  
Bernstein’s retirement was marked at Kelly Writers House on April 4, 2019, with a two-part 
program featuring introductions by Al Filreis and readings/tributes from Elizabeth Willis, 
Johanna Drucker, Yunte Huang, Bruce Andrews, Erica Hunt, Danny Snelson, Jena Osman, Ron 
Silliman, Tracie Morris, Peter Gizzi, Davy Knittle, Marjorie Perloff, Bob Perelman, Susan 
Howe, Michael Davidson, and others, concluding with remarks by Bernstein; a complete 
recording is available. A companion set of studio testimonials was recorded the same day, and 
The Charles Bernstein Mixtape—edited by Chris Mustazza and Orchid Tierney—collects 82 
tributes, including, in addition to some of the above, Nick Montfort, Christian Bök, Sally Silvers, 
Jay Sanders, Michael Davidson, Tan Lin, Susan Stewart, Mei-mei Berssenbrugge, and Juliana 
Spahr. 
 
3. Negative reception & pushback (1970s–2010s) 
Mainstream reviewers and some poets often framed Language writing—and Bernstein in 
particular—as programmatic and inhospitable to emotion and sense. In 2008, Helen Vendler, in 
the New York Review of Books contrasted Jorie Graham’s “making sense” with “such Language 
Poets as Charles Bernstein and Susan Howe,” adding that their “moment seems to have expired.” 
In 2010, Dan Chiasson, in the New Yorker, used Rae Armantrout’s Pulitzer to rehearse 
objections to the “Language” project: after summarizing its anti-lyric premises, he singled out 
“Dysraphism” and complained about “tired puns … and joyless jouissance,” concluding, “If only 
the poetry had been better.” The same year, Charles Simic, in NYRB, cast the movement as “the 
only avant-garde … that relied on the academy to sanction its practice,” arguing that a “theory of 
poetry that has no interest in the experience of individual human beings” runs into trouble—
praising Armantrout as an exception who redirected the premises toward a singular mind and 
“broken heart.”  
             Poet-on-poet exchanges also aired the skepticism: Frank Bidart & Bernstein’s Fulcrum 
debate (Lowell, 2008) staged the values clash (voice/“signature” vs. anti-absorptiveness) in front 
of a festival audience, and Stephen Burt & Bernstein’s “On Experiment” (Rutgers, 2014) 
acknowledged the term’s polemical freight as much as its method.  
         Additional critiques came from Associated Writing Program’s Executive Director D. W. 
Fenza’s “The Words & the Bees” (AWP Writer’s Chronicle, 2006), who targets Bernstein, 
Perloff, and language poets, for engagement with philosophy at the expense of direct expression. 
David Micah Greenberg’s “When That Becomes This: Comparison in Politics and Poetry” 
(Boston Review, July/August 2011) — together with the March 7, 2012 forum of responses by 
Bernstein, Perloff, Susan Stewart, and others — amplified debates over analogy, rhetoric, and the 
relation of poetic method to public argument. Bernstein’s rejoinders in “The Pataquerical 
Imagination” (in Pitch of Poetry) and later essays in The Kinds of Poetry I Want reply by 



reframing comic-serious rhetoric and defending anti-absorptive method as an ethical tactic. 
Framed as a late-career “theater-of-ideas,” it mixes essays, interviews, dialogic scenes, and 
comic set pieces, summing up key themes from performance to pedagogy. 
            By the 2020s, a paradox is clear, affecting not just Bernstein but his peers: Bernstein 
earns the Bollingen, is elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and receives wide 
academic and international acclaim, while other major American institutional, prize, and review 
venues have tended to favor different aesthetic priorities (AWP, Academy of Arts and Letters, 
the National Book Award, Pulitzer, NBCC; The New Yorker; New York Review of Books). 
 
Through-line over 50 years 
From L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E’s small-press infrastructures to PennSound’s digital archive, 
Bernstein’s poetics yokes formal invention to the means of circulation; the polemics against 
“official verse culture” are continuous, but the rhetoric evolves—from philosophical essays, to 
performances, to comic “acts” that fold criticism into dramaturgy. Across five decades of 
publication and reception, the work keeps method as content while insisting—sometimes 
bravely, sometimes like vaudeville—on poetry’s public life. 
 
Reference Works 
Nerys Williams, “Charles Bernstein,” The Literary Encyclopedia (2009) 
Logan Esdale, “Charles Bernstein,” in The Greenwood Encyclopedia of American Poets and 
Poetry (2006);  
Ron Silliman, “Charles Bernstein,” in Postmodern Fiction: A Bio-Bibliographic Guide (1986) 
Loss Pequeño Glazier, “Charles Bernstein,” in Dictionary of Literary Biography 169: American 
Poets Since World War II, Fifth Series (1996). 
 
Bernstein is the literary executor for Peter Seaton and Hannah Weiner and co-executor for 
Richard Foreman. 
 
Bernstein attended the Bronx High School of Science, where he was Editor-in-Chief of the 
school newspaper, Science Survey, during 1967-1968, his senior year. He received an A..B. 
degree (philosophy) from Harvard College in 1972, and was elected to Phi Beta Kappa, but has 
no subsequent earned degrees. At Harvard he was elected to edit The Harvard Yard Journal his 
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