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d Literary Notes:

Bernstein makes a case
| for poetry of dissent

*By R.D. POHL
News Conr‘n‘bming Wn‘m-

EEX E- HAVE 1o ‘gel
over, as'in getting
-over 4 disense, Lhe

idea that we can alf speak’ o
one anolher in Lhe universyl
voice of . poetry.” wriles . poct

and critic Charles Bersstein in -

his mosl.recent coflection of vs-
says. “A Poctigs™ {Harvard
University Press, 1992). “When
we get over (hig idea I think
it will begin 1o be possible. as it
aiways . has been. lo lisien Lo
anolher, oae at a time apd in
-the various cluslers thal presenl

themselves. er lh.nl we ﬁnd the

need 10 make.”
The signi o of lhu in-
definile anicle ~u” in the vol-

. ulms titke is inaplicis in Bern-
sigin's op\.mng essay, “Statc of
ihe Art.” which beginst “There
is of course no suute of Ameri-
can poelry. but (vurmus) stales,
moods, agitations, dissipations.

TEI'ILII'ICIEI.ICIHS, d.eprcssmns. ac- -

quicscences. lations, angers.
cestasies. ... b register-my own
i for poctry” that in-
ng 115 AWR COUrse.
finding ils -own measures,
charling worlds -otherwise hid-
den ar denied: or. perhaps best
af all. never before existing.”
For Benstein, co-founder of
lhc influentiasl journal " L-A-N-
G-U-AG-E nmi & leading the-
orist and’ spnkusman for the
“movemem™ loosely associaled
with it “Poetry is [he aversion
of conformity in the pursuit of
aew Torms. ... 1 care most
aboul peciry that disrupts busi-
ness 85 usual. including lilcrary
business: | care most for poetry
- as dissent. including formal dis-
senl: pociry that-niakes possic-
blc sounds 10-be heard thal are
nol otherwise articulated.™ I
poetry: is, neduded 10-an elitist
crwl "that there 8 a2 right or
wrong way 10 "do. Bernstein
* avowedly pmfm puriuing “the
wrogng way™i-YWhat. interests
me most is & pogiry angd poctics
Lhal do nol cditiout se-much as

. 1a¢Hics, rhegorical lropes. jexical

T plly FegC

rating formal mnu\'almu ino
its process, 1his kind of multi-

culturalism ends up simply an
ecibpicized - reaffirmation of the
stalus quo,

Ip ~The Anifice of Al
Ao an cxiended essay In
ve[’;e that is arguably the fias-
‘terwork of his colleglion. Bem-
siein -oxpiores 1he’ icated
function of Fartifice” (Lex ~a

of 4 pocin's iNleace

Iuhl.ywbcmdnsdlesmnof
ity devices and subjecl mat-
1ers™) -in @ literary work. ‘espe-

cially the degrec lo wiuch it
affects the “total mcaning com-
plex™ ut‘ ' work and impinges
on the crucial dialectic between
mpermcablluy and absorp-
ticgn™ that delermincs bolh the
reader’s and the writee's rela-
ticayship 10 a lilerary text.

1 ahe “inner limit™ of a Gier-
ary text is utier Lransparency or
the ability 10 absorb {or “ea-
gull”. ~spellbind™ or “mesmer-

1z¢™) and be absorbed withoul
l'el'e:cnu: to the self-conscious-

ess of the wriler of reader,
hen lhe ~outer Hmil™ is wially
“opagquc” or * unmdable
composed entirely of devm

fragmenis and lranssrusm al
the¥expense of 3 ,mnmne o -

oditin: ‘thatjpclude my

. condlicling berspemv:s and”
1 :.lypcxuf Aangud 1

in the same work.

Bernsiein hotds the David -

* Gray Chair in:Poetry and Le

‘I 1ers at:the University a1 Budla,

o, Since 1990, j;‘s ‘has- coord

nated . 1hg; stell Wednesday

. brought many uf the most in-
navative volces ‘in conlcmpp
rary Yierzivre {including a con
siderable number whose, wg
- is discussed n AT Poelics™) to”
UB's: Norta Campus. Thosu.
who have-followed the ‘serics -
- with interest- will fing this col-
. lectiog no oply a;major wark
by a subtle and_ witly ‘intelli-
pence, bul olso. ha mdlspcns-

- able adjunéi’io. und

K Absorpl:our “and il many oon-
- verses; he concludes. lmnlru)'

Inthis dialestic, Bemstein
finds’ himscll_atiracicd 10 the
ambivalence™ {as in wanting
myltiple :thiny of nsmg .

o posl-slrucauullsl beories of

reading), . “ig' at*head a) mca-
‘suref;,of ;,lhq relationship be-
- tween/ @ rebder &/ 2 worlg any
empt to isclate/ this dynam-
in terms cxcluswely off read-
mgp’ or composilion/ will &l
on this account.} As writers —/
& everyone inscribesf in the
sense/ | mean here —I we um'
LAy o |n|cm|fyi our n:huon-

the new set of; possibilitics | lhal.
so-called “Iunuuasc postry™ en-
visions. for Amenran pnlulcs
and culture. -

mverslly as status quo -

In “Sue of the ArL™ Bern-
stein presents a radical plumi-
ist's crmquc of the current!;
fashionabic “idcalized multicul-
turatism™ that - has. swepl -
through much-of conern
letiees. . Without, mecebsari
questioning the simcefity ‘o
this movemenl 1oward’ includ.
|r:; d:vcrsng"‘m “the curricul

many -hig! schoo!s,nnd &6
leges. Bernstcin® does questio

whethier this. cﬂ'ortju 0l mor

In Iocmng & canlinuum. be:
tween. the: ideas of: *diversity™-

“comman rcadcrshlp (& prins
cipal lenct of what he has-
dubbed the ~official- verse cui-
ture” in American -fetlers),
Bernsicin nrgues Lthet in our,
media-dominaled cullure ~the’
vory idea of public spacc has
béen befouled.” maoking the

“recognition™ of cullural differ- .

ence cither & belated gesturc of
asstmilation ar, worse yef. Lo-
kenizntion, Without incorpo-

eary [y

ships by
wmk' ane We puu.mzi u:lmth-
r 10 sleep/ or waking each oth-
cr upy & what do we wake 10T

Elsewherz in this volume,
Bernstein offers' a, compelting
-argiament, ﬂm-_tll ‘of \be; eon-
tcmpomy haad-wri .

“postmoderr muuon in
our cultuce |s.pmfnuudly s

ided. ¥ “In tbe Mid-
-dle of Modcrmsrn in the Mid-

&t OFMCIlelllSI'ﬂ on the
i inl'.New

pam:ularly in lmmm) h“‘. s
uever fully becn ,I tilllq
eolunl sohadprogily

b niiLation:
poctry. by=otier rnan!\"hMll; 1
ing the case:for - kind.of ap- .

plicd -poetic? that extend . into
other rulms, he. offens & -
Egue ‘of-“acocpiable! md1m||m—_
«ations behavior® with. §ts em-
phasis ' on - speciatized,

_ unti-democrglic “careful critical
" discourse” {or CCDY that props
up the idealagy of “the selfin-
terested profossional classes. .




