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The Afternoon (P.M.) of the Poem
Joseph Conte

Garry Kasparov, who is the former world chess
champion and arguably its most prodigious calculat-
ing mind, recently announced that he would retire from
competitive chess in order to devote his talent for
strategizing to the opposition of Vladimir Putin’s in-
creasingly autocratic rule of Russia; in effect, Kasparov
is exchanging game theory for politics, while import-
ing much of the talent that makes him nearly invin-
cible in the one field to the other. We wish him well.
Although not in so large a domain, the critic Brian
McHale, in his latest book, The Obligation toward the
Difficult Whole, shifts his field of inquiry from post-
modernist fiction—the subject of his two prior efforts,
including the landmark treatise, Constructing
Postmodernism (1992)—to the postmodernist long
poem. In this case, McHale brings with him an im-
pressive array of strategies that he has familiarly de-
ployed with respect to the novel, but now concentrat-
ing his analysis on the difficult problem of character-
izing the long form in poetry in the twentieth century.
In particular, he contends that recent long forms in
poetry have adopted the very same “shift in the domi-
nant” (in structuralist terms) that he found to be present
in postmodernist fiction: whereas modernist fiction had
been largely preoccupied with epistemological ques-
tions or uncertainties with respect to knowledge and
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perception, postmodernist fiction interrogates ontologi-
cal status, modes of being or the plurality of worlds.

One can stipulate, for example, that Wallace
Stevens’s “Man with the Blue Guitar” plucks at the
question of how one may come to know “things as
they are” through the medium of art. The poets under
McHale’s discussion, however, are more apt to con-
cern themselves with a plurality of worlds, mixing
historical realities with fictive inventions. There is a
demonstrable heuristic value in interpolating the
postmodern theory that originates in philosophy and
other art forms, such as the novel or architecture, with
respect to poetry. McHale’s entry into the discipline
freshens an overheated atmosphere in contemporary
poetics that has settled on it like a greenhouse effect.

McHale raises the question of whether there has
been, in fact, a poetics distinctive to postmodernism,
especially when most other critics of the long poem
tend to retain terms that are demonstrably modernist.
Let me rephrase the question slightly. It’s possible that,
to play off the title of James Schuyler’s book-length
poem, The Morning of the Poem (1980), we’ve reached
“the afternoon of the poem.” It’s getting rather late in
the day, and one should ask whether there’s any fur-
ther need for long poems. What if postmodernity turns
out to be nothing more than a transitional phase be-
tween the waning liberal humanism of modernity and
the rise of distributive media systems in an informa-
tion society? Who, in a culture that appears to be de-
fined by a collective attention deficit disorder, is go-

The postmodernist long poem
may speak more directly to the
indeterminacies of the present.

ing to read serious literary works longer than a col-
umn in USA Today? Here again, the novel may be in-
structive. Several long novels have been published in
the past few years that have been both critical and com-
mercial successes for their authors, books that are burst-
ing their bindings with information, erudition, the re-
capture of past historical figures and events, and cul-
tural critique. I refer to, among other examples, Don
DeLillo’s Underworld (1997), David Foster Wallace’s
Infinite Jest (1996), Jonathan Franzen’s The Correc-
tions (2001), and Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of
Leaves (2000). Might the long form in poetry likewise
have uncovered, in the shift to an ontological domi-
nant, a reason for its continued existence in the new
millennium?

The lyric, with its relative brevity and ease of
transmission in either print journals or Web pages,
would appear to be a better candidate for poetry’s per-
sistence. Yet the lyric, for most practitioners, is still
caught within the representation of the integral sub-
ject and distinctive voice. Watching CNN, with its
baseline text crawl, talking heads, and inset graphics
on screen, suggests that the solitary expression of the
lyric is obsolete. The modernist long form, which
McHale passes over out of necessity in this study, is
similarly constructed on a model for transmission that
cannot survive the shift to an information culture.
Pound’s Cantos (1925-69), Williams’s Paterson (1946-
58), Zukofsky’s “A” (1978), and Olson’s Maximus
(1960), in some fashion or other invoke their status as
monumental art (Michael North), insist on cultural
pedagogy (Mark Bernstein), build an exoskeletal struc-
ture (Sherman Paul), and strive for coherence even if

Can Poetry Matter?
Lynnell Edwards

Dana Gioia has given us another big book of
criticism that, like his 1992 collection, Can Poetry
Matter?, offers accessible, necessary criticism for
lay and academic readers of serious poetry. Asking
fundamental questions about the history of Ameri-
can poetry as we have received it, Gioia is best in
this new collection when he broadly traces the cul-
tural forces that have shaped the canon. This is a
practical criticism that ambitiously seeks to under-
stand how and why there has been a divergence be-
tween the academic industry of poetry and the popu-
lar demand for imaginative verse. Disappearing Ink
begins to bridge this divergence, which threatens to
impoverish the life and work of poetry.

The title essay examines seriously the grow-
ing movements in popular poetry, primarily rap and
“cowboy poetry.” After a gloom and doom review

of recent literacy statistics and a forecast for “the
end of print culture,” he asks the book’s primary
question: “What will be the poet’s place in a soci-
ety that has increasingly little use for books, little
time for serious culture, little knowledge of the past,
little consensus on literary value, and—even among
intellectuals—little faith in poetry itself?” He then
documents the emergence of this popular poetry, and
describes its dynamic prosodies and formal integri-
ties, laying the groundwork for a discussion of the
four types of new literary poetry: “performance
poetry”; oral poetry, or “Spoken Word” poetry; “au-
diovisual poetry,” which depends on both the
graphic and auditory potentialities for poetry; and
“visual poetry,” exemplified by Language Poetry
and Concrete Poetry. Existing despite the
university’s declining role as the center of the po-
etry universe and the subsequent decline of conven-
tional methods for establishing and sustaining a
reputation, these new forms suggest a promising
future for serious poetry.

Other big picture assessments of the current
state of the poetry nation include an historical es-
say that explores our continuing fascination with
literary manuscripts and the material evidence of
an author’s “hand.” The argument is both ironic and

reassuring here, at the end of print culture, and
Gioia’s personal and well-documented approach is
compelling in its catalogue of manuscript and au-
thor trivia and its larger synthetic conclusions about
the persistent materiality of the manuscript.

He also offers a long biographical essay and
critical reassessment of Longfellow which suggests
that “Longfellow’s vast influence on American cul-
ture paradoxically makes him both central and in-
visible.” And though perhaps Gioia overestimates
the extent to which contemporary readers have ab-
sorbed snatches of Longfellow’s work through the
popular culture (“Most English-speaking Americans
can quote the openings of at least five Longfellow
anthology pieces, even if they don’t always know
the author or title.”), his argument that Longfellow’s
critical reputation fell sharply in the aftermath of
Modernism demonstrates how the divergence of aca-
demic and popular has resulted in a false pre-emi-
nence for Modernism’s role in a presumed evolu-
tion of poetry.

A secondary critical agenda in Disappearing
Ink is to recover and even assert the importance of
the West Coast in America’s literary identity. To that
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It has been about 50 years now since City
Lights published Jerome Rothenberg’s translation
of four new german poets. Jerome Rothenberg, poet
and prince of anthologists, whose enthnopoetic col-
lections added up to 70 books of poetry, poetry an-
thologies, and translations, shook up the literary
landscapes of the 60s, 70s, 80s, and 90s. In 2000,
he published an anthology of poems for the millen-
nium. Subsequently, Granary Books brought out A
Book of the Book (2000), an anthology about the
making of books Rothenberg did with Steve Clay.
Now, Wesleyan University Press has issued Writ-
ing Through: Translations and Variations, reprint-
ing his various translations along with selections of
his pivotal anthologies Technicians of the Sacred
(1985) and Shaking the Pumpkin (1972), those twin
bibles of the enthnopoetic movement. Flipping
through these pages, one revisits “A Shaman Climbs
up the Sky” with its wonderful opening: “The Sha-
man mounts a scarecrow in the shape of a goose.”

What makes Writing Through valuable,
though, is that it allows the reader to follow the evo-
lutionary history of Rothenberg’s translations, and,

His Seventy-First Book
Corinne Robins

more importantly, the book provides us with what
turns out to be the sources for some of Rothenberg’s
own books of poetry, in particular those black-and-
white covered New Directions books Poland 1931
(1974), That Dada Strain (1983), and Vienna Blood
(1980).

Writing Through is simultaneously an anthol-
ogy of anthologies as well a selection of what have
now become translations of modern and postmodern
classic writers. In his introduction to the book,
Charles Bernstein argues that the “translation of
poetry is never more than an extension of the prac-
tice of poetry…[and a] collaboration between two
(or more) poets.” And Bernstein is right in the sense
that we read a translation as a poem and/or novel,
and the better the translation, the less we are aware
of the original language. The translator has made
the poem his, and, in that sense, our own.

Throughout the book, Rothenberg serves up
brief commentaries on the hows and whys and
wheres he made the particular translations included,
translations that re-introduced forgotten works of
the European avant-garde writers of the 20s and 30s.
The book is not in chronological order. It begins
with his translation of Paul Celan’s famous poem
“Death Fugue,” about life in a concentration camp,
from Rothenberg’s anthology New Young German
Poets, published by City Lights in 1959. When I
picked up Writing Through, I wasn’t aware of
Rothenberg’s translation, which, ironically, has more
untranslated German words than Michael
Hamburger’s and, to my ear, is at once more literal

and less powerful than Hamburger or Christopher
Middleton’s subsequent versions of the poem. Nev-
ertheless, reading Rothenberg’s translations of Celan
and Günter Grass and Hans Magnus Enzenberger
(to name three) these many years later makes clear
what a long-term influence Rothenberg’s transla-
tions, his introducing and re-introducing old and new
poets, has had on subsequent generations of Ameri-
can poets.

they don’t finally achieve it. Yet we see how, in
postmodernity, information resists containment in such
forms, or the prioritizing needed to “make it cohere”
would be based on a discriminating judgment of sus-
pect validity. The writing of a long poem was required
of any modernist poet who aspired to “major” station.
But in an information culture in which the compre-
hensive rendition of cultural knowledge becomes im-
possible, and the recapture of almost any historical text
or artifact is made easy by search engines, the
postmodernist long poem—heterogeneous, prolix, dis-
tributive, and unresolved—may speak more directly
to the indeterminacies of the present.

McHale invokes two heuristic models for his
analysis of the postmodernist long poem: the novelistic
model and the architectural model. In the novelistic
model, the recent practitioners of the long poem reverse
one of the hallmarks of the modernist epic, the rejection
of narrative as the organizing principle of the poem. Yet
McHale’s reading of James Merrill’s The Changing
Light at Sandover (1982), John Ashbery’s “The Skat-
ers,” or Melvin Tolson’s Harlem Gallery (1965) doesn’t
attempt to reassert the linear-temporal causality that
underwrites realist fiction. Instead, perhaps taking a page
from John Barth’s thesis of the “literature of exhaus-
tion,” McHale asserts that the postmodernist long poem
recuperates “pre- and para-novelistic genres” such as
Menippean satire, “the realist novel’s predecessor and
shadowy Other,” and the tradition of “learnéd wit” or
fictive scholarship. Poems such as Armand Schwerner’s
The Tablets (1968), in its mimicking of the scholar-trans-
lator who purports to discover an Ur-text, or Susan
Howe’s Europe of Trusts (1990), in its reclaiming of
historical documents and dispossessed voices, belong
to a tradition in prose that includes Rabelais’s Gargantua
et Pantagruel (1564), Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet
(1881), Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds (1939), and
Umberto Eco’s Baudolino (2001). One might question
the need to regress to discontinued or marginalized
genres, but these prose forms, arising before the con-
solidation of narrative fiction into an exclusively mi-

metic mode of representation, allow the author freedom
to project heterogeneous worlds and incorporate widely
disparate sources of knowledge. For this reason, the
postmodernist long poem is more readily adapted to the
proliferating knowledge bases of our information cul-
ture.

It is from Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Con-
tradiction in Architecture (1966) that McHale adopts
his title, “the obligation toward the difficult whole.”
One could read this phrase as an expression of mod-
ernist constructivism, in which the poet aspires to make
a complex yet finally integral work: Joyce’s Ulysses
(1922), Pound’s Cantos, or Eliot’s The Waste Land
(1922). However, the postmodernist regards the “dif-
ficult whole” as an expression that is in itself hetero-
geneous, an admixture like concrete that can be molded
to form but always retains its diverse materials in evi-
dence. McHale rightly marks the shift from purity of
form in modernism to its hybridity in postmodernism.
A little more problematic is the invocation of Charles
Jencks’s “double coding” in postmodern architecture
in the realm of poetry. It’s true that Jencks envisioned
Philip Johnson’s AT&T Building, an international
modernist skyscraper topped with an allusion to Chip-
pendale “highboy” furnishing, as appealing to two
constituencies: one, the cognoscenti of architects and
critics; the other, the broader public, literally the man
or woman on the street to whom the building might
either appeal or not, without knowing its allusion to
historical forms or styles. It’s true that poems such as
Ed Dorn’s Gunslinger (1968-1975) are double coded,
at once employing projectivist verse and appealing to
populist icons of the Western. While pedestrians in
Manhattan may have no choice but to respond to
Johnson’s building, readers of the postmodernist long
poem are unlikely to pick up these works on a chance
encounter. It’s doubtful that there are, in effect, two
constituencies for postmodern poetry; there are those
who appreciate the poetry of the “difficult whole,” and
there are those who would sooner not.

McHale makes a stronger argument for the ar-

chitectural model when he adopts a deconstructivist
approach. Several of McHale’s texts exhibit aspects
of decomposition, disjunction, and discontinuity—es-
pecially the more radical works such as Howe’s Eu-
rope, Schwerner’s Tablets, and Bruce Andrews’s “Con-
fidence Trick.” These poems “build with visual voids”
or even “build ruins.” Ihab Hassan has pointed to the
prevalence of such decomposition in postmodern art,
and so McHale’s assertion of a deconstructive archi-
tecture provides a necessary means for reading these
irregularly made, or unmade, poems. When thinking
of the foregrounding of building materials in the Gehry
House, as opposed to the surface perfection of inter-
national modern buildings, the appropriateness of the
analogy becomes clear. One also finds examples of
the disjunctive, deconstructed text in postmodern fic-
tion, including Raymond Federman’s Take It or Leave
It (1976), Danielewski’s House of Leaves, Steve
Tomasula’s VAS: An Opera in Flatland (2003), and in
hypertext fictions, whose lexia are as disconnected as
they are linked.

Because Brian McHale is not a member of the
Union of Working Poet-Critics, he is better able to
survey the production of postmodernist long poems
without a binding affiliation either to a conservative
poetics (in Merrill’s Sandover or Geoffrey Hill’s
Mercian Hymns [1971]) or to a radical poetics, and he
effectively employs his narrative and architectural
models to relate otherwise disparate texts in a single
chapter. In The Obligation toward the Difficult Whole,
McHale has brought his established expertise as a theo-
rist of postmodernism to the practice of the long poem.
This effort, when poetry is largely ignored in most other
discussions of postmodern theory, does a great ser-
vice to our understanding of contemporary poetics.
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