Charles Bernstein (1950D)

To dae the beginning of a poet®@authority one often looks to the poet@first book, which in Charles
Bernstein® case is Asylurs published in 1975. Berngtein@ effect on American poetry, however, truly
began in 1978, when with Bruce Andrews he started L=A=N=G=U=A= G=E magazine, which
ran until 1981. Practicaly a the same time, then, Bernstein® presence was announced both as a poet
and as someone orchestrating new means of community (re)formeation. In the last quarter century,
he has lived both roles smultaneoudy as a refutaion of the idea that poets write in isolation. His
poetry and his community work have waked in step with each other, neither one possible without
the other. Alongsidethe publishing of well over twenty books of poetry, Bernstein started or helped
to gart two reading series (Ear Inn in New York, and Wednesdays @ 4 Plus in Buffalo), a webste
(Electronic Poetry Center), an email discussion list (Pogtics@), and an academic book series on
Moden and Contemporary Poetics (with Universty of Alabama Press). His provocative essays have
now been collected three times, in Catat® Dream (1986), A Padics (1992) and My Way (1999), and
he has edited or co-edited numerous collections of essays, including The Pditics d Padic Fam Podry
and Pudic Pdigy (1990) and Cloe Ligening Padry and the Pafamed Wad (1998). Playing on Robert
Credley® well known expression of the relationship between form and content, one could say with
Bernstein® career in mind [111] that poets are never more than extensions of their community. With
that in mind, one had better work to help create avibrant communityN which Berngtein has surely
done.

Born in New York (on April 4), Berngtein has held to the noisy city as his permanent place of
resdence except for a period from the late 1960s to the early 70s. In those years Berngtein sudied
philosophy & Harvard Universty, where he wrote a thess on Gertrude Sein and Ludwig
Wittgengtein; aterwards with Susan Bee, whom he had met in high school, he moved to
Vancouver, Canadg and then Santa Barbara, Cdifornia With Bee, a painter and collage artist, he
had adaughter in the late 80s and a son in the early 90s. Bernstein remained in New York even after
garting a teaching career in 1990 a SUNY Buffao, where he was the Director of the Poetics
Program and David Gray Chair of Poetry and Letters until 2003, when he moved to the University
of Pennsylvania. (He commuted to Buffdo, and now does the same to Philaddphia) As Berngtein
sad a the celebration for Robin Blaser® 70th birthday in 1995, it was during his time in Vancouver
in 1973 tha writing poetry became a centrd part of his life. He took a course then on Emily

Dickinson with Blaser, but it was Blaser® own poetry and involvement in the ONew American



PoetryO community that determined Bernstein® poetic sengbilities. His undergraduate thesis had
gated him thinking about experimenta writing and language philosophy in the early twentieth
century; Blaser and Ron Silliman, whom he visited while living in Cdifornia, introduced him to the
poets of the poswar period. Once back in New York, Berngein immersed himsdf in the literary,
visud and performance art, film and music worlds there; in the years before becoming an English
professor, he supported himsdf by doing writing and editing work for commercid and non-
commercid organizations, and with fellowships (NEA and Guggenheim).

Readers can glean an understanding of apoet@work through knowing where and how that work
has been published; throughout his career, Bernstein has worked with smal magazines and smadl
press publishers to make his poetry public. Before being collected for book publication, most of his
poems gppear firg in print and online magazines that are edited by other poets. Such digtributors,
while they do have their own agendas aestheticdly and politicdly, are more agile and open to new
poetries than commercid ones. In fact, smal magazines and presses often come into existence solely
to ensure that interesting work not go unpublished. So instead of poets writing to suit a publisher®
established criteriafor success, the opposite happens: smdl venues build an identity out of the work
tha they promote. In tha way L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E magazine began. Berngein has
commented that in 1978 both he and Andrews were insisting Gn the vaue of nonexpository essays
and dso our rgection of received and beloved notions of voice, sdf, expresson, sincerity, and
representationO (My Way 249). Such a comment does define their stance, but it has caused some
misunderstanding. Rejected outright was the ideatha poetry should have any Gbeloved notionsQ yet
voice, self and so on can never be entirdy snuffed out. Instead, dl conventiond notions must be
continuoudy tested. The point of the magazine, Berngtein has said, Qwas not to define its own
activity or to prescribe a singular form of poetry, but rather to indst on particular possibilities for
poetry and poeticsO (My Way 249). So many poets became contributors to the magezine or were
linked with its Qpoetics of possbilityOthat the magezine® name was quickly used as the label for a
generation of writers who from tha time on have been best known as Q.anguageOpoets. Berngtein
arguably has been this group@foremost representative.

Following Ezra Pound, who said that poets give the best criticism of other poetsOwork,
Berngtein has offered dozens of essays on twentieth-century poets, including William Carlos
Williams, Laura (Riding) Jackson, Jackson Mac Low, and Hannah Weiner. His essays, like those of
Pound and Marianne Moore, have saved scholarly prose from its own worst tendency to write only

of a poet® accomplishments; Bernstein would rather point out for other writers what a poet has



done tha remans useful or interesting. Implied in his essays is a chalenge to reades tha they
produce something in response, and that gpproach carries over into the classsoom. From 1990 to
2003 a SUNY Buffdo, Berngtein, dong with Susan Howe, Robert Cregley and D ennis Tedlock (and
others, as faculty changes over the years), ran the QPoetics Program,O an informd program
composed mostly of students in the English D epartment® Master® and Doctorad degree programs.
Buffdo has an immense library collection of first editions and manuscripts covering the field of
twentieth-century poetry; as well, the program® funding brings visiting writers each week to Buffao,
and sudents are able to organize reading series and sart smal presses. Although Buffalo has dl of
these poets on faculty, it offers neither a BFA nor a MFA. Bernstein® courses, while they atract
people interested in what is typicaly known as Qeregtive writing,Oare not workshop courses; instead,
he offers QVreadingO courses, which have extensive reading lists. Sudents in this context write
essays and poems simultaneoudly, so tha the creative and criticad mindswork in tandem. Graduates
of this program are poet/s cholars.

Two of Bernstein® mgjor books were recently published by an dite acadamic press; with its
ability to digribute books more widdy than smdl presses are able to, his influence has expanded
even further. My Way: Spethes and Poans (1999) and With Stings Poans (2001) are companion books,
not only because they are both collections of work [112] from the mid 80s to the late 90s, but
because the contents of My Way ddiberately cut across genres: his essays and poems are co-
extensive of each other. QVhat is the difference,Ohe asks in the preface to My Way, (hetween poetry
and prose, verse and essays? I s it possible that a poem can extend the argument of an essay or that
an essay can extend the prosody of apoem?O(xi). To the latter question, readers of Bernstein@work
will answer Gres,O especialy those familiar with one of his most often cited pieces, QArtifice of
Absorption,Oa linested essay first published in 1987. (It was reprinted in A Pagics) In QArtificeOhe
has given the essay form the advantage of poetry® quickness and inclusiveness, its privilege to ask
questions without adways having to offer answers. He asserted in his 1990 preface to The Pditics o
PagicFamtha QPoetry remains an unrivaled arenafor socid research into the (re)congtitution of the
public and the (re)construction of discourseO(viii). In other words with poetry we can test the limits
and uses of community and language. A sadd poetry addresses these and other questions. Who
gpeaks and how?Who will read this poem and why?

Qrtifice of AbsorptionOhistoricizes the first decade of Language poetry. Bernstein reviews the
work of a number of his peers through an evauation of the degree tha it resists GbsorbingOthe
reader, singling out Seve McCaffery® as perhgps the mogt antisbsorptive. These Language poets,



Bernstein notes, ask reade's to question Qwhat we are normaly / asked to be absorbed intoO (A
Padics 54). Texts that absorb readers are Gllusionistic,Owritten so that readers will recognize what®
in the poem as GedQ they will, in other words fed tha they are looking over the poet® shoulder.
In the theater, a Smilar relationship occurs when the performers on stege act as if a fourth wal
separates them from the audience. So when poetry (bresks the fourth wall,Oreaders will actively
confront rather than passvely overhear texts. Berngtein refers to the shift around 1795 towards a
Romeantic poetry that promoted the existence of Orreducible human vauesOand naturdized artifice
to the extent that it became invisble to the common reader; such poery has continued to be
popular for many reades and acadamic critics (Helen Vendler, for one). In contrast, Berngein
prefers a poetry tha draws atention to its artifice. Both dbsorptive and antidbsorptive works
require artifice, Bernstein argues, (ut the former may hide/ thiswhile the latter may flaunt / itO(A
Padics 30). Theoreticdly, readeas avare of the atifice of al poery will regard any clams about
human vauesOwith some skepticism. Poetry presents not Ghe truthObut theater.

As much as Qhrtifice of AbsorptionOcals atention to the problem of the reade® passve
absorption into a text, this essay/p oem concludes by arguing for an Ontensified, technologizedO
absorption that would take the reader Onto amore ideologized / or politicized spaceO(53). In fact,
Bernstein says that his poetry ostillates between Gibsorption & impermesbility / [which] are the
warp & woof of poetic compositionO (86). Marjorie Perloff has referred to his technique of
juxtgposing the two modes as an Gt of adjacency.Oln his own description he refers to the medicd
term Qlysraphism,Owhich, he notes, Gneans congenita misseaming of embryonic partsO(A Padics
23). In a QlysraphicOpoem, the reade has a heightened sense of poetic artifice; the parts stay parts,
ingtead of blending into a harmonious whole. Faced with such atext, the reader feds outsde @ a
digance. As familiarity with this poetry grows, however, that distance diminishes. At one point
Bernstein offers an illuminating andogy: his thoughts on absorption remind him of Susan Howe®
andysis of a @aptivity narrativeOas told by a seventeenth-century New England woman (25). A
cgptive of Native Americans for three months, May Rowlandson experienced both a fear of
becoming absorbed into an (therOculture and an attraction. This is the ambiguity Bernstein wants
his reades to experience: English spegkers may recognize the language in his poems as disturbingly
different, and resist plunging in; with time, though, they will notice themsalves becoming QhativeO
readers of the once-gtrange language. Then, and most importantly, when they GeturnOto rormdO
English, they will be conscious of the artifice of Grorma.ONo language practice should be taken for

granted or assumed to be the only one.



Bernstein addressed this connection between poetry and fear in his 1990 poem GAutonomy |s
JeopardyQ QPoetry scares me,Ohe says, because of its Qvirtud (or ventriloquized) / anonymity,0
which offers no protection againgt Qts accretive / accelerationO(Republics 307). Bernstein® poetics
of artifice ams to place both the writer and reader in that condition of anonymity. In his Oroday®
Not Opposite Day,Oa cal-and-answer poem, the find stanza includes a nod both to his collection
My Way and to Emily Dickinson: QVhat will you say, Nonny?/ What will you say?/ 1@ just a
nobody making my wayO(With Stings 77). Dickinson® 1861 poem begins: Q@ Nobody! Who are
you?/ Areyou - Nobody - too2D(Franklin #260). Writer and reader thus make a pair of nobodies.
In a sense, Rowlandson became a nobody during her captivity (or absorption), neither English nor
Native, and the poem, like the QWildernessOin which she traveled, is a space that encourages a
divestment of the interfering ego. A nobody: somebody with an open identity. In Bernstein® poem
Orhe Lives of the Poll TakersOthe poet explains that the poems he writes are not about him
Qhough they / bammemed and a few lines later he adds Q@ a very becoming guyO(Dark City 15,
16). The poet is like a spiritua medium, channeling what comes from utsideOReades should
follow [113] suit, and redize that the things we read are not about us though they baomeus

A list of Bernstein® maor books of poetry includes Catrdling | nterets (1980), Idd9| rritatians
(1983), The S@hig (1987), Rauch Tradss (1991), Dark City (1994), and With Stings (2001). Reaudics o
Redity: 1975-1995 (2000) usefully reprints Berngtein® early work, as well as some from the early 90s.
Repubics begins with Parsing (1976), the title a description of the poet® task: Qhis parsing of the
world / to make worlds & worldD(55). In isolated passages the voice seems persond (Q@ not
going to change my languageO[26]) but it shifts between and sometimes within lines so much that
the poet must be read as performing the QO from a multitude of postions. There are as well
sequences that play on the various uses of a wordN Qurning a bed down / or a desf ear,Ofor
instanceN and ones that reflect on decentered movement in language: Gvhat we have is anetwork,O
just Ga sequence of camping sightsO(52, 64). In Pardng then, one can see dready the wide range of
formd experimentation that characterizes dl subsequent Berngtein books, a range that includes
fractured and dysraphic poems, collage and quotation poems, ONew SentenceOpoems (in which a
semantic gap exists between sentences), song-like poems, and typo poems. Hisimmense capacity for
comedic play, as in, for instance, Gonveyor bets / incapeacitated for severd weeks with
psychomimetic complaintsOis even more obvious when he performs his poems for an audience
(Cantrdling 6). Opportunities to hear him read are not to be missed: they prove that meaning redly
can dgpend on howthe poem is read.



In Bernstein® dysraphic poems, the line bresk often signds a shift: in G&. McC.Ofor example,
QuURN / faceto a/ ineitade/ picturesque/ baulk / DESRE / tokened by / topology®Othe/ see/
ORO/ vefrumdungedfet / autonomous explosions / tege as / blocks, cirding / like (star),
fl..m..n..g../ are, leapN O(Repudlics 84-85). Or the shift occurs within the line: in QLive ActsOwe
read, Qour redaction / of sundry, promise, another person, fills dl the / conversion of tha into,
which intersects a continud / revulsion of, againgt, concepts, encounterO(Cantrdling28). Meaning is
thus not held to an exclusve moment but is dispersed throughout the poem. Lines in QPinot
BlancoOhave a ONew SentenceOquality: CHowly but surely | felt arumor in my pan (succor in her
refrain, agroomer in my brain). As for instance sdlt tastes sdlty, pepper hot, sugar sweet, gpples tartO
(With Stings 91). The language in a Berngtein book often modulates between relaively impermesble
passages, as in (. McC.,0and transparent or absorbable ones, as in these two in GEmotions of
Norma PeopleQ Qvioreover, dl systems components/ Are easy to instal & reconfigureOand Of yau
wauld loeto belivingyaur lifein a dfferet way but don®went to spand a lifeimelesrning honO(Dark City 86,
92). Composed entirely in the language of advertising, saf-help books, thank-you letters and so on,
CEmotionsOexposes, when juxtaposed with his other poems, the artificia techniques at work even
in our everyday language; the everyday has been made strange.

Basil Bunting® comment that Qe lose very little by not knowing what the wordsmesn, so long
as we can pronounce themO struck a chord with Berngtein (qtd. in A Podics 58). Bunting was
thinking of how, in his experience, people reading or lisgening to aforeign language can ill enjoy or
even understand some of it. Berngtein® poem (Egg Under My FeetOtedts that possibility: ONVhaz iz
maze, / INtendant to dEep fray ap ferg/ exum[p]les twishting the roop / off@ unt goatee® buck.
Fogem / frumptious besquamitity / voraxious flumpfO(With Stings 80). Ostensibly amess of typos,
these words can be pronounced. A reader could produce a homophonic trandation (choosing
English words that sound like those in the origind) of this poemN as Bernstein sometimes does
with poems in other languages. Again, one finds abundance in a Berngtein book; adjecent to poems
that seem far from a persond expression of the poet are ones that display an enacted sdf in socid
gace, the salf dramatized. Many aspects of the poet® identityN his socid status as a New York
intellectud, his postion as a husband and father, his Jewish heritage, his gende’N are parsed. An
ironic voice in Orhe Influence of Kinship Patterns upon Perception of an Ambiguous StimulusO
observes tha nobody wants to hear QAbout the pan we men fed / Having our prerogatives
questionedO(Dark City 133). Another voice says that a Gpoem bleeds/ Metgphoricaly, just like |



do,Oand afew pages later comes the question QVhat color blood came out2J134, 136). A mixture
of red and black?

The effect that Charles Bernstein® books and teaching have had on writers, critics and students
congitutes only apart of wha has made his presence in American poetry so substantid. Thereis his
promotion of new mediain the 1980s, when he argued that poets needed to look & how writing on
a computer would extend what had dready been made possible in the shift from the pen to the
typewriter, and much of his work has been made fredly available online. As well, he has fostered
exchanges among American poets and poets in Canada, Europe, and the Americas. More recently he
has written librettos for concert hal musicians (Skadoatime[2005]); hisinterest in performance led to
arole in a Hollywood film (Findng Farete [2000]) and a series of radio and tv commercids (for
Yelow Pages). In QArtifice of Absorption,OBernstein quotes Veronica Forrest-Thomson®idea that
poets should write so that it becomes Ompossible as well aswrong for criticsto strand poemsin the
externd worldO(A Puodics 10). Made of and in the world, Bernstein® poems have not been Ieft
dranded. His QLive ActsOpoem ends O hese projects done contain / the person, binding up in an
unlimited way what / otherwise goes unexpressed O(Cattrdling 28). Attempting an Qunlimited wayO
has been his way. [114]
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