NEW CRITICISM

“But our present concern is different from that of the historian or psychologist. Now we are primarily interested in the nature of the poem and its quality: we are critics and appreciators of poetry. 

If the poem itself is our primary interest, we may say that there is no good reason why we should investigate the origins of the poem, that the poem is what we want in the end and that a knowledge of the materials that went into the poem or of the process by which it came to be, cannot change the nature of the poem itself.”

-- Brooks and Warren, UNDERSTANDING POETRY 1950

PARADOX  (from Princeton Dictionary of Poetics,p.876)

“a form of indirection which is distinctly characteristic of poetic language.”

-- Brooks, THE WELL-WROUGHT URN

Brooks does not use paradox in the strict antithetical sense but gives it unusual broad range by showing that good poems are written from insights that enlarge or startlingly modify our commonplace conceptions and understandings., especially those residing in oversimplistic distinctions; this “disruptive” function of poetic language is precisely what Brooks calls paradoxical.  Since the degree of paradoxical disruption is an index of poetic meaning, paradox and poetry assume very close affinity with one another.

Subsequently, this New Critical emphasis on paradox was taken up in deconstruction. Paul de Man argued the insistence on the unity, harmony, and identity of a poetic work was irreconcilable with their insistence on irony, paradox and ambiguity – or rather, that the insistence on unity was the “blindness” of the new Criticism, whereas the insistence on irony and paradox was its “insight.”

ORGANICISM


In 20th C. poetics, the organic analogy has been particularly attractive to those theorists who argue that a poem must be experienced in isolation from other objects for the sake of its intrinsic values. A poem is an autonomous, autotelic object which, properly apprehended, produces in the reader a unique kind of “aesthetic” experience which has been variously described as having such qualities as absorbed but disinterested contemplation; a pervasive hedonic tone of considerable intensity; a heightening of consciousness inspired by beauty or other aesthetic qualities; and a sense of inner coherence, completeness, and harmony. The evocation of aesthetic experience is primarily dependent on perceiving the poem as integrated (“organic”) whole or gestalt. The whole is prior to the parts. Hence the most important excellence that can be attributed to any of its parts is to show that it is a necessary element to the whole.

…. In the latter 20th C., some critics have become skeptical about the desirability or even possibility of achieving unity … in works of art. It is said that even though organicism may reflect the human attempt to bring order to an otherwise chaotic existence, it also parallels the undesirable values of totalitarian systems of government or repressive cultural conventions.

Order is desirable, but humans also need freedom, innovation, and differentiation. The study of poetry from this perspective has shown the  presence in it o ambiguities, incoherences, indeterminicies and gaps which organicism with its commitment to the ideal of tight unity tended to ignore or denigrate. Thus some modern poets compose works deliberately incorporating discontinuities, obscurities, irrelevancies, and inner contradictions, devices that frustrate a traditional reader’s expectations that the work should make sense and be an integrated whole. The reader is invited to …enjoy other values: a sense of free play, active participation in the creation of a poem, release from the restrictions of linguistic and genre conventions, and a discovery of the fluid, associative, contingent nature of existential reality when it is stripped of the forms imposed on it by culture. Such recommendations are in part the recommendations of deconstruction, which claims no text can have a determinate, totalizable meaning reflecting a “centered” structure or synthesizing principle.”

"The Widow's Lament in Spring" 

by W.C. Williams

Sorrow is my own yard

where the new grass

flames as it has flamed

often before but not

with the cold fire

that closes round me this year.

Thirty five years

I lived with my husband.

The plumtree is white today

with masses of flowers.

Masses of flowers

load the cherry branches

and color some bushes

yellow and some red

but the grief in my ear

is stronger than they

for though they were my job

formerly, today I notice them

and turned away forgetting.

Today my son told me

that in the meadows,

at the edge of the heavy woods

in the distance, he saw

trees of white flowers.

I feel that I would like

to go there

and fall into those flowers

and sink into the marsh near them.

"LYING IN A HAMMOCK ON WILLIAM DUFFY'S FARM IN PINE ISLAND, MINNESOTA " James Wright

Over my head, I see the bronze butterfly,

Asleep on the black trunk, 

Blowing like a leaf in green shadow. 

Down the ravine behind the empty house,

The cowbells follow one another

Into the distances of the afternoon.

To my right,

In a field of sunlight between two pines,

The droppings of last year's horses

Blaze into golden stones.

I lean back, as the evening darkens and comes on.

A chicken-hawk floats over, looking for home.

I have wasted my life.

BAHAMAS

Where are we,

Mary, were are we?

They screen us and themselves

With tree lined lanes

And the gardens of hotels tho we have traveled 

Into the affluent tropics.  The harbors 

Pierce all that.  There are these islands

Breaking the surface 

Of the sea.  They are the sandy peaks

Of hills in an ocean

Streaked green by their shoals.  The fisherman

And the crews from Haiti

Tide their wooden boats out

In the harbors.  Not even the guitarists

Singing the island songs

To the diners

Tell of the Haitian boats

Which bear their masts, the tall

Stripped trunks of trees

(Perhaps a child

Barefoot on the ragged deck-load

Of coconuts and mats, leans

On the worn mast) across the miles

Of the Atlantic, and the binding glitter

Of the sea.

George Oppen

POSTMODERNISM

"There is no Archemedian viewpoint: rather, history and culture are texts, admitting an endless proliferations of readings, each of which is unstable.

--Susan Bordo, FEMINISM, POSTMODERNISM AND GENDER SKEPTICISM

"The very criteria demarcating the true and the false, as well as such related distinctions as science and myth and superstition, were internal to the traditions of modernity and could not be legitimized outside of those traditions. Moreover, it may be argued that the very use of such criteria ... had to be described as representing the growth and development of specific regimes of power.

 --Linda Nicholson, FEMINISM/POSTMODERNISM

"Liberal individualism denies difference by positing the self as a solid, self-sufficient unity, not defined by or in need of anything or anyone other than itself. Its formalistic ethic of rights denies difference by leveling all such separated individuals under a common measure of rights. Community, on the other hand, denies difference by positing fusion rather than separation as the social ideal."

 Iris Marion Young, "The Ideal of Community and the Politics of Difference," SOCIAL THEORY AND PRACTICE, Vol. 12, No.1

“In the gap between what one wants to say (or what one perceives there is to say) and what one can say (what is sayable), words provide for a collaboration and a desertion.  We delight in our sensuous involvement with the materials of language, we long to join words to the world—to close the gap between ourselves and things, and we suffer from doubt and anxiety as to our capacity to do so because of the limits of language itself.


Yet the very incapacity of language to match the world allows it to do service as a medium of differentiation.  The undifferentiated is one mass, the differentiated is multiple.  The (unimaginable) complete text, the text that contains everything, would be in fact a closed text.  It would be insufferable.”


Lyn Hejinian, FROM THE REJECTION OF CLOSURE


If there is no universal truth, if there is no hierarchy inherent in experience, poems may partake of and ironize the fiction of high and low culture, may use poetic devices such as syntax and diction to create fissure in voice, the spokesperson of the unitary self. Postmodern poems often break up the fiction of mimetic experience, so the artifice of the poem is acknowledged, so no truth is arrived at. A poem then becomes a process, a probe, an investigation, on its own terms, not in search of a "subject" extrinsic to the linguistic experience.

Ira Sadoff 

“THE ONLY DANCE THERE IS”

Rebecca Byrkit, from zealand

Oh no! He's going to show it to me --

The gelatinous spore burst like a shot bird's foot --

Splayed, in the nest of his own little egg cup ear. God!

Is it he, or is it I, in my white spikes and Levi's,

Peeling sweaty red labels off Buds, who becomes

Slowly exposed, a pornographic snap developing

At a While-U-Wate Shak? Is it my turquoise lighter holder,

Or my voice, full of coins and strangulation, 

That compels the alcoholics, the men I literally live for,

To repeatedly ask what I want? "Hey, what do you want?"

I know girls who dance in bars and marry, like, firemen.

This man here is so unemployed I could talk to him

All night. I'm saddled on a teetering labrador of lust, drunk

And ready to fill up a station wagon. It is

     the degringolade of the species of woman I am --

The curl of my big leg and the sure smell of that sweat,

Redolent and in that Terrible Vicinity. Here, let me buy that,

I am transmigrating in the def leppard of my "desire"

And it has happened before, is happening, will happen again,

All of it. It's the old lovemaking in the cemetery routine, Johnny.

The last beauty I fell for drank me AND fucked me

Under the table. He said, "Hey there, you little redheaded sweetiepie, you.

Perfection, my life is an open casket funeral; darling,

Our love is the visitation hour." You heard what he did next.

Frankly I still admire him.

I have nevernever touched myself so well,

Nor could I observe a man jerk off in a sock with such joy.

At times I swear the sex of the earth is a bedwash and sponge for Jesus.

At times I swear I could live with a man I'll call "Tom"


forever: when we met he bound me with Venetian blind cord

And went down on me for roughly nine hours. He delivered

His own daughters' sons. You know how it must be for me.

Drunk in bars, I feel the righteous ness of humidity and cherry,

Initials carved in tequila-drenched grain with "surgical precision."

We are listing toward the primordial wind and I talk about men

To me. (Once my hair caught fire in a tavern.


The man who set it horsewhipped my head, singeing


His shavebrush Stetson.)

An absolute glance. Tufts of a botched permanent wave. O,

You drunk and fucked-up munificence. O, unshaven, Midnight,

Kindly lubricate my introduction to your unspeakable ring of chaos

You understand to be your life. You will surely pull the coil out of my car.

Oh no! He's going to show it to me --

God save the two of us, supernova.

