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Those Damn Workshop Poems

In describing the intentions of Charles Bernstein and Bruce Andrews’ undertaking of their journal and forum for writing about the processes and significance of Language Poetry, “The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book,” Lee Bartlett explains, “The impulse behind much of this material, it seems to me, is as much a reaction against a prevailing aesthetic, an attempt to provide a critique of the American ‘workshop poem’” (“What is Language Poetry,” Bartlett).  This desire on the part of language poets and theorists, outlined by Bartlett, to undermine the canonized American “workshop poem,” derives in large part, out of a fear expressed by  Bartlett that “Workshop poets are not only naïve in their sense of ‘voice,’ the implication is, but in their failure to understand the political overtones of such a stance as well” (Bartlett).  In this sense, the language poets are concerned with the underlying political ramifications of the American “workshop poem.”  According to these language poets, “The workshop poem, with its insistence on translatable experience, fails to question the historical, social, and economic context, merely accepting as given the prevailing ‘market value.’  It refuses to recognize, Bernstien argues in ‘The Dollar Value of Poetry,’ that ‘we speak of poetry as being untranslatable and unparaphrasable, for what is untranslatable is the sum of all the specific conditions of the experience (place, time, order, light, mood, position, to infinity) made available by reading.’  And it is for this reason that many of the language poets insist on a poetry which resists any ‘normative standardization in the ordering of words in the unit or the sequencing of these units’; resists, that is, the APR poem” (Bartlett).  Therefore, it is a prevailing sense among language poets that the “workshop poem” contains severe cultural, as well as linguistic concerns.  However, in their maniacal attempts to devalue the position of the “workshop poem,” language poets fail to acknowledge that such referential poetry contains elements of poetic value that they are unwilling to retain in the construction of an altered sense of contemporary poetry.  Fortunately, there are existing poets, such as Alice Notley, who are able to straddle the border of language and referential poetry, and who are consequently able to bestow their poetry with some of the significant cultural and linguistic concerns that arise in the theory of language poets, without relinquishing the admirable human elements of referential poetry that make such work accessible and pleasurable to an integrated poetic audience.  


The cultural concerns of the language poets in reference to representational poetry are partially centered around the degree to which the “I” centered “workshop poem” does not appear to recognize the extent to which it is influenced by an overriding capitalist mode of thought.  This way of thinking is dependant on the presence of the market in determining the value of any item.  As Marx explains, “prior to the existence of a ‘market,’ there is of course no notion of ‘market value,’ only ‘use value’…. Once a market economy is in place….the whole foundation of our thought changes.  Once we begin to exchange commodities on a basis that is other than use value, we are participating in ‘an illusion called market value; it is really the market….that has begun to determine value now.’  This new value…’divorces the worth of objects from the labor that went into their creation and the use to which they may be rationally be put, and therefore estranges humanity from itself” (Bartlett).  What is particularly troubling to the language poets is that this kind of market system invisibly interweaves its agenda into all aspects of culture, including the language.  In fact, Michael Davidson goes so far as to say, “one might treat the linguistic structure of the declarative sentence as a microcosm of power relations in a capitalist society” (The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book, Michael Davidson, 149).  Therefore, the representational poets are not capable of deconstructing the cultural hegemony of capitalism that exists in language, in large part, because they are not even aware that it exists within the poetry they compose.  Essentially, by continuing to subscribe to the existing “workshop poem,” which favors the translation of the experience of a particular speaker, more conservative American poets are perpetuating the illusions of capitalist society that emphasize the importance of the individual.  In such first person referential poetry, language poets would be quick to contend that “the I is in a privileged position unaffected by the words” (Bartlett).  By failing to question the underlying societal implications of the workshop or voice poem, referential poets are effectively subscribing to capitalist thought.  

Linguistically, the language poets are also critical of the workshop poem’s failure to realize the role it plays in the reductive process of using entirely referential language.  In his essay, “On Semblance,” Charles Bernstein argues, “The order of words, the syntax, creates possibilities for images, pictures, representations, descriptions, invocation, ideation, critique, relation, projection, etc.  Sentences that follow standard grammatical patterns allow the accumulating references to enthrall the reader by diminishing diversions from a constructed representation…. Each word narrowing down the possibilities of each other, limiting the interpretation of each word’s meaning by creating an ever more specific context…. (Charles Bernstein, “Semblance,” 116).  In this way, the language achieves no progress.  It cannot incorporate the reader as an active member of the process of poetry because it acts to translate experience through reference instead of providing the reader with an open text that essentially serves as a kind of experience itself.  Language poets do recognize the fact that it is nearly impossible to dismiss all reference, “words are not, finally, non-referential.  For they originate in interactions with the world” (Bartlett).  However, Bartlett explains that “the language poets seek simply to diminish the importance of reference” (Bartlett).  By interrogating the accepted practices of poetic linguistics and voice, the language poets are able to establish alternative modes of thinking. 


In her essay, “The Rejection of Closure,” Lyn Hejinian makes a distinction between a “closed text,” and an “open text,” “we can say that a ‘closed text’ is one in which all the elements of the work are directed toward a single reading of it….In the ‘open text,’ meanwhile, all the elements of the work are maximally excited” (“The Rejection of Closure,” Lyn Hejinian, 619).  Furthermore, Hejinian goes on to explain that “the ‘open text,’ by definition, is open to the world and particularly to the reader.  It invites participation, rejects the authority of the writer over the reader and thus, by analogy, the authority implicit in other (social, economic, cultural) hierarchies…..The ‘open text’ often emphasizes or foregrounds process, either the process….and thus resists the cultural tendencies that seek to identify and fix material, turn it into a product; that is, it resists reduction” (Hejinian, 619).  Making use of an “open text” allows those language poets who are critical of the reductive referential writers an opportunity to ignite within their audience a desire to seek alternatives to the social, cultural and economic prescriptions of the “I” centered texts traditionally employed in American poetry.


While the cultural and linguistic critiques that language poets offer for the conventional “workshop poem” are founded in legitimate concerns, and effectively interrogate the bourgeois complacency for capitalist ideology, their insistence on the failures of the “workshop poem” creates a situation in which they force themselves to uniformly remove from their poetry all elements that could be associated with the “workshop poem.”  Thus language poets place their work into a distinct margin of poetry in which a theorist such as Marjorie Perloff must question, “are the language poets in fact naïve in their failure to question the practical aspects of their political rhetoric?….And perhaps most important of all, are these writers, theory aside, producing poetry that matters?” (Bartlett).  


Perloff’s question is a legitimate concern and critique of the work of language poetry.  While language poetry may be doing much to extend the boundaries of poetic thought and practice, they are creating work that is so cerebral, it often appears virtually inaccessible without the accompaniment of complimentary theory.  What they create under the title of poetry often appears to be something bordering more closely on a linguistic philosophy.  Stephan Fredman explains the extent to which these language poets “privilege the critical intelligence over the ‘orphic, bardic impulse in American poetry” (Bartlett), saying “these poets are ‘originally critical, practicing a vigilant self-awareness that calls forth language and subjects to an examination of its mediatory function.  For these poets the critical activity of deconstruction, of investigating a text as an endless play of subtexts, is a means of poetic creation’” (Bartlett).  Therefore, the creative spark for their artistic creation appears to be based on their desire to dismantle the residing poetics of the workshop poem.   


Although language poets may be successful in their goals of reordering literary history and understanding, their work have produced some entirely new concerns in the field of poetry.  In his book, The Marginaliztion of Poetry, Bob Perelman describes language writing as “the activity that blurs the distinction between reader and writer, poet and critic” (The Marginalization of Poetry, Perelman, 36).  Under this definition it can be seen that language poets are capable of reviving the role of the reader within poetry.  Instead of being a passive receptor of a text, the reader is now able to share in the creation of a piece of writing.  However, the price to be paid for this kind of reader agency is that the audience must be comfortable with the concept that what is offered to them in the form of language writing is more complicated than a decipherable referential text.  As Perelman also points out, “language writers can write as intellectuals, not just poets; and many poems trespass, in various seemly to unseemly ways, on the territory conventionally reserved for criticism” (Perelman, 33).  Therefore, a reader of language poetry must be willing to accept the position of co-creator before engaging a language text.  Essentially, a reader cannot fully appreciate a piece of language poetry without recognizing the significance of the theoretical ideology of language writers.


The position that language writers occupy by critiquing the ideology of the “workshop” poem, is one that is founded in cultural and linguistic concepts.  They express legitimate concerns about the degree to which reference poetry passively accepts the social hierarchies of capitalism.  However, they occupy an uncompromising position of attack against such concepts concealed within the “workshop” or “voice” poem, and therefore refuse to incorporate any element of the “workshop poem” that could potentially infect language writing with the complacency of bourgeois capitalist culture.  This stance is one that is criticized for its apparent inaccessibility and impersonal nature.  For example, Mary Karr argues that “to pay so little attention to the essentially human elements of a poem makes a monster of poetry’s primary emotional self, its very reason for being” (Viper Rum, Mary Karr, 52).  So while the language poets are capable of attacking the political and cultural schemes that remain present in “workshop poetry,” they have consequently produced a body of poetry that “occupies a middle territory bounded on the one side by poetry as it is currently instituted and on the other by theory” (Perelman, 15).  In this sense, the work of language poets almost deserves to be classified as something other than poetry.


Being so absolutely attached to theory, one must question whether or not the theory offered by language poets actually precedes the artistic practice of their poetry.  Their work is so clearly acting on political, linguistic and cultural agendas outlined in theory.  Consequently, the poetry they produce must be molded to fit their theoretical concerns.  In this way, the pure organic process of creating poetry is unnecessarily influenced by theory.  In order to address the near necessity of utilizing theory in accessing the highly intellectual “open texts” of language poetry, language poets would likely argue that working simultaneously with theory and poetry creates an even richer textual experience.  One language writer, Ron Silliman, says, “Are these examples of poetry made subservient to (or, in Creeley’s words, ‘describing’) theory?  No more than the sonnet.  Every mode of poem is the manifestation of some set of assumptions.  It’s no more foolish to be conscious of them—and their implications extending into the daily life of the real world—than it is to actually have some idea how to drive before getting behind the wheel or a car” (“Of Theory, To Practice,” Silliman, 663).  While Silliman’s analogy is logical, it also indicates the extent to which the experience of language poetry is influenced by theory.  If one needs the context of theory in order to prepare for the textual experience of the poetry, than one must question the purity of the reader’s shared position in the creation of a text.  While there may be elements of language poetry that allow its audience to experience the text, a particular reader must be given instruction as to how to approach these elements of language writing, thus rendering the experience impure. 

While it remains to be seen what place language poetry will ultimately occupy in the overall context of literary history, it is clear that its interrogations of the “workshop poem” have had a great deal of influence on contemporary American poetry.  Not only has the theory been widely read and considered, many of the techniques of language poetry have been incorporated into the work of more mainstream poetry.  For example, Alice Notley manages to create a body of poetry that overlaps the boundaries of referential and language poetry.  She makes use of various elements of language poetry, such as montage, shifting voices, and varied syntax and word order.  While borrowing these techniques from the language poets, Notley also retains a level of referentially that gives her audience the potential to decipher within her poetry a dramatic narrative, without casting her poems completely in referentiality.  

Notley’s poems are stylistically diverse as they maneuver between and intertwine the techniques of the workshop poem and language poetry.  At times Notley’s work resides more distinctly in the category of referential poetry, and at times it swings more decidedly to the other end of the spectrum, but at no time does Notley entirely abandon the pleasures of the referential poem.  In “I—Towards a definition,” the reader can clearly trace the narrative as the speaker in Notley’s poem grapples with the process of grieving for a man, “Ted,” who is presumably the speaker’s husband.  The poem, like much of Notley’s work, is filled with varied syntax, temporal shifts, and lines that stand independently while simultaneously interacting with each other to produce a text that is certainly as open as it is closed.       



The referentiality of the poem is introduced immediately as the poem begins with an exploration of “grief” (1).  “It’s black and material I’ve seen it” (1), the speaker explains.  This opening line is free of punctuation, and therefore alerts the reader that this text will require a larger degree of participation than an average “workshop poem.”  Notley’s frequent omission of punctuation is an indication of her desire to interrogate some of the accepted hierarchies present in American poetry.  Notley also uses the line as an independent unit of thought in a manner similar to the way that a poet such as Lyn Hejinian chooses to use the sentence.  In this way, Notley is able to create a text in which each line interacts with those that precede and follow.  For example, later in the poem Notley writes, “No luxuriance in this process no dolorous / sea of grief it’s a battle” (8-9).  While these two lines are separated by a line break, the lack of punctuation creates a fluidity between two simultaneously independent and connected fragments.  Each line is self-contained and offers the reader its own commentary on the subject of grief.  However, when examined in relation to one and other, new possibilities emerge about their overall content.  Notley ends the first of the two lines with an adjective, “dolorous,” that hangs at the end of the line without a subject to modify.  The following line begins with a potential subject for the dangling adjective, but this “sea of grief” appears to be previously engaged with the remainder of its own line.  This ambiguity empowers these two lines with several potential interpretations, all of which enrich the reading of the poem as a discussion about the grieving process.  If “sea of grief” is attached to “dolorous,” the poem could be discrediting the cliched idea of a “sea of grief.”  It could also be attacking the cliché and exploring the extent to which grief is “a battle.”  Regardless of how this fragment of text is interpreted, it is clear that Notley has succeeded in syntactically opening the text.  


“I—Towards a Definition,” also contains those “essentially human elements of a poem” (Karr, 52), that Mary Karr was concerned with.  The subject matter of the poem addresses a common human condition, and illustrates the complexities of being immersed in grief.  “Grief’s not a social invention / Grief is visible, substantial, I’ve literally seen it” (21-2).  While this kind of rhetorical construction would not be acceptable to language poets who are opposed to the presence of the privileged voice of poetry, it is certainly appropriate in the context of conventional contemporary poetics.  Further, the embodiment of grief that Notley describes when she explains, “I once saw it in pieces / in the air of the apartment tatters / whirled around me like burnt paper” (3-5), relies in part on reference, but also recreates the sensation of grief through image.  In this way, Notley is able to stray across either side of the line separating language and referential poetry.


Notley also makes use of repetition, another component of language poetry which Lyn Hejinian describes, saying, “repetition disrupts the initial apparent meaning scheme.  The initial reading is adjusted; meaning is set in motion, emended and extended, and the rewriting that repetition becomes postpones completion of the thought indefinitely” (Hejinian, 620).  Notley’s version of this tactic of language poetry appears in her poem, “Point of Fidelity.”  In this poem, Notley opens with the lines, “Taking a large bloody napkin upstairs / Then eat a blue heart-shaped valium / with a red dot on it” (1-3).  These lines are reinvented again and again throughout the body of the poem.  They are never repeated verbatim, but the repetition of the image continually shifts and reorients the significance of the passage.  The second time it appears, the tense of the image is altered from present to past, and the language becomes less detailed in representation, but more exact in specific meaning.  “Took the bloody napkin upstairs / then took a blue heart tranq” (13-4).  In subsequent versions of the image, diction is altered again, “Bring the bloody napkin upstairs / Don’t take the blue heart tranq” (20-1).  The image appears several more times throughout the poem, and the effect is to alter the reader’s perception of the speaker’s actions.  Through repetition, the image of the “bloody napkin” and “blue heart tranq” effectively “challenges our inclination to isolate, identify, and limit the burden of meaning given to an event” (Hejinian, 620).  In this way, Notley incorporates another significant tool of language writing within her narrative.


In another poem, “A Metaphysics of Emotion,” Notley employs several tecniques of language writing, including repetition, montage and shifting voices.  First of all, the repetition appears as a recurrence of themes as well as images.  The initial theme of the poem, that of “the cosmos or void a cloud with a gold crust under it” (1), reappears under the category of creation.  In the poem it is written, “this is a vision, that it—what I will be after my life” (2).  Throughout the work, there are instances in which the images and diction are connected to creation.  “Sex begins again in widowhood” (6), is contrasted with “sex destroys creation” (23).  Later, Notley also writes, “a metaphysical existence / texture counter to our world which is calling me to be / created” (26-28).  Finally, there is one more recurrence, “I’m creating myself enlarging from a fleck of gold or blue” (33).  This process of reiteration certainly “disrupts the initial apparent meaning scheme” (Hejinian, 620), and therefore acts in accordance with the philosophy of the language poets.  


The shifting voices contained within “A Metaphysics of Emotion,” can be seen in the way that Notley meshes the “I” of the poem with the other pieces of the narrative.  “I’m enclosed in midnight blue / it’s the color of / Isolde’s and Tristan’s forest—which is only my own / park Tompkins Square / expanding from a hidden thicket into woods in which / I’d glady stay with you, die and decay to a handful of bones” (8-13).  In these lines, the voice of the poem becomes complex as it reaches a level of fluidity between the first and third person.  While this kind of writing remains relatively referential, it can be linked to the practice of language poetry.    

Notley’s poetry also borrows from the language poets political and linguistic concerns, but the presence of this material is more obviously accessible the text of her work than it is within the poetry of the language writers.  While the language poets hope to translate their political agenda through the composition of their work and the way in which it is meant to be read, Notley addresses these concerns in a referential manner.  The way in which this material surfaces in Notley’s poems is not in accordance with the methods of language poets in so much as it is told to the reader and not left for the reader to discover through experience.  However, some of the messages offered by Notley’s poem, “The Tyrant,” are easily linked with the political rhetoric of the language poets.


In the poem Notley makes reference to the patriarchal hierarchy of poetry as she says, “on the throne in a pointed crown / the tyranty wise man with wide / grin” (8-10).  This image is followed by a stanza that criticizes the extent to which a great deal of contemporary poetry perpetuates the social and political structures translated by capitalism through language.  “Make a poem for people to understand / oh why they don’t want understand / except what they already do / middleclass pulings about airless / situations” (11-15).  This stanza to contains a parallel to the concerns expressed by Marjorie Perloff in her essay “Against Transparency.”  Here she asserts that “’poems’ are embedded in what are alternately weighty and witty anecdotes that serve to keep the audience more or less awake and geared up for their next poetic shot” (“Against Transparency”, Marjorie Perloff).  Notley goes on to criticize the accepted politics of poetry by attacking the position assumed by canonized male poets.  “back to the king, their king / he’s also the king of the avant-garde / the king of multicultural poetry / ….everyone makes him king” (16-21).  


While Notley’s political rhetoric is aligned with that of the language poets, she does not appear to possess a resolution for remapping literary history.  Later in “The Tyrant,” she writes, “I must / kill this man over and over in / order to / exist” (25-7).  Essentially, Notley bemoans the extent to which her identity remains a function of the patriarchal structure of linguistic and cultural practice, and her desire to alter the existing system.  However, she also recognizes the potential difficulty in reordering the present structure.  “So let’s say I say I kill him / ….Do the words on this page, are they owned by him / do the words then slide off and collapse / do I keep on walking do I / do I talk     and what do I say / is it something I already know, from where…” (39-46).  Notley’s concerns derive from her understanding of the politics of contemporary writing and her fear that should she be given an opportunity to reorient the existing politics, any new direction would be intrinsically influenced by the presence of the previous order.  Thus she remains unsure of her ability to reconfigure the current hierarchies.

While it ultimately remains to be seen just how influential the political, social and 

linguistic agenda of language poetry will become, it is difficult to deny the extent to 
which language poets have encouraged a greater awareness within the field of poetry to 
certain broad underlying consequences involved in the practice of the contemporary 
American “workshop poem.”  In explaining the importance of art, Michael Davidson 
argues, “I would have to say that a critique of capitalist society begins with an art that 

investigates its own modes of production…. I’m thinking here of an art which is 

conscious of its own vulnerability in a world of attractive, institutionalized solutions: an 

art which regards itself as a form of knowledge rather than a strategy in pursuit; an art 

that in asserting its objectivity and integrity does so without forgetting the realm of 

human concern” (Davidson, 150).  Despite any criticism that can be offered against 

language poetry, the movement has accomplished much of what Michael Davidson recognizes as true art.  Language poets have undoubtedly developed a poetic movement that is devoted to knowledge and uses its intelligence to scrutinize the existing structure of American poetics.  In this sense, the language poets have at least partially achieved the goal of interrogating some of the cultural and linguistic ramifications of referential poetry.  However, it can also be seen that it is possible to accomplish some of the goals of language poetry without entirely abandoning all elements of the workshop poem.  In this way, as evidenced by Alice Notley, a reader can interact with a partially referential text and ask some of the very same questions posed by language poetry without having to sort through accompanying theory. 

