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THIS ISSUE IS DEDICATED
TO THE MEMORY OF...

Michael Scholnick, Tim Dlugos, and Lorri Jackson,
three fine poets we have recently lost.

A special section in memory of Michael can be found
on pages 21-22.

Next issue will feature a section on Tim's life and work.

Catchword Papers announces a new book!

THE FORMAL Ftl)ELll OF KISSING
Bernadet¥e Mayer

A volume of translations, imitations and
epigrams. Investigations of the Latin and
Greek with reflections on meta-modern life.

Now available in large 10 X 7 in. size, 30
pages, numbered limited paper edition.
$6.00 plus $.90 postage per copy with
checks or money order made payable to
Paul Cummings from:

Catchword Papers
Attn.: Paul Cummings
420 E. 72nd St.

New York, NY 10021

Ardent fans may inquire for signed hard
cover, ltd. ed.
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SPECIAL SECTION: CLASS

EDITQR’S NOTE: I got the idea for this topic at last year's Symposium. It seemed odd that the wide range of
discussions on "power" seldom mentioned "class". I began to wonder if the concept had lost its significance... had

been repressed...or replaced by another term.

To find out, I gathered essays, reviews, and poems that addressed the issue. Here are some of them.

SOCIAL CLASS AND
THE WRITER’S IDENTITY

Paul Hoover

In the United States, where the myth of a classless
society is strong, it is considered bad taste to speak of
class difference. However, it is obvious that literature,
like real estate and fashion, is socially coded. Texts,
whether poems or ads for cars, are mirrors in which we
see our group’s ambitions reflected. In short, we go to a
piece of writing to be reminded of what we already
know to be true. A writer’s style can be determined to a
large extent by what’s on his driver’s license, such as
age, race, and residence. His ideal reader, a member of
the author’s social class, hovers over his shoulder
during the act of composition, demanding praise and
surrender. The muse is a cop.

I once wrote an essay called “The Reader’s Egotism”
asserting that each text is a secret appeal to identity.
While appeals to gender and ethnicity are often overt
and inherently “moral” due to the marginality of their
groups, class appeal is usually subtextual and implicitly
guilty of promoting one group’s interests over another.
This is especially nasty when the defended group is
already powerful. In “Criticism and Class
Consciousness” (American Literary History, Fall 1990),
Mark Edmundson reads Roland Barthes’ short essay
“The World of Wrestling” as an implicit slur against the
“non-intellectual lower classes.” In interpreting
wrestling as fascist spectacle, Barthes displays his
upper-class fear of an aroused volk, thereby placing
himself disdainfully above them. “Barthes’ essay,”
Edmundson writes, “is a form of literary education. It
teaches you to repudiate a kind of reading, and in doing
so to repudiate a certain class.” Poet June Jordan writes
in The Progressive, “I am looking for an umbrella big
enough to overcome the tactical and moral limitations
of ‘identity politics’—politics based on gender, class, or
race. I am searching for the new language of a new
political consciousness of identity.” But her writing
strongly appeals to identity, just as, consciously or not,
everyone’s does. All poetry is political poetry, teaching

the acceptance or repudiation of certain values.

The terms “highbrow,” “middlebrow,” and “lowbrow”
are no longer in fashion, yet they explain a lot about
artistic behavior. For instance, classical music is used
for Lexus car commercials. Those with the money for
tasteful quality cars are the upper middle class, the
dominant consumers of art, who favor “highbrow”
music. James Merrill’s poetry has the elegance and
refinement expected of this group. So does John
Ashbery’s. However, Ashbery’s work is “democratic”
in its unexpectedness of idiom and reference. Ashbery
is the more Shakespearean of the two, eager to use the
speech of low and high church. Yet they share elegance,
charm, wit, and a sense of art as superior amusement.
Wallace Stevens’ poetry also had these French
characteristics. Periphrasis, 2 major Ashbery device, is
essentially an aristocratic mode. With a few exceptions
such as Walt Whitman, major American poets have
been of the upper middle class. William Carlos
Williams was upper middle but acquired an idiom for
his poetry that was comparatively proletarian. This
willingness to move across code is morally attractive. In
The Wasteland Eliot uses lower and middle class
characters primarily for satirical purposes, deriding
their social positions.

The middle-class desire for “transcendence” is code for
its desire to rise in class on the wings of art. Bohemia is
populated with middle-class kids pretending to fall in
class. But their fashionable late Marxism (for example,
performance art as dematerializing the art product)
simply results in new art commodities. The
performance artist’s commodity, reputation, may be
cashed in the form of ticket sales, college concerts, the
book, video, gallery show, and other spinoffs. As
Salvador Dali and Andy Warhol understood and Karen
Finley now understands, art is the lubricant with which
the arts class fucks money and influence. Every
philosopbhical or aesthetic breakthrough is also a
marketing triumph. It is an aristocratic tendency, by
the way, to disdain commerce and “commodification.”
Art is supposed to be a sacred activity. In the
aristocratic scheme, the artist needs to please only the

1
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generost, his or her patron.

This is a country in which even the leading proletarians,
such as Allen Ginsberg, are at least middle-class, and
some, like William Burroughs, are patrician. In fact,
tl'.xey are not proletarian at all, but rather bohemian, the
hip bourgeoisie. The world of fiction may be slightly
more forgiving. Raymond Carver’s working-class
stories have gained an acceptance that working-class
poetry cannot. But once a person becomes an artist, to
some degree he or she abandons working-class status.
As Alan Lomax said of the Cajun musician Amadie
Ardoin, “He was a poet, and like all poets he preferred
making verses to working in the hot sun.” Saul Bellow
was raised in Chicago’s Humboldt Park, a place not
known for its social advantages. Shakespeare held no
titles. This would argue that there is an aristocracy of
talent that transcends class; that the greatest writers
sympathize with the interests and idioms of competing
groups. Bahktin would call this “heteroglossia.”
However, a multiplicity of voices is easier to achieve in
fiction than in lyric poetry, which Bahktin considers
“monologic.” The recent return to the long poem is, I
believe, an attempt to represent a breadth of experience
and language. Despite its wariness about the narrative
mode, without which there is no fullness of
counterpoint, language poetry has made gains through
expanded reference.

The avant-garde consists of high art puritans who see
art as sacred but use “low” materials in creating it. The
“height” of John Cage’s work is its “low” perception
that ordinary noise is music. But only citizens of
privilege tend to allow themselves such lighthearted
insights. A working class artist is generally too
concerned with his or her economic life. The
patronizing term “primitive artist” is also class-specific,
used by bourgeois artists and critics to distinguish the
presumed amateurism of “folk art.” I teach at what is
widely known in Chicago as a “working class arts
college.” In our culture, the expression is an oxymoron.

Like bohemianism, vanguardism has its history in
capitalism and a self-confident bourgeoisie. The
“advanced” (the term is class-specific) take pains to
distinguish themselves from the “backward.” With
occasional setbacks, such as the important fact that
“vanguard” and “avant-garde” are dated as terms, they
manage to steer through historical or technological
changes without the loss of their own class ideology.
This often requires quite subtle adjustments such as
conflating Marxism and aestheticism, each of which
disguises the other. For instance, language poetry has
helped prepare us for, if not defend us from, the age of
the sound bite, remote control device, incessant

television viewing, and the cut and paste keys on our
word processors. It understands the metaphors of
electronic access—a blink speaks volumes—while
maintaining rigorous literariness and exclusiveness. It
can even be said that language poetry is a way in which

- upper middle discourse prepares to survive the

decentralization of poetry culture. There is nothing
wrong with this. All social groups seek to thrive and
even triumph. It is also true that the vanguard, being
small in numbers, has more to fear from the center than
the center has to fear from it. I once attended a meeting
of Associated Writing Programs at which Donald
Justice, to the delight of cheering mainstream writers,
summarily trashed the vanguard. The Black Mountain
poets, he said, are “fascists”; Robert Blyisa

“charlatan”; and the work of Kenneth Koch and John
Cage is “infantile.” I have never seen class (and
regional) warfare so openly conducted by a presumed
intellectual. It was done, of course, under cover of
aesthetic difference. But aesthetic difference is social
difference. Wallace Stevens wrote, “A change of style is
a change of subject.” I would add that a change of style
is a change of social class.

Language poetry’s battle with “voice” and the
“metaphysics of presence” is class-related. Both are
values of the middle and lower middle classes, whose
chief means of expressing power is their physical
presence, speaking voices, and sheer numbers. The
middle prizes directness and clarity, often wrapped ina
pink cloud of longing. Accustomed to the
complications of power, its reversals and negotiations,
upper middles are comfortable with ambiguity and
irony, which look to the middle-class writer like
treachery, obscurantism, and unnecessary displays of
virtuosity. But hieratic privacy of language has been in
existence as long as priests and sheep. When it becomes
widely used, it is time for the priesthood to prepare a
new code. Otherwise, the priesthood would be
outmoded, and the mystery of “the poem” would lose
its sacramental power. In the social context of the
upper middle class, this power is primarily glamor;
among middles it is self-expression. “The poem” is 2
rather pale commodity, but like classical music it has
the allure of sophistication and tradition. What’s in it
for us? Learning to decode its mysteries, like playing
squash, means we “got class.” The vanguard’s insistence
that its codes are democratizing is simply a disguise for
its height. Middle style insistence on what is “natura,
“moral,” and “of necessity” disguises its social climbing
and will to dominance.

In its contempt for “the personal voice,” recent

vanguard poetry shares the aristocratic argument 0%
T.S. Eliot against personality in poetry. The subjectiVé
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in poetry smacks of the hot, untutored crowd, each
with his own desire to interpret the tablets. It is true
that the middle’s melodrama of self has become such an
official style that its thousands of narratives reduce to a
single complaint. The problem with this vanguard
critique is that its own style is reductive.

If all writing is political, we are all guilty of
exclusiveness. Short of paralysis—ceasing to write or
writing poorly in search of innocence—there would
seem to be no solution to this dilemma save an
unembarrassed pursuit of one’s ethnocentrism, gender
bias, and class loyalties. Beyond that step, however, lies
the potential for full-blown cultural separatism.

Among Paul Hoover's recent books are The Novel
(New Directions), a book length poem, and Sasgon,
Illinois (Vintage), a novel. Aong with Maxine
Chernoff, he edits New American Writing,
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THE EMERGENCE OF
SOCIAL SPACE: RIMBAUD
AND THE PARIS COMMUNE, Kristin Ross

University of Minnesota Press (2037 University Ave. Southeast,
Minneapolis, MN 55414), 170 pp., $14.95, paper.

Reviewed by Jim Feast

Perhaps one can’t understand a person by seeing them
or meeting them. It is better to cut a perimeter and try
to understand the things around them.

Or, perhaps, this should be posed another way, as
Kristin Ross does in her fascinating and enlarging
book, The Emergence of Social Space: Rimbaud and the
Paris Commune, that is, in terms of class. The
personality as such is something that has been granted
and distributed to the upper middle class (by the logic
of the system) as a reward for governing the others.
Thus, at least for the nineteenth century, lower-class
fictional characters did not suffer heart throbs or grow
to maturity in the way that the middle-class ones did
because they lacked the prerequisite: singularity.

And so, to study a writer such as Rimbaud, who is a
bum, a tramp outside the confines of the middle class,
with spectacles devised to examine the efflorescences of
individuality such as Mallarme or Flaubert is a mistake.
Such a writer must be examined in his uniqueness as
must the lower-class character of any type, as a
personality half merged in a crowd.

But this is interesting. I would like to point to three of

the remarkable conclusions Ross makes from all this.

L. According to the hegemonic view of the period, the
lower-class person could not grow up, as the process
was understood, involving choosing a vocation and
founding a household, but remained in perpetual ado-
lescence. So it is too that Rimbaud is labelled by critics
as a flaming youth who never lived to put his emerging
powers into full practice. So too, Ross remarks, the
Paris Commune (the temporary upheaval in 1871 when
the working class and petit bourgeois citizens took
control of the city from a government debilitated by a
war then in progress) is classified as adolescent because
it didn’t establish an enduring system of power. And
yet, “This viewpoint, as the Situationists point out,
forgets that for those who already lived it [the
Commune] the fulfillment was already there.” (p. 45)
Which involved “completely transforming the nature of
space time,” so that, for example, there was “a
‘spontaneous’ temporality where-by citizens were no
longer informed of their history after the fact but were
acutally occupying the moment of its realization.” (pp.
41-42) Further, living in this revolutionary situation,
contemporary accounts testify, people saw the calendar
unshackled and day and night fall to pieces.
Adolescence, then, was when nothing was earned but
everything was taken. This is the adolescence visible in
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the relaxed lexicon of Rimbaud where Parnassian
phrases and shit flow in the same flue.

IL. To hate the name of poet. Rimbaud did not
violently reject his vocation of poet by going to Africa
as is commonly believed. Ross explains that he gave up
poetry when he sat down to write his first poem. After
all, if one can never get a personality to one’s credit,
how can one get to be a poet. Or, looked at from
another direction, if ‘poet’ is one of the sub-categories
of bourgeois individualism, how much could it be
worth to Rimbaud and his declasse cronies? The fact
that they did write poetry for a few years means that an
unstable historical conjuncture existed then when
meanings grew fluid and the word ‘poet’ lost many of
its properties and all of its propriety. It was one of the
few times in history when the name ‘poet’ did not
stink. The mantle could thus fall briefly on those who
never really existed but flowed, imagistically, through
the swarm.

III. To hate the names in language. It is not as if, in
some deconstructionist or anarchist way, Rimbaud was
unhappy with language because it restricted his self
expression. Lacking a self anyway, that is hardly
possible. Rather he detested that under imperialism the
words are slanted in such a way that it is impossible to
use them. In writing, he hated, above all, the metaphor.
“Rimbaud’s flight from I’etre poete can best be charted
in terms of his flight from ... the poet’s characteristic
tool of metaphor.” (p. 125) Following Sartre, Ross
notes that metaphors are conservative. They tie even
closer together words that depend on a substrate of
essences determined by the rulers. Rimbaud’s
characteristic device is, instead, the slogan. In the
slogan, both in advertising and in poetry, “affectivity
destabilizes semantic content, what is transmitted is
not a precise meaning but rather the desires that
mobilized a particular situation.” (p. 150) Not a poetry
of tautly produced word strings but of slogans that
memorialize a second of desire, or rather of reaching.
This, as Ross notes in the last chapter of her
magnificent study, is poetry most appropriate for a
personality that has never been keyed in. For a semi-
self that is thrust along desires that, whatever they are,
can only be fulfilled outside capitalism somewhere,
somewhere in some deserted desert.

Poet and playwright Jim Feast has just completed a
book on crowd behavior in Stephen Crane's writings.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
SUZAN-LORI PARKS

Stephen Paul Miller

(SPM) The Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole
Entire World employs what might be considered an
African American dialect. Do you think that that
dialect has class connotations?

(S-LP) No. It’s less of an African American dialect and
more of a construct informed by, among other things,
an African American vernacular.

(SPM) In The Last Black Man, it seems as if the African
American experience is related to a linguistic
experience.

(S-LP) Sure...fractured...fragmented...borrowed...the
way people speak whose ancestors worked and were
never paid and were also owned. Those people bring
those qualities to their means of expression. I'm sure
the descendants of serfs might use similar qualities in
their speech.

(SPM) So the dialect you use does concern class?

(S-LP) I don’t think about it as concerning class. That’s
a critical vantage point that’s afforded someone who’s
very much outside the situation. You see what I mean,
Stephen?

(SPM) Class implies a lack of subjective involvement?

(S-LP) Someone in it just doesn’t use that word. The
words used by people watching people in peril are very
different than the words used by people in peril. Aska
man in a burning building to describe his situation.

(SPM) What, the dialogue of burning? That reminds
me of Artaud—you know—signaling through the
flames.

(8-LP) Which side of the flames is the artist on?

Suzan-Lori Parks is a recipient of a 1990 Obie Award
for her play Imperceptibile Mutabilities in the Third
Kingdom, as well as a 1990 Fellowship from the New
York Foundation for the Arts.

Poet and critic Stephen Paul Miller has just completed 3
book on Ashbery's Self-Protrait in a Convex Mirror
and its relation to Jasper Johns and Richard Nixon: He
i1s a professor at Boricua College.
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