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Best American Poets 1994
The following poets shared their works in a reading 
at The Bookery last month to commemorate their 
recent inclusion in The Best American Poetry 1994, 
published in September by Simon and Schuster. The 
poems which follow (with the exception o f Burlin Barr’s) 
appear here for the first time. The authors are all residents 
of Ithaca.

Angela Shaw
Tango

Under the threat of timpani thunder he cuts 
the mg, a plush, lizard-green shag, quivering 
with bees and the stung throats of sweet 
clover. Moreover, he is not yet dead.
His incessant metronome kicks
like an old guilt, and his footwork
still makes any stiff partner turn
silken. Drowsy, slow, the mower rolls
her R’s, some approximate concubine, undone
by the merciless choreography of late
August: what is left must be settled on.
His children have come, stilted and grown, 
fingering their late mother’s bone 
china, unsettling dust in rooms thick with tinkling 
figurines. A haunting of clocks crowds 
his walls, each one holding its stale breath.
The afternoons drone on, stagy and dazed. Dog- 
day cicadas exhume themselves, telegraph 
their terrible passions from tree to tree.
Lacewings take wing from the uncut grass, 
in time with his now-orchestrated back 
and forth, and summer’s last mow smells of red 
wine or the first dark sex after betrayal 
then forgiveness. Later he’ll savor the petulant 
edge-work, the tidying-up, looking rakish 
and lost, trawling the lawn for survivors.

Burlin Barr
Cul de Sac

It seems scarcely accidental 
that the more peculiar places fill in 
as the most natural ones.
This morning they removed the street 
beside the house, but left behind 
its barely perceptible grade 
and curve. Now the 
bus stops have moved again

and forcibly transposed every coming and going 
into an'event I recognize.
The avenue is completely different.
And with it, this vista of you I never knew it held, 
framed by maples cleared away 
just as their turning became visible.
Even while you’re here, you’re here 
and gone, taking care to locate the ways 
that reveal a cityscape you can bear.
You’ve designed it—I mean 
doesn’t one design 
a place by walking around in it?
By accidental discovery,

through cults of wandering, 
along self-imposed detours,
I’ve located passages visceral to me 
as the right-handedness of our embrace, 
to later find they harbor disorientation 
beyond recovery: intersecting parallels, 
boundaries I can’t find the edge of.
It seems we’re wishing most of the time
for simultaneous existences, but how to respond
when identical discoveries turn up fully intact?
Passages we had located far apart 
have been revealed themselves linked 
at their boundaries.

I’m retracing now
this morning’s path, following to a T, 
as though something were lost and traceable 
en route—an affirmation in a way.
But the business of the day is removal, 
and the city’s issuing permits by the dozen.
Now, even as I approach you,
the blocks are breaking loose from their perpendiculars; 
even as I arrive, the neighborhood ends 
in its own center.

(This poem originally appeared in Grand Street.,)

Roald Hoffmann
Looking Into the Cave

Phyllis Janowitz
The Prize

1
For a town boy the earth cellar
was a store of smells; dominant onions,
turnips under sand, sometimes
the sweet decay of an apple drifting by.
In the newly dug deep part 
the earthworm-dank earth’s 
place to hide.

2
In a bunker under the Horwitz tanning company 
twenty seven people lived fifteen months.
They had good ventilation, kerosene lamps, 
and a way to the sewers through which someone 
went out each week to buy food. Hela 
gave birth to a boy there, her friends 
covering her mouth. People worried 
about the child crying, so it died.
The mother couldn’t stop crying, but she learned
to keep herself quiet. The bunker
was cleaned out by an SS detail with dogs
in May 1944, three weeks before the Russians came.

“What is the one unattainable?’ 
the interviewer asked, sidling 
up with a smirk, his sheik’s

eyes dancing the tango together.
“Oh, one must be oneself!” was 
the correct reply. To be

another is the one unattainable.
To be another is desirable 
by far. But if one were

another one would long to be another.
This is what one thinks
and thought. They have set one

adrift with nothing but the alphabet 
for compass and six memories 
that have not yet melted and

gelled into nostalgia. “Thanks 
a bunch” one mutters through 
stiff lips (eyes fixed,

3
After the war we used to play 
in concrete bunkers in Germany.
These stank of animals and shit, 
but there was a chance of finding a foil 
chocolate wrapper for my collection, 
or an unfired cartridge 
that you could work on 
to get the powder out.

4
On this free and grassy hill 
I saw the debris of excavation, then 
a hole into the ground, widening 
like a sunken tepee.
There was a ladder.
The old smell of the earth
came into me, so I had to go down.
Two steps down the ladder,
in the penetrant patch of sunlight
I saw my shadow cross
the frozen snakes on the floor.

Cynthia Bond
November

In lessening circumference 
the trees limitless 
stitch up closer clouds; 
cover comes from packing 
in the lopped-off sky.
Think of the calmness of what amounts 
to a breezeway, resting between entrances, 
holding propped
tools of earlier use. How the eye draws 
in familial circle
avoiding the shedding vagrant matter 
of unauthored demise.
How less and less what happens does in air. 
Blue’s natural
in the face, its history’s there 
and thinning the daily stragglers. 
Surroundings search us for peerage 
while we’re uncrested, though 
at home. Knuckling, feasting, 
making with the tales.

Fred Muratori
Extreme Unction

No good reasons cure the sick. The body in its quiet 
spread of limbs and letdowns picks a breath with caution 
and relief, a wrong choice being finall, held in half.
The whispering in corridors, specialized language 
of a subject almost theological in its unknowing 
precision, collects and hovers where the light won’t reach.
How often in the jagged rise of history has 
speculation quartered truth, run its gutters through 
the tended fields as thousands watched, convinced enough 
to mourn the lie, the wreckage that was certainty? A secret 
here somewhere, hidden in the words, those same words bartered 
by the learned ones in robes and mortarboards and 
business suits. Believe in immortality. Believe 
in absence waiting for eternity to reach its brim.
Believe in sated lives, in memory as real as a wall.

determined not to let a single 
tear slip through.) What does 
that mean, “a bunch” one wortders?

A bunch of gladiolas?
A bunch of codling moths? 
“Thanks a bunch” one

repeats, taking out some 
bowls of letters from the hold, 
adding saltwater in a pot,

making soup. It tastes 
vile, like boiled 
socks, or an old sombrero

one eats when one has lost 
a bet thought certain, but 
not, after all, so.

Angela Shaw is a lecturer in English at 
Cornell University.

Burlin Barr is a graduate student in 
English at Cornell University.

Roald Hoffmann is a professor o f  
Chemistry at Cornell University.

Cynthia Bond is a practicing attorney. 
Fred Muratori is a reference librarian at 

Cornell University's Olin Library.
Phyllis Janowitz is a professor o f 

English at Cornell University.
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Newton in Love
Carey Harrison

To the best o f our knowledge, Sir Isaac 
Newton never fe ll in love, never engaged 
in loveplay, and lived and died chaste.

What follows is a brief excerpt from  a 
work in progress, a fic tio n  about Sir  
Isaac written by the British novelist and 
dramatist Carey Harrison, revealing a 
hitherto unknown side o f the great 17th- 
century scientist.

Entitled Newton In Love, it is one o f a
series o f dramatic monologues or "mono
p la ys"  com missioned by the BBC and 
collectively called “Harrison's Bigwigs ”, 
to commemorate the tercentenary o f the 
death o f the composer Henry Purcell in 
1695. Purcell was a contem porary o f  
Newton, Locke, and Wren— who are 
among the “Bigwigs ” to be celebrated in 
this series o f plays.

Carey Harrison, currently a Visiting 
Writer at Cornell, is the author o f five  
novels and close to 150 scripts and plays 
fo r  theatre, film , TV, and radio. Recent 
BBC com missions include Landscape 
with Classical Ruins, a play to commemo
rate Alexander Pope’s tercentenary; and, 
to honor the centenary o f  Lord Ten
nyson's death, The Water-Cure, which 
was nominated fo r  a Sony Award fo r  Best 
Original Script.

D ear friend, Is there any greater 
Pleasure than that of a Theorem 
proved? What could be more 

Sublime than this, yet at the same time 
more Domestic? Without stirring from 
my chair I journey to the Moons of 
Jupiter, and then, with Telescope, paper 
and pen, suffer the Drudgery of Mathe- 
maticks, to discover that what I have 
already dreamed: is true! ay and for all 
E ternity to come. You will say this is 
Sublime. As it might be: conversing Face 
to Face with the Creator. And yet I see 
him not; I feel him not; all I do is Play— 
and He likewise, no doubt, within me. It 
is so intimate a Thing. Am I not like a 
child who in his nightly Fancies fashions 
sweetmeats and Baubles so like to living 
toys he thinks to hold them fast and have 
them when he wakes; and wakes, and has 
•them still? Ah my friend my dear dear 
friend, what can compare to this? I tell 
you there is nothing in all this W orld 
more sweet than committing to paper the 
First Page of a Proof! And yet, are these 
not Nursery charms? Meat for the poorest 
dreamer? Is this meat fo r  strong men? Is 
this not rather milk fo r  babes'? A prisoner 
chained to the wall in a windowless cell 
could bestir himself as little and delight 
as much, could he not? I believe I have 
not slept for 5 Dayes and Nights together: 
therefore m istrust my words, or trust 
them the better, as you will. The Universe 
has come to me in my room like a bird to 
a limed twig - You see? Now I am the 
pedlar in this story and here it sits before 
me captive in its cage of sums, behind 
these bars of ink - and sings! To celebrate 
I have thrown open all my windows, to 
the World; to the worst that London can 
do.

T o c eleb r a te ; but also to distract 
myself from certain Noises here 
within my lodgings, of which I 

shall yet speak to you. And to stay certain 
Disturbances here within my heart, for it 
is of these I mean to write to you today. 
No I shall not send this letter. I shall 
rather make Notes for a better time, and 
you shall - So.

Noises. I must write of these Noises 
and whether they be the Prom ise, as I 
have writ before, of a new Flood, that 
once more men may see God’s face and 
look to the heavens as the Babylonians 
did and the Chaldeans after the first 
Flood. You will say I am losing my wits,

yet He that spake to Noah will He not 
speak again to some one of His servants 
He m ight deem W orthy? And here is 
another Corollary. Do You love m el If I 
am much deceived in your Love then I 
shall know whom to blame for this. The 
great fellow Lock it was (as I believe) 
who informed me you did love me, and he 
is perhaps no Friend to me, wishing rather 
to embroil me in Lies and Shame whereby

I might falsely suppose your Love to me.
Proof! Here are the Postulata. That I 

love you with all my Being, wherefore: 
must it not be so, that You love Me? Can 
One be drawn to A nother if the other 
draw him not? And if the other doth 
indeed draw him, can they do so without 
witting of it? And if they are not witting 
(here we want a Calculus indeed, nay a 
De Motu Amatorum), can the Body of the 
first part prove and make guaranty to the 
second body that they also do love, hav
ing first drawn Love from this Body (my 
Body)? How prove th is? I mean: how 
prove (to you) the first Hypothesis, which 
is that Attraction must be M utuall, as 
much in the Book of Nature as in that 
Book of Scripture by which Almighty 
God saw fit to draw the heavens, wherein 
no heavenly Body draws Another but it is 
Drawn. For are not Action and Reaction 
Equal and Opposite? There can be no 
Exception to gravitational Law, or the 
heavens wd fall, yea by one Mass that 
refused to Exert its Due of Force over 
Another. And shall You be that recalci
trant Force sufficent to Deny the Uni
verse? Ay, by refusing to love Me. The 
fool Newton tries to prove his Love 
Returned, by Mathematicks. Yet it can
not be foolish; for why do I love you? 
Some say it is your Form; and some your

mind. Well, they are excellent. And oth
ers yet will say that you worship my Per
son, that is as some wd say my Genius, 
and that I am Flatterd into Love. Not so, 
for all my life I have fled Flattrers. Why, 
then? Are you so little kin to the Wise 
and the Fair that I have known these 50 
yrs, without yielding to Corruption? No: 
where a man loves, there is he loved, it 
cannot be otherw ise though one lover

denye it as the Heathen doth the God that 
loves him still—O yet I am no Adept here 
and want a Hermes Trismegistus to guide 
me through the Vortices. For what if you 
are an Im postor and some Corrupting 
Fiend hath set you on to draw me with 
your Eyes?

Believe me, I do not seek Comfort, not 
even on your Brest. It is His Holy Truth 
and His Wisdome that I seek. Is it His 
Will that I should love you? Or is this the 
work of a Demon and a Corrupter? I have 
not slept for 5 Dayes and Nights together. 
Resist the Fiend and he will Fly from 
thee.

Y et  I kn o w  where you are today, 
my Retrograde Planet. That is: at 
my Lord’s, in Essex; by my Cal

culations some 45 m iles d istant from 
where I stand, give or take a Furlong. 
Must I add a new Corollary to my Laws 
of Gravitation when I observe that I feel 
your Attraction the more, the farther you 
are away from me, and seek the harder to 
draw you back to me, the faster you flee 
from me? Do you feel it too? Is not this 
the Centrifugal Force in Love, the Action 
that draws away from the Centre a Body 
of a certain Mass, an Action exactly  
equal to the Inward Force required to 
keep it from flying away altogether? Yet 
to keep our Spheres in their Place, how

shall the Pull of the one be Sufficient to 
hold the other in Orbit? For here the 
Inverse Square, whereby the Force corre
sponding to the Larger Distance is pro
portionately the Smaller, will not 
Answer: or are you indeed less mindful o f 
me the farther you are away from me? We 
know, and this you may not denye, that 
every Portion of Matter exerts a Force 
upon every other Portion o f Matter equal 
to the Multiplying of their Masses togeth
er and the Dividing of them by the Square 
of the Distance between them. Is Essex 
so W eightie in your Thoughts and my 
Person so far distant from them that we 
shall yet, like Comets, turn Wanderers 
and escape our mutuall Orbit: to spend on 
the Void our Silver Tresses (as I might 
say: the Last o f our Tale)? Have you fo r
gotten me? I pray you do not abandon 
me, rather bethink yourself of my Fate: a 
Body that is at Rest will continue at Rest 
unless a Force acts upon it; yet alas what 
I know of the Void tells me that there, 
despite the Fancies of the Ancients, a 
Body moving steadily in a Straight Line 
will continue to move in that Direction 
into all Eternity, with the selfsame Veloc
ity.

S h a ll  I tell  y o u ? I shall. Whis
per it not, but I have been 
endeavouring to satisfy myself in 

a Matter regarding that selfsame Void. 
That is to say: the great Spaces between 
the fixed Starres, and those between our 
neighbor Planets also. For, is it indeed a 
Void, intirely Empty? Is it not rather, as 
Scripture tells us, the Habitation of cer
tain unusual Bodies, whose Mass, small 
as each might be, must yet have a percep
tible Effect upon the Absolute Action of 
Gravity, and explain such M inuscule 
Irregularities as I have observed in Grav
itation? In short: by these Irregularities, 
perceived before me by Galileo Galilei 
(whereof he sayes no more.lban.tb3t.ius 
Calculation of the Moons of Jupiter do 
nearly answer to their Orbits) I do 
believe I now stand ready to Explain each 
and every Irregularity in Calculation of 
the Movement through the Void of Heav
enly Bodies: which should be Perfect, 
seeing that the Void hath not one Jot of 
Matter to distract the Work of Gravity. 
What then, you will ask, are these Unusu
al Bodies whose presence is Announced 
in the Book of Scripture, and Attested in 
the Book of Nature by those Imperfec
tions and Irregularities in the Correspon- 
sive Revolution of the Heavens: Bodies 
all but Insubstantial? They are (you will 
have guest it) Angels. Dear friend, in the 
last Five Dayes I have proved my Theo
rem, and not only Resolved all Irregular
ity in the Celestial Mechanicks but at the 
same time I have, O how my pen shakes 
to write this: my friend, I have Precisely 
Determined the Mass o f Angels.

GO D IVA
Chocolatier

For almost seventy years,
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and satisfied the soul

When you think about it, life is 
brimming with moments worth 
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new baby, new home 

... the possibilities are endless.
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of just how sweet life is!
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Breaking Out of Silence
Iron House: Stories from the 
yard
Jerom e Washington
QED Press, 164 pages, $ 18.95

Joel Ray
The W arden asks, “H ow  are you?” The 
guard sergeant orders “Cop out,” and the 
shrink drugs those who don't. The doctor 
issues an aspirin for everything and signs 
death certificates with a grin. The preacher 
prays with half a lip and hangs onto his club. 
The prisoners ease their frustrations by 
sending each other to the grave.

W hen Saladine refused to take Thorazine, 
the guards said that he was rebelling. When 
Saladine tightened his fist against the pain of 
fifteen years in prison, the guards said that 
he had given the Black Power salute. When 
Saladine went to the parole board and asked 
to be released, the guards labeled him a 
“malcontent.” When Saladine exploded and 
sent three fellow prisoners to the hospital, 
the guards relaxed and called Saladine a 
"well-adjusted prisoner."

The real horror of prison is not the torment 
of human flesh, but the system that tolerates
it.

*  *  *

Only occasionally in Iron House does 
Jerome Washington give in to the urge to

sum up this way. Rather he tells brief sto
ries of people he has known: the guard 
who tries to incite Cold Duck to violence 
on the day he maxes out, and, failing, 
breaks down in tears and is known there
after by his fellows as a punk; the warden 
who threatens to write the names of all 
prison informers on a blackboard during 
mess and only by such use of jungle terror 
is able to end a hunger strike; Old Vinnie, 
who screams at a new guard, “This place is 
a mental institution. Now anybody who 
don’t know any better can come to prison. 
Ain’t no quality in prison no more. Even 
the warden is a mental case” ; the new 
young prisoner who is gang-raped and 
charged with “attempting to incite a riot”; 
Lizard Macdonald, who smiles only when 
he is conning the guards with his “Right 
on!” Uncle Tom routine and whom even 
the shrink can’t figure out; Shing-a-ling, 
who finally decides to learn how to read 
when he discovers that the note from the 
new young dude he fancies is really a 
threatening insult; the nightwatch guard 
who turns off the heat in the cellblock, 
knocks out the cardboard in the window 
when the prisoners complain, says nothing 
after they explode the next day and are 
beaten into submission by the riot squad, 
then turns off the heat again; the new Puer
to Rican boy, a suicide who according to 
the guards dies from “hyperactivity,” and 
for whom the preacher will not pray 
because the warden fears a riot if the boy’s 
death is thus dignified; Lobo, “a bad moth-

erhumper outta Biloxi” who when he stays 
put after sticking an icepick in another 
man’s skull, tells the'bewildered guards, 
“Damn, you is stupid. Dis is yo’ prison ’n 
you don’t even know there ain’t no place 
to run?”

As for “the system that tolerates it,” 
such everyday events can be known in the 
outside world only when people like 
Washington find the courage, and then the 
freedom, to speak them.

Beginning in 1972, Jerome Washington 
did 16 years in the New York State prison 
system where all of these things happened. 
He started a newspaper, was moved from 
Auburn to Attica when his activities as a 
writer became threatening to the warden, 
and in 1985 he sued the warden under the 
First Amendment and won. Later he was 
moved to Green Haven. This prison-hop
ping, being “put on the boat,” within a sys
tem already designed to erase any sense of 
self in the world, is what troublemakers 
can expect, especially those who sue the 
prison system or who write. It is a tragedy 
that Norman Mailer’s sponsorship of the 
prison writer Jack Abbott ended as it did 
because, once again, well-intentioned out
siders were seen to be “soft on criminals,” 
stupid even, and no doubt this has had its 
effect on the willingness of people outside 
to champion prisoners’ rights. That will
ingness right now seems at an all-time 
low, and so the appearance of this book 
(Washington’s fourth), which has won the 
1994 Western States Book Award, will, I 
hope, be cause for reassessment.

A series of vignettes and sketches cover
ing Washington’s time in the joint, Iron 
House is a deceptively fine piece of work. 
I began it, jumping from vignette to 
vignette, thinking it had no center, no 
coherence. But fittingly, you have to be 
patient; what you finally get is a distilla- 
tiqn of Washington’s observations over 16 
years, sharply written, each snapshot and 
portrait evoking meditation and demand
ing response. Cumulatively, it presents an 
emotional and intellectual consideration of 
prison life that raises profound issues not 
usually discussed. One of the biggest, to 
my mind, is that prisons are the one insti
tution in American life that have no coher
ent history— that can have no history 
beyond the scattered individual utterances 
of the men who have lived in them (and 
the specific accounts of disastrous inci
dents like the Attica uprising and massacre 
that spill over into public life) because 
silence and buck-passing and arbitrary 
authority and secrecy are the order of the 
day, every day. Prisons are the one institu
tion for which the organized written word, 
even its own, is anathema; they are run as 
petty fiefdoms by men who rarely bend for 
the state’s correctional authorities, and 
whose stock-in-trade is not policy but 
improvisation, not security but harrass- 
ment.

Jerom e Washington

Washington takes Old Vinnie’s history 
seriously; “The other guards avoided the 
young guard for the rest of the day. No one 
wanted to look him in the eyes. No one 
was ready to admit to him that old Vinnie 
was right.” That is, that the prison system 
had degenerated in his lifetime into a 
“bughouse.”

I taught writing for six months at Clin
ton Prison in Dannemora not long after the 
Attica massacre, during a nervous time 
when volunteers were being allowed in as 
a way of easing the tensions. Even within 
that brief period (which ended when my 
efforts to establish the right for men to 
publish their work outside got me canned), 
the small class I taught gradually fell apart 
under the pressure of arbitrary transfers, 
absurd disciplinary punishments, the 
administration’s convenient forgetfulness, 
and plain fear. Washington’s inside stories 
echoed strongly in my recollection with 
stories from the men in my class. They 
talked about the warden being a drunk, 
about the zombies in the yard who had 
been stoked with Thorazine, about unpro
voked clashes with guards, about night ter
rors and day terrors. Their dreams were 
livid. There were tremors in the progress 
of the class—depression, anger, including 
anger at me—that I could hardly antici
pate. I never knew from week to week who 
in the class might be incapacitated in one 
way or another, what new rule we would 
have to deal with. As for the question of 
security, it was a bitter joke. Once, when 
the buzzer at the metal detector went off, 
the guardhouse guard told me my boots 
had steel shanks (they didn’t); it was a 
faulty signal, and when I picked up my 
pocket change and keys from the table, I 
realized I had a knife among all that stuff. 
I could have taken it right in. When I 
walked back and asked the guard to keep it 
until I came out, he hit the roof. The 
inmates told me similar stories.

Readers unfamiliar with prison life 
might think these men with the crazy nick
names are types, not individuals, and they 
might wonder about veracity. I don’t. As 
Washington says in the introduction, a

see Breaking Out, page 15

O ff Campus
At The Bookery

The Bookery continues its 1994 lecture series 
in the lecture space in Bookery II

Sunday, November 13th at 4:00 pm  
Caro le  Boyce Davies,

Professor in the Departments of English, 
African-American Studies and Comparative Literature 

at SU N Y  Binghamton,will speak on her new book,

Black Women, Writing and Identity: 
Migrations of the Subject

Wednesday, November 16th at 8:00 pm  
Carey Harrison,

currently teaching fiction writing at 
Cornell, is a prize-winning British novelist 
and dramatist with over 150 scripts to his 

name. Having worked with many of 
Britain's most acclaimed performers and 
directors (his father was the late Sir Rex 

Harrison) he has endlesssly found himself 
at the mercy of actors. In a talk entitled 

"Behind the Scenes at the BBC and 
Masterpiece Theatre," Harrison promises 

to "spill the beans" on the profession.

Sunday, December 4th at 4:00 pm  
M o lly  Hite, D iane M cPherson, & Kathryn M arch

will lead a discussion of their works recently anthologized in

Mother Journeys: Feminists Write about Mothering

The Bookery
D eW itt Building,

215 North  C ayuga St., Ithaca
For more information call (607) 273-5055
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Are We Nature’s Puppets?
The Moral Animal: The New 
Science of Evolutionary 
Psychology
Robert Wright
Pantheon Books, 467 pages, $27.50

Ted Underwood
Unfortunately, some books attract atten

tion in inverse proportion to their value. 
Right now, for instance, a poisonous book 
on intelligence entitled The Bell Curve, by 
Charles Murray and Richard Hermstein, is 
getting prominently reviewed through the 
simpl, and cynical device of whipping up 
class and racial hostilities. A few weeks ear
lier, Robert Wright published The Moral 
Animal, also on the connections between 
human biology and behavior. Wright has 
since sharply criticized The Bell Curve, and 
his book, read attentively, could help defuse 
the fears that Murray and Hermstein are try
ing to create. But because it’s less “contro
versial”—that is to say, less likely to polar
ize debate—The Moral Animal has attracted 
less attention.

Instead of looking for differences 
between ethnic groups, Wright is primarily 
interested in behaviors that human beings 
have in common: gossip, jealousy, self- 
deception, and a certain degree of altruism, 
for instance. His book has two purposes. 
First, he shows how evolutionary biologists 
are beginning to explain the way these 
behaviors originated in natural selection. 
Without denying the role played by culture 
and environment in human development, he 
offers a persuasive and brilliantly readable 
defense of the idea that there may be a com
mon human nature, and that it can best be 
understood if we understand how it was 
shaped by Darwinian forces. Second, he 
asks the question: if this is true, how (if at 
all) should it affect our social or moral think
ing?

Although Wright is by profession a sci
ence journalist (he is currently a senior edi
tor at The New Republic), his book is not a 
mere popularization of other people’s work. 
The Moral Animal is an ambitious attempt to 
put recent findings about homo sapiens in 
the context of a longer philosophical tradi
tion, to judge them next to Freud, Durkheim, 
and John Stuart Mill. It’s not giving away 
too much, I hope, to hint that Mill comes out 
looking particularly good.

Wright is at pains to explain the historical 
development of the work he’s summarizing 
and its guiding principles, and to show how 
it differs from crude social Darwinism. The 
idea is not, he points out, that our genes 
define us unalterably, or “that psychological 
differences among people boil down mainly 
to genetic differences.” Pace Murray and 
Hermstein, “the most radical differences 
among people are the ones most likely to be 
traceable to environment.” It’s the common 
elements of human behavior that are most 
likely to have a basis in human biology.

Among these common elements Wright 
includes status anxiety, “reciprocal altru
ism” (altruism qualified by grudges), guilt, 
and certain predictable kinds of self-decep
tion. Wright also believes there is a biologi
cal basis for differences in male and female 
behavior, because male and female repro
ductive biologies lead different courtship 
strategies to be favored by natural selection.

This part of his book has drawn negative 
attention. It angers some feminists, for obvi
ous reasons. In fact, it’s likely to anger any
one who prefers not to believe that they are 
enslaved to their sexual identity. As Wright 
himself admits, evolutionary arguments of 
this kind can look uncomfortably like “Just 
So” stories that always end by ratifying the 
status quo. Men succeeded by being aggres
sive. Women succeeded by being strategi
cally “coy.” Haven’t we heard this before?

Nevertheless, if you can stomach the 
adjectives “daddish” and “caddish,” which 
the author regrettably uses to outline a pre
dictable pair of alternatives for men, I think 
this part of the book is worth reading. 
Wright is not interested in telling women, or 
men, what sort of sexual roles they ought to 
adopt, or what their social aims ought to be. 
He tries, instead, to figure out which means 
are likely to achieve a given aim. In particu
lar, he argues that, given what we know now 
about male and female behavior, it was a 
mistake to believe that sexual liberation in 
itself would lead to more egalitarian 
arrangements between the sexes. This may 
not be news to anyone in 1994, but for 
Wright it’s important because it shows how 
the cultural-determinist assumption that 
men and women are substantively the same 
could lead people who believed it to adopt 
self-defeating strategies.

In my view, though, the most interesting 
part of The Moral Animal is not the discus
sion of sexuality; nor is it the discussion of 
friendship, social status, and self-deception 
that fills out the middle of the book. It lies 
instead in the last few chapters, where 
Wright tries to explain why biological evi
dence for “human nature” need not have the 
conservative political implications that are 
often drawn from it. Wright believes, for 
instance, that we can recognize that men’s 
and women’s minds are in some ways dif
ferent, while holding fast to our commit
ment to build a society that treats them 
equally. If, as seems likely, the next few 
decades bring increasingly unwelcome news 
about the biochemical and evolutionary 
bases of our behavior, it may become useful 
to know this line of argument by heart.

Wright begins with J.S. Mill’s essay on 
the naturalistic fallacy, “Nature.” Why, Mill 
asks, should we believe that “the natural” 
has any sort of moral sanction at all? Nature 
“impales men, breaks them as if on the 
wheel, casts them to be devoured by wild 
beasts, bums them to death”—you get the 
idea. It only makes sense to revere the natur
al order if you believe it was designed by a

beneficent creator, and the pleasant little ins 
and outs of the food chain don’t provide 
much evidence of that.

Nevertheless many secular people do still 
tend to assume that the adaptations evolution 
(Nature) has produced must be wise and 
good. This assumption, which lies behind 
the benign rhetoric of PBS nature specials, is 
based on an optimistic misreading of natural 
selection. Wright relies instead on the model 
of Darwinian selection popularized by 
Richard Dawkins under the title of The Self
ish Gene. In this view, natural selection 
doesn’t give a damn about making organ
isms happier or better; it was natural selec
tion, after all, that invented pain. Nor does it 
care about the good of the group, or the sur
vival of the species. What natural selection 
“cares” about, if you will, is merely the suc
cess of the individual gene. The genes for 
pain have been very successful; they tend to 
preserve themselves.

The first half of Wright’s response, then, 
is to emphasize that the fact that a certain 
behavior is “natural” says nothing in favor of 
it morally or politically. “There is no reason 
to derive our values from natural selection’s 
‘values,’ no reason to deem ‘good’ what nat
ural selection has ‘deemed’ expedient.” Up 
to this point the argument is the same as the 
one most of the actual researchers in this 
field have used to protect themselves: don’t 
worry about us, this is just science, and it 
needn’t have any political implications, 
because you can’t get from “is” to “ought.”

Wright takes things a bit farther, however, 
and this is where his most original contribu
tions are made. He agrees that you can’t turn 
a fact into a moral imperative. But, he sug
gests, our existing moral sentiments may 
properly be modified when we discover 
what really lies behind some of them. Our 
strongest moral intuitions quite often turn 
out to be nothing but natural selection’s way 
of getting us to do things that have been use
ful for transmitting our genes. When we 
realize this it may very well deflate the aura 
of divine sanction that surrounds those intu
itions, and we may discover that we want to 
partially “discount” those impulses.

We are right to say that we never dislike 
people without a reason. But the reason, 
often, is that it is not in our interests to like 
them; liking them won’t elevate our social 
status, aid our acquisition of material or sex
ual resources, help our kin, or do any of the 
other things that during evolution have made 
our genes prolific. The feeling of “rightness” 
accompanying our dislike is just window 
dressing. Once you’ve seen that, the feel
ing’s power may diminish.

Take the double standard for sexual jeal
ousy as an example. Psychologists who have 
surveyed both sexes find that men resent 
infidelity more acutely than women do. Men 
also, notoriously, apply an irrational double 
standard to their own behavior. In more than 
one society, male sentiments, and social 
codes, conspire to give female infidelity the
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aura of an unforgivable sin, while turning a 
blind eye toward the same behavior in men. 
There’s good reason to think that there are 
evolutionary reasons behind this, and that 
they are fairly crass. Women can be sure that 
the children they are raising are their own. 
Men cannot, and in the environment where 
early human evolution took place, genes that 
tended to produce easy-going cuckolds 
wouldn’t have survived very long.

That doesn’t mean that the double stan
dard is rational or socially useful, and in fact, 
we may want to be aware of its tendency to 
mislead us. We might want, for instance, to 
warn judges not to let these sorts of feelings 
warp the stringency of their sentences for 
domestic violence in the way it evidently 
does: in favor of men who murder adulter
ous wives. As Wright puts it, “Understand
ing the often unconscious nature of genetic 
control is the first step toward understanding 
that—in many realms, not just sex—we’re 
all puppets, and our best hope for even par
tial liberation is to try to decipher the logic of 
the puppeteer.”

Wright’s list of other moral intuitions that 
need to be “discounted” hints at his own 
political agenda. It includes the urge to pun
ish for retribution’s sake, a tendency “to be 
inconsiderate of low-status people and 
exceedingly tolerant of high-status people,” 
and a general tendency for moral indignation 
to be weighted in favor of oneself and one’s 
own group.

But on what basis can we decide to dis
count some moral sentiments and not oth
ers? Why should we discount the urge to ret
ribution, while retaining, say, imaginative 
sympathy? Where do you get all these 
“shoulds” from, after all, if not from another 
moral sentiment? Wright has an easy answer 
for this, because, as it turns out, he’s a utili-

see Nature’s Puppets, page 15
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In a Time of Violence
Eavan Boland
Norton, 70 pages, $ 17.95 cloth

Kevin Murphy
As a preface to her feminist essay, “A 

Kind of Scar,” Eavan Boland quotes her 
poem “An Achill Woman” and uses the cir
cumstances surrounding the poem as the 
opening out into her reflections on the posi
tion of women and women’s experience in 
Irish poetry. A young, privileged student at 
Trinity, she had gone off at Easter break to a 
friend’s island cottage off the west coast of 
Ireland to prepare for her exams, the “set 
text,” as she says, being the Court Poets of 
the Silver Age. The woman whom she met 
there was the caretaker of the cottage. Each 
evening the woman brought her a bucket of 
water and spent time talking with her. As 
Boland says, remembering her own shel
tered innocence and ignorance, “She was 
the first person to talk to me about the 
famine. The first person, in fact, to speak to 
me with any force about the terrible parish 
of survival and death which the event had 
been in those regions.” Her much later, sub
sequent understanding of the vast gulf 
between the woman’s memory and aware
ness and her own preoccupation with the 
ornamental rhetoric of the Elizabethan poets 
becomes the subject not only of the poem 
but also of the essay which follows. Here’s 
the poem:

The Achill Woman

She came up the hill carrying water.
She wore a half-buttoned, wool cardigan, 
a tea-towel round her waist.

She pushed the hair out of her eyes with 
her free hand and put the bucket down.

The zinc-music of the handle on the rim 
tuned the evening. An Easter moon rose.
In the next-door field a stream was 
a fluid sunset; and then, stars.

I remember the cold rosiness of her hands.
She bent down and blew on them like broth. 
And round her waist, on a white background 
in coarse woven letters, the words “glass 

cloth."

And she was nearly finished for the day.
And I was all talk, raw from college— 
weekending at a friend's cottage 
with one suitcase and the set text 
of the Court poets of the Silver Age.

We stayed putting down time until 
the evening turned cold without warning.
She said goodnight and started down the 

hill.

The grass changed from lavender to black.
The trees turned back to cold outlines.
You could taste frost

but nothing now can change the way I went 
indoors, chilled by the wind 
and made a fire
and took down my book and opened it 
and failed to comprehend

the harmonies of servitude 
the grace music gives to flattery 
and language borrows from ambition

and how l fell asleep 
oblivious to

the planets clouding over in the skies, 
the slow decline of the spring moon, 
the songs crying out their ironies.

Before taking up some the issues embed
ded in the essay which show up in Boland’s 
most recent book of poems, In a Time of 
Violence, I think it is instructive to share 
two responses to this poem in particular and 
Boland’s poetry at large. David Walker, one

Janus in the Doorway:

(photo courtesy of the Irish Times)
Eavan Boland

of the poet/editors of Field magazine out of 
Oberlin says: “I suspect I don’t need to say 
much about this poem. Its patient, eloquent 
music, its subtle refusal to sentimentalize 
(“but nothing now can change the way I 
went/ indoors”), and what it has to suggest 
about the chastening realities of class and 
communication are surely impressive to 
anyone who reads it carefully.” Using this 
poem and several others as touchstones. 
Walker concludes his review of the volume 
in which it appeared on an enormously posi
tive note: “She’s as musically gifted and as 
uncompromisingly intelligent as Seamus 
Heaney, and deserves comparable atten
tion.”

Denis Donoghue, in his New York Review 
of Books review of Boland’s new book (May 
26, 1994), also singles out this poem for spe
cial consideration, but from a very different 
perspective:

In “A Kind of Scar” Boland complains that the 
‘anguish and power of that woman’s gesture 
on Achill, with its suggestive hinterland of pain, 
was not something I could rely on in Irish 
poetry.' But if it wasn’t in Irish poetry then, it’s 
still missing, because Boland's poem hasn't put 
it there. The poem expresses feelings, but it 
hasn’t a word to say about the old woman’s.

The poem I would like to read is one in 
which Boland would imagine how the old 
woman feels, carrying a bucket of water up the 
field every evening to the young woman from 
Dublin who has nothing to do but read Eliza
bethan poems. Could she not fetch the bucket 
for herself? Better still: I’d like to read a poem 
in which the old woman would express her 
own life and speak of the disharmonies of 
servitude and come into speech and history 
under her own auspices. W hy should she be 
dependent upon Eavan Boland for her bounty?

What’s going on here? It’s as if Boland 
confesses in the poem, “How ironic and sad 
that I was so innocent and privileged and 
sheltered in the face of this genuine revela
tion,” and Donoghue thunders in condemna
tion, “How ironic and sad that she is so inno
cent and privileged and sheltered!” Where 
does this anger come from?

Donoghue, who is surely one of the most

distinguished commentators on Irish letters 
both here and in Ireland, himself provides 
some insight. He introduces his review by 
reminding his readers that Eavan Boland led 
the attack against the monumental Field 
Day Anthology of Irish Writing when it was 
first published in Ireland in 1991 and dis
tributed by Norton in the US in 1992. This 
three-volume, 4000-page anthology is the 
most ambitious literary project of the Field 
Day Theatre Company situated in Derry, 
Northern Ireland. Its intention, as Field Day 
Director Seamus Deane told me in an inter
view (Bookpress, Summer 1993), was to 
redraw the map of Irish writing to place 
Irish writers, especially those who had long 
been seen in an English or British tradition, 
within a new and open-ended Irish context. 
There was little doubt on anyone’s part con
cerning the cultural nationalism that fueled 
such a massive and ambitious project, and 
Donoghue in his essay takes the time, 
apparently as an act of intellectual open
ness, to identify himself as not only a cul
tural but also a political nationalist.

Rather than embrace the Field Day 
Anthology as an affirmation of cultural and 
political solidarity, however, many Irish 
women writers, with Eavan Boland in the 
vanguard, immediately noted the lack of 
female writing in the volumes. In the Con
temporary Irish Poetry section edited by 
Declan Kiberd, for example, there were 
only three women among the thirty-eight 
poets represented, a paucity that caused oth
ers to view numerous sections of the anthol
ogy as skewed. Despite the fact—or perhaps 
in hindsight because of the fact—that Deane 
and Field Day had announced in August 
1992 that he, together with a panel of eight 
women editors, was assembling materials 
for a fourth volume dedicated to women’s 
writing, Boland appeared on Irish TV and 
radio, lobbying the issue of women’s exclu
sion with the public at large. The result was 
that the achievement of the Field Day- 
Anthology, which should have been enor
mous, has been seriously, if not irrevocably, 
tainted.

The fact that Boland was one of the three 
women represented (the other two were 
Medbh McGuckian and Eilean Ni Chuil-

leanain) in the anthology seemed particular
ly infuriating to those who supported the 
project’s literary and political aspirations. 
But Boland points out in her introduction to 
a 75-page selection of “New Voices in Irish 
Women’s Poetry” published in the Seneca 
Review (Spring/Summer 1993), “As I was 
one of those three, I can say that inclusion 
in such an unreliable record of what had 
been happening in Irish poetry made it an 
obligation to challenge the distortion and 
try to re-define the context.”

And so the lines were, and are, drawn. 
This kind of in-built antagonism, an ideo
logical predisposition for or against 
Boland’s work before one turns to the 
poems themselves, however, is not limited 
to the Irish readers of her poetry. Jan Gar
den Castro, in the Nation review (June 6, 
1994), sees the poems in Boland’s new vol
ume almost entirely in terms of their politi
cal and feminist implication. Leaning heav
ily on theoretical jargon, Castro asserts.

The volume’s primary distinguishing feature is 
an engaging narrative that acts as a mediator 
between itself and other voices. The self-con
sciously interrupted narrative sequences facil
itate Boland’s destabilization of male hegemo
ny over iconic references. This postmodern 
slant operates simultaneously on conceptual, 
factual and other planes, presenting sharply 
focused yet painterly images.

For Castro, the upshot of this innovation 
is nothing short of poetic and political liber
ation: “Boland is literally freeing Irish poet
ry from its modernist moorings to oversim
plified myths.”

Weighing in from the opposite comer is 
Calvin Bedient, whose Poetry review 
(October 1994) seeks singlehandedly to 
annihilate this “sensation,” as he calls her:

Sufficiently varied, fresh-atmosphered as even 
Outside History was, it made one wonder if 
Eavan (as in Evangelical) Boland wasn’t self
consciously “subversive" to a fault, taking her 
project too seriously (the frequent compar
isons with Adrienne Rich are deserved), see
ing it a bit out of proportion and in flagrantly 
self-flattering ways. In a Time of Violence bears 
out this concern. Here Boland not only pulls 
in the reins of her imagination, not only 
shamelessly repeats herself, not only prac
tices parataxis with a non-Gibertian air of 
needing strict syntactic possession of all that 
comes within her purview; she also writes a 
poetry of egregious self-advertisement. As in 
Outside History, she often positions herself in 
her poems as a woman heroically writing 
about herself and other women. And now 
she's closed the iron maiden of that role upon 
herself with a satisfied groan. She's like an 
iconoclastic photographer who casts a pro- 
fessional-at-work shadow into the picture, 
but, in her case, the picture is more and more 
the shadow itself, the rest becoming merely 
accompanying matter.

One wonders what Bedient would say 
about Walt Whitman, that other poet of 
egregious self-advertisement, who shame
lessly practiced parataxis everywhere (“I 
am the man, I suffer’d, I was there”). More 
to the point, what kind of monster requires 
or deserves this level of rhetorical overkill?

Eavan Boland was born in Dublin in 
1944, daughter of the artist Frances Kelly 
and the diplomat Frederick H. Boland. 
Given her father’s occupation, in the course 
of her childhood she spent long periods 
away from Ireland in both England and the 
United States, periods which she would 
later see in terms of exile and separation 
from the nation she longed to identify with. 
She attended Trinty College, Dublin, where 
she studied English and Latin, publishing 
her first book of poems, New Territory, in 
1967. After a hiatus of eight years, she pub
lished five additional volumes, The War 
Horse (1975), In Her Own Image (1980), 
Night Feed (1982), The Journey (1987), 
and Outside History (1990). Her most
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The Poetiy of Eavan Boland
recent book, In a Time o f Violence, was pub
lished by Norton earlier this year. In addi
tion to her poetry, Boland has also published 
a study of Yeats’ world, as well as numerous 
critical essays in which she has presented to 
a progressively larger audience in both Ire
land and the US her evolving view of the 
position of women in Irish poetry. She now 
lives in Dundrum, a middle-class suburb on 
the south side of Dublin, with her novelist 
husband Kevin Casey and her two daugh
ters.

While it would be tempting to see 
Boland’s current dual role—the leading 
Irish woman poet and the leading Irish fem
inist spokesperson—as fusing her parental 
inheritance of artistic and political voca
tions, this heritage has proved a mixed and 
conflict-laden blessing. In her gossipy dis
cussion of the status of women in Ireland, 
Whoredom in Kimmage (1993), Rosemary 
Mahoney, in the midst of her lengthy inter
view with Boland, lets fly the rumor that 
Boland’s father had been the richest man in 
Ireland at the time of his appointment as 
ambassador to England. She then raises the 
specter of the aloof aristocrat far removed 
from the mainstream of Irish experience: 
“One of the arguments I had heard against 
Boland was that she could not possibly rep
resent Irish women because she had not 
shared the experience of the majority of 
them.” Even though Mahoney, as she busily 
inventories the bric-a-brac of Boland’s liv
ing room, is willing to disregard this insinu
ation, it is one that is readily interjected into 
current criticism, as Denis Donoghue 
demonstrates in his comments.

Boland rejects this kind of pigeonholing, 
especially since it is usually invoked, ad 
feminem, to discredit both her poetry and her 
criticism, and speaks directly to the issue in 
the same interview: “It seems to me that 
there is a class consciousness on the part of 
many of the people who perceive the arts, 
and that class consciousness does nobody 
any credit. There are a thousand things to 
say that are wrong with my poetry, but 
where I was bom and the employ of my par
ents is not one of them.” What Boland asks 
for is a reprieve from having her poetry 
viewed solely in terms of its political effica
cy or advocacy; instead, she reminds 
Mahoney of the inherently individual per
spective that each poet brings to his or her 
■work: “No poet has ever represented a 
people. Poets represent themselves and the 
private obsessive world out of which they 
make the poem. I make zero claims to do 
anything but give the view I have of the time 
I live in, and the obstructions I’ve found and 
the freedoms I’ve gained.” Driving the point 
home, she continues, “I’m not a politician, 
I’m a poet. Poets subvert representation. 
They do not make a sort of stand on things. 
And to make them an index of a community 
has never worked.” In fact, Boland con
cludes, in a country like Ireland which has 
had “a disreputable history in its transac
tions with its artists”— the example she uses 
is James Joyce’s ban from the bookstores 
until 1969—the requirements that an artist 
represent the people “have led to the most 
draconian censorship laws outside of the 
political tyranny.”

Still, when one turns to “A Kind of Scar,” 
which Boland presents as a kind of poetic 
and political autobiography, it is clear dipt 
Boland’s growing personal identification 
with Irish women and their experience 
throughout Irish history and literature has 
been a central shaping force of her poetry. 
Using her encounter with the Achill woman 
as an experience she returns to several times, 
Boland considers and reconsiders the ironies 
inherent in the profound gulf between the 
memories which that woman shared with 
her—the collective memories of a time of 
terrible national suffering—and the orna
mental poetry which she as a young student 
turned to that evening.

Those memories, and more broadly, the 
“defeat” of Irish history, as Boland calls it, 
as experienced by women at all levels of

society, were nearly non-existent in the Irish 
literature, ballads, and songs which she had 
absorbed first as a child, then as a young 
poet. Instead, the male Irish writers, in their 
effort to encourage a desperately longed-for 
national unity and triumph, presented 
images of a national Ireland with the shape 
and face of an idealized woman, whether it 
was Francis Ledwidge’s “Poor Old 
Woman,” James Clarence Mangan’s Dark 
Rosaleen, or the “majestic and radiant maid
en” Daniel Corkery insists is at the heart of 
the Irish Aisling tradition. But this need of 
earlier Irish writers to mend Irish history, 
Boland contends, is itself filled with impro
visation and invention. “What should be 
political aspiration,” she says, “becomes 
collective fantasy.” Unfortunately, what 
was not in that literature or culture as she 
received it was the actual, lived experiences 
of women, experiences which she slowly 
began to consider as analogies in their own 
way to the larger trauma of Irish history.

She realizes, too, that this reconsideration 
required a great deal of personal maturation 
and reflection. At one point in the essay, she 
imagines a dialogue between herself now 
and the young poet she was back in the ’60s, 
caught up in her Movement jargon, writing 
“derivative, formalist, gesturing poems” 
that insisted on process and technical 
encounter above all else. Now she under
stands that dialogue .with the young poet she 
was would be futile. The town of Dublin 
then would have to first become the rapa
cious city it is now; the attic flat of her youth 
would have to be replaced by her suburban 
house, with her marriage and family 
implied, before she could perceive and 
articulate the conflict between, woman and 
poet which she had been bequeathed by her 
culture.

These two elements, personal reminis
cence and historical revision, are interlaced 
throughout “A Kind of Scar,” and, by 
essay's end, Boland senses, in a quest for 
her own evolving poetic identity, “there was 
indeed a connection; that my womanhood 
and my nationhood were meshed and linked 
at some root.” Even further, the acknowl
edgement and elaboration of that link 
becomes a central point of departure in her 
poetic career: “Irishness and womanhood, 
those tormenting fragments of my youth,

could at last stand in for one another. Out of 
a painful apprenticeship and an ethical 
dusk, the laws of metaphor beckoned me.”

In light of the response Boland’s poetry 
has received, it’s clear that many readers 
have approached her assertion of this 
metaphor with predispositions of their own. 
Feminists, especially, have applauded this 
breaking of new ground, seeing in Boland’s 
poetry a “destabilization of male hegemo
ny,” as Castro puts it. But while this explo
ration of Irishness and womanhood has 
surely provided Boland with poetic materi
al, it also accounts for a strained, program
matic note in some of the poems as well.

In “The Famine Road” from The War 
Horse (1975), for example, Boland juxta
poses the deliberations of the official Relief 
Committee set up during the Irish famine in 
the 1840s with a doctor’s clinical pro
nouncements to a young woman concerning 
her infertility. The Committee’s manipula
tive work-fare program of building useless 
roads which would end when the labor 
failed or starved becomes a commentary on 
the inhuman detachment of the doctor 
addressing the young woman. By poem’s 
end the famine of the land and the barren
ness of the woman are metaphorically 
yoked in muted, mutual accusation against 
the exploitive powers that control them 
(“Barren, never to know the load/ of his 
child in you, what is your body/ now if not a 
famine road?”).

Even in more recent poems such as the 
widely hailed “The Journey” (1987), in 
which a suburban woman who has been 
tending a sick child is led in a dream vision 
to an underworld of women across history 
tending their suffering children, the strain of 
the analogy bends the course of the poem. It 
is clear that Boland wishes to “subvert,” as 
she says, the traditional male visitation to 
the underworld found in Virgil or Dante. 
But when Sappho guides this dreamer 
“beside a river in what seemed to be/ an 
oppressive suburb of the dawn,” the click 
with which the analogies of the poem snap 
into place is audible.

In addition to the poems which con
sciously seek to rewrite the myths and his
tory of literature and legend, Boland has 
also introduced poems which explore spe
cific yet enigmatic recollections of her own

childhood. In The Journey, for example, 
poems such as “I Remember” and “The 
Briar Rose” are alive with images of luxuri
ant sexual implication held in check by 
childhood fear (“I could be/ the child I was, 
opening// a bedroom door/ on Irish 
whiskey, lipstick,/ an empty glass, oyster 
crepe de Chine// and closing it without 
knowing why.”).

This willingness to probe her own psy
chic and sexual roots unfolds brilliantly in 
“The Black Lace Fan My Mother Gave 
Me,” the lead poem of Outside History. 
Using the lace fan as a literal and imagina
tive point of departure, Boland retells and 
reimagines the courtship of her parents in 
the moments before a rendezvous at a Paris 
cafe. The narrative of the rendezvous, the 
man rushing to the meeting, the woman 
impatiently awaiting his arrival, shifts to a 
filigreed depiction of the fan, an eerie con
gruence of artistry, opulence, and violation, 
which in turn becomes an implicit yet pre
cise commentary on the courtship of which 
the fan remains the emblem. As with the 
myths and legends of literature, the truth or 
significance of this encounter requires 
improvisation:

The past is an empty cafe terrace.
An airless dusk before thunder. A man run

ning.
And no way now to know what happened 

then—none at all—unless, of course, you 
improvise:

the blackbird on this first sultry morning,
in summer, finding buds, worms, fruit,
feels the heat. Suddenly she put out her 

wing—
the whole, full, flirtatious span of it.

The poise and deft whimsicality with which 
Boland turns away from her narrative 
(“none at all—unless, of course, you impro
vise”) is wonderful; and this imaginative 
maneuver culminates in the unexpected, 
technically perfect flare of the final line, 
whose “flirtatious” embraces and seals the 
imagistic logic of the poem.

This ability to explore simultaneously 
collective history and individual memory,

see Janus in the Doorway, page 11

A woman evicted from  her western Ireland home during the Great Famine o f 1845.



The B OOKPRESS November, 1994

BLOOM’S
page 8

Three Views of Harold Bloom’s

Ubu Bloom

(reprinted from Ubu: Cent am  de Regne,
Musee-Galerie de la Seita, 1989) 

Portrait de Monsieur Ubu, 
by Alfred Jarry, 1896.

The Western Canon: The Books 
and Schools of the Ages 
Harold Bloom
H arcourt Brace, 578 pages, $29.95

Richard Klein
Several people, when I told them I was 

writing a review of Harold Bloom’s The 
Western Canon, pointed out that practically 
any response to Bloom’s book was likely to 
serve his interests. The book is so shallow 
in its provocations and so hollow in its pre
tensions, and it so redolently harbors an 
odor of publishing hype, that no serious 
purpose is served by promoting its sales, 
particularly with the flash of real polemic. 
It’s not worth $29.95, without the tax. Save 
your money, and wait for the paperback. 
But if you do get your hands on it, it’s a lot 
of laughs. For like his only student, Camille 
Paglia, Bloom is frequently a riot.

Who could fail to be tickled by the vague 
and sweeping gestures with which he casts 
under the same opprobrium the whole 
School, he calls it, of Resentment? Under 
its single capacious roof he sweeps: “acad
emic Marxism,” “African-Americah and 
Chicano literary activists,” “Afrocentrists,” 
“Demanian linguistic scepticism,” “Decon
structionists,” “feminist cheerleaders,” and

“the Franco-Heideggerian psycholinguis
tics of Jacques Lacan and company,” to 
name only a few of his anti-canonical bug
bears.

Bloom, in his own company, has always 
struck me as a comic writer. Readers are 
not wrong who cannot resist seeing in his 
baleful gaze and bulky adiposity the spit
ting image of Zero Mostel. At the very 
moment I was invited to review The West
ern Canon, I found myself revising for pub
lication some essays written over twenty 
years ago. Included among them is a piece, 
rejected by several journals, on Bloom’s 
The Anxiety o f Influence (1973), which I 
quote in order to illustrate how long and 
how thoroughly Bloom’s writing has 
amused, and how deeply committed he 
remains to insights he gave us back then, 
repeating them in one form or another ever 
since—never more mechanically than in 
The Western Canon. Here is what I wrote 
over twenty years ago [The references are 
to the French absurdist play Ubu Roi by 
Alfred Jarry]:

The Anxiety of Influence asks perhaps to b,e 
read as a vast Pataphysical joke on the anx

ious reader of criticism, all the more hilarious 
for seeming so determinedly severe. Bloom 
several times acknowledges his debt to Jarry

and, in a crucial aside, confesses what is read
able in all the margins of his book: the study 
of poetic influence is necessarily a branch of 
Pataphysics and gladly confesses its debt to 
“...‘the science of Imaginary Solutions!’’’ 
B loom ’s science of anxiety is a joke and, 
implicitly perhaps, like Freud’s, a science of 
jokes that master anxiety....

One must not be misled by the apparent 
foolishness of Bloom's wildly eclectic, end
lessly self-contradictory language. The “sharp 
stupidity" of its severe incoherence is point
edly betrayed by the insistence of oxymorons 
(oxus— sharp; morns— stupid) that gaily punc
tuate the text. They give the lie to what at 
first appears to be the unrelieved grimness of 
his kakangelism, the bloody-mindedness of his 
meditation on anxiety, castration, and death. 
As matter of fact. Bloom is never so cheerful 
as when things are grandly desperate. He 
speaks, for example, of Milton’s “glorious 
spasm of self destruction,” his "deathly vitali
ty,” of Yeat's “dreadful greatness,” of Wilde’s 
“splendidly self-deceptive” observation, of 
the Modern Poet’s “shame and splendor," his 
sorrowing strength,” his “baleful greatness....

W hen Geoffrey Hartmann, in passing, 

see Ubu Bloom, page 12

Aesthetics in the Wilderness
Michael Serino

It’s back! Just when you thought it was 
safe to go back to the newsstand, the debate 
over the literary canon—that subject of end
less fascination to career academics and lim
ited interest to the general reader—has once 
again been dragged out of the scholarly jour
nals and into the pages of the mainstream 
periodical press for another round of accusa
tion, recrimination, and spite. The instigator 
this time is Harold Bloom. Books by Bloom 
have always commanded attention in the aca
demic world, but since his Book o f J made 
the New York Times bestseller list in 1990, 
they have become cultural events as well. 
The Western Canon is certainly no excep
tion. Suddenly, Bloom is everywhere again.

There is Bloom’s gloomy face staring 
from a full page of the New York Times Mag
azine. There he is again, in Esquire, no less. 
And even that new, upscale version of 
People magazine, The New Yorker, devoted 
a “Talk of the Town” piece to him. For the 
moment at least, Harold Bloom has become 
something other than merely one of the most 
important literary critics of the age. He has 
become a celebrity.

And he’s loving every minute of it. For 
years he has been cultivating a larger-than- 
live, Falstaffian persona for just such a 
moment. But beneath the hype, behind the 
eccentricities, there is the intellect—an ency
clopedic mind capable of retaining and 
assimilating an astounding body of material. 
And how the dreary academic pedants hate 
him for it. His vast erudition and dazzling 
insights dwarf the plodding arguments and 
feeble ironies of the average lit-crit drudge. It 
is hardly surprising, then, that Bloom should 
engender a certain number of jealous detrac
tors. The Western Canon may be the book 
that gives them the opportunity they've been 
waiting for.

The book has generated controversy for a

number of reasons. First of all, its subject 
matter itself has become dangerous. The idea 
that there should be a canon of Western liter
ature at all—the claim that there are some 
books more important, more worth reading, 
than others—is unacceptable to the large 
body of contemporary academic critics who 
eschew value judgments in favor of unquali
fied diversity, and aesthetics in favor of pol
itics. Then, even if you accept the desirabili
ty of a canon, there is the question of which 
works are to be included. Bloom, taking his 
cue from E. D. Hirsch’s controversial “cul
tural literacy” list, appends a 36-page roll 
call of what he believes to be canonical 
works to the end of his book as a provocation 
for discussion. In this he has been successful, 
having anticipated full well that a list of 
books is easier to read than a 528-page text 
and that many will feel comfortable 
denouncing the list whether they have read 
the rest of the book or not. But uninformed 
attention is still attention, and the list seems 
to have served Bloom’s purpose. There is 
certainly plenty of material for debate. I was 
delighted, for example, to see the works of 
Jones Very, my favorite crackpot Transcen- 
dentalist poet, on Bloom’s roster, but some
what uncomfortable seeing Norman Mail
er’s Ancient Evenings lurking not too far 
away. It was good to see Walter Abish there, 
but where is Allen Ginsberg? Yes, Bloom 
loves Shakespeare with a fierce passion, and 
no, he doesn’t think much of Alice Walker.

But I will leave quibbling over the content 
of the canon to others, in favor of an exami
nation of Bloom’s criterion of inclusion. To 
focus on and pick away at his individual 
selections (or, more significantly, perhaps, 
omissions) would only serve to draw atten
tion away from what I regard as the heart of 
Bloom’s significance for the contemporary 
reader: his firm stand in favor of aesthetic 
value in the face of the increasingly wide
spread politicization of literary studies. For 
as the study of literature in the university has

turned increasingly into an arm of the politi
cal agenda of both the left and the right, 
Bloom has increasingly, defiantly embraced 
aesthetic judgment of the sort practiced by 
Samuel Johnson, William Hazlitt, John 
Ruskin, Walter Pater, and Oscar Wilde as the 
proper pursuit of the literary critic. “I’m not 
concerned with political or social criticism,” 
he has said. “If people wish to practice it, that 
is entirely their business. It is not mine, heav
ens! If it does not help me to read, a work of 
aesthetic value then I’m not going to be inter
ested in it at all.” (The prevailing opinion in 
academia, of course, is that such aestheticism 
is at best naive and at worst pernicious. 
“When someone says that he’s not political, 
neither on the right nor the left, everyone 
knows he is on the right,” says Jean-Francois 
Lyotard, and he would find many who agree 
with him.) Bloom’s choice of canonical 
works is determined by the standards of his 
aestheticism, and it is on the strength or 
weakness of those standards that any discus
sion of Bloom’s choices for inclusion in or 
exclusion from the canon must ride.

He gives us a vision of art through his own 
unique sensibility, and his own writings obscure 
the supposed distinction between criticism and 
creation.

— Harold Bloom on Walter Pater

It is difficult in our culture to think of the 
word “aestheticism” without involuntarily 
modifying it with the word “mere.” (A simi
lar thing happens with “speculation,” which 
is invariably “idle.”) The notion that there are 
specifically aesthetic forms of experience 
and value that are vital components of 
human flourishing has been almost entirely 
forgotten. The concept of aesthetic value has 
been systematically purged from the art 
world, its traditional haven, and banished to 
the homes and haunts of the rich, where it is

debased by being confused with luxury and 
excess. Yet, a century ago, it was still recog
nized as an essential component of cultural 
life, taking its most extreme form in the crit
ical writings of Walter Pater and Oscar 
Wilde, two of Bloom’s critical ancestors. 
Pater, like Wilde, tended toward the hyper
bolic in his elevation of aesthetics as the 
highest form of value, but we are free to 
appreciate his illumination of that experi
ence as one among several significant forms 
of life:

The aesthetic critic...regards all the objects 
with which he has to do, all works of art, and 
the fairer forms of nature and human life, as 
powers and forces producing pleasurable sen
sations, each of a more or less peculiar or 
unique kind. This influence he feels, and wishes 
to explain, by analysing and reducing it to its 
elements. To him, the picture, the landscape, 
the engaging personality in life or in a book, La 
Gioconda, the hills of Carrara, Pico of Miran- 
dola, are valuable for their virtues, as we say, in 
speaking of a herb, a wine, a gem; for the prop
erty each has of affecting one with a special, a 
unique, impression of pleasure. Our education 
becomes complete in proportion as our sus
ceptibility to these impressions increases in 
depth and variety. And the function of the aes
thetic critic is to distinguish, to analyse, and 
separate from its adjuncts, the virtue by which 
a picture, a landscape, a fair personality in life 
or in a book, produces this special impression 
of beauty or pleasure, to indicate what the 
source of that impression is, and under what 
conditions it is experienced.

The product of the pursuit of such experi
ence is not, or at least need not be, the pathet
ic figure of the aesthete so often found paro
died in late-19th-century novels. The aes
thetic life led by one who, like Pater, desires 
“to burn always with this hard, gem-like

see Aesthetics in the Wilderness, page 13
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FARDEL
The Western Canon

The Imaginary Malady
Gail Holst-Warhaft

One of the few advantages of growing 
old is that you are expected to be wise 
and entitled to be prejudiced. When a 
reader like Harold Bloom tells us what 
the Western canon is, we are bound to 
listen, and whether or not he has left out 
some favorite of ours in his bid for ency
clopedic closure, our inclination is to 
forgive. And it is true that sandwiched 
between a curmudgeonly introduction 
and conclusion, lie twenty-one essays on 
tw enty-six w riters who illustrate 
Bloom’s notion of greatness, essays that 
are full of the insights of a lifetim e’s 
passionate and mercifully idiosyncratic 
reading. For these I am grateful. They 
are not inclusive, but unlike the thin 
slices of rye that enclose them, they sat
isfy. Read Bloom on Borges, Whitman, 
Dickinson, Wordsworth, and it is impos
sible to resist his exuberance, his eccen
tric couplings (Iris M urdoch with 
George Eliot), his insistence on strange
ness and the ability  to overcom e and 
rework “the anxiety of influence” in sur
prising ways as the hallmarks of literary 
genius.

The problem with The Western Canon 
is that one senses the greedy hand of a 
publisher, capitalizing on common sur
names and the current climate of reac
tion against literary theory or attempts to 
broaden the curriculum, to market this 
book as another Closing o f the American 
Mind. If Bloom had presented the fruits 
of a lifetime’s reading simply as a series 
of essays it would not have been billed 
as “controversial.” It would also have 
sold fewer copies. What sells The West
ern Canon is Bloom’s appendix, and to a 
lesser extent his introduction as a sort of 
apologia for it. The fact is that readers 
suffer from the same “anxiety of influ
ence” that writers do, and the thought of 
having a prescribed canon of great works 
is a great relief, especially if the canon- 
izer has the chutzpah to include the pre
sent century. How com forting not to 
have to delve into the morass of new 
Latin American fiction or Greek poetry 
when someone has done it for you! Most 
of us read what Other readers, including 
the Blooms, tell us to read, but the notion 
that there is a more or less discrete body 
of literature suitable for young Ameri
cans to read is one that I find dangerous
ly elitist. For one thing it presumes that 
literary merit is the sole determiner of 
the canon, but more im portantly it 
threatens to deprive us of what we need 
as readers just as much as writers do— 
that “anxiety” which encourages us to 
read what other readers have read and 
then explore less trodden paths.

There is nothing new about the idea of 
a canon, only its ecclesiastically-derived 
name. When my mother studied English 
literature in post-colonial A ustralia, 
there was no syllabus or reading list for 
the second year. The subject was the 
novel, and everyone knew what that 
meant: Defoe, Sm ollett, R ichardson, 
Fielding, Borrow, Thackeray, Dickens, 
the Brontes, A usten— a large but 
exhaustible list that could be read in a 
single year. Forty years later, I studied 
the same curriculum, the only additions 
being Lawrence and Joyce. Students in 
Classics at Cornell are reading the books 
their fathers read. They don’t need to be

told what the canon is; literary brilliance, 
fifth-century BCE politics or the acci
dents of history have sifted their dross 
for them. Nor is there much for the con
servationist to worry about in the field of 
English literature. As Jonathan Culler 
pointed out in an astute critique of Alan 
B loom ’s The Closing o f  the American 
M ind  (Cornell P olitical Forum, Dec. 
’89), curricula and course requirements, 
both at universities and in schools, have 
changed remarkably little in recent years. 
Quoting a study carried out by the Center 
for the Learning and Teaching of Litera
ture at SUNY Albany in 1988, designed 
to be compared with a 1963 study of lit
erary works required in courses in Amer
ican secondary schools published by the 
Educational Testing Service in Prince
ton, Culler noted that not only did the 
number of books required in more than 
thirty percent of the schools triple, but 
only two of the nine books on the 1963 
list were dropped off the 1988 list. 
Shakespeare remained the most popular 
author, only two works by women 
appeared on the list of most frequently 
required reading, and no books by 
“minority” authors. What Culler warns 
against in Allan Bloom’s gloomy predic
tions about the abandonment of the tradi
tional Western canon might as aptly be 
applied to Harold Bloom. Not only is it 
unfounded, but “The idea of a return to 
the traditional canon seems all too firmly 
in place and might even be part of the 
problem rather than part of the solution.” 

Bloom’s list of the significant works of 
W estern literature , including, with a 
disingenuous disclaim er, our own 
“chaotic” age, is a little  broader, it is 
true, than the average syllabus, but its 
very breadth makes it suspect. Are we to 
believe that Bloom read his way through 
the poetry of twentieth-century Portugal 
and picked only Jose Cardosa P ires’s 
“Ballad of Dogs’ Beach” for inclusion in 
the canon? Or did he look at someone 
else’s canon of modem Portuguese poet
ry and use it to make his own shortlist? 
Modern Greek literature being my own 
specialization, I cou ldn’t wait to see 
what Bloom has chosen and it is exactly 
as I suspected, a canon within the canon, 
dependent on availability of translations 
and unrepresentative even of the poets 
chosen. Nobel prizewinner Elytis, for
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example, is included, but instead of his 
major work, Axion Esti, we are invited to 
sample a minor anthology. This immedi
ately makes me suspicious about 
B loom ’s selection process for Czech, 
Polish, Latin American and Arabic liter
ature. And where’s Turkish? If influence 
is one of Bloom’s principal criteria, sure
ly Nazim Hikm et must be one of the 
most widely-read poets of our century, 
whose omission is even more glaring, 
since Bloom does include Arabic and 
Hebrew writers. I have to conclude that 
it’s a random sampling of the sort we all 
do and its geographical boundaries are as 
arbitrary as its choice of authors except, 
and here’s the im portant issue, that 
Bloom is only prepared to stick his neck 
out for the non-canonical on his own 
home ground, and there he is as overly 
generous as a genial uncle. Not that I 
have anything against Cynthia Ozick or 
Alvin Feinman, but when I compare the 
list with Poland and see that two of the 
greatest poets of the post-war era, Anna 
Kamienska and W islawa Szymborska, 
have been omitted, I wonder what has 
happened to Bloom’s own critical judg
ment.

Though Bloom’s motive for compiling 
the canon of Western literature may have 
been partly dictated by the demands of 
his publisher, it is directed, w ithout 
much hope of finding such a rare being, 
at The Common Reader. Bloom’s vision 
of the solitary, isolated reader, turning 
his back on social causes, on the grim 
nature of our modern world, especially 
on such nasty excressences as feminist 
politics or any political cause at all, mir
rors his ideal portrait of the writer. The 
writer in his attic, struggling to overcome 
the influence of the writers who came 
before him, the lonely anxious reader, 
scanning the world’s literature for great 
books— both are removed from any 
direct engagement with life. This is what 
is most disturbing in Bloom’s attack on 
expansion of the canon. Art may have its 
lonely geniuses, but fifth-century BCE 
Athens, fifteenth-century Florence, and 
post-war Poland make it hard to deny an 
interaction between socio-political con
ditions and artistic creativity. The rela
tionship between the two may never be 
understood, but to deny them seems fool
ish. Art is not merely a response to art,

but a response to life. Bloom’s emphasis 
on literary forefathers ignores the fact 
that their models were not always part of 
the canon. If the model is some oral tra
dition, and I believe that can be well 
demonstrated in the case of Homer and 
the Greek tragedians, it is ignored .

The disadvantage of aging is that nos
talgia may often impede vision and intol
erance replace inquiry. Bloom’s impa
tience with current schools of criticism 
and revisions of the canon is not merely 
an ideological prejudice; it is vitupera
tive and m isleading. The canon is 
demonstrably alive and well. It needs no 
“elegy” from Bloom. It may need a touch 
of his own medicine. If anxiety is, as 
Bloom suggests, a fundamental part of 
the creative process, allowing the author 
to reinterpret and healthily misread, then 
how can he possibly object to anxious 
reassessments of the curriculum? Educa
tors may be m otivated by social con
cerns—they have always been so—but 
they do not seem to be unaware of the 
value of Bloom’s masterpieces. If they 
are prepared to add writers to Bloom’s 
list for reasons other than literary excel
lence, they may, if nothing else, make 
students aware of the difference between 
mediocre and great literature. And they 
might even stumble upon a masterpiece. 
If I try to think of the novel that surprised 
me most, it must be the Lady Murasaki’s 
The Tale~df TTinjt. i t  surprised me 
because it was written by a woman at the 
Japanese Im perial Court in the Dark 
Ages of European history and because it 
was as full of Bloom’s "uncanny startle- 
ment” as anything I had read before. It 
surprised me because it had been kept 
from me by the makers of the canon, and 
it delighted me because I had discovered 
it without them. If I were in charge of a 
course on the novel and had to drop, say 
R ichardson’s Pamela to let Genji in, I 
would do it without any heartache. What 
literature we read over a lifetim e and 
what is taught in the classrooms of this 
country may have a static core, but its 
flexibility and openness to admit new 
works at the periphery are a sign of 
healthy anxiety.

Gail H olst-W arhaft is a visiting  
scholar at Cornell University’s Society 
fo r  the Humanities.
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It’s Sommers Who Stole Feminism

Christina Hoff Sommers J°9a  linv,d

Laura M. Purdy
The phone rang just as I was beginning 

Rohan M aitzen’s adm iring review of 
Christina Hoff Som m ers’ Who Stole 
Feminism? in the September Bookpress: 
would I like to provide a different point 
of view on her work? As I had been at a 
number of Sommers’ talks, I had intend
ed to pass on her book. Yet now that she 
is viewed as an expert on everything 
from women’s colleges ( U.S. News & 
World Report, September 26, 1994) to 
g irls’ self-esteem  ( Utne Reader, 
July/August, 1994), I was having second 
thoughts.

M aitzen writes: “her book invites 
those who really care about the issues 
she discusses—from education to vio
lence against women—to exercise their 
critical faculties”; but the first focus of 
this critical eye should be Who Stole 
Feminism? itself.

Sommers’ basic thesis is that a group 
of power-hungry and well-funded femi
nists are attempting to convince gullible 
women of a gender-based conspiracy 
against them, despite the obvious 
improvements in most women’s lives. 
To support her position, Sommers takes 
aim primarily at academic feminists. She 
objects to the direction that so-called 
“gender” feminist theory is taking, to its 
role in Women’s Studies courses, to its 
growing influence in academe, and to its 
practical research results.

Among the latter is the W ellesley 
Report on g irls’s education, com m is
sioned by the American Association of 
University Women, to which Sommers 
devotes an entire chapter. I have nothing 
to say here about that kind of research, as 
it is based prim arily in the social sci
ences. I am, like Sommers herself, a 
philosopher, and my education (despite a 
B.A. in Social Science) did not equip me 
for the sort of evaluation she undertakes 
in her book. Given the same support she 
enjoyed for Who Stole Feminism?, an 
investigation of her treatment of such 
studies would no doubt be enlightening, 
but contrary to Sommers’ claims, femi
nist research is not particularly  well 
funded and I, unlike Sommers, am writ
ing this in my “spare” time in the middle 
of a busy semester. (However, skeptics 
should consult the fall 1994 issue of 
Democratic Culture for several articles 
showing how distorted her claims about 
these social science studies are.)

While Sommers and other critics of 
what is now sometimes described as the 
“cultural left” often assert how powerful 
and well-funded it is, the evidence sug
gests otherwise. For example, according 
to Women in Academe, governm ent 
funding for feminist research peaked in 
1980-81 and has since declined substan

tially; private foundations are still sup
porting women’s programs, but seem to 
be turning away from research programs 
to social service. The paucity of support 
for feminist research is documented by 
the pam phlet “O pportunities for 
Research and Study, 1991-92,” compiled 
by Paulette Tulloch and circulated by the 
N ational Council for Research on 
Women. Although the list is over twenty 
pages long, few of the entries offer sig
nificant funding. Conservative research 
is, on the other hand, very well support
ed. For exam ple, according to FAIR 
(Fairness and Accuracy In Reporting), 
Sommers got $164,000 from the Olin, 
Bradley, and Carthage foundations, plus 
a six-figure advance from Simon & 
Schuster. There is certainly no feminist 
equivalent of the Heritage Foundation, 
which had 145 staff, 22 fellow s and 
scholars, more than 50 adjunct scholars, 
and a budget of $19.3 million in 1991.

It should also be noted that much of 
Som m ers’ alleged evidence for her 
claim s is anecdotal. Her reliance on 
anecdote is ironic, given her scorn for its 
role in feminist pedagogy. Like her fel
low critics of progressive education 
Dinesh D’Souza and Roger Kimball, she 
has a double standard: her own anecdotes 
are authoritative, while those of others 
are evidence of mushy scholarship. How
ever, not even feminists ever said that a 
string of anecdotes makes a case, espe
cially when they are presented, & la Som
mers, in emotionally loaded language, 
analyzed in superficial terms, or given 
out of context. An additional problem 
with anecdotal evidence is that its accu
racy and m eaning can be d ifficu lt to 
assess. Nor can competing accounts be 
easily evaluated by those who were not 
there. Nonetheless, such com peting 
accounts are still worth giving where 
they force people to seek further evi
dence.

Sommers showers us with so many 
anecdotes that it would take an army of 
researchers to check them out. Because I 
attended the 1993 New Jersey conference 
on curriculum transformation, however, I 
am in a position to evaluate her com 
ments about it.

Sommers is skeptical of curriculum  
transform ation projects because she 
believes that they inject ideology into 
college courses. The state of New Jersey 
has funded a large transformation pro
ject, and in April 1993, an interdiscipli
nary conference on the subject was held 
in Parsippany. Some 800 people gathered 
to discuss what curriculum transforma
tion means, how it has fared in a variety 
of settings, what problems it faces, and 
what the future promises.

Sommers describes the atmosphere of 
the conference as one of “mass agree
ment and self-congratulation,” although

she im mediately goes on to point out 
how often “the leading transformation
ists admitted they had no idea what they 
were doing.” I attended most of the ses
sions Sommers discusses and although 
many speakers voiced their uncertainties 
about how to tackle theoretical difficul
ties, I didn’t hear anybody say that they 
didn’t know what they were doing. Nor 
did the atmosphere seem any more self- 
congratulatory than usual: people at con
ferences often look like they believe 
them selves to be in the vanguard. I 
would agree with Sommers that there is 
some premature self-congratulation in 
feminism, but again, that seems common 
among humans.

One would not know from Sommers’ 
account of the New Jersey conference 
that it did not focus primarily on gender. 
It was entitled “The Inclusive Curricu
lum: Setting Our Own Agenda,” with the 
subtext: “A National C onference on 
Transforming the Curriculum to Reflect 
Issues of Gender, Race/Ethnicity, Class, 
Sexuality, and Culture.” Undoubtedly, 
more sessions were devoted to gender 
issues than to the other topics, but that is 
not surprising because those dimensions 
were added to the New Jersey Project rel
atively late. Sommers seems to believe 
that fem inism ’s concern about them is 
just an opportunistic political alliance. 
But political alliances aren’t necessarily 
suspect, and attempting to eradicate one 
indefensible barrier to equality has a way 
of rendering people more sensitive to 
others.

Like other conservative critics of high
er education, Sommers complains that 
the cultural left refuses to examine its 
basic assumptions. The New Jersey con
ference was, in her eyes, ju st another 
example of this failing: it “had not invit
ed a single person who could possibly be 
expected to challenge anything being 
said by any presenter.” That the speakers 
took curriculum transformation to be a

good thing is hardly surprising, given 
that the conference was billed (as Som
mers concedes) as a celebration of what 
has been accomplished. This objection 
suggests that there is something wrong 
with attempting to proceed on the basis 
o f  shared assumptions. But if that were 
true, most scholarly work would grind to 
a halt. In any case, I haven’t heard any 
speakers at the American Philosophical 
Association questioning the value of phi
losophy.

The New Jersey conference was open 
to the public, and invited or not, both 
Sommers and Lynne Cheney were there. 
As a matter of fact, both showed up at a 
session that included a presentation—by 
me—on just the topic Sommers claims 
was never addressed, namely, objections 
to the new scholarship. This presentation 
was based on a longer paper I wrote 
(again, unfunded) because of my desire 
to understand the PC debate. (See “Poli
tics and the College Curriculum,” Neu
trality and the Academe Ethic, ed. 
Robert L. Simon, Rowman and L ittle
field, 1993). Despite the ample discus
sion period, neither Sommers nor 
Cheney opened their mouths.

In the course of my research on the PC 
debate, I discovered that traditional crit
ics of the cultural left raise two basic 
objections to the new scholarship. First, 
it is “re la tiv istic ,” and second, it is 
“politicized.”

Relativistic work abandons the notions 
that there can be knowledge about the 
world or common moral principles. But 
few progressives deny the existence of 
truth and justice, even if they are skepti
cal about much of what passes for them. 
On the contrary, they mostly believe that 
only by taking into account hitherto 
ignored or discounted facts and view
points can anything like objectivity be 
achieved.

see Sommers Stole Feminism, page 14
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Janus in
continued, from page 7

retold and reenacted in the crucible of the 
poem, constitutes, to my mind, the single 
most important advance in Boland’s work. 
In her poetry since Outside History Boland 
more and more evokes the image of herself 
as a woman in a doorway, frequently the 
suburban doorway of Dundrum at the foot 
of the Dublin hills which surround the city. 
And from that post, she has, Janus-like, 
directed her gaze both outward to the public 
domain of myth, literature, and culture and 
inward to the psychological and domestic 
terrain of the heart. From this perspective, 
her new book, In a Time of Violence, should 
be seen as a unified whole, a sequence of 
poems which attempts, literally and figura
tively, to recast her own identity.

The book’s epigraph, Plato’s condemna
tion of the imitative poet in The Republic, 
introduces a contestatory motif which is 
carried throughout the volume. Just as Plato 
saw a correspondence between the political 
macrocosm of the city and the psychologi
cal microcosm of the soul, one which is cor
rupted by the imitative poet’s indulging of 
“the irrational nature which has no discern
ment of greater or less,” so too Boland 
views with great suspicion the art and arti
facts of a culture which, while indulging in 
that which is beautiful, deflects or suppress
es human suffering. And just as Plato, in his 
creation of his own myths, proposed a sort 
of counter-mythopoesis to displace or 
supersede the flawed imitative art which he 
condemned, so too Boland seeks to create or 
to inscribe an art adequate to the imagined 
history, both collective and individual, she 
has not found in the historical and cultural 
formation which she received.

In a Time o f Violence begins with a 
sequence of seven poems, “Writing in a 
Time of Violence,” dedicated to exploring 
and exposing the flaws inherent in cultural, 
or even geographical, representation. The 
initial poem, “That the Science of Cartogra
phy is Limited,” at first seems a revisiting of 
her earlier “The Famine Road,” but here 
both the implication and the execution of 
the poem place it on a considerably higher 
plane:

That the Science of Cartography is 
Limited

—and not simply by the fact that this shad
ing of

forest cannot show the fragrance of balsam, 
the gloom of cypresses, 
is what I wish to prove.

When you and I were first in love we drove 
to the borders of Connacht 
and entered a wood there.

Look down you said: this was once a famine 
road.

I looked down at ivy and the scutch grass 
rough-cast stone had 
disappeared into as you told me 
in the second winter of their ordeal, in

1847, when the crop failed twice,
Relief Committees gave
the starving Irish such roads to build.

When they died, there the road ended

and ends still and when I take down 
the map of this island, it is never so 
1 can say here is
the masterful, the apt rendering of

the spherical as flat, nor 
an ingenious design which persuades a 

curve
into a plane,
but to tell myself again that

the line which says woodland and cries 
hunger

and gives out among sweet pine and cypress,

the Doorway
and finds no horizon 

will not be there.

It's impossible to read this poem without 
hearing Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Map” 
somewhere in the background (“More deli
cate than the historians’ are the map-makers’ 
colors”), a poet about whom Boland has 
written a deeply appreciative essay. But this 
poem is as much a correction of as homage 
to Bishop’s aesthetic subjectivity. Unlike 
Bishop’s cool meditation on the subjective 
nature of all representation, this is a poem of 
direct address, a love poem which links indi
vidual memory with collective, national 
loss. The detached frame of the poem, that of 
a logical or mathematical proof, counterbal
ances its personal, elegiac lyricism, and the 
larger issue of a map’s inherent inadequacy 
to render a full account of human privation 
(“the line which says woodland and cries 
hunger”) is tethered to the speaker’s interior, 
emotional history.

The other poems in this section touch on 
ironic juxtaposition drawn from traumatic 
Irish history as well. In “The Death of Rea
son,” the Protestant Peep-O-Day vigilante 
prosecutions of the Irish in the 1780s pro
vide a corrosive, inflammatory commentary 
on the art of portrait painting which simulta
neously peaked in Augustan London. In 
another, “March 1, 1847. By the First Post,” 
a young, aristocratic lady writes from 
famine-tom Meath to her sister in London, 
unsuccessfully concealing in her elevated 
epistolary prose the horror of the holocaust 
she turns her eyes from. Two poems are 
meditations on doll museums, one in Dublin, 
the other in St. Louis. Both consider the 
inherent cultural and historical falsification 
implied by these ornamental icons (“To be 
the hostages ignorance/ takes from time and 
ornament from destiny. Both./ To be the pre
sent of the past. To infer the difference/ with 
a terrible stare. But not feel it. And not know 
it.”).

The final poem of the sequence, which 
also alludes to the title of the collection, 
“Writing in a Time of Violence,” painfully 
reconsiders the poet Boland was in her stu
dent days, schooled in “the Art of Rhetoric,” 
whose youthful infatuation with beautiful 
speech and “satin phrases” prevented her 
from understanding that “language is con
cealed. Is perilous.” Reviewers like 
Donoghue and Bedient seem piqued at 
Boland’s apparent misappropriation of the 
current political violence in Ireland to mag
nify her work (the poem’s title in the Car- 
canet edition is “Beautiful Speech”). But as 
the culminating poem of a sequence devoted 
to the quotidian violence of Irish history and 
its utterance in beautiful maps, paintings, 
ornaments, and prose, this poem casts a 
backward shadow of personal implication 
over the previous poems. At some level, 
these poems are to acknowledge and to exor
cise the ornamental and literary doll within 
Boland.

The second section of the volume, “Leg
ends,” shifts from repudiation of past repre
sentation to affirmations of ordinary life: of 
love, marriage, children, and a growing cer
tainty of one’s own extinction in the face of 
these traces and extensions of identity. 
These legends, or popular myths and stories 
handed down informally from generation to 
generation, form an antithesis to the embell
ished artifacts and art forms of the first sec
tion. Appropriately enough, the section 
opens with “This Moment,” a lyric instant 
rendered in chaste precision in which “A 
woman leans down to catch a child/ who has 
run into her arms/ this moment.” By the end 
of the section, the mother-daughter embrace 
in “Legends,” now specifically dedicated to 
Boland’s daughter, is played out again, but 
more fully limned with implication: “Our 
children are our legends./ You are mine. You 
have my name./ My hair was once like 
yours.// And the world/ is less bitter to me/ 
because you will retell the story.”

Within this frame Boland presents

reimagined and reenacted images of family 
history. Her mother’s ability to wrap a plain 
parcel (“The Parcel”), a grandmother’s 
brooch carved on volcanic rock (“Lava 
Cameo”), the near-death of her daughter in 
Iowa years ago (“Love”) all provide touch
stones for meditations on the fluidity and 
evanescence of one’s own identity as it 
passes from generation to generation. 
Against this sense of an irrecoverable past 
and an irreversible dissipation, Boland 
spells out more clearly her improvisational 
poetics:

There is a way of making free with the past,
a pastiche of what is
real and what is
not, which can only be
justified if you think of it

not as sculpture but as syntax.
("Lava Cameo")

This “making free” is the real liberation, 
one which resides in an imaginative repos
session or transformation of one’s heritage.

The two most ambitious and resonant 
poems of the section, “At the Glass Factory 
in Cavan Town” and “The Pomegranate” 
both deserve consideration which extends 
beyond this essay, but each is, suffice it to 
say, appropriately focused on a mother- 
daughter anecdote which opens out into a 
deeper meditation on art and mortal vulner
ability. There is a lovely instance of 
Boland’s “making free,” though, that I 
would call attention to. In “The Pomegran
ate,” Boland’s embrace of the myth of Ceres 
and Persephone, first as an exiled child in 
London, then as an anxious mother in 
search of her own lost daughter, takes an 
unexpected turn as she remembers the 
pomegranate her daughter plucked from a 
tree as she carried her home to safety. In a 
veiled myth in which Hades ensures Perse
phone’s return to the underworld by having 
her eat a pomegranate seed, Boland reenacts 
the memory and transforms it into a 
metaphor for her daughter’s dawning sexu
ality:

The legend must be hers as well as mine.
She will enter it. As I have.
She will wake up. She will hold 
The papery, flushed skin in her hand.
And to her lips. I will say nothing.

The taut equanimity with which Boland 
implies the literary and sexual nuances of 
the heritage which she mutely bequeaths to 
her daughter is reminiscent of Boland’s ear
lier response to her mother’s black lace fan. 
The “papery, flushed skin” and the move
ment from hand to lips propel the poem’s 
implications well beyond its more self-con
scious, self-defining beginning.

The final section of the volume contains 
“Anna Liffey," the culminating poem, not 
only of the collection but also of Boland’s 
poetry to date. Here, rather than respond to 
the legends of identity which have been 
passed down to her in object or story or 
memory, Boland strikes out on her own, 
proposing a kind of automythopoesis graft
ed to the Irish myth of the River Liffey’s 
origin: “Life, the story goes,/ Was the 
daughter of Cannan,/ And came to the plain 
of Kildare.” The axis of the thirteen-part 
poem is the parallel Boland draws between 
the river’s narration, as she calls it, of 
Dublin as it flows under thirteen bridges to 
the sea and her own tentative, imaginative 
possession of the city.

Despite the fact that she was bom in the 
.gjty, that she returned to it to raise her chil
dren there, that, her country took hold of her 
there, the real subject is Boland’s fleeting, 
elegiac sense of identity and the inability of 
myth or art or language to provide a refuge, 
a home, against the onslaught of time:

An ageing woman 
Finds no shelter in language.
She finds instead

Single words she once loved 
Such as "summer" and "yellow"
And "sexual" and "ready"
Have suddenly become dwellings 
For someone else—
Rooms and a roof under which someone else 
Is welcome, not her. Tell me,
Anna Liffey,
Spirit of water,
Spirit of place,
How is it on this
Rainy autumn night
As the Irish Sea takes
The names you made, the names
You bestowed, and gives you back
Only wordlessness?

“Where is home now?” she asks in another 
part of the poem, echoing one of Bishop’s 
enduring metaphysical perplexities.

This irrevocable loss of self, a violence 
which makes the title of the collection cut in 
yet another direction, moves the speaker 
beyond even gender: “In the end/ It will not 
matter/ That I was a woman. I am sure of it.” 
The consolation for this loss, if there is one, 
will be found, against an acknowledgement 
of universal flux, in human articulation:

Consider rivers.
They are always en route to 
Their own nothingness. From the first 

moment
They are going home. And so 
When language cannot do it for us,
Cannot make us know love will not diminish 

us,
There are these phrases 
Of the ocean 
To console us.
Particular and unafraid of their completion. 
In the end
Everything that burdened and distinguished 

me
Will be lost in this:
I was a voice.--

The modesty of this conclusion is stunning, 
and it tethers and deepens, in an enriching 
and complicating manner, the self-con
sciousness of both this poem and the volume 
at large.

In a Time o f Violence is Boland’s best 
book to date. At one point, Boland says of 
W.B. Yeats, whom she considers the 
“begetter of contemporary Irish poetry,” 
that his ability “to construe Irish history as 
having an identity suspiciously close to his 
own inner life...remains a model of the rela
tion between the private imagination and the 
public poet.” Boland has learned well from 
her forebear and clearly deserves her place 
in the forefront of Irish poetry.

Kevin Murphy teaches English at Ithaca 
College.

Eavan Boland will be reading her poetry 
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Ubu Bloom
continued, from page 8

characterizes the way Bloom apprehends lit
erary history— "with a pathos and audacity 
hard to parallel in modern scholarship”— the 
hidden oxymoron in his language that links 
the suffering passivity of pathos with the exu
berant activity of audacity repeats the princi
ple of Bloom's own rhetorical strategy. For 
Bloom (like Zero Mostel) is never so auda
cious as when he is absolutely pathetic.

I have to confess to being slightly less 
amused when, twenty years later, I find 
almost at random in The Western Canon: 
the poet’s perspective “impossible not to 
admire (with a certain shudder),” or “1 gaze 
in rapt alarm at...,” or the superlative beau
ty of the poem’s “almost unbearable 
poignance,” describing the experience of 
being pierced to the point where pain 
becomes bad but delicious. One cannot help 
wondering if beneath those overlapping 
folds a half-hidden gold ring intrudes, 
piercing the Bloomian navel, the focus of 
all his gazing with rapt alarm, the cause and 
object of his admiring shudders.

Like the spiral ring drawn round the 
navel of Jarry’s Ubu, the great pataphysical 
precursor shadowing Bloom, his prose 
spins in circling oxymorons—turning back
wards at every advance, endlessly circulat
ing around the narcissistic spectacle of his 
own bilious, bullying, bulimic bulk. Only 
too aptly, he writes: “The true use of Shake
speare or of Cervantes, of Homer or of 
Dante, of Chaucer or of Rabelais, is to aug
ment one’s own growing inner self.” 
Bloom’s bulk, the prodigious inflation of 
his productivity and of his corporeal pres
ence, are finally only emblems, as for Ubu, 
of the oppressive lumpishness, the authori
tarian weight of his enormous cultural 
memory.

Everyone makes reference to Bloom’s 
uncanny powers of recall. Myths of it still 
circulate at Cornell where he was an under
graduate: Bloom getting up in a lecture hall 
to correct M. H. Abrams’ use of a biblical 
reference by reciting verbatim the whole 
passage in Hebrew. He himself tells us with 
Ubuesque modesty: “Since childhood I 
have enjoyed an uncanny memory for liter
ature, but that memory is purely verbal, 
without anything in the way of a visual 
component.” The role of his memory in 
constituting his critical authority is worth 
remarking. In itself it suffices to give him a 
certain authority, despite the foolishness of 
many of his judgments. Its uncanniness is 
linked to what makes it disquietingly 
strange, a human power that is more (or 
less) than human, like that of a machine. A 
human computer (whatever that might 
mean) would have, like Bloom, “an uncan
ny memory for literature.” It would, that is, 
if the Western Canon were (but it is) a 
grouping of books in the archive, if it were 
merely (but it is also) equivalent to a certain
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number of books whose titles could be 
appended in lists (as they are here), stored 
in memory, learned by heart. His own 
uncanny, mechanical memory, his phenom
enal capacity to rehearse long passages by 
rote, would seem to lie at the source of 
Bloom’s cultural authority, its sine qua 
non.

But that is not what Bloom himself wants 
to think, or wants us to believe. Bloom, you 
see, hates machines, anything like clones or 
lemmings whose migrations seem to be 
motivated by blindly mechanical repetition. 
His is the aesthetic and the authoritarianism 
of the sublimely sui-generis—the infinite 
One, unique, unitary, eternally self-identi
cal, original to itself, equal to nothing but 
itself—like Bloom’s Shakespeare or Bloom 
at Yale, a department of his own. His con
tempt is total for the mechanized “clones” 
and “lemmings”—those students of the 
“commissars” in the “School of Resent
ment” who automatically, compulsively, 
stupidly repeat their masters and echo each 
other. By contrast, Bloom, alone with his 
Western Canon, is committed, not to mere 
repetition, but to the Art of Memory, stand
ing bulkily, heroically in place against the 
great wave of rabble, the mindless profu
sion of discourses and books washing over 
“even our elite universities now...supine 
before oncoming waves of multicultural- 
ists.”

Bloom writes:

The Canon, once we view it as the relation of 
an individual reader and writer to what has 
been preserved out of what has been written, 
and forget the canon as a list of books for 
required study, will be seen as identical with 
the literary Art of Memory, not with the reli
gious sense of canon. Memory is always an 
art, even when it works involuntarily.

Implicit in Bloom’s conception is a dis
tinction between two kinds of memory, 
which underlie the distinction between the 
good idea of the canon and the bad one. The 
first kind of memory is that of repetition, of 
mere mechanical, computer-like recall of 
stored information, verbal bits able to be 
recited at great length at the click of a but
ton. We should forget that kind of memory, 
he says, the canon as a list of books. Bloom 
may wish to forget the lists, but his book is 
being sold on account of the enumerating 
lists in the back: Appendices A, B, C, D, 
with page after page of canonical works 
that go from Gilgamesh to John Hollander 
and Howard Moss, some of Harold’s dear
est friends in New York and New Haven.

The second kind of memory underlies the 
good canon, that is, the memory that artisti
cally composes the books in the canon into 
a heroic struggle between precursors and 
ephebes, the grandly desperate tales that 
Bloom loves to invent and to tell with such 
jocund desperation. This kind of memory is 
indistinguishable from imagination itself, a 
creative re-invention of the past, an inter
nalization and synthesizing of the past into 
an original artistic creation, a “strong” (the 
word is Bloom’s dada) critical poem, for 
example, like the one Bloom is forever 
making up. The influences he traces have 
their origins in his own ear, in his autocrat
ic assertions that when he hears Shake
speare in Freud or observes the agonistic 
contest between Emily Dickinson and, say, 
Elizabeth Bishop, we can be sure that the 
voices he hears are those of the Canon 
itself, and that the struggles are not his own 
imaginings. The truth is that Bloom is a 
human computer, who uses his uncanny 
power of total recall to make critical judg
ments, erecting hierarchies that reflect 
nothing more real than the Ubuesque come
dy of his autocratic taste and his megaloma- 
niacai paranoia. And lately, more and more, 
his work reflects the sour ressentiment of a 
teacher in his sixties, hating the young, who 
few readers (besides his publishers, in full 
page ads) any longer take seriously.

One of the funniest themes running

through The Western Canon is Bloom’s 
own ambivalent identification with heroic 
founders of religion, with Joseph Smith in 
the Utah desert, with Moses, and with 
Jaweh himself. Thus he writes:

I hope that the book [his own] does not turn 
out to be an elegy for the Western Canon, 
and that perhaps at some point there will be 
a reversal, and the rabblement of lemmings 
will cease to hurls themselves off the
cliff__J’s Yaweh [the "character” of God
whose adventures are recounted by J, the 
putative author of the Bible] is human— all 
too human: he eats and drinks, frequently 
loses his temper, delights in his own mischief, 
is jealous and vindictive, proclaims his just
ness while constantly playing favorites, and 
develops a considerable case of neurotic anx
iety when he allows himself to transfer his 
blessing from an elite to the entire Israelite 
host. By the time he [sic: Jaweh] leads that 
crazed and suffering rabblement through the 
Sinai wilderness, he has become so insane 
and dangerous, to himself and to others, that 
the J writer deserves to be called the most 
blasphemous of all authors ever.

To my ear, this Jaweh sounds a lot like 
Ubu, and hence like Bloom himself in The 
Western Canon: bulimic, mischievous, 
jealous and vindictive, playing favorites. 
But, then, under the eye of Bloom, Jaweh 
or God develops a case of neurotic anxiety 
for having committed the mistake of hav
ing yielded to the weak impulse to “trans
fer his blessing from an elite to the entire 
Israelite host.” Putting God on the couch, 
looking down on Him from, can I say, an 
Olympian perspective— more god-like 
than God, Dr. Bloom analyzes His prob
lem: At the moment He allows Himself to 
indulge the weakness of a democratic 
impulse, the moment He ceases to keep 
focused on the higher values that Himself, 
in His divine person, perfectly embodies, 
He yields His power to the hoi polloi. In 
that, God is more like, say, Paul de Man, 
Bloom’s friend (“My late friend Paul de 
Man...”) who lent himself to the rabble
ment by promoting literature’s demystifi
cation, putting it in the service of an anti
bourgeois ideology, and thereby engender
ing clones, lock-stepped lemming-like stu
dents, who, like the Israelite host, followed 
him into the desert of his madness.

“Cultural criticism,” Bloom writes, “is 
another dismal social science, but literary 
criticism, as an art, always was and always 
will be an elitist phenomenon. It was a mis
take to believe that literary criticism could 
become a basis for democratic education or 
for societal improvement.” Those critics, 
the vast majority, who have lent them
selves to the democratic illusion have, like 
Jaweh, made a mistake that Bloom has 
avoided. He has remained uncompro
mised, wrapped in his mountain, attended 
only by a tiny, indeed invisible elite of dis
ciples, hushed in the sanctuary of the 
canon, whose agonistic secrets He whis
pers in their ear, or rather dictates in twen
ty volumes: “The strongest poetry is cogni
tively and imaginatively too difficult to be 
read by more than a relatively few of any 
social class, gender, race or ethnic origin.” 
Unlike God, Bloom has never stooped to 
being less than god-like.

Still, one feels in Bloom’s current writ
ing not so much Resentment, as ressenti
ment, what Max Scheler, quoting Niet
zsche, defines, in his indispensable analy
sis of the concept (Ressentiment, trans. 
W.W. Holdheim. Schocken Books, 1972), 
as “in its very essence a negation of every
thing ‘outside’ and ‘different,’ of whatever 
is ‘not oneself : and this negation is its cre
ative deed... In order to arise, ressentiment 
needs a hostile external world.” In this 
respect, Bloom is like the founders of reli
gion, the gods and prophets, towards whom 
he has such ambiguous feelings. To be 
sure, having become “cheerleaders” for 
social amelioration, they suffer, he says,

from the neurosis of trying to accommo
date their difficult wisdom—the harshly 
negative insights the elite acquire through 
their heroic sacrifices—with the positive 
thinking of the rabble host. Yet Bloom can
not conceal his continuing fascination for 
these rabble-rousers, founders of religions 
or (allegorically) schools of criticism, 
those “paranoiacs (heroes, founders of reli
gion)” says Freud (in a letter to Fliess cited 
by Bloom), who are driven to the “romanti- 
cization of origins. “ Like them, Bloom is 
forever dreaming of new departures, a new 
Theocratic Age, new forms of greatness, 
the strong overcoming of predecessors in 
works of new and strange originality; “I 
think that the self, in its quest to be free and 
solitary, ultimately reads with one aim 
only: to confront greatness.” Like all para
noiacs, Bloom romanticizes origins, imag
ining the possibility of some unparalleled 
identity, a heroic originality, even as 
authors are nervously, anxiously looking 
over their shoulder at the hovering angel of 
their predecessor’s influence. Their origi
nality is the oxymoron of “an achieved 
anxiety.” But Bloom Himself has founded 
no religion; he is a God without a host; his 
divine paranoia has wijted into ressenti
ment, the negative feelings that project a 
hostile world around the self, which 
defends itself with its expansive bulimia, 
its mechanical accumulation of more and 
more books. He stands alone against the 
whole “School of Resentment”, projecting 
a general hostility that barely masks the 
envy he seems to feel, for example, toward 
his dead friend, Paul de Man, whom he 
can’t refer to without evoking his “clones.” 
De Man yielded to the narcissism of having 
hosts of admiring students—a form of nar
cissism Bloom himself has never been able 
to indulge (perhaps the only one), as he 
looms ever larger but ever more alone, in 
the splendor of his grandly isolated desper
ation, his achieved anxiety.

A final word about Bloom’s politics. 
Bloom has made himself, objectively (as 
Marxists used to say), the ally of reac
tionaries, the right-wing critics of what is 
vilified or dismissed as political correct
ness, which includes all the forms of criti
cal discourse swept by Bloom into the 
“School of Resentment.” But he himself is 
careful in The Western Canon to distin
guish his position from theirs. The right- 
wing critics, who defend the canon in the 
name of those values they wish to restore, 
are no less mystified and mystifiying, no 
less reductive of the aesthetic claims of lit
erature than those on the left, feminist 
cheerleaders, bourgeois anti-bourgeois, oj- 
social engineers. Against both the right and 
left, against all those who wish to put liter
ature in the service of something higher or 
more materially fundamental, Bloom, sur
rounded only by himself, holds out the dig
nity of its aesthetic autonomy. For him, the 
canon consists in struggles among authors 
within the canon for the space in which to 
assert their originality—their claim to bulk 
large on the battlefield of greatness. It 
makes canon formation, not a social or eco
nomic process (although he admits the con
tribution of those forces), but essentially an 
intertextual one.

Great authors relate to one another with 
limited (but not no) regard for historical 
conditions or political agendas; the history 
of literature runs parallel, but in essential 
ways, independent of social history, even 
of History itself. It is a position Bloom 
could be seen to share with the hovering 
shadow of his dead friend, Paul de Man, 
except de Man was infinitely more subtle 
in its formulation and more careful about 
defining the limits and dangers, the self- 
deceptions and the authoritarianism that 
vulgar forms of aesthetic ideology, like 
Bloom’s, inevitably, sadly, comically pro
duce.

Richard Klein is a professor o f Romance 
Studies at Cornell University.
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Aesthetics in the Wilderness
continued from page 8

flame” is, as philosopher Richard Rorty has 
pointed out, the life motivated by the desire 
to enlarge oneself, “the desire to embrace 
more and more possibilities, to be constantly 
learning, to give oneself over entirely to 
curiosity, to end by having envisaged all the 
possibilities of the past and of the future.” 
For Rorty, a life motivated by curiosity is by 
implication also a life of sympathetic under
standing for the experience of others rather 
than a struggle to “empower” oneself at their 
expense.

Bloom embraces just this line of aesthetic 
criticism, although, he confesses, “I feel 
quite alone these days in defending the 
autonomy of the aesthetic.”

It is a mark of the degeneracy of literary study 
that one is considered eccentric for holding 
that the literary is not dependent upon the 
philosophical, and that the aesthetic is irre
ducible to ideology or to metaphysics. Aes
thetic criticism returns us to the autonomy of 
imaginative literature and the sovereignty of 
the solitary soul, the reader not as a person in 
society but as the deep self, our ultimate 
inwardness.

Like Rorty, Bloom understands the aes
thetic life not as one of solipsistic impo
tence, but in terms of human flourishing.

The reception of aesthetic power enables us 
to learn how to talk to ourselves and how to 
endure ourselves. The true use of Shakespeare 
or of Cervantes, or Homer or of Dante, of 
Chaucer or of Rabelais, is to augment one’s 
own growing inner self. Reading deeply in the 
Canon will not make one a better or a worse 
person, a more useful or more harmful citizen. 
The mind’s dialogue with itself is not primarily 
a social reality. All that the Western Canon 
can bring one is the proper use of one’s own 
solitude, that solitude whose final form is one’s 
confrontation with one's own mortality.

The role of the literary critic, says Bloom, 
is to identify and illuminate works of aes
thetic value. “Nothing is so essential to the 
Western Canon as its principles of selectivi
ty, which are elitist only to the extent that 
they are founded upon severely artistic crite
ria.” The determining factor for Bloom 
“more often than not, has turned out to be 
strangeness, a mode of originality that either 
cannot be assimilated, or that so assimilates 
us that we cease to see it as strange.” The 
strong writer “wards off the massive weight 
of past achievement, lest every originality be 
crushed before it becomes manifest.”

One breaks into the canon only by aesthetic 
strength, which is constituted primarily of an 
amalgam: mastery of figurative language, origi
nality, cognitive power, knowledge, exuber
ance of diction.

The reader in pursuit of aesthetic experi
ence will seek out such writers.

I think that the self, in its quest to be free and 
solitary, ultimately reads with one aim only: to 
confront greatness. That confrontation 
scarcely masks the desire to join greatness, 
which is the basis of the aesthetic experience 
once called the Sublime: the quest for a tran
scendence of limits. Our common fate is age, 
sickness, death, oblivion. Our common hope, 
tenuous but persistent, is for some version of 
survival.

“Your opinion doesn’t matter, you are only a 
schoolteacher."

— William Styron to Harold Bloom on a 
question of literary judgment.

The attempt to “open the canon” on the 
part of what Bloom terms the “School of 
Resentment”—Marxists, feminists, semioti-

cians, deconstructors, etc.—is doomed to 
fail, he believes, in part not because the tra
ditionalist professors of English will win out 
over the multiculturalist professors of Eng
lish, but because professors of English do 
not ultimately determine which writers are 
important and influential; other writers do. 
The deepest truth about secular canon-forma
tion is that it is performed by neither critics 
nor academics, let alone politicians. Writers, 
artists, composers themselves determine 
canons, by bridging between strong precur
sors and strong successors.

(Professors of English may succeed in 
destroying university literary studies, Bloom 
says, but that is another matter.) That Bloom 
recognizes this, is one of his strengths. The 
theory of the “anxiety of influence,” put 
forth in the 1973 book by that name, is 
Bloom’s attempt to account for the agonistic 
struggle through which new writers find 
their places in the world of literature. “The 
old test for what makes a work canonical is if 
it has engendered strong readings that come 
after it, whether as overt interpretations or 
implicitly interpretive forms,” Bloom said in 
1991. In line with this theory, there is a way 
in which one might say, for example, that 
Samuel Beckett does as much to secure 
James Joyce’s place in the literary canon as 
Joyce himself does: strong writers appreci
ate previous innovators, recognizing them as 
the figures to be reckoned with and ultimate
ly, in a gesture invoking both Freud and 
Nietzsche, overcome. A writer like Emerson 
becomes central to the canon not because he 
is taught in the schools (or not, as is now 
more often the case), but because so many 
subsequent writers were forced to struggle 
with and overcome him as part of making 
their own way. The core of the canon is thus, 
in a real sense, self-generating. But doesn’t 
the reader also play a role in canon forma
tion?

“I rejoice to concur with the common 
reader,” wrote Samuel Johnson, famously, 
in his “Life of Gray” (1781), “for by the 
common sense of readers uncorrupted with 
literary prejudices, after all the refinements 
of subtlety and the dogmatism of learning, 
must be finally decided all claim to poetical 
honors.” But by the time Virginia Woolf 
took up the common reader’s cause in the 
1920s, it was impossible for her to do so 
without a certain degree of cynicism.

The common reader, as Dr. Johnson implies, 
differs from the critic and the scholar. He is 
worse educated, and nature has not gifted him 
so generously. He reads for his own pleasure 
rather than to impart knowledge or correct 
the opinions of others. Above all, he is guided 
by an instinct to create for himself, out of 
whatever odds and ends he can come by, 
some kind of whole— a portrait of a man, a 
sketch of an age, the theory of the art of writ
ing. He never ceases, as he reads, to run up 
some rickety and ramshackle fabric which shall 
give him the temporary satisfaction of looking 
sufficiently like the real object to allow of affec
tion, laughter, and argument. Hasty, inaccu
rate, and superficial, snatching now this poem, 
now that scrap of old furniture without caring 
Where he finds it or of what nature it may be 
so long as it serves his purpose and rounds his 
structure, his deficiencies as a critic are too 
obvious to be pointed out; but if he has, as Dr. 
Johnson maintained, some say in the final dis
tribution of poetical honours, then, perhaps, it 
may be worth while to write down a few of 
the ideas and opinions which, insignificant in 
themselves, yet contribute to so mighty a 
result.

As the new technologies and changing 
social conditions that we heap together 
under the term “postmodernism” bombard 
us with violence, fragment our experience, 
and numb us to a wide range of life’s more 
subtle pleasures, it may seem sheer folly to 
put one’s faith in the common reader as an 
arbiter of anything of value. Yet I stand with 
Dr. Johnson in believing that it is in the

hands of such readers, as much as in the 
hands of writers, that the existence and 
shape of literature must rest.

Writing in 1960, Canadian novelist and 
playwright Robertson Davies took up the 
cause of the common reader once again. In A 
Voice from the Attic: Essays on the Art of 
Reading, he identified what he called “the 
clerisy.”

The clerisy are those who read for pleasure, 
but not for idleness; who read for pastime but 
not to kill time; who love books, but do not 
live by books. As lately as a century ago the 
clerisy had the power to decide the success or 
failure of a book, and it could do so now. But 
the clerisy has been persuaded to abdicate its 
power by several groups, not themselves 
malign or consciously unfriendly to literature, 
which are part of the social and business orga
nization of our time. These groups, though 
entrenched, are not impregnable; if the clerisy 
would arouse itself, it could regain its sover
eignty in the world of letters. For it is to the 
clerisy, even yet, that the authors, the publish
ers, and the booksellers make their principle 
appeal.

To Davies’ list of groups comprising “the 
social and business organization of our 
time”, I would add the academic industry, 
which generates masses of printed material 
and contrives trivial controversies in the ser
vice of an enormous tenure and promotion 
machine that has little to do with the inter
ests or needs of either readers or writers, arid 
often crushes the genuine love of literature 
in those who pursue careers within its 
province. Bloom excludes academics from 
those to whom his book is addressed, 
“because only a small remnant of them still 
read for the love of reading.” No one, I sus
pect, experiences the horror of what is hap
pening in academia more painfully than that 
“small remnant.”

Writing in these pages over the past four 
years, I have returned again and again to the 
classic notion that what is valuable in litera
ture is that which helps us to enjoy and 
endure life, the former so increasingly rare 
and the latter so increasingly difficult in our 
culture. If what we call the “canon” does not 
do that—if we can take no comfort in it, if it 
doesn’t help us to grow—it will not survive. 
What Bloom’s arguments in The Western 
Canon can help us to remember is that the 
aesthetic experience of literature is the 
essence of its value to us. It is certainly not a 
fashionable opinion at the moment. But 
while there are many who would have us 
dismiss the existence or value of the capaci
ty for a specifically aesthetic pleasure, critic 
Frank Kermode reminds us that such argu
ments

are applauded by a constituency that can only 
deny the existence of a specifically literary sen
sibility because it has never had it, and suppos
es that it has no need of a quality self-evident

ly spurious, much as the tone-deaf might 
despise people who attend carefully to music.

To the extent that literary academics and 
critics fail to help readers to have that expe
rience, they do them a disservice. Yes, of 
course, there are other reasons to read and 
other ways of reading, but there are also 
other academic disciplines constructed to 
read in precisely those ways. Too many pro
fessors of English want to be philosophers or 
sociologists or political scientists but lack 
the appropriate training or rigor; teachers 
who genuinely love literature and who can 
lead readers to an appreciation of it are 
increasingly rare. But there is only so much 
even a good teacher or critic can do for the 
reader anyway.

Aesthetic experience, the pleasure that 
accompanies it, and the growth that can 
result from it are purely individual events, 
and it is the individual reader, alone with a 
book and devoting his or her full attention to 
it, that has the capacity to experience it. At 
bottom, aesthetic sensibility is a democratic 
experience, in principle open to anyone who 
will make the proper effort to pursue what 
Davies calls the “immensely serious busi
ness of personal exploration through person
al pleasure that is serious reading.” There 
are, to be sure, degrees of aesthetic pleasure 
just as there are degrees of physical pleasure, 
and not everyone will have the desire or the 
discipline to pursue not only the easy plea
sures but the more difficult, ultimately more 
satisfying ones as well. Bloom has no reti
cence about asserting that the most refined 
pleasures are rarely achieved. “The strongest 
poetry is cognitively and imaginatively too 
difficult to be read deeply by more than a rel
ative few of any social class, gender, race, or 
ethnic origin,” he writes. But that needn’t 
stop the rest of us from climbing as high as 
we can.

In his pessimism, Bloom fears that the cul
tivation of aesthetic value in literature will» lOlTTbm
soon become the province of the very, very 
few, and The Western Canon is his attempt 
to point them in what he believes is the right 
direction. We needn’t resign ourselves to 
such a fate. I would like to believe that 
Bloom is too pessimistic—that common 
readers must be the guardians of at least 
some degree of aesthetic value in our culture 
if literature is to maintain its humane func
tion, and that Bloom’s book is for those read
ers as well. We needn’t agree with all or even 
most of The Western Canon's suggestions to 
find it valuable. Bloom intends, he says, “to 
tell you neither what to read nor how to read 
it, only what I have read and think worthy of 
rereading, which may be the only pragmatic 
test for the canonical.” In doing so, he may 
help us open ourselves to the pleasures of the 
aesthetic experience of literature once again. 
Those who would denounce him for elitism 
and arrogance should contribute as much.

Michael Serino is a writer living in Ithaca.
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Sommers Stole Feminism
continued from page 10

Curiously, although such work is 
decried as “political” or “politicized,” 
nowhere have I found a clear definition 
of these concepts. Sometim es those 
adjectives just turn out to be another way 
to say that revolutionary work is re la
tivistic. Sometimes they are used to sug
gest that the truth is being distorted for 
the sake of political convenience. How
ever, it would be hard to show that pro
gressives are more guilty of this kind of 
scholarship than those who defend the 
status quo.

Such accusations arise most commonly 
where scholars attempt to question the 
equity of existing social arrangements, 
such as the family. Many people find 
intellectual inquiry into these matters 
deeply disturbing, and traditional schol
arship tends to accept basic social institu
tions as given. It is true that questions 
about them are generally based on moral 
concern. It is less obvious—but no less 
true—that taking them for granted has a 
moral basis, too: ignoring inequality 
implies that it is unimportant or justifi
able. So there is no neutral, safe ground 
here.

Education, Sommers believes, should 
supply students with “subject matter that 
will be useful to them.” Courses should 
teach them “how to live in a world that 
demands of them applicable talents and 
skills, not feminist fervor or ideological 
rectitude.” She devotes a great deal of 
space to a catalog of alleged educational 
outrages in W omen’s Studies courses, 
leaving little room for discussion of her 
own standards. She seems to value tradi
tional courses that do not raise the kinds 
of questions just alluded to. That such 
“non-ideological” courses are necessarily

useful, at least in any normal sense of the 
word, however, is questionable; most 
upper-level courses in the humanities, for 
example, are probably of limited “use” 
except to those few who go on to graduate 
school. But then her approval of such 
courses is in conflict with her other test, 
“applicable talents and sk ills ,” which 
seems to justify only rather narrow pre
professional programs.

In either case, her conception of the 
proper aims of education is depressingly 
constricted. Of course education should 
help prepare students to make their way in 
the world. And of course it should enrich 
their lives by instilling in them an appre
ciation of poetry or rocks. But where, in 
her vision, is its role in creating thought
ful citizens and moral leaders? Where else 
in this rushed society is there leisure and 
space to probe the moral foundations of 
society? Women’s Studies courses can be 
defended on all these grounds.

At issue here is Som m ers’ central 
assumption that women no longer have 
any serious complaints. Sommers distin
guishes between good “equity” feminists 
who agree with this thesis, and bad “gen
der” feminists who don’t. She suggests a 
litmus test to tell the two apart: “how a 
feminist reacts to data about gender gaps 
in salaries and economic opportunities is 
an excellent indication of the kind of fem
inist she is. In general, the equity feminist 
points with pride to the many gains 
women have made toward achieving pari
ty in the workplace. By contrast, the gen
der feminist makes a point to disparage 
those gains and to speak of backlash.. .”

It is true that women now, for the most 
part, enjoy legal equality with men, and 
women are, in many ways, far better off 
than they used to be. Sommers seems to 
want women to be satisfied  with the 
progress that has already taken place, and 
thinks that fighting for truly equal oppor
tunity and compensation is going too far. 
“Fem inist ideology,” she asserts, “has 
taken a divisive, gynocentric turn, and the 
emphasis now is on women as a political 
class whose interests are at odds with the 
interests of men. Women must be loyal to 
women, united in principled hostility to 
the males who seek to hold fast to their 
patriarchal privileges and powers.”

Nowhere, however, does she attempt to 
explain why feminists might not be satis
fied with the current state of affairs; 
instead, she implies that they are, like the 
fishwife who cried for the moon, never to 
be satisfied.

The answer lies both in personal experi
ence and statistics. If women are, in gen
eral, significantly worse off than men— 
and statistics show that in many important 
ways they are—then legal equality is not 
enough. Legal equality can create a 
framework for true equality, but the legal 
system involves only a small part of our

lives. Sexist attitudes can affect girls and 
women in fundam ental ways, both by 
cutting off opportunities and by under
mining their capacity for imagining an 
independent life, demanding their rights, 
having ambition, or striving for leader
ship. Many women’s daily experiences 
reinforce their suspicion that equal treat
ment has not yet been achieved.

More importantly, even the same treat
ment isn’t necessarily fair treatment. If 
men and women differ in fundamental 
ways, treating women just like men can 
leave women worse off than men. Thus if 
the public world fails to take account of 
the fact that reproduction happens in 
their bodies and that they are expected to 
be the prim ary nurturers of children, 
women must adapt to education and 
employment patterns designed for men 
who are free of these dem ands. Only 
“superwomen” will be able to compete 
with men for positions of power and 
prestige, while a majority of women will 
continue to be in danger of falling into 
poverty—all as a result of “free” choices 
in an apparently egalitarian  society. 
While it is encouraging that women earn 
on average a higher percentage of what 
men earn than they did twenty years ago, 
it would be still more encouraging were 
every woman assured real parity, and not 
just because men’s salaries are dropping. 
(For an excellent discussion of some of 
these issues, see Susan Moller Okin, Jus
tice, Gender and the Family. Basic 
Books, 1989). Women’s Studies courses 
can help young women understand these 
issues. If they don’t understand them, 
how can their choices rightly be 
described as informed and voluntary?

Sommers obscures these points, and 
attempts to leave her readers thinking 
that most women are too sensible to be 
taken in by gender feminism . But as 
Naomi Wolf points out in Fire with Fire, 
much of the distaste women evince for 
feminism is tied, not to feminism’s basic 
program, but to the word “feminist.” And 
no wonder, given how relentlessly the 
media and writers like Sommers attempt 
to equate it with manhating.

These considerations shed a different 
light on what Sommers apparently sees 
as her ultimate trump: her claim that fem
inists have contem pt for ordinary 
women. She argues in her last chapter 
that

an illiberal authoritarianism is implicit in 
the doctrine that women are socialized to 
want the things the gender feminist 
believes they should not want. For those 
who believe that what women want and 
hope for is "constrained" or “coerced” by 
their upbringing in the patriarchy are led to 
dismiss the values and aspirations of most 
women. The next step may not be 
inevitable, but it is almost irresistible: to

regard women as badly brought-up chil
dren whose harmful desires and immature 
choices must be discounted.

But she fails to explain why feminists 
warn women against certain choices. If 
she did, it would become obvious that 
fem inists are not, for the most part, 
telling women what their goals should 
be, but are instead pointing out that cer
tain paths will quite likely harm them. 
Thus, for example, feminists urge young 
women to become financially indepen
dent before they take on m arriage or 
children in order to avoid the impover
ishment that can now follow divorce. 
This is a prudential judgment, not a con
demnation of marriage or childbearing. 
W om en’s Studies courses educate 
women about both the risks and benefits 
of these kinds of personal choices. Cre
ating the conditions for such informed 
choices is required by the most unexcep
tionable liberal theory. Presenting such 
education as something akin to brain
washing is misleading in the extreme.

Sommers attem pts to persuade her 
readers that something more ominous is 
going on by suggesting that fem inist 
philosophers are in favor of forcing 
women to change their basic values. She 
creates the “evidence” for this claim by 
taking statem ents out of context and 
imposing on them interpretations that 
are sim ply im plausible to those who 
have read the works she cites. John K. 
W ilson shows readers how Sommers 
ignores context in his useful commen
tary “Stolen Feminism?” (Democratic 
Culture, Fall 1994).

Sommers also wants us to overlook 
the venerable tradition of recommending 
social action based on intellectual and 
moral conclusions. Think of P la to ’s 
Republic, A risto tle’s practical sy llo 
gism, utilitarianism’s reformist wing, or 
liberation theology. Would Sommers 
really have us reject these as “ideologi
cal”?

Sommers’ portrayal of activist femi
nism as a monolithic juggernaut couldn’t 
be more inaccurate: feminists are argu
ing with each other about every issue 
except the need for further progress. 
Debate, controversy— and yes, occa
sionally even humorless nastiness—are 
bubbling up in one of the most com 
pelling and exciting academic enterpris
es going.

Sommers’ book is so one-sided and 
inaccurate that it is unlikely to accom
plish the purpose of its conservative sub- 
veners. If I were them, I would ask for a 
refund. But maybe this is, after all, the 
best that money can buy....

Laura M. Purdy a is pro fessor o f  
Philosophy and Associate Dean fo r  
Academic Affairs at Wells College.
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Nature9s Puppets
'  continued from page 5

tarian. If you’re a utilitarian—and Wright 
thinks that most of us are, at least for public- 
relations purposes—moral decisions are 
simply a matter of trying to figure out ratio
nally what best advances everyone’s inter
est, “the greatest good of the greatest num
ber.” This necessarily puts you in a head-on 
conflict with natural selection, which has 
never cared a whit about everyone’s inter
est, and designs organisms to advance the 
interests of the genes they happen to carry.

I’m afraid many readers will boggle a bit 
at this, because it does look as though 
Wright pulls utilitarianism suddenly out of a 
hat toward the end of the book in order to 
get out of a tight spot. My own suspicion, 
though, is that the author’s logic works the 
other way around. I think Wright is so fasci
nated by evolutionary psychology precisely 
because it tends to demonstrate that the 
moral intuition is what J.S. Mill said it was 
many years ago, a device “for consecrating 
all deep-seated prejudices.” He wrote this 
book, I think, in order to show that human 
nature conflicts quite seriously with a ratio
nal, utilitarian ethic, and that (if we get a 
good close-up look at human nature) we’ll

Breaking
continued from page 4

prison writer takes big chances: “if the 
writing is not representative and doesn’t 
ring true to the prisoners, criticism can 
come from the blade of a knife or a punch 
in the face.” Every human strategy for 
dealing with the daily threat and boredom 
and loneliness of prison life is here, and 
motives for the insane or heroic or cruel or 
violent or clever or pathetic or compas
sionate acts Washington reports are 
motives he has taken pains to understand.

Aside from the often involuntary strate
gy of spontaneous violence, or the more 
calculated one of sexual or economic con
trol over other prisoners, or the vacancy 
offered by the shrink's drugs, one of the 
frequent strategies is fantasy, which 
extends from the past, lost life to the hope 
of escape from this one. It includes revolu
tionary rhetoric, dreams of centerfolds, 
dreams of escape, and the fantasy-tumed- 
neurosis of believing one will never be 
able to make it on the outside. Both of the 
men who maxed out during my class were 
caught in this particular web. One said, 
“Look for me in the Daily News." The 
other was sure the guards would incite him 
into staying. Washington’s book describes 
several such cases, as well as the Catch-22 
case of Old Doc, who while on parole was 
arrested for a crime he was acquitted of,

prefer the utilitarian ethic. In this way he 
enlists recent science in the cause of nine
teenth-century liberalism.

All that said, some readers will probably 
still dislike the book because they feel that 
the first three-fourths (which discuss the 
concrete Darwinian origins of human behav
ior) overpower the last fourth (which argues 
abstractly that we needn’t be enslaved to 
those origins). The book may in fact be read 
this way by many people. Most Americans 
still take “it’s natural” to mean “it’s accept
able,” and Wright’s discussion of Mill isn’t 
going to change that overnight.

But perhaps we had better start trying to 
change it? We are right to be skeptical about 
scientific claims to define human nature, and 
I’m sure that Wright will turn out to have 
overstated many parts of his case. His 
explanatory ambitions sometimes do run 
away with him. But as we learn more 
about—for instance—neurotransmitters like 
serotonin (which Prozac works by influenc
ing, and which seems to play a similar 
behavioral role in other primate species), the 
odds are good that parts of Wright’s argu
ment are going to be validated. The human 
mind is vastly flexible and adaptable, but the 
notion that it has no “nature” at all is not

Out
and returned to prison because being 
arrested was a parole violation.

There are other kinds of strategy here 
too. Juanito, resisting the guards to the end 
after a riot, yells “better it is to die in 
laughter than to live in tears!” and he is 
taken from his cell, tortured, and killed. 
His manhood challenged, Hardrock fights 
three guards to a standstill until the goon 
squad arrives and he is hospitalized. And 
Jim-Bo, who thinks something good is 
going to happen on a Monday, explaining 
in crazy detail to anyone who would listen 
how the rest of the days in prison are no 
good, hangs himself on a Tuesday.

And finally there are the strategies of 
keeping one’s posture always erect, of 
remembering significant figures in one’s 
past (W ashington’s portrait of a wino 
named Noonie, from his childhood, is 
wonderful), and of writing. Like writers 
everywhere, says Washington, prison writ
ers write to save their lives.

Seatrain, as he is getting ready to leave, 
puts every written document he can think 
of—rules, regulations, directives and bul
letins, mess hall menus and laundry tick
ets—in a box to take with him, so that if he 
ever again gets the urge to subject himself 
to the force of the law he can lock himself 
in his closet, plastered with these 
reminders, and reconsider. In some way, 
he is a writer too.

standing up to scrutiny. Since in the long run 
we can’t force science to tell us only flatter
ing things about ourselves, we might be wise 
to start focusing our political objections 
instead (as Wright does) on snipping the link 
between “natural” and “acceptable.”

The Moral Animal is not, then, a book to 
turn to if you’re looking for a dispassionate 
presentation of recent scientific findings. 
Wright tries hard to be even-handed, but like 
all summaries of “human nature” his book 
ends up embodying a specific agenda and 
painting a picture of the author’s immediate 
social environment, which, in this case, 
means an opinion magazine in Washington, 
D.C. (“We are all self-promoters and social 
climbers.”)

If, on the other hand, you share Wright’s 
underlying convictions—if, that is, you are 
committed to social equality, and equally 
unwilling to throw science out of court for 
producing unflattering pictures of homo 
sapiens—then you will find this book essen
tial reading. Wright has done a good job of 
showing how those two commitments can be 
reconciled.

Ted Underwood is a graduate student at 
Cornell University.

At the end, when Washington is 
released, he comments on the outside 
world. People seem more paranoid, more 
desperate. AIDs has changed the way they 
relate. The cops are more hostile. When he 
went in, he says, the spirit of the civil 
rights movement and the antiwar protests 
(in both of which he was involved) was 
still alive. Now all that is gone. And what 
he worries about most, as he stands at the 
beginning of a new life, is that he will 
become inured, jaded, and will no longer 
see the detail in the world around him. 
This fear—like the severe depressions of 
returning combat vets— is the peculiar 
curse of the prison writer. In making these 
comments, Washington wants us to focus 
on the parallels today between prison and 
the outside, and one disappointment of this 
book is that he does not elaborate. Perhaps 
that is the subject of his next one.

But if prison breeds paranoia and fear, it 
also elicits humor, creativity, compassion, 
and strength, all of the virtues we say we 
value. Washington’s stories about Jomo, 
Shing-a-ling, Berry and Little Black, and 
Eddie E. remind us of a continuity between 
our lives and prison lives that, in our right
eous rage over crime and our continued 
demonizing of black and Hispanic men, 
we should never forget.

Joel Ray is an editor for  The Bookpress.
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Variations on an Enigma
Charlotte Greenspan

In an essay entitled “Sanity of True 
Genius,” Anthony Storrs reminds us that 
“throughout history, there have been two 
opposing schools of thought about men and 
women of genius. The one portrays the 
genius as exceptionally well-balanced; the 
other affirms a close connection of genius 
with insanity, or at any rate with mental 
instability.” The Canadian film “32 Short 
Films about Glenn Gould,” directed by 
Francois Girard, makes a convincing argu
ment that in the case of Glenn Gould, cre
ativity and eccentricity were happily wed
ded.

Born in Toronto in 1932, Gould began 
concertizing in his early teens. His recording 
of Bach’s Goldberg Variations, released in 
1955, catapulted him to international fame. 
He retired from the concert stage in 1964, 
but continued to record, compose, write, and 
make broadcasts for the Canadian Broad
casting Corporation until his death at the age 
of fifty. But this bare-bones account leaves 
out the intriguing contradictions in Gould’s 
life. He was a brilliant pianist who disliked 
concertizing and did not particularly like the 
sound of the piano. He swathed himself in 
layers and layers of clothing even in the 
hottest weather. He was hypochondriacal— 
or perhaps he was in fact quite sickly. In any 
case, he took an astonishing battery of pills, 
but never appeared to be under the influence 
of drugs. Solitude was a real need for him, 
but so was conversation—sometimes for six 
or eight hours at a go, often on the telephone. 
His private life was intensely private and 
possibly inscrutable.

Most pianists best express what they have 
to say through their chosen medium—the 
piano. Gould, however, was also adept in the 
use of language. He was a prolific essayist 
(The Glenn Gould Reader, published in 
1985, contains over sixty essays) and an 
indefatigable letter writer (the National 
Library of Canada in Ottawa holds more 
than 2,000 of Gould’s letters). “32 Short 
Films” beautifully presents a picture of a 
person for whom both words and music 
were mediums of creative expression. In a 
truck-stop cafe, Gould listens to a counter
point of conversations as he might listen to a 
Bach fugue. For the CBC radio program he 
produced, “The Idea of North,” Gould over
laps and combines people’s voices as if they 
were instrumental melodies.

An advertisement for this film proclaims it 
to be “a most unconventional motion picture 
about a most unusual man,” and in this case 
the advertisement is not hyperbole but a sim
ple statement of fact. “32 Short Films” aban
dons continuous narrative in favor of a 
mosaic approach, but not even the title indi
cates how varied the tessera are. Some of the 
episodes have no music, others have no 
words; some have no human beings; some 
are documentary-like, presenting interviews 
with Gould’s friends, colleagues and family; 
still others have actors playing roles—Glenn 
Gould is played by Canadian actor Colm 
Feore. Each short film is introduced by an 
on-screen title and here, too, there is great 
variety. Some titles give the name of the per
son being interviewed, such as “Yehudi 
Menuhin” or “Bruno Monsaingeon”; others 
tell where the action is taking place, such as 
“Lake Simcoe” or “Hamburg”; some titles 
are more evocative or elusive, such as “Pas

sion According to Glenn Gould” or 
“Crossed Paths.” The overall effect seems to 
mirror Gould's own kaleidoscopic person
ality.

The portrait of Glenn Gould that emerges 
from this film is of someone who is self- 
absorbed but entirely true to himself; his 
individuality is not fed by a rebellion against 
the everyday world, but rather comes from a 
blissful disregard of it. In the dramatized 
sequences of the film, the ordinary people 
surrounding Gould—concert promoters, 
recording technicians, and interviewers— 
comes across as almost petty in comparison 
with Gould, who is presented as living a 
large portion of his life in a heightened state 
of aesthetic and spiritual awareness. We see 
him as not only different, but superior to 
us—and not simply because he plays the 
piano well. At the same time, the filmmakers 
create a bond between Gould and the audi
ence by showing him as a listener instead of 
a performer—we never see him playing the 
piano on screen. Rather, in a segment in a 
recording studio, we see Gould listening to a 
playback with the same intensity we are 
accustomed to in his performances. Another 
segment, called “Practice,” shows him walk
ing around a room, score in hand, with the 
music apparently swirling through his head. 
In the “Hamburg” sequence, Gould is shown 
in a hotel room, listening to a recording of 
his performance of a Beethoven sonata in the 
company of a first bemused, and then trans
ported chambermaid.

One of the fascinations of “32 Short 
Films” is the way it seems to invite analysis 
along musical lines, with regard to themes, 
counterpoint, and overall structure. Bodies 
of water, frozen wastelands, telephones, and 
cars appear in several sequences, like themes 
in a fantasia, giving the film the sense of a 
controlled structure rather than a random 
assemblage of pieces. There is also a for- 

•ward momentum arrived at by the thoughtful 
organization of the segments, which are not 
arranged in a strictly chronological 
sequence, but nevertheless move inexorably 
from childhood to death.

The first short film shows a person, at first 
barely discernible, walking slowly toward 
the viewer over an arctic expanse, accompa
nied by the theme of Bach’s Goldberg Vari
ations. As several writers have pointed out, 
this device identifies the film with the Gold
berg Variations, the music with which 
Gould’s reputation is perhaps most closely 
associated, and which also begins and ends 
with simple statements of a theme that 
frames 32 variations.

At the end of the film, the same figure 
walks slowly away from the viewer, across 
the same arctic expanse, to the music of the 
C-Major Prelude from the first book of 
Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier. The visual 
theme of the arctic wasteland reappears 
about halfway through the movie, for a short 
film called “Solitude,” but this time the 
musical accompaniment is a movement of 
the Sonatine, Op. 67 by Sibelius.

As one might expect, the choice of music 
to accompany the short films is carefully cal
culated—and not simply to show the range 
of Gould’s repertoire. More familiar and 
comfortable music—Bach and Beethoven 
primarily—occur at the beginning of the 
film, while less familiar, more anxiety-pro
voking music—Hindemith, Prokofiev, and 
Schoenberg—occurs in the second half of 
the film, as the biographical themes of ill

ness and pill-taking become more prominent. 
I might mention that, although I have seen 
this film three times, twice with pencil and 
pad in hand, I cannot find 32 short films, 
even if I include as a film the scrolling of 
credits at the end of the movie to the music of 
Bach’s Art of the Fugue.

The lack of strict chronological sequence 
demands of the viewer a more active partici
pation. For example, the second short film, 
titled “45 Seconds and a Chair,” shows a 
man in a suit sitting and listening to Bach’s 
Two-part Invention in A minor. The viewer 
is tempted to invent a narrative: since the 
two-part inventions are junior-level pieces, 
and we have already seen Glenn Gould as a 
child in the first short film, one could imag
ine that here he is auditioning—perhaps for 
admission to conservatory. Two short films 
later, in “Gould Meets Gould,” we realize 
that the listening man in the suit was Glenn 
Gould, that is, the actor who plays Glenn 
Gould as an adult. What then is the proper 
narrative for “45 Seconds and a Chair”? Per
haps there is none. Similarly out of order, in 
“Gould Meets Gould” the two interlocutors 
discuss Gould’s decision to abandon concer
tizing, a decision which is dramatized four 
segments later in “The L.X. Concert.”

It is clear that the authors of this film have 
weighted the scales to heighten Glenn 
Gould's almost other-worldly characteristics. 
For example, we see the three-year-old 
Glenn at the piano on his mother’s lap, while 
a first-person voice-over explains how his 
mother gave him a headstart by frequently 
playing the piano throughout her pregnancy. 
On the other hand, the film excludes the peri
od when Gould studied piano and organ at 
the Toronto Conservatory. Although he con
cluded his studies there at an unusually early 
age (he received the Conservatory’s associ- 
ateship gold medal when he was twelve), one 
suspects that the mere fact that he studied at 
the Conservatory seemed too prosaic for the 
picture of Glenn Gould the filmakers wanted 
to present. In the end, one realizes that “32 
Short Films” is less a biography of its subject 
than a meditation on aspects of an extraordi
nary life.

A  few words of warning about 
the original motion picture 
soundtrack released on the 

Sony label. By far the longest cut on the 
CD— 11 ’36” of a 70’ 22” disk, or some
thing over 15%—is a performance con
ducted by Arturo Toscanini of the Pre
lude to Tristan and Isolde by Richard 
Wagner, music which accompanies the 
“Lake Simcoe” segment of the film. For 
those who buy the disk to recreate the 
atmosphere of the film, this orchestral 
cut may be fine; people who buy the 
disk out of an interest in Glenn Gould's 
piano playing may not be pleased. More 
disappointing, the single most interest
ing snippet of music in the film—a per
formance of Gould’s Opus 1, a compo
sition for string quartet—is not included 
on the CD. Many of the selections on the 
CD demonstrate Gould’s gift for show
ing the universe in a grain of sand, or in 
this case, showing a musical world in 
the space of time of less than a minute.

Charlotte Greenspan is a writer who lives 
in Ithaca.
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