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Three or Four Things I Know About Charies Bernstein firework show (hidden echo of the fire on the boat, faregrounded aural
Kog Eawsrds echo in "gymnastic / pyrotechnic”). The poem continues:
Mot
Chartes Bernsiein begins bis poem "The Klupzy Girl” (in [glets ' guymnastic: pyrotechnic. The continuonzness
Irritations) tike this: ) L 0f & srnile - wry, perfume scentad, Mo this
wWoild go fridfy with @l these changes
Poelry s like & swoon, with this difference: T around, Sense of variely: panic. Like
it brings you to your senses. : my eye takes Gver Trom the Tront
. yard, three pace. {die gaze — years
Having begus with @ propoasitisn, he immediately procesds, not by e right dnwn the windovw. Hot clairvaysnce,
qualify it or even to draw out a philogophical discaurse from it, out to test . predictions, deciphering - enacting.
1ts truth empiricaliy
The fixed smite of complacency (continunusness™ iz consciously
Poelryis like a swoon, will this differsnce: _ Aawkv’rard, echoed several lines taler by “deliberatensss”) can’t be
it brings you to your senses. Vet his ' sustained “witl all these changes around™ - To Ury and recuperale suysh
parables are not singular. The smoke Tram variely into a unified meaning would certainly make uou go fruity. The
Uhe boat causes the men to joke. Mot r poem’s final coherent sentence before snapping of T inlo seven unfinisted
qurnestic: Dgruteci‘n‘lic. ) ' . ' phrases ig “Gal 977 in Baston ang everything £ sesms to go crazy”) But,
the reader {5 reminded, the poem s meaning is what it is, nat what it
Each sentence has the effsct of one of those sudden jolts a2 gou drop ' - points to.
off to sleep, @ step that suddenty izn’t there. The “Yel” of the secand : ' ) From this, and the ensuing Tour pages or so of the peam, it will become

i ie constant patiern-making in Gernsiein’s
Ssnmrtce Drpparvs Wou Tor an antithetisal statemant, but what comes is 4 tlear however that there is constant pattern-making in Gernsisin’s work,

S 3 qs {rom zero, questionings (Barthes'
ponsequitur, OF 15 147 Who is the “he” whose parahles are not aingular? Counterpointing the renewals, s1artings from zero, guestionings \“T,—””

"r..'Tha post? Ars the parables the sent of the poem, and if 50 in what “who i3 speaking?” 15 o perpelusl traser), to qive an efisct something itke
. sense are they “not singular’? Sentence three plunges you deeper into S moirg. Or it could be described as playing with focus I his essay-in-verss
s LI’UU:J ed unu.rfcmty the smake suggests the boat is burning (burning “artifice of Absorption” which torms the whole of Roper Alr Yol 4 Ho. 1,

) _ . : N oINS 11 3 ] 21 Hiy "c; -anns] fian e ich hegins "}‘ SO0 T
def’k-ubut H 30 “the men”’s response aapears singularly ineppropriste. Bernstein guotes the Klupzy Girl's proposition which beging the above

poem and continues: &

AREEN

dnimrv four QLQQBStSBW&g of reading the foreaning: don't warry trying

21t ) BuL (menta) gymnastics), it doesn’t work that wal, it's 8



bernstec
Typewritten Text
Reality Studios (1984) 


Bernztein / Edwards / 3

o The ascillation of atientional focus,
& itz attendant biurring,
I @ vivid way of describing
the srbivotent (sic] switching, whizh |
am £0 Jend of, hetween abzorption &
antiabsarplion, which can now
D2 described as redirected
absorption. The speed
of the shifts Ultimately becarmes a metric
weight, & os the pace picks
up, the frenzied serial
focussing / unfocussing enmeshes
into g dysraphic whole — not
totality — an elchemicat
“overiay and blending”
as Ptombing notes,
forming what he tarms a
combinatorial”, In Facrest-Thomson's words,

”

an “’image—commex .

Like most of Bernstein’s work, the essay seeks to demonatrote by its
vers Torm that wehich 1115 expounding: an adaptation of Veronica
-nrrest-Thomson's theary of poetry in Pastic Artifice (Manchester

BE1

Iniwersity Press, 1978) The “dysraghic whole” or “imane-camplex™ iz not

1 totality in the sense that a single meaning cannot be distilied from it,
and el 1Ls novel coherennes say something about how coharance 15 marde
Bnd functmns.. Tnose who pereist in tdentiiuing Bernstein with sameathing
talisd "non-referential poetry” — whatever that may mean — are thus wide
i the mark ingeed. "Dysraphism”, by the way, iz the title of ane of ‘Lhe

poems in Bernstein’s most recent collection The Sophist, which ke glo sses

ina Tontnote a5 "a dusfunctional ILM]UH of embryonic partz — a birth
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2o

defect™ "Raph”, which literally means "seam”, has the same root as

“rhapsody”. As far raference, here is tie beginning of the eszay

“Semutance”, originally contributad to my own rmagEzin
in 1978 and reprinted in Content’s Dream Essays 1975 1954,

Mot “death” of the referent - rather a recharged use of the
multivalent referential vectors that any word has, fow words
incombination Lane and medify the associstions made for each
of tham, how “reference” ther is net 8 one-nn-one ralation to

n “object” but & perceptual dimensian that closes in to
pinpeint, nail down (Lhis wart), sputiers omnii; opically {the in
inthe which of who whers what wallsl, refuses ihe tuild up of
image track/prajection while, pointillistically, fiing g

reference at each turn {Fills vals ago lodges spire) .

Eernstein’s subjgct being the workings of langusne, or rather the
intersctions of language and consciousness, 1U's no accident that he uses
Forrest~Thomson in "Artifice of Absorption” In Pogtic Arlifice she
gsserta: 71 shauld never deny that posms may be aboul subjecis other than

writing postry, but !de deny thet they can be about other thinogs witheut

L=y

gieo being about writing poetry, in the sense of employing Artific

g iy their
organisation. And | think that the ‘other things’ are apt to take, rightly,
second place to the organisalion of the poem

frnoan aftack on the self-conscious obacurity o7 & Wakiace Slevens poem
she writes: "wWhat ‘L‘me objects to 15 .. the tendancy 1o make the
already-known or alresdy-thounht the point of arrival, to make postry an
obscure and f‘igured‘staternent which one undarstands by translating it
into the already-known. 1T poatry is to justify ftself i1 musi do more than
thiz; it must assimilale the alreedy-knuwn and subject it to areweirking

which suspends and questions its categories, provides alternative.

arderings.”
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T_\(‘Fm'restﬁTthsun criticizes the Imagisis (or rather, the stoted theary
of the tmagists, Trom which she attempis g partial rescue of Pound} for
seeking in their poetry to reveal s world beyond language; an i}rnbossibie
transcendence, she arques. Barnstein likewize denies the pozsibility of
gscaping from language into the world in this way; the patpable clash of
discourses in his work 15 therefore not a rejection of the world huf rather

the reverse: a foregrounding of the linguistic constructions which shape

that world's meaning. The kind of poetry Bernsiein writes has rrros-t‘came

]

under attack not from arch-traditionatists, | suspect, but from those who

4

conceive their poetry as springing from L;"nagi:am; for whorm netions of
transcendence and suthenticity are mseparsble from poetry. From this
perzpective, Bernstein would seem to be always shifting his ground,
interrogating every utierance; as though each ling, each sentence, were in
invisible guote marks. Bernstein constantly uses “I”, but the | is
constantly on the move, non-atiributable; where 15 the self inall this?
These are important questions, and despite the high comedu inmuch of
Bernstein’s writing they are seriously answered. The selfl, ne would 33y, is
ultiply corstructed and language piays a ceniral role in each |
construction: the self that writes an office mema i3 not the seif that tells
a joke is not the self that reads {nrowrites) g novel is not the self that
says 1 Tove You” is not the seif that watches screen sctors sgy "l Tove
you et walue-free ironic detachment iz nol what Bernstein is after;

there is irony in his work, but 1t is siways accompanied (the absarption /

antisbserption duality) by engagement with the reality of the construction:

"if @ sell 1s anything it is what that seif does with its body . .. does with
its mind ... and that . responsibitity is for what you da. . not for what
ynu qo home at night and think what you'd Tike to do i7 3797 one day . ..
some time ...

hat guote is Trom “Thrae or Four Things | Know About Him™, the first
piece in Conient’s Dream, which typically subverts the reader who expects

a hook of Viterary essays by leunching (foltowing a quitation from Mare
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Cthe task of history, once the world Seyond the Lruth bas disspoeared,

is to establish the truth of this world ") fnto a streom of conscicusnmss

apout the slienstion of wirking fer s large corparation.

This heady confusion of modes was ane of U‘le groeat aiiy

L=fzil=h=U=A=02E, the magazine of postics ’amj prtitics Gernsiein adited

with Bruce Antreves from Mew York between 19789 ond 1902, [Uireaches o

fing pitch in hig brilliantly sxeculed The Sophist. The opening poem, "The

Simply”, continues the truth-testing of "The ¥iupzy Gird™

Naothing can tentain the empty stare thal ricochets
haphazardly against any purpese. i1y hands

are cold but | see nonetheless with an infrarsd
charm. Beyond these calms 15 a coast, handy but

worse for abusea.

it beging, fronicaliy enough as 11 would szem, but the poarm builds up

curiouslu moving resonances in its seven panes

Thal grown we weep for want of,

SLUMPS A% 1T PUMPS. “I've gol my instinct brainad
to o rare morsel of respect.” That is, thal | 2an see myzeif,
They produced thick tomato sandwiches, saying with pride

that they were brought from Woolworth's,

and ending:
”“'011 Rave such a horrible senze of equity which
m@quﬂub e becauss there’s no such

things as equity.” The lexi, the beloved?

un I stop Hiving when the pgin gets ton
qrpai'? Mothing interrupts his moment.

False.
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‘Fear ond Tresposs” reads like o three-poge extroct Trom g elushily
retentious novel, pushed to a point beyond parndy: “She inspected her
hounhts ke a Tus 34 shopper holding up the seconds towards a fluarescent
ight thirty feet above the sel ting Tioor, pulling at the ssams and poking
he button holes, picking up naw pisces as fast as, and as brusquely ag,
iscarding the old ones, until, amidat what was perhaps a blue-plaid
anjectura with toa big a collar, he spake her name, at Tirst 20 softly that
2 might have been eating it as he rolled it in his maouth, and then, quits
redusily, louder and mare piainly.”

"Entittement™ is g Rlaylet featuring as charactars Liuboy Popova, g
ussian constristivist mainter, Jenny Lind, the Swedish coloratura senrann
nd John Milton-"1 and the” i= campiled from transcripts of an Experimant
1 determine word frequencies in spoken American English; the firat
tanzs (Lhe poem uzes v (ords in descer nding ordar of rrequenc:[ a5 recorded)
= “land the / to that ynu / it of a” . and the last is “relevant mdependence
hotl / glesses support magazine / courses pardon resylts ™

Inaiitte fable heeded “The Only Utogia Is in a Now” a small group of
those without any names in the st ory” arrive at a aign saying UMopia (the
ord covering over the wards “private property”l A party is in progress,
iminated by o very targe man who threatens the group by shouting the!

g i the Jast place where emotion refgns supreme and “unermotional”
pes had betisr clear off.

One of the gréup sks g woman in the party what the man had meant by
wtiorn can see by your gsking s nuestion Hike that,’ she said with o
iile, “that you are an enemy of emotion Gensral 14 spesking,” she quickly
ded, ‘enemies of emotinn are humorlass, intellectual men But-then ghe
s into a purple glow which separates into blue and red Highis; the blue
eaks Tike an oracle: “'On this block . whatl is called Tthinking” is
solutely forbidden in the name of what is callad “amation”. You're only

ppozed to write and ssy what e eryone glse knows, and to wiite and 25y

‘ entire sky above the black, and the voice, which had reached a frenzy

Cavnetoin o Edwards / &

Linthe vray everyone else hag already heard it In fact, Lhey fzsue 5

manual, Acceptable Words and Ward Cambingtions and everyone 1alks and

nouse argling,

writes only in permutations deriven from this book, )17
since anyone who disagrees is called snti “einetional and, regardlsss of

their gender, is also railag “male” "

Sounds familiar? Dut fortunateln the two tghts recombine to fil) the

15

restored to 2 olassica) balance, or parhaps & Blakesn reconciliation of
opposites:

iy

we talk sboul emotion bul we are afrsid of ernolion, and whan we

finaHg come Upon 1t we Block it Ul by call ing it mur\h, CwhEn we hear

the suntax af the heart, in words that may well 2eem new and strange io
ears trained only ta urderstand the old and familiar, we cammune with tha
oneness of ug-all that 15 our communat body, languag'e. Don't e arraid,
gentle writers, gentle speakers, that gou won' L communicate ar will bz tao
inteflactual. Only when such concerns a1l away, ke calluses from our
tongues, and we are left Just to doand b2, not trgng to commonicats ol

p TR LE R VARE Lo THNT L pEaca as

of a Tear of being unabie to, wili language take 1ts rightin piace as love "

Publications by Cherfes Bernztein referred to:

Artifice of Abzgrplion, Vo1, 4 No. | of Paper Alr magazing, edited oy Gil Of, Fhiladelphia, 1987

Contept’s Dreany Fazays 1975-1 1924, Sun & Moo Press, Los Argelss

lelets 7 lyritatians, Jordan Da avies, Hew York, 1933

The Sophist, Sun & Moan Press, Los Angs






