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and our profession is not in the habit of encouraging imperialism
or harboring those who advance its claims” This was a subtle
admission. The dialogue implied in the assemblage of these essays
for ALH is carried on between the left of confident historicist
criticism of nineteenth-century poetry and what that historicism’s
advocates take to be the retrograde hegemony of the critic of
twentieth-century poetry who has the “luxury” (Packer’s term) of
rising to the “Olympian view” (von Hallberg’s) from which he as
an “evaluative critic” lays his eyes on good poems and averts his
gaze from “[ploems that are not fully achieved as art.” But these
latter poems, say the detractors, will be liberated from constraints
brought to bear on them by evaluation. In allegedly abandoning
history (for modernist history, it is implied), the modernist critic
forfeits the sense of continuity offered by critics of the nineteenth
century who have worked so hard to “reconstruct” antibourgeois
impulses in the formally conventional poetry they study. But some
critics of modern poetry prefer to have none of it. Therein lies the
problem. S e

If we would all just get along; modernism and radicalism
could seem to have shared the same ‘original antibourgeois senti-
ments stirring in the 50 years prior to 1900. What roots do mod-
ernism and radicalism share? Are theitichallenges to convention
contiguous or merely analogous? Poggioli’s error was in conclud-
ing they are merely analogous (95). The extent to which the rela-
tion between radicalism and modernism is inherent or a case-by-
case contingency became in fact a main issue that had to be faced
by theorists of the avant-garde who did their work during the
height of the Cold War. In The Theory of the Avant-Garde, which
was begun in the late 1950s and published (in Italian) in 1962, the
suppression of modernism in the Soviet Union casts a shadow so
dark and long that the book could barely state, even as a hypoth-
esis then adamantly refuted, “the tendency to equate aesthetic
radicalism with political radicalism,” an assertion no sooner made
than dubbed “a tendency already questioned on theoretical grounds
in this essay” (168). Poggioli’s otherwise coherent study of avant-
gardism faltered in the way it handled modernism’s a posteriori
close fit with political radicalism (a job for the historicist sleuth,
whose method he contends is irrelevant to understanding modern
poetry). Although his examples of antimodernism are all drawn
from the experience of experimental artists facing their antago-
nists in the West, Poggioli reminded readers that “the avant-garde,
like any culture, can only flower in a climate where political liberty
triumphs” (95). He could not seem to make straightforwardly the
key point about aesthetic form that Peter Biirger made in Theory
of the Avant-Garde, when a decade later the younger theorist was
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(as he has admitted) in the grip of an opposite politics, the aura of
May 1968 (Biirger 95): “When avant-gardistes demand that art
become practical once again, they do not [invariably] mean that
the contents of works of art should be socially significant™ (49).
Biirger’s attraction to radicalism was precisely what permitted
him to be tolerant of the ahistorical aesthetic. Susan Sontag’s var-
ious contentions in the early and mid-1960s that “music and the
plastic arts and poetry painfully dug themselves out of the inade-
quate dogmas of 19th century ‘realism,” by a passionate commit-
ment to the idea of progress” showed her to be similarly unafraid
of modernist formalism as a version of radicalism (102).

Such openness about radicalism’s circulation in and out of
modernism is an object lesson for us. In the 1930s, a crucial period
of contiguity between various radicalisms and modernisms, the
relationship was certainly not news to modernist communists
themselves. Poets Stanley Burnshaw, Sol Funaroff, and Kenneth
Fearing had known all along that, insofar as they chose to relate
to pre-Depression modernism, poetic form would be their con-
nection to (respectively) Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot, and William
Carlos Williams. Their radical devotion to history gave them this
“luxury”; they chose a connection to experimental poetics be-
cause they loved fresh, exciting poetry. By the 1950s and early
1960s, when Poggioli was writing his theory, Burnshaw, Funaroff,
and Fearing were all but forgotten as poets (their reputations
buried by anticommunists and New Critics). Such models had
been made unavailable by the anticommunism inscribed in his
study of recent aesthetic history. Poggioli’s nervousness about
stating the continuity from modernism to leftism too openly left
him just as speechless about the politics of poetic form as are von
Hallberg’s detractors who tend to equate his idea of universality (a
refusal to permit other discourses to swallow poetry’s formal dif-
ferences) with imperialism (an outcome of ahistoricism). Packer,
while almost completely disagreeing with von Hallberg, votes for
having one of his sentences carved in stone over the entrance to
every graduate English department: “Whatever poetry is, it can-
not be that which threatens to swallow it up.”

A sense of the poetic should not suffer because intraliberal
debates about modernism’s historical inheritance from challenges
to social convention are refigured as Left vs. Right. Poggioli
(whose theory of the avant-garde I have roughly called an artifact
of the Cold War) offers no help to von Hallberg in the distinction
between the critic of earlier poetry who can judge history and the
critic of the contemporary who must somehow feel history. The
elimination of judgment from among the means of the contempo-
rary poetry critic is an impoverished legacy. It was a failure of
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nerve von Hallberg seeks modestly to reverse. His account of po-
etry of the last 50 years—however partial it will seem, however he
has unintentionally deprived the historical narratives that connect
the poems he has chosen to feature—consists of rigorous judg-
ments about which poems make the history of poetry. As such, at
least, the poems are subject to evaluative refutation. Evaluation
of the contemporary apart from history is not feeling. Ideology no
more quickly comes into play in evaluation distinguished from
history than in historicism repressing its evaluative qualities. Nor
should von Hallberg’s assertion that “[t]he best poems resist
not only the erosion of memory but also absorption by other
discourses”—that apparent rebuke of Wolosky’s and others’
method—be taken to mean that Sylvia Plath’s “Daddy” of Octo-
ber 1962 has no relation to newspaper accounts (or, rather, nonac-
counts) of the Cuban missile crisis—only that in the end he judges
“Daddy” worthy of mention in CHAL on additional grounds. But
it is he, after all, who has raised the specter of our near annihila-
tion at that moment when all relation, even the parental, that ur-
relation, risked severance. I myself prefer to read Plath through
history. Yet that “Daddy” has earned-a place in this historical nar-
rative on poetic grounds is to me whdt is worth evaluating histor-
ically. That, to use Zukofsky’s phrasing;is the test of poetry. It is
also what is still so unsettling about that poem, as a poem.
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