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Charles Bernstein, a leading exponent of experimental poetics, has gathered here 37 
occasional prose pieces, rendering them more than the sum of their parts.  Pitch of Poetry, 
while ambitious and substantial, cannot be considered a definitive statement of his 
poetics because Bernstein refuses the definitive in favor of what might be called the 
disseminative. In this, his fifth book-length work of poetics, he writes on behalf of 
improvisation, dialogue, process, polysemy; his bêtes noire include aesthetic closure, 
identity, and lyric expressivism. Bernstein also remains implacably opposed to “official 
verse culture,” a recurring phrase that functions as code for the reigning mores of—
perhaps the very existence of—MFA writing programs. Pitch of Poetry is a brilliant, 
idiosyncratic, and frequently irritating polemic on how poetry should be written today. 
Some sense of the authorial persona animating the book may be gleaned from learning 
that “irritating” likely will be judged a term of praise. 

 
Bernstein’s stance is energetically oppositional. He opposes the deadening effects of 
normative language use, including conventional poetic language, and he opposes 
homogenizing sociopolitical systems. “Dissident thought is valuable just because it is 
dissident,” he insists. “The wildness of the imagination is the greatest guarantor not only 
of freedom but also of reality” (212). Bernstein’s counter-empiricism, not to mention the 
sheer scale of his claims on behalf of imagination, is particularly bracing in an age divided 
by STEM, on one hand, and “alternative facts,” on the other. Facing a massively 
bureaucratized world, he offers both a theory and a practice of linguistic wildness. In 
Bernstein’s account of US culture, poetry is less the bearer of civilization than its wily, 
resourceful antagonist. 

 
But, of course, there is no such thing as American poetry.  Rather, we confront what 
Bernstein calls “the diverse poetries of the Americas” (4), with their multiple languages, 
vernaculars, patois, hybrid forms, disparate traditions, and hard particularities. That 
multiplicity is cause not for consternation but celebration. Bernstein’s motto, the book’s 
opening essay suggests, may be In Unum Pluribus—“not the many becoming one but the 
one becoming many” (ix). This inverted Americanism prioritizes difference, dialogue, 
and translation; it values the untranslatable and the inassimilable. It produces poems 
meant to be experienced, not glossed or easily digested.   
 
As a progenitor of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poetry in the 1970s, Bernstein took up the 
modernist mantle of difficulty and made it new by connecting American poetics with 
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postmodern theory. His hostility toward “official verse culture” has much to do with 
mainstream poets’ resistance to theory—a perplexing resistance given that all poems 
work with language. One way of characterizing what Bernstein is doing in Pitch of Poetry 
would be to say that he’s still fighting the theory wars of decades past. You might call 
him an ambassador among poets for deconstruction. In his chapter on Gertrude Stein, for 
example, Bernstein advances claims as if directly from a Derridean playbook: “For Stein, 
repetition, as it emerges from the vernacular, is a constantly shifting modality that allows 
the individual ‘insistence’ of each person to emerge. For Stein, repetition is the opposite 
of sameness, for each repetition is a variation” (86). What’s striking here is the absence of 
reference to Derrida, Judith Butler, or any deconstructive literary-critical scholarship on 
Stein. Bernstein writes as a poet influenced by various philosophies of language who 
nevertheless proceeds in a deliberately unsystematic way. 
 
This is not to say that Pitch of Poetry lacks footnotes or erudition. Rather, his writing 
manifests a particular frame of reference that is far less diverse than Bernstein’s explicit 
claims on the subject of poetic diversity would suggest. The largest section of the book 
comprises 17 chapters on individual poets; looking down the list of names one sees 
something like Bernstein’s canon of what poetry is and, indeed, should be. The roll call 
plots the lineage in which Bernstein writes: Stein, Zukofsky, Olson, Creeley, Ashbery, 
Celan, Barbara Guest, Jackson Mac Low, Robin Blaser, Larry Eigner, Hannah Weiner, 
Harold de Campos, Jerome Rothenberg, Thomas McEvilley, Leslie Scalapino, Maggie 
O’Sullivan, Johanna Drucker. Along with devoting attention to them in print, Bernstein’s 
institutional position grants these figures the imprimatur of “experimental,” without 
which US poets risk being dismissed as middlebrow, ideologically compromised, or 
beneath the notice of doctoral students. In the world of contemporary poetics, 
“diversity,” “experimental,” and “radical” sometimes signal just another coterie. 
 
There may be something inevitable about this situation in which outsiders maintain their 
outlaw self-conception once they’ve become insiders. Bernstein’s dissident stance is 
hardly reinforced by his endowed chair at Penn or his publishing with elite houses 
(Knopf, the University of Chicago Press).  Neither is it surprising that, after all, Bernstein’s 
account of what he admires in other poets should reflect his own aesthetic allegiances. 
What he says of Scalapino’s essays, for example—that they “are models of a 
nonexpository, exploratory style that remains foundational for any activist poetics” 
(176)—applies equally to the essays gathered in Pitch of Poetry. Critical exposition 
depends on a discursive consistency that Bernstein’s prose assiduously eschews.  His 
“activist poetics” is leavened by the antic qualities of his eccentric sensibility, which aims 
for maximum mileage from linguistic polysemy (the “pitch” of his title is just one 
example). This poet-critic has never met a pun he didn’t embrace. Bernstein’s prose 
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eludes the prosaic in part because he gives free rein to a heightened sense of the absurd, 
which he generously extends to himself. 
 
The absurdist sensibility is amply on display in the book’s final section, which features a 
long chapter titled rather marvelously, “The Pataquerical Imagination: Midrashic 
Antinomianism and the Promise of Bent Studies (A Fantasy in 140 Fits).” Earlier he 
defines the neologism pataquerical as “a syncretic term suggesting weirdness, wildness, 
and precarious querulousness by combining inquiry with ’pataphysics, French 
protomodernist Alfred Jarry’s ‘science’ of exceptions, imaginary solutions, and swerves” 
(77). Bernstein’s saving grace is his irrepressible sense of humor about the ideas, 
positions, and linguistic practices that he passionately promotes. “The Pataquerical 
Imagination” is a camp manifesto—organized as a series of numbered propositions 
brimming with further neologisms—for the poetry Bernstein desires: singular, 
conflictual, dissonant, queer. It is because “pataquericals are markers of stigmatized 
difference” (315), he maintains, that his affinities lie with linguistic queerness and 
aesthetic dissonance.  Using the ordinary language philosophy of Wittgenstein to explain 
this aspect of queerness, Bernstein revivifies a category of analysis (queer) that has become 
virtually moribund, leaving it refreshingly unfamiliar. His Bent Studies offers a version 
of what Queer Studies might be if only it could resist the straitening lures of 
identitarianism.   
  
Bernstein attempts something similar with the category of disability. “The poetics of 
disfluency and disability is the horizon for a querical poetics of de-arrangement,” he 
declares. He’s interested in poetic stuttering, metrical arrhythmias, and nonhuman 
vocalization—anything that pushes against conventional lyric mellifluousness.  He revels 
in discombobulation, even while conscious of his own paradoxical fluency in it. Toward 
the end of “The Pataquerical Imagination,” Bernstein reflects: 

As I was reviewing this piece, I saw a number of fatal flaws: the romanticism in 
the valorization of the failed, the dehistoricizing of stigma, the contradiction 
between singular and plural, instant and series.  The hour was far too late for me 
to cancel those sections of this work and still have adequate material to present to 
you. I keep them here to show the unseemly twists and turns of a soul thrown 
upon the open seas of life without paddle, ballast, or rudder: one addled, bolloxed, 
uttered. (343) 

Here Bernstein concedes the valorization of failure only to repeat it in other terms. And 
he admits the contradictions only because he’s already argued at length against resolving 
them. Such gestures archly fend off (by anticipating) much that a reviewer might say.  In 
Pitch of Poetry, Bernstein is ever ready for his close-up reader. 
 


