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One of the most infamous events in the history of “postmodern” or “experimental” US 

poetry is the 1978 argument between Robert Duncan, a veteran of the New American Poetry 

anthology generation who was 59 at the time, and upstart Barrett Watten, then the 30-

year-old self-fashioned cofounder of the more recent school of modernist-inflected verse 

called “Language poetry.” The incident took place during a film screening at the San 

Francisco Poetry Center memorializing the “objectivist” poet, Louis Zukofsky, who had 

recently died at 74. According to most accounts, Duncan interrupted Watten because he 

did not like the younger poet’s reading of Zukofsky’s poetry. The clash arose between 

the two poets over a predecessor’s legacy and ostensibly involved two competing 

aesthetic and exegetical claims, according to Watten’s latest critical book, Questions of 

Poetics: Language Writing and Consequences. In the context of fellow Language poet Bob 

Perelman’s feeling of increased alienation from the group, Watten recounts what 

“became a primary fault line between the aesthetics of the New Americans, grounded in 

theories of originary language, and the Language school, which followed structuralism” 

(128). In a footnote, Watten locates the origin of this “fault line” in his debacle with 

Duncan: “The conflict over the poetics of presence and translation erupted as a moment 

of dissensus between me and Robert Duncan” (244n45).  

 

My point in emphasizing the generational aspect of this particular event is to highlight 

how trenchant the concept of “generation” is in literary criticism, particularly US poetry. 

Watten’s Questions of Poetics is no different. In it, he admirably walks the line between 

generations, even challenging the notion’s dominance over poetry criticism. Watten’s 

book serves not only to construct a literary history that attempts to heal the “fault line” 

between his predecessors and him but also to blur the line he sees being drawn between 

his Language poetry generation and younger writers, particularly those of Conceptual 

poetry and recent attempts at the New Narrative. As with his fallout with Duncan, 

however, Watten in Questions of Poetics cannot quite solve or escape the problem, and 

perhaps that is the point. 

 

Questions of Poetics is a series of essays that Watten drafted, presented, and revised 

between 2000 and 2016 to address the fact that “[p]oetics has entered an expanded field 

of cultural and historical meaning that is both its crisis and its opportunity” (3). His 

concerns in this expanded field include poetics as a creative and critical practice, the 

nature of the present and periodization in literary history, along with the role of 

community in poetry among other important questions. But his primary concern, first 
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and foremost, is the position of Language poetry in the burgeoning field of criticism 

devoted to late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century poetry. Every chapter in 

Questions eventually returns to or in some way includes discussion of “Language 

Writing” and/or a select group of its practitioners. This anchor in the Language “school” 

is useful for sure, since Watten counts himself (and is indeed counted by others) as a 

founder. His intimacy with and centrality to the group (as perhaps one of its most ardent 

defenders) give his book an authority and a depth that can only come from firsthand 

accounts and dedicated involvement with its aesthetic practice and critical reception. 

 

Despite its invocation of the “primary fault line,” Questions of Poetics strengthens 

Language poetry’s ties with other generations. In a fascinating examination of Allen 

Ginsberg’s “turn to language” in his Indian Journals period, Watten offers a sincere,  

detailed reconciliation with a poet of Duncan’s generation. Duncan himself is treated 

fairly even-handedly in the same chapter, as Watten makes the case that Duncan’s “turn 

to myth” predicts the “later turn to language” (60). Similarly, in a close reading of Rob 

Halpern’s Music for Porn, Watten shows how younger poets are challenging and going 

beyond the aesthetic of Language writing. According to Watten, “What marks Halpern’s 

work as new in this sense is the distribution of lyric effects across all aspects of genre and 

form; the caught moment of lyric time is transformed into an affective continuum that 

exceeds reference and language” (104).  

 

Elsewhere, however, Watten doggedly defends Language poetry from challenges and 

relentlessly attacks competing poetics. His primary target is Conceptual poetry and its 

primary critic, Marjorie Perloff.  Here he describes this “newer,” emerging movement as 

“a bricolage of high theory, aesthetic examples, and legitimizing claims” that results in 

“little convergence,” “inauthentic presence,” and an inconsistent “methodology” that 

ultimately results in a “self-canceling paradox” (152, 156). Because Watten clearly has a 

dog in the fight, I don’t find the criticism to be fair, although some may revel in his take-

down of this precocious poetic movement that features Kenneth Goldsmith. Still, I do 

agree with Watten that the similarities between Language poetry and Conceptual 

writing, especially as “repurposing existing forms of language” and the critique of the 

expressivist, lyrical subject among other things (155). Perhaps we should leave it to 

history to decide whether Watten’s critique of Conceptual writing will do anything to 

preserve Language poetry’s legacy. 

 

In its treatment of Language poetry, the book finds its greatest strength. Watten offers us 

incisive terms and instructive frameworks, particularly political ones, through which to 

consider his own movement. He raises questions that many will engage in Language 

poetry criticism moving forward. His readings of fellow Language poets, particularly 

Ron Silliman and Carla Harryman, are not exactly close readings, but they offer 
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demanding terms and contexts that broadened my understanding of their work. 

Furthermore, the connections Watten makes between Language poetry and both visual 

art and music enrich our understanding of it as a cultural, not just poetic, movement. For 

instance, his analysis of musical contexts, like John Cage’s 1974 Etudes australes and early 

2000s postindustrial bands like Wolf Eyes from Detroit, do help us better appreciate 

Language poetry’s deployment of a negative aesthetics, particularly its political valence. 

 

Yet this focus on his fellows—good friends, colleagues, and even his wife—and their 

place in literary history is a weakness of a book that strives to be scholarly. It isn’t that 

such connections produce misguided errors in Watten’s readings—they are definitely 

rigorous and thorough—but they suggest a home-team bias, at best, and self-promotion, 

at worst. I also had problems at points with the cogency of his arguments. Watten’s 

method is clearly dialectical, as he is admirably dedicated to matching his writing practice 

with his political commitments, and I appreciate his painstaking politicization, 

contextualization, and historicization of poetry and art that has too often been read only 

in formal terms. Yet I find some of his critical moves sometimes too causal to the point of 

begging the question. For example, Watten assumes as a given that Language poetry’s 

sense of “dispossession” emerged from the economic context of stagflation, which is 

exactly the kind of proposition that must be proven.  At times, terms are poorly theorized 

and unnecessarily confused by jargon and dense syntax. A prime example is the 

discussion of the problem of “the present” in such contemporary avant-garde work such 

as The Grand Piano: “A nonnarrative poetics, then, is framed within experimental forms 

of narration, in the open horizon of the serial work, in a manner that reproduces how 

nonnarrative writing was undertaken as a form of the present within a historical period 

whose duration, beginning, and end were indeterminate” (139). Confusing, yes, but I 

think there is a reason the logic is so tortured:  Watten seems to want to recuperate some 

notion, for which he takes Duncan and Perelman to task, of an “absolute present” as the 

origin of a text. In the shadow of poststructuralism’s challenge to such logocentrism, I’m 

just not sure how one can make such an argument anymore, particularly without 

critically engaging the critique of presence that was contemporary with the period in 

which Language poetry emerged (1975-80). 

 

For anyone interested in the history of Language poetry, particularly in the conception 

and execution of its “collective autobiography,” The Grand Piano, this book is an essential 

read. It offers historical insight and information that could (or may) not come from 

anywhere else. It stands as a primary document of one very important strand in 

contemporary poetics. But as a work of scholarship, I ultimately do not find it convincing. 

For Watten is too invested in the outcome of his inquiry—the ultimate preservation of 

Language poetry—to be objective or, sometimes, even fair in his critical assessment of 

competing or contemporaneous generations. The book falls between a fervent, useful  
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statement of Watten’s own poetics and a scholarly contribution to a growing discourse 

on the periodization of late twentieth- and twenty-first-century poetics, which in its 

desire to have it both ways, doesn’t quite fulfill either. 

 

 




