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Harvey Stanbroughrs latest  col lect ion of  poems is a welcome addi t ion

to the growing body of  New Formal i -st  verse. His three previous books--one

of which was nominated'  for  a Pul i tzer Pr ize in Letters--revealed a poet '  of

so l id  ta len t  and techn ica l  sk i l l s .  Th is  most  recent  vo lume,  In t imat ions  o f

the _Sn"pCl € Things, does not disappoint .  I t  contains f  or ty- three poems on

a var iety of  themes, and in very di f ferent tones, but al l  of  them show a

sure  hand.

The book is div ided into two sect i -ons,  "The Shapes of  Things" and

f tA  Nutshe l l  H is to ry  o f  Manr t tcor respond ing  rough ly  to  the  ex terna l  na tura l

wor ld and the wor ld of  human consciousness. And yet th is would be too simple

a  descr ip t ion  o f  S tanbroughts  book ,  fo r  a l l  o f  h is  poems are  marked by  an

insistent human presence, even when they seem to deal  wi th purely physical

objects and phenomena. For instance, he wr i tes poems on a bear,  a beech

t ree ,  an ts ,  the  summer  sky ,  the  moon,  and the  s ta rs .  I  tend  to  be  on  guard

when I  see t i t les l ike that ,  f  or  a f  ocus on t 'Nature" (wi th the inevi table

capi ta l  N) is one of  the warning signs that you are in the minef ie ld of

lyric-mode rhapsodizing. There is nothing more nauseating than vaporous

effusions by a t ree-hugging eco-freak going on about the wonders of  our

environment.  But I  was del ighted by these part icular poems of  Stanbrough,

for he never once deals wi th nature in isolat ion,  but only as a backdrop or

context  for  human concerns.  Nature in i tsel f  is  voiceless and meaningless;

i t  only has importance when we as conscious human agents respond to i t .

The ancient Greeks knew this ; I only wish the Sierra Club did.

Let me give some examples.  Stanbrough I  s poem t tThe Beart t  is  about

two foolhardy hikers who try rousing a bear f rom sleep. The poem real ly

concerns their  stupidi ty and ul t imate cowardice,  not the bear-- the s leeping

threat that  he presents is symbol ic of  the unconscious, impersonal  danger



that  surrounds al l  human act iv i ty,  whether wi-se or fool ish.  Another poem,

t tCloseup of  a Beech Tree, t '  sk i l l f  u l ly  conf lates the image of  an autumnal ly

browning beech with that  of  an o1d man near ing death.  I t rs a perfect  memento

4ol i  poem--an austere and ret icent ten l ines do the job completely; .  The=poem

"Antst '  is  a concise commentary on the mutual  predat ion of  a l l  l iv ing th i -ngs,

animal or insect or human--and is also a sardonic observat ion on naive

utopian hopes for peace and harmony in the wor ld.  "One Evening Beneath the

Summer Sky" ponders the mystery of  inf in i te wor lds,  and what that  means for

our  lone ly ,  i so la ted  ear th  and the  poet ic  vo ice  tha t  emerges  f rom i t .  Bu t

my favor i te is a part icular ly f ine poem ent i t led t 'On a Clear Night,  the

Moonr t twhere in  the  moon moves over  the  wor ld  to  look  down,  impass ive ly  and

ind i f fe ren t ly ,  on  scenar i -os  o f  raw sex ,  love ,  mar r iage vows,  and d ivorce ,  4s

i f  a l l  of  them were si11y charades in the l ight  of  larger cosmic rhythms.

Stanbroughts poem makes i t  c lear why human concerns in t ime and space were

once ca l led  t tsub lunary . t t  Env i ronmenta l i s t  je rks  obsessed by  greenhouse gases

and the  ozone layer  dont t  wr i te  poems l i ke  th is .  These are  the  work  o f

someone who knows, 4s Pope knew, that  the proper study of  mankind is man.

The second sect ion of  Stanbroughts book leaves nature for  more

spec i f i ca l l y  human s i tua t ions  and themes:  mus ic ,  TV,  poet ry ,  homes,  d r iv ing ,

and soc ia l  c lasses ,  to  name a  few.  In  a  poem ent i t led  t tTo  60  Minu tes ,

Concerning the May 24, 1998 Show" he at tacks the brainless media

spinmeisters who have debased and degraded art  in th is country by insist ing

that i t  serve some vapid social  purpose approved by an audience of  TV

v i e w e r s .  I t r s  a  p o w e r f u l  p i e c e ,  w r i t t e n  w i t h  a  g u t s i n e s s  t h a t  i s  v e r y

uncommon among the timeserving conformists who now dominate New Formalism.

I  cheered out loud when Stanbrough spoke of  the insufferable "60 Minutes"

news team with ttyour insolent cameras and your f aux-naif , 
tt and when he

dist inguished between a real  ar t j -st  and the media creeps who feed upon him:

his job is c lear conveyance of  the thoughts;
yours  i s  desecra t ion  o f  the  words .

Now thatts the k ind of  straight ta lk that  our movement needs, and i f  we had

more poets of  th is k idney perhaps New Formal ism wouldn t  t  be seen as a

movement of  nostalgic old ladies and pol i t ical ly correct  academics.

Simi lar ly bracing is the poem t tDur ing a Lecture,  t t  where the speaker

ponders the quest ion t tWhy do you wri te?t t  f  rom a member of  h is audience. "

He formulates an unspoken answer in s ix bl ister ing tercets,  part  of  which

I  q u o t e :



I  w r i t e  t o
inci te the

the i r  foes
dr ive their
the i r  asses

cal l  those former ones to arms,
poor to stand and f ight  and give

a Cad i l lac  suppos i to ry ,
smug sel f - r ighteous gr i l lwork up
I t  j - l  their  eyes can bl ink high-beam.

Th is  i sn t t  the  sor t  o f  m i lquetoas t  t reac le -and-cream yout re  go ing  to  hear  a t

a  West  Chester  read ing .  Therers  rea l  anger  in  those l j -nes ,  no t  jus t  an  urge

to network.

Another  poem,  t tRoad Rager t '  descr ibes  in  abso lu te ly  un f l inch ing

cl in ical  detai l  the death of  a squirrel  run over by a vehic le on a highway.

The poem is just  as wrenching as the anatomical  derangement that  i t  presents,

and i t  i s  l igh t  years  d is tan t ,  in  i t s  unspar ing  r igor ,  f rom the  cu tesy-poo

Di-sneyf icat i -on of  smal l  cuddly animals now standard f  or  most Americans. The

poem packs one hel1 of  a punch in twelve l ines-- I  had to get up and pour

myse l f  a  b randy  a f te r  read ing  i t .

According to his biographical  note,  Stanbrough spent twenty-one years

in the Marine Corps. I  can wel l  bel ieve that.  Poems l ike these have

Leatherneck wri t ten al l  over them. They evince a mascul in i ty and toughness

that are in desperately short  supply in our over ly feminized poetry wor ld.

Precisely for  that  reason, Int imat ions of  _the Shapes gf_ f i t i "g"_ wi l l  probably

not  be  popu lar - - too  many ep icene readers  w i l l  ob jec t  tha t  these poems donr t

provide the nice warm glow of  vague moral  upl i f t  that  one gets f rom a

Unitar ian sermon or a sensi t iv i ty seminar.  For that  is  what a great deal  of

Amer  j -can  poet ry  i s  today :  op t im is t i c  up l i f  t ,  insp i - ra t iona l  p ie ty ,  mora ls  in

meter.  Stanbrough makes i t  c lear that  real  poetry is a lot  more threatening

than that--and for th is reason he wi l l  be shunned.

I f  Stanbrough has one faul t ,  i t  is  h is tendency in some poems to

adopt  the  a t t i tude  o f  pos tur ing  h igh  ser iousness  tha t  i s  our  dead l ies t

legacy from Matthew Arnold and the ear ly modernists.  Poems l ike "The

A m a t e u r s r  Q u e s t i o n s r f  a n d t t C o n s e n t ? t t a r e  t h e  w o r s t  o f f e n d . e r s  i n  t h i s  r e s p e c t .

They  speak  in  a  s t i l ted ,  r i tua l -heavy  s ty le  tha t  suggests  the  wors t  sor t  o f

l y r i c a l  p o m p o s i t y .  I f  S t a n b r o u g h  h a s  a n  A c h i l l e s ' h e e l ,  i t  i s  h i s  h a b i t  o f

fa l l ing  in to  a  tone o f  h ie ra t i c  so lemni ty .  I tm no t  s ing l ing  h im out  in  th is

regard;  lyr ic-mode rhapsodLzing is the commonest and most debi l i tat ing

poet ic  d isease o f  our  t ime.

Today, the lyr ic mode ls l ike poison gas on a World War I

bat t lef ie ld-- i t  l ingers in every corner,  a lethal  threat even when



unrecognized. We are choking on the lyric mode, with its overblown

emot iona l i sm,  i t s  hyperbo l i c  u t te rance,  i t s  sub  rose  preach iness ,  and j - ts

sheer  tas te less  se l f - impor tance.  Seven ou t  o f  ten  ly r i c  p rac t i t ioners

today wri- te what I  cal l  the Poetry of  Portentous Hush: a k ind of  incantatory

hocus-pocus that says t 'My poem is a high and holy moment of  great ser iousness

tha t  I ,  the  bard ,  3D de ign ing  to  share  w i th  you.  L is ten  reverent ly l t t  Th is

insufferably hierat ic at t i tude, which infects thousands of  eontemporary

poets and poet ic wannabes, is the real  reason why ninety-eight percent of

the publ ic s imply f l ip the page when they see a pr inted poem.

The no t ion  tha t  poets  a re  t tbards"  (a  s tup id ,  quas i - - re l ig ious  te rm

that  ought  to  be  banned)  i s  par t  o f  the  prob lem.  I t  g ives  poets  the

hubr is t i c  sense tha t  they  have someth ing  spec ia l  to  say ,  o r  in  She l ley rs

absurd  fo r rnu la t ion ,  tha t  they  are  the  t t leg is la to rs  o f  mank ind . t t  Bu t  the

p la in  fac t  i s  tha t  poets  donf t  have any th ing  spec ia l  to  say .  We s imp ly  say

th ings  be t te r  than o ther  peop le .  Our  emot iona l  exper iences  aren t t  any

d i f fe ren t  f rom or  more  s ign i f i can t  than those o f  inar t i cu la te  fo lk .  I f  you

as  a  poet  th ink  o therw ise ,  you  are  a lso  par t  o f  the  prob lem.

A poet  mere ly  makes be t te r  verba l  a r t i fac ts  than a  non-poet  does ,  in

the same way that a professional  photographer is l ike1y to take better

pictures than your Aunt Martha wi l l  wi th her l i t t le Instamat ic.  To me this

is  obv ious ,  bu t  I rm amazed a t  how many peop le  donr t  see  i t .  A  poet  here  j -n

New York recent ly said to me t t l f  you have deep f  eel ings,  you have the

capac i ty  fo r  poet ry . r r  I  d idnr t  fo l low up,  bu t  I  wondered pr iva te ly  how he

could have come to such a palpably i l logical  conclusion. Everyone has deep

fee l ings- - i t t s  par t  o f  be ing  human.  But  no t  everyone has  the  capac i ty  to

handle language ski l l fu l ly .  Deep feel ings wi l l  not  create beaut i fu l  verbal

a r t i fac ts ,  any  more  than a  des i re  to  dance w i l l  make you a  ba l le r ina .

One of  the reasons the lyr ic mode is near ly universal  today is that

i ts amorphousness and ethereal i ty help sustaj-n th is i l lusion that feel ing

wi l l  spontaneously give bir th to poetry.  And the ubiqui ty of  the lyr ic mode

then serves to reinforce the popular not ion that poets wr i te exclusively in

this manner.  Consider:  when the average person hears the word poet,  he

irnmediately th inks t tspouter of  vague general i t ies and obscure emot ional

b rood ing . r t  In  shor t ,  the  average person now re f lex ive ly  assoc ia tes  the

word poet wi th a pract i t ioner of  the lyr ic mode. He never th inks of  a poet



as a  ph i losopher ,  metaphys ic ian ,  ep ig rammat is t ,  sa t i r i s t ,  ep ic -maker ,

d ramat is t ,  panegyr is t ,  po lemic is t ,  ca lumnia tor ,  h is to r ian ,  car ica tur is t ,  o r

any of  the other legi- t imate possibi l i t ies that  the word would have impl ied

two hundred years ago. No-- today the poet always is a lyr ic-spout ing

Percy  Dovetons i l s ,  w i th  a  f lower : i rn  h is  lape l  and h is  hear t  on  h is  s leeve.

Make no  mis take :  th is  has  been one o f  the  b igges t  pub l i c i t y  d isas ters  fo r

poet ry  s ince  the  Oscar  Wi lde  case.  In  mus ic ,  a  comparab le  s i tua t ion  wou ld

be if the general public thought only of Arnold Schonberg and John Cage when

they heard the word t tcomposer.  t t

What Stanbrough needs to do (and he certainly can do i t ,  wi thout

ques t ion)  i s  to  escape fo r  a  l i t t le  wh i le  f rom the  ly r i c  mode.  The h igh ly

intel lectual  nature and syntact ical  complexi ty of  many of  h is poems (and I

mean that as a compl iment)  show that he is not const i tut ional ly bound to

the Poetry of  Portentous Hush. He can wri te in ways that give pr imacy to

ob jec t ive  s ta tement ,  log ica l  a rgumenta t ion ,  emot iona l l y  coo l  descr ip t ionr  o t

the sheer cold-blooded cussedness that makes the reader scream in pain or

g loa t  in  Schadenf reude.  Modern  poet ry ,  bo th  fo rmal is t  and non- fo rmal is t ,

i s  begg ing  fo r  th is  sor t  o f  insouc ian t ly  k ick -ass  verse ,  and Stanbrough,  on

the  ev idence o f  the  poems I rve  descr ibed above,  cou ld  p rov ide  i t  in  spades.

I rea1,ize that Howard Nemerov was a powerful and cherished influence for

Stanbrough. But f rankly,  he should put Nemerov aside and start  wr i t ing more

l ike a Marine.

There  are  a  few th ings  in  S tanbroughts  verse  I  cou ld  do  w i thout ,  such

as his annoying t ic of  using sE. to subst i tute for  real  language in some

l ines  ( I  no ted  f i ve  ins tances  o f  th is  hab i t ) .  Sure ly  a  poet  o f  h is  ab i l i t y

doesnr t  need to  f i l l  up  met r ica l  fee t  in  tha t  sor t  o f  o f fhand manner .

Composi t ion teachers spend years breaking undergraduates of  the etc.  habj- t

in  p rose l  there ts  even less  jus t i f i ca t ion  fo r  i t  in  poet ry  wh ich ,  as  an  ar t

o f  verba l  exac t i tude,  shou ld  express  i t se l f  p rec ise ly  i -n  every  r€sp€ut .

He also occasional ly uses the ampersand instead of  the word and, a s i l ly

a f fec ta t ion  popu lar ized  by  Ezra  Pound,  and wh ich  fo r  some reason s t i l l

fasc ina tes  too  many poets .  Moreover ,  S tanbroughrs  iambic  pentameter  i s

sometimes too loose for my taste--but th is is a pecul iar  t . ic  of  my own,

since most contemporary formal ists use a range of  subst i tut ions that I

persona l ly  d is l i ke .  A  l ine  w i th  a  lo t  o f  s lack  in  i t  seems to  be  de

r igueur  these days .



However, these are on1-y minor obj ections--Stanbrough I s book as a whole

is an admirable coll-ection of competent poetry. My only hope for hiur (though

Stanbrough might well think it a curse) is that he become a bit more

consciously oppositi-onal- and argumentative, that he use his tongue as a lash

as well as a lyre. If he were to do so r he could help in the great Augean

labor of the twenty-first century: to clear away from contemporary poetry

the pol i t ieal ly correct  n icet ies,  the hearts-and-f lowers whiningr the

feminist goody-goodism, and the solipsistic, emotionaLizing that now render

i t  t r iv i .a l  and r id iculous. I t  wi l l  be a big job.  But I tm reminded that

the Marines dontt  just  say Semper Fi-- they also say Can do.

Joseph S.  Sa lemi

l.


