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Pagha’s criticism pure poetry

By Christopher Benson

SPECIALTO THE NEWS

Thatladyis avamp.

Carnille Paglia — '60s rebel, street-
wise feminist and militant reformer of
‘the academy — has described her inter-
pretive style as “vamping”: the reinvigo-
ration of a familiar text with “energy,
originality, spontaneity and emotional
truth.” To use a biblical analogy, Paglia
pours new wine into old wineskins and,
more often than not, they burst with
heringenuity.

She’s vamping again in her latest
book of literary criticism, Break, Blow,
Burn. The title comes from a pcem by
John Donne and applies to her “secular
but semimystical view of art” that “taps
primal energies, breaks down barriers
and imperiously remakes our settled
way of seeing.”

In the introduction she writes, “Criti-
cism at its best is re-creative, not spir-
it-killing. Technical analysis of a poemis
like breaking down a car engine, which
hastobereassembled torun again.”

. After deconstructing 43 poems in the
Western tradition, some old and some
new, Paglia emerges as a gifted auto me-
chanic who has shown us that all the
constituent parts of a poem are vital to
its function and its appreciation. Paglia
presents each poem line by line and
then gets out of the way so the poem
canradiate.

For example, The Red Wheelbarrow
is a familiar poem to many schoolchil-
dren. William Carlos Williams borrows
the simplicity and image-soaked lan-
guage of Asian poetry to lament “a sta-
ble agrarian society that was already
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Fromthese 8lines and 16 words, Pa-
glia offers dazzling commentary. On
structure, she discerns “each of Will-
iams’s neat, tiny stanzas has a reces-
sive wheelbarrow shape: the first line
is the wheelbarrow’s long handles,
while the daringly terse, one-word sec-
ond line mimies the sloping cart.”

“As an ordinary, functional, worka-
day object, the wheelbarrow wouldn’'t
ratea second glance from most passers-
by,” she writes. “But the poem sees it as
potentially as beautiful and significant
as any high symbol of art or culture.”

Consequently, she concludes: “Solid
and sturdy, the wheelbarrow repre-
sents Williams'’s practical view of poet-
ry: the artwork collects and transports
material reality, but we do the sorting.
In a democratic age of universal litera-
¢y, the artist is neither king nor outcast
but the reader’s companion and equal
partner. The leveling of hierarchies is
also suggested by the poem’s humbling

avoidance of capital letters.”

Readers receive a marvelous educa-
tion when Paglia mines John Donne’s
Holy Sonnet X1V, a peculiar marriage of
sex and religion whose source is the Old
Testament’s Song of Songs. She teases
out paradoxesin Donne’s poemrelating
to how “true freedom ... comes only
through servitude to God” and how “we
will never be pure until we are abducted
and raped by God,” a sensational in-
sight tethered to the last line of the po-
em, “Nor ever chaste, except you ravish
me.” We might blush at some of her sug-
gestions, but Pagliaisn’t prudish.

And the “tough-cookie feminism” of
Paglia enables her to unleash the the-

‘matic content of Rochelle Kraut’s My

Makeup:

“The title cuts two ways: ‘My Make-
up’ refers to one’s constitution or psy-
chology as well as to cosmetics ...
Hence the title puns on soul versus sur-
face, substance versus style.. . . in life or
art, she claims, she has no masks; she is
simply herself. Yet the denial of fiction
is itself a fictive act.” Brilliant insights
like this permeate the book.

Paglia disrobes her readers of fad-
dish ideas and lazy observations, but
never for the sake of humiliation —
she’s interested in the naked power
and majesty of words. Her voice, re-
sembling her description of Kraut, is
“the voice of modern woman: tough,
blunt, pragmatic. The feminine veils

of modesty, delicacy and sentiment

have been stripped away.” -
Some readers may pine away for a soft-
er reading of poetry — but that kind of

reading would not break, blow and burn.

Christopher Bensonis afreelance writer
livingin Littleton.
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