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BOOK REVIEW

' 
| /;t l"ortutrcs of Poetry in an Age of Unmaking
br' _farnes Matthew Wilson. Wiseblood
lJooks, 201 6, 289 pages.

Review by Alfred Nichol

This book is a heroic atrempt to right the
sinking ship of American poetry. Whether
the ship is sinking may be debatable, but
the author shows where the leaks are, and
there are a lot.

James Matthew Wilson writes that the
reason most poets don't even enjoy read-
ing poetry is  rhat  "most  poetry wr i t ten
and published today is produced wirhin
a bodv of conventions thar guide poets in
brrn l l ,  oprrquc,  nonsensical  d i rect ions-
c l i re  c t ions th l t  no onc,  sr lve another  poet
l o , r k i r r o  t i  r r : o l r r c t l r i n r {  t , ,  e , ,P r ,  \ \ . , r t r l d
r r i l l ine lv  f i r l lor i .  I r  is  the hrrck r i 'ork  of
the incr l rnpetenr  vcr  ln tb i r ious."  \ \ ' i lson
is talking abour ri 'r ir ing lhich is uttcrlv pntfc.r.rionolin the worst sense of the
word-careerist: "-l 'he onlv sign ot-rr 1'rocnr's lalue is its publication and the
publication of rnttre l ikc it." I:rrcecl ri i th such prof-essional publication-credit
grubbing wilson shou's an irclrnirrrblc loss of patience, proclaiming: "Literarure
is for amateurs or it is fbr norhing.ls ror amateurs or l t  rs for nothing."

For wilson to lose patiencc is sir'ing sonrerhing. 
'r-he 

Fortunes of poetrlt

devotes six chapters to "a s1,51g111atic crit ique .f rn<ldern poetic theory and
practice." That must have taken s.rrc paricnce. Ir 's not only the task of
ploughing through piles of mind-nunrbins pr.se rnd s.-called poerry without
losing his own clarity of mind and phrrsing; \\ ' irsrn's parience goes deeper.
He approaches this material with openness, gencr.sirv of spirit and curiosity.
He wants to know how and why we arri'cd ar difhrent defnition: 0f p,etrJ.
wilson's abil ity to refi.rte the often ruin<lus prescriptions ol. modern and post-
modern theorists comes from his wil l ineness ro helr them out and his abil ity
to comprehend what they're really savine; perhaps lretter than rhe speakers
themselves. His chapter on the L=A=N-G-u-.\=G=E poets, for instance, is
so articulate a description of their work ir rniqht seri.e as a primer for someone
inclined to try writ ing that sort of thing. The chapter also includes an inspired
defense of humanist society, which he identif ies as rhe ultimate tarset of the

Language poets' "ptlst-htttrt lnt't '  tht

Wilson's quixotic ntirri.n lD rr

a philosophic foundlti,rrr t irr thc c

argument sets a l l t,rrrt isrit lrrtrcPt
Lerner in a book publishcd .rtrcr \ l i l

a poet's head is doorncd to trl l  r lxfl

The Thomistic PrecePr ir thrr ' \\t

to become as real, as tir l lr rrt. rr tt c

definit ion and limit, lrut thc cmbrrc

able to one's nature." \\ ' i l : ,tn rr.c6 |

the refusal to accept arr) l irttrt.rttrx\ |

los ing the prospect  r t l  i r r l i r l r tc  pxcr

of what might be, it se ctnt .r drcrdn

particular. 
-fhe poet htrit l tc' t 'r rol

writ ing it. And if he doc' rclu.tend

of sil lyputtyness, exucling .r \rnd <i

inable, rather than gcttinr: trrpp6{ I

What  makes th is  b, r , rL 'uch u c

of contemPorarv Poctr\ i '  n'x \ l-rl

that way of thinkinu rtb,rttt I Frra-
into how we have arrired lt thet u

In our search tirr I dclinrtrrro o

ing the wrong qucstion. R.rthcr rbl

"What is poetrv firr.-- L nrrl thc rr

about  somethinq urrs shcthcr  c

everything else tlnrcd ti 'rm rhn'

ordinary experiencc: 
-l lunlrn cry

substitute for kntls'lcdgc ,t. thc G

is the norrnal tttcrtnr l l  shrch lc

know a thing u'hcn sc Ln,rs rtcl

one place to anothcr- \\c t ind thr

use a wagon in thc glrdcn

The scientit ie thrnLcn oa ia

missed that ctl l ttttt, rtt.cn*' rt l '  of I

These mcn sr t t t tcd t , r  ln  hdt

their acttral c\i\tcnic rn rhc Plryf
defi lrc t lrc \\ i l t jr)t l-nc\\ ,f r rrln

' l-he slrtrc -c..cntreltrt '  
Ti

leading to rr hl( \\ i lvrn dcrribcll

of thc p,rctic.- 
' l 'hc 

les Plrc t

rvould bc shcrc_1.\. (.unnrngtr

that nlcn usurrl lr rct( 'r tt) 11 fxn
hr l r  \ \ ' i ls , r r r .  crcn ( -unnrnght

#
WiseblcedBocks



Language poets',,post_humanisr,, theorizinc.
wilson's quixotic mission in writing th]s book is no less than to establisha philosophic foundation for the ..itilir- of poetry. The gisr of wilson,sargument sets a Thomistic precept against the p.opori,ron lalvanced by BenLerner in a book published rft", \.irilro-"n's, Tbe Hatred of poetrT)rhat the poem ina poetb head is doomed to fa'short ofthe poem the poet can pur on the page.The Thomisdc precepr.is this: "whar is good seeks always to become acruar,to become as real, as. fulry so, as ir can beithis involves not the eschewar of alrdefinition and limit,,but the embracing of precisely that shape, that form, suir-able to one's nature." wilson tra.., thJfailure of most contemporary poerry rothe refu.sal to accepr anlrimitation, the refusal tobe arytbingrp;;. for fear oflosing the prospect of infinite potentiality. Faced with"th" ;";;r; p"ssibilidesof what might be, it seems a dreadful ,".rifi." to choose to be any one thing inparticular. The poet hesitates to sully the ideal poem in nis mina-ry actuallywriting it. And if he does reluctantly start tapping keys, he strives for the idealof sillyputtyness, exuding a kind oimatter capable of taking any shape imag-inable,. rather than getdng rapped in a sonnet somewhere.

what makes this book such an extraordinary contribution to the discussionof contemporary poetry is not wilsonb ability to recognize the abs.,rdity ofthat way of thinking about a poem. It is his profoundry insightful investigationinto how we have arrived u,,h* way of thinking in the fid;i l--
In our search for a definition of poetry, wirson tells us, we have been ask-ing the wrong question. Rather than ask, "#hrt is poetry?,, we should be asking"What is poetry for?" Until.the modern age, "the crite.ion of true knowledgeabout something was whether on. kn"r"*hat it was for, its purpose (relar);everything else flowed from this." wilson wants to ground the discussion inordinary experience: "Human experience und .o-,n"onr.rrr. ur"-not a forksysubstitute for knowledge of the essence of things; rather, reflection on themis the normal means by which we rise to such kiowledgei'*. .r, onry rruryknow a thing when wlfngw wh at ft is forA wagon is for carrying a load fromone place to another. we find that out rror th.-.rp..i"n." oi'r".irig ron-'.on"use a wagon in the garden.

The scientific thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth cenruries dis_missed that commonsense way of determining a thingk essence as inadequare.These men wanted to.lay.hands on the pu.J 
"rr.n.. 

of things, unsull ied bytheir acrual exisrence in the physicut *o.ta. ..rey were looking for a way todefine the wagon-ness 
",f 

..:iq", before it gets to carting things around.The same "essenriarisr" spirir informs irodernist efforts at poetic theory,Ieading to what wilson describes as "preposrerous ghost hunts after rhe essenceof the poedc'" The last place these .rr.n." hunrers would choose to lookwould be whereJ'v. cunningham points: "the body of linguistic .on*.o.rion,that men usually refer to as poems.,,
For wilson, even cunningham's own definition of poetry as ,,composition

4 9
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