Other reasons – about Hirschman and further

The state of culture nowadays is a packed, depressing one, unable to affect power owning powerful means of mass distruction and diversion able to create dull-witted mainstream. In such situation, very few among the Famed Ones have made their voice heard vis-à-vis of wars, bad politics or in creating events to keep memory alive or occasions to get out of the Italian bog,  as it has been lately with the 30th Anniversary of P.P. Pasolini’ s death and Jack Hirschman’s poetry reading tour all around Italy.

Hirschman’s event on November 5th, 2005, as arranged by Milan’s Teatro CRT together with the Manifesto daily paper, Milanocosa and Casa della Poesia di Baronissi, has proved to be able, as one could see by the people crowding the Theatre’s Sala dei Poeti, to arouse the public’s interest, and henceforth, to foster the critical survey and the interaction of the languages of poetry.

I thought right to have Milanocosa involved, for I strongly believe that today more than ever meetings such as this one will prove challenging. On one side aesthetics apparently “locked up in a room”, as it is for the Italian scene, and on the other, where it seems there is some broadmindedness, advantage may be brought about when conveying complexity and significance into personal expression, as well as engagement in social life devoid of self-deception and empty words, going deep into reality overcoming inmost feelings, nihilism and an out-of-the-question Parnassian way.

Under such conditions, I was not surprised that the would-be bards did not turn up, with several hundreds attending the event. Hirschman’s performance should be regarded as one in the line of research for language and, to quote Whitman, “voice of an immense number”,  the word not originating from nothingness and not ending into nothingness, having an aim to set that “dream in the presence of reason”, which poetry is, in the wholeness of history and the world. Here are my questions to Jack Hirschman and the poet’s answers. The interview has been translated into Italian by Claudia Azzola.

Adam Vaccaro

Interview with Jack Hirschman – By Adam Vaccaro

1. How have you developed your considerations, during these last decades, as far as your experience in writing verses is concerned: as a matter among public matters, as an intimate experience hardly to be shared with the community or even as the converging point where from to re-establish individual and group identity? I feel I can grasp the backbone in your poetry to be tension towards the converging point so to speak, is it so?

1.Obviously in the past twenty-five years, social and political changes have affected not simply my poetry but the poetry of others as well. From 1980, when I joined the Communist Labor Party and worked as a cultural worker for a dozen years until the voluntary dissolution of that Party, my both personal and public voices were related to an identity with the working class and its struggles. The election of the populist-fascist Ronald Reagan brought about a consolidation of the cultural forces on the Left. One also began seeing elements of a New Class of poor – homeless veterans and homeless people at large – in the streets of the cities. My poetry and my translative work has always been greatly effected by conditions of injustice and oppression; and through the Eighties to the present I’ve sought to bring an affirming flame of hope to the human heart, even as I have been denouncing forms of capitalist enslavement.

2. Is there a human community nowadays worth to be named as such, or do you see just an atomized mass, the issue of quarrelsome selfish people (in the developed countries), with drifters and the poorest people within and without the areas of developed capitalism?

2. If, in the early stages of my life as a poet I saw the community as a group of avant-garde creators---poets, writers, artists, musicians,---,by 1980 I certainly had shifted that point of view. Today we know that there is no artistic avant-garde that can achieve any real value until and unless it puts itself at the service of the REAL avant-garde, which today is the poorest people in any given society. We are not living in the past. The days of dade manifestos are long since over. In a completely pornopolized western world, it is not a question of “epater le bourgeoisie.” The real task is to throttle capiitalism itself for all those people who are dying of hunger and homelessness, their souls chewed up and devastated by war. That is what real poetry should be about in our time. Nothing less.

3. How have conditions changed during the last few decades and what function can poetry specifically develop within its own context? A function just to be looked at as marginal and negligible or one that may be seen as resistance for the aggregation of the human values? 

3.With the widespread distribution of the microchip from 1970, with the ideological collapse of soviet communism and the subsequent global crash-course in capitalism that has been the lesson of the last 15 years, the intensification of consumerism and the paradoxical atomization of human sensibility as effected all art forms. A poet can throw light on these changing conditions. In fact he must, because the life of poetry

is really threatened in our time, even though---again, paradoxically---there are more poets writing than at any time in history. The threat comes from the continual pressure to banalize all forms of poetry, to call it in effect another “product” in a consumer world. And thereby to not really hear or understand its meaning as the most powerful thing on earth, The key to the future itself

4. Do you think is there nowadays a community of literati in the U.S.A. and a poetry available to deal with the serious problems originated in a society aware that its own unavoidable decadence is one with the destruction of equilibrium and eventually of human life on earth? 

4.The first major resistance---poetically---to the technological revolution initiated by the capitalists in the early Seventies was the hip-hop movement. And that form of oral poetry has migrated throughout the world. But as with every other form of artistic community, it has also been drowned in business, in commerce. Today in America the dream of poets in the academic world is to become part of the Lit Biz (the literary

business), get fame, money and security. On the part of many poets, their work is not seen as a weapon in the struggle for community, or class consciousness and collectivity or historical change. And the saddest are those poets who, though writing engaged social and political works, regard their poems as “individual” expressions and basta. On the other hand, it is clear that the 35,000 poems submitted via the email in the great call for poems against the Iraq War represent a phenomenal response. The problem is that today the real “communities” of expression, activism and the like, exist in the virtuality of computers.

5. Bearing in mind such historical and social panorama, do you see Marxism and the dialectical materialism still as vital and meaningful as, for my part, I have ever seen it as embodying lay tension to reconstruction in view of unification, and the joyous and unalianated relation to life? 

5. Obviously Marxism is the key. But in America, where alienation, and alienation within alienation are not simply taken for granted but are the very normal conditions (abnormal, of course) of existences that function within a paranoid-schizophrenia and a substantially (in the sense of substance, i.e. drugs) enslaved panorama of beings who have been taught to accept dead consciousness as the daily norm, Marxism has never gotten a firm hold except in the most unconscious way. To bring its dreams of un-alientation and fully embodied human happiness to human consciousness is perhaps the major task of the poet in our time.

6. What about words such as “soul”, “the sacred”, “heart”, “spirit”, should they be left to  sentimental, abstract, spiritualistic cultures or maybe to romanticism, or even – to recall Leopardi – poetry as rooted in materialistic culture can and ought to give these words a renewed meaning, in the course of never yielding research of  our body/mind wholeness?     

6. I love those words-abstract or no. I use them at times. Here, context is all-important. It would be best, of course, if such words were evoked within a particular poem so that it were not necessary to “say” them. But given that no poet can create a pure evocation of them, there is nothing essentially wrong with those words, within the more specific contextual elements of a  poem. I don’t like rules for poetry. Any rules.And since the democracy of poetry excludes nothing, it is not a question of class. Stalin was correct when he wrote that language does not belong to a particular class; it belongs to all classes. And so it is with specific words. It all comes down to what the particular poet does with them.

7. Poetry has the alchemical gift of embodying the charm and utopia, to be source of love and energy even from the heap of apocalyptic horrors in which we are plunged. Is this the actual human and social value of poetry, the art of strengthening life in a contemporary moment of an all-destructive chaos?    

7. Yes, those are the particular values today of poetry. As the art of Beginning, poetry assumes mnemory but stands in the center of destructive chaos and, because its rhythms are of the heart, and because the words rise in the guts from the most wounded and vulnerable in society – from their tears and their dreams of happiness – poetry, you’re correct---is a grand instrument for the reconstruction of human being in its contemporary

moment of negation and isolation and disembodiment.

Jack Hirschman

