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Jim Dine’s Poems to Work on is the record of an interesting history. Although Dine
is most known as a painter/artist, he began writing poetry in the late 1960s in London,
then stopped writing from about 1969 to (with one exception in 1994) 2002.

Facetiously, a reader might say, “Well, there was little of value created in American
literature during the time he was away, so he didn’t miss much.” While such a statement
is patently inaccurate, yet it does contain a grain of truth. I think a brief explanation of my
point will allow me to situate Dine’s poetry in its time, especially in the time when it was
not being written.

In a piece I wrote for another journal (forthcoming, Fifth Estate), I note that,
broadly speaking, since about the mid-1980s, no American novel of any worth has been
produced. (I'm excepting, certainly, a number of significant writers who work resolutely
on the fringes, including Chavisa Woods, Alan Kaufman, Barbara Henning, Bonny
Finberg, and Carl Watson.) In this other essay, I argue that the reason behind the
collapse of American fiction is not far to seek. All the championed novelists of today:
from Franzen to Ford, Eggers, Smiley, Powers, and (later) DeLillo, are passionate
defenders of neoliberalism. This conservative philosophy holds, among other things,
that the highest human is the business entrepreneur. Government should get out of the
way of free enterprise and stop providing welfare for those who can’t make it in the
market. Indeed, as Foucault shows so powerfully in The Birth of Biopolitics, neoliberal
thinkers hold that the human being is like a corporation. How the individual calculates
debits and credits, and uses rational choice to make selections on how to act to advance
her/his interest is the central dynamic of human growth. Greek feminist philosopher
Athena Athansaious (in Dispossession) puts it like this in a discussion of responsibility:

Let’s consider responsibilization --the appeal to personal responsibility as a flight
from social responsibility in the discourse of neoliberal corporate privatization:
there are no social forces, no common purposes, struggles, and responsibilities,
only individual risks, private concerns and self-interests - all individually
calculable and imperviously self-mastered. As the public become the object of
disdain, the notion of responsibility is deployed by neoliberal discourse in terms
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of personal responsibility, self-entitlement, self-interest and self preservation,
through exemption from vulnerability. Those in need of social services are
represented as incompetent, lazy and, above all, shamefully irresponsible.

Now, whatever the value of such beliefs for an understanding of political science or
political economy, they have ill served the novelists, who, relying on neoliberal
psychology, have created caricatures and comic books rather than art. In this
forthcoming piece, I try to document this.

So, that’s where the facetious critic is right. His opinion fits American novelists.
However, the situation in poetry is quite different, with a number of major poets being
active during these doldrums years. Why is there such a discrepancy?

Perhaps reference to one of the 20" century masterworks on poetry, Badiou’s

Being and Event, will be useful in answering this question. A point of particular relevance
here is the author’s idea that to become a person, rather than a cog or integer in society,
an individual must be faithful to an event. An “event” is an unexpected, unprecedented
eruption into history, such as, for instance, the American or Chinese revolutions. To
change the terms a little, I've often noted that every significant American poet of the last
half century has close ties (as testified in the writing) to a social movement. Tick them off:
Waldman (anti-nuclear), Ginsberg (anti-imperialism, gay rights), Jones/Baraka (black
nationalism), Rich (lesbian separatism). More or less, these are the major figures.

Then, surveying the scene, one sights figures like Dine, who are not associated (at
least in their writing) with a social movement, but whose whole oeuvre turns on the
question of whether to join a social movement. Here we can find many first rank writers.
Then, we have the opposite poetic camp, the supporters of neoliberalism, who, not
surprisingly, often hold important positions in the literary hierarchy. As to their writings,
perhaps I can quote the protagonist of Charlotte Bronte’s Shirley, who discusses similar
writers. Shirley “had again and again heard very clever people pronounce on this or that
passage, in this or that versifier, altogether admirable, which, when she read, her soul
refused to acknowledge as anything but cant, flourish and tinsel.”

So, to finally reach the subject of the review, it is notable that the central thematic
of Dine’s writing is: infidelity. The first batch of poems, those from the 1960s, largely
consist of tortured explanations of why he can’t commit himself to a social movement.
The later poems, those from the new century -- laments as bitter as one is likely to see -
point to how he missed out by not making that commitment. It’s no surprise then - and
this stands behind the incredible force of his writing - that Dine’s is a poetry of
unrelieved bleakness.



In the preface to this volume, Vincent Katz displays rare skill in characterizing
different aesthetic milieus and in enumerating the qualities of Dine’s work. But he is not
so forthcoming on why Dine made major changes in his life. All we know about one of
these changes is that he was at Cornell in the mid-1960s and “not long afterward, Dine
and his wife and three young sons left of London, where they would live for the next three
years.” Was he avoiding the draft? Did he get a job offer? None of this is explained. But
what can be said is that in leaving the U.S., he was exiting a cauldron of popular protest
and social movements. And it seems from the poems that he did not, like a similar placed
expatriate, Danny Schechter, who tells this story in his marvelous News Dissector,
immediately embroil himself in the lively protest scene in London. Indeed, a
consideration of this fact, of his non-commitment, sometimes viewed ruefully,
sometimes guiltily, sometimes nonchalantly, becomes the central motor of these poems.

One of the finest works in this early period is “The Standard Bear,” which is
subtitled “(the release of Regis Debray).”

For those not familiar with this name, (i.e., the standard bearer) let me quickly say
that this French journalist had in the mid-1960s gone to Bolivia to try and meet Che
Guevara, who was in the hills leading a revolutionary band. Debray was thrown in prison
when he tried to exit the country, causing international outcry. (Tariq Ali in Pirates of the
Caribbean provides some recent recollections of going with a parade of other reporters to
South America to call for Debray’s release.) A man I worked for over ten years, Barney
Rosset, eventually published Debray’s account of his imprisonment in Evergreen Review,
and was one of the Frenchman’s doughtiest champions.

Here is a fantasy passage from Dine’s poem commenting on the event:

debray and guevara
play baseball in the rain forest

they spread revolution thru good fielding there ....

It’s hard not to read this (and the rest of the poem) as a self- and milieu-critical
satire. Dine is focusing on the romanticized view of Che and Debray held by leftist
Americans and Europeans, who indulgently fantasized about their escapades - and, truth
to tell, Rosset was no small contributor to this trend with his use of Paul Davis’s iconic
Che portraits for a 1968 Evergreen Review cover - imagining mounting a guerilla war was
no more serious than participating in a baseball game.



However, “The Standard Bear,” aside from this more humorous note, contains an
unsettling quality. Not only is guerilla war a baseball game, Debray, in postmodern
fashion, becomes just another out-of-control celebrity: “oo la la shouts regis as the lovely
marlene goes into // her last richard tauber medley.”

If the poem consisted of only such antic moments it would be a rather effervescent
concoction. But, repeatedly, Dine stops to record some of the grimmer facts of the case.
“debray flinches at the sounds as he had has little contact // these 3 long years with
shouting voices in the can,” indicating, the isolation of prison and its drawn-out, grating
nature. Debray was in jail from 1967 to ’70. Yet, this rough factual note is quickly
displaced by the intrusion of another off-the-wall remark. “councilwoman debray, regis’s
mother, has, or that is, did plead his case // but the princess appeared quite unconcerned
and said // ‘The winter season is beginning in real earnest.””

In poem after poem, there is the same tension. The real events of American and
global social protest movements are presented, but then, as it were, made fun of as just
further instances of dissociated floating signifiers in the postmodern jamboree. The
heart of all these poems, that which gives them their spark, vitality and (deep down)
melancholy, is not that the poems alternatively report the real facts of and then make
light of movements for such topics as Cuban solidarity and Indochinese peace. Itis that
commitment to or inability to commit to a social movement, the central issue for any
aware young person at the time, is the key structuring element of these tense, vibrant
works. To put this another way, Dine’s obsessive fixation on the politics of social
movements, as in “Standard” where he combines a critique of the radical mystique given
to a revolutionary figure with an appreciation of the real suffering this individual
endured, indicates the poet’s attunement to the left schizophrenia of the era as well as
registers his own ambivalence over political action.

Then these movements began to wind down. And Dine stopped writing.

That’s something of an exaggeration, however, in that Dine’s last poems of the
first period were in 1970 and the movements endured for another five or six years. The
cessation can be equated more with his moving back to the U.S. at about that time. To
speculate once again, it’s as if once he had gotten to the social movement’s home ground,
he no longer had to measure his position against a more activist one, and so lost a basic
impulse driving this branch of his creativity.

In about 2000, again for reasons not explained in the introduction, he again took
up verse. Katz says “since the mid-1990s, Dine has enjoyed a resurgence of poetry
writing.” Still and all, the dating on the poems reveals that one piece was composed in
1994. The next one written was in 2002, after which they follow in quick succession. I am
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