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        Here are a few words about poetry (paraphrased):
      

      	
        Emily Dickinson: I know it is poetry if it takes off the top of my head.
      

      	
        Robert Frost: poetry is what gets lost in translation.
      

      	
        Robert Penn Warren: poetry is about the creation of the self.
      

      	
        Percy Shelley: poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.
      

      	
        One more? That bit from Wordsworth and Coleridge about poetry being the spontaneous overflow of emotion recollected in a moment of tranquility. (As I understand it, Coleridge thought this was only a partial description of poetry, which a survey of his most famous work would support. But let’s leave that alone.)
      

      	
        These are the quotations that come to my mind when I think about poetry. There are more (Archibald MacLeish’s “A poem should not mean / But be”) but that isn’t the point. What is, is that these words function for me as signposts, as a means to orient myself within whatever textual landscape I’m traversing. Although I’m a big fan of formal poetry (meter, rhyme, all that stuff), there isn’t anything about the necessity of those elements to make poetry, poetry. I suppose you could find a little of that in the Wordsworth-Coleridge quotation, but the requirements they specify have to do with the emotional states necessary for the inspiration and then composition of a poem. Instead, the words of these signposts chart the ways in which a reader recognizes and responds to poetry, both in terms of its effect upon them and its exploitation of the characteristics of the language in which it’s written (Dickinson and Frost, respectively). They offer a way to think about how a poet’s body of work, collected in a single volume or taken as a whole, contributes to the formation of something greater than the individual work, to a kind of overarching sensibility that turns the poet’s name into an adjective, i.e. Shakespearean (this from Warren). They make hyperbolic claims about the power of poetry—though given how upset those in power can be made by it, there is probably something to the exaggeration (this from Shelley). And they remind me of the importance of reflection both in the composition of poetry and (I would argue) in its reading (Wordsworth and Coleridge).
      

      	
        Which brings me to Max Gold’s excellent book of poems. In reading (and re-reading) Neurotica, the quotation/signpost I find myself using as a guide is Warren’s concerning the construction of the self. From “In the Beginning, I was Afraid” to “Towards the End, I Was Broken,” with stops along the way for such poems as “Hebrew School Dreams,” “A Prelude to Madness,” and “Farewell to Earth (Words No More),” we watch a self being built, assembled from shards of memory and dream, text and image. It’s hard not to be reminded of T.S. Eliot’s line at the closing of The Waste Land about shoring up fragments against his ruin. Max Gold’s work is similarly far-reaching and eclectic in its bricolage. But there’s a directness in these poems, a willingness to meet experience frankly, in all its complexity and messiness, that marks them as the product of a post-Confessional sensibility, one willing to engage straightforwardly with its conflicts and contradictions. In their tendency toward baroque and grotesque imagery to explore the precincts of the self, these poems echo Baudelaire, but a Baudelaire familiar with the tropes and imagery of weird and horror fiction. The end of The Waste Land evokes a medieval structure, a keep in a state of collapse, its walls propped up by loose timber and slabs of rock. The poems in Neurotica evoke a more contemporary ruin, a thing of crumbling concrete and glass, studded with mirrors, surrounded by pitted and pockmarked highways.
      

      	
        Another signpost I’ve found useful: the Wordsworth and Coleridge one about the spontaneous overflow of emotion recollected in a moment of tranquility. It’s in these instances of (relative) calm that a poet finds the technique best suited to the emotion they’re trying to re-collect. In the case of the poems in Neurotica, the techniques include anaphora, the use of the same or similar words or phrases to begin successive lines of verse. (Think Walt Whitman.) Returning the poem to a single word or phrase has an incantatory effect, rendering it almost a shamanic utterance. At the same time, its obsessive repetition makes anaphora particularly well-suited for representing the experience of neurotic thoughts. Shamanistic neurosis? Sure.
      

      	
        Is Max Gold one of the unacknowledged legislators of the world? Yes, he rules.
      

      	
        Is Neurotica poetry? Witness my skull, blown open, the contents still steaming.
      

      

      

      
        
        – John Langan
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