
general Italian public. 
Gioia's introduction is especially valu

able for its discussion of the difference 
between the Anglo-Saxon and Italian 
conceptions of poetry. English and Ital
ian are two distinct languages, and the 
dictionary translations of the words are 
not sufficient to make the one intelligi
ble to the other. The American (not to 
say the Briton) feels one way, the Italian 
quite differently. If the words corre
spond in the dictionary, this tells us lit
tle. Either you feel what they feel, or 
you don't . The words can come later; 
what is important is a prelinguistic ex
perience. 

Mr. Gioia lays great emphasis on 
"modernism" and is at pains to point 
out that in Italy, from 1908 and 
Marinetti until the Second World War, 
modernism held up as a vital move
ment. Where I would perhaps part com
pany with Gioia is in feeling that mod
ernism continued to be a dynamic 
enterprise after the war. Italians today 
still seem to be rehashing the earlier po
etry of T. S. Eliot. But perhaps it is in 
the eschewing of genre, above all, that 
modernism manifests its essential weak
ness. "Genre," however old-fashioned a 
concept it may be, establishes a context. 
In many of the poems in this book it is 
exceedingly difficult to find a context, 
and the poems (and the readers) suffer 
as a consequence. 

That these poems are precise and 
honest reactions to the conditions of 
modern life I do not dispute, but that 
they are effective as poems I altogether 
doubt. The poets of today seem to be 
puppets acted on by the adverse and 
negative conditions of a technological 
society and the heavy demands it makes 
on the individual. They all seem con
scious of a hostile destiny, even of ruin. 
Their poetry seems limited to what Aris
totle called phantasia and Pliny and Tac
itus imaginatio, that is, merely the per
ception and reproduction of images, 
whether of things real or of mere fan
cies. There is nothing "creative" about 
the microcosms they present. Many of 
them are like short nondramatic se
quences from some slightly pretentious 
film, rather than attempts to project an 
alternative macrocosm. The generations 
after 1963, when Italy entered the pros
perity race, seem to be dedicated to 
denigration of the world their fathers 
(and mothers) have left them, without 
the smallest attempt to contribute any
thing positive to contemporary life. Mi 

illudo I d'immenso . . . In poetry I look 
for vision, creativity, myth, not little 
black boxes with cameras attached. 

Gertainly in the work of Maria Luisa 
Spaziani (born 1924) and in that of 
Umberto Piersanti (born 1941) there is 
a rich linguistic and metrical texture that 
is "poetic" in the traditional sense, but 
Spaziani often spoils the effect by a sort 
of verbal grinding of gears, and Piersan
ti, for all the fine flow of his diction, 
which is closer to DAnnunzio's or Swin
burne's than to any living poet's, pays 
tribute to fashion by omitting all punc
tuation, so that it is impossible to con
strue the syntax of his long periods or 
even' to distinguish one period from 
another. As for the other poets in this 
anthology, to quote Fabio Doplicher, 
"verse-builders / orient their radar in the 
bog of the ordinary." The language is 
ordinary and discursive, closer to prose 
than verse, referential rather than evoca
tive. But then, that is what goes over to
day, whether in Italy, France, England, 
or the United States. Poetry has been 
semioticized and in the process has been 
virtually emptied of symbolism. But 
what I find most symptomatic not only 
in these ten very respectable poets, but 

in almost all contemporary poetry, is the 
deliberate shrinking of the context. One 
poem takes place entirely inside the 
shower bath, nothing outside the plastic 
curtain is even referred to. This is a 
praxis of exclusion. Poetry is an art of 
fnclusion. There is (for me) neither 
pain nor joy in these not-so-new poets. 

The translations are by a team of ten 
American Italianists. They are adequate 
and generally verbally close to the orig
inal texts, and so should be useful for 
students who already know some, but 
not enough, Italian. The diction, and 
the rhythm especially, are rarely of any 
distinction, and after all, it is rhythm 
more than anything else that commu
nicates poetry and its inherent emotions. 
However, in one poem alone there are 
two howlers: in Spaziani's "White on 
Whi te ," "le mie remote nebulose" is 
translated "my remote nebulosities." 
This simply is wrong. It should be "my 
remote nebulas." The translator had no 
business attributing "remote nebulosi
ties" to a distinguished intellectual such 
as Signora Spaziani. Equally reprehen
sible is "and you leave footprints on my 
heart lighter than a doe's," where "doe" 
is used for the Italian "faina," which un-
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equivocally means a tree-martin. I often 
watch the seemingly weightless bound
ing of the faina from my bedroom win
dow, but I would not like my heart to be 
trampled by a doe! Milo de Angelis's "il 
riso in bianco" (which as every Italian 
child knows means plain "boiled rice") 
becomes Lawrence Venuti's "laughter in 
white." I wonder how this translator 
would render Dante's "// dolce riso della 
mia donna"? "My Lady's sweet risotto," 
perhaps? There are other dubious inter
pretations of the Italian, and the reader, 
unlike the translator in this case, should 
arm himself with a large dictionary. 

As for the quality of the individual 
poets and their poems, to make brief 
judgments on them in a short review 
would be quite unfair and misleading. 
Readers may well judge them more fa
vorably than I do. 

Peter Russell is an English poet living 
in Italy and author of Teorie e Altre 
Liriche. 
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The old man has done a bit of ev
erything that a journalist can do. 

He has been an opera critic, a war cor
respondent, a sportswriter. He prides 
himself most on the years he spent cov
ering the bullfights of his native Sevilla. 
For some time now he has been mum
bling to his American visitor, Bruce 
Schoenfeld, who recalls the old man 
"speaking Spanish with such a harsh and 
peculiar accent that I can't understand 
a word." He remains incomprehensible 

until he stands before a group of fellow 
enthusiasts of the ancient sport of tau
romachy. Then, in a voice as clear as 
day, he declares, "There have been too 
many words written about bullfighting 
already. . . . The last thing we aficiona
dos need is another [book]." 

That may be true in Spain, where the 
shelves brim with titles on the corrida. 
But because the sport is not practiced in 
the United States, American writers 
have spent a little ink writing about bull
fighting, and there is plenty of room for 
new books on the subject. At the apex 
of our small literature stands Ernest 
Hemingway's Death in the Afternoon, 
an indispensable consideration of the 
matador's art; then there yawns a great 
gap between it and a mound of lesser 
works, including the same writer's 
Dangerous Summer and the worshipful 
Or I'll Dress You in Mourning, by the 
team of Larry Collins and Dominique 
LaPierre. Bruce Schoenfeld's The Last 
Serious Thing occupies that hitherto 
empty middle ground. 

Schoenfeld writes without pretense, 
fully aware that he will not equal Hem
ingway's great treatise. Instead, he gives 
us plain-vanilla reportage on the people 
involved in bullfighting, from spectators 
to breeders to picadors. Unlike Hem
ingway, he seems to take little interest in 
technique; on the face of it, Schoenfeld 
wouldn't know a paso doble from a 
veronica, although he surely does. What 
he has is a keen eye for everyday detail, 
and his book is as much about post-
Franco Spain as it is about the ritualistic 
dispatch of infuriated beef. 

Schoenfeld recounts a year's sojourn 
in Sevilla, "the city of the bull." (It is al
so a city where, as- any visitor will re
member, no local ever seems to work or 
sleep, where the resaca, the hangover, is 
a paid holiday. Rio de Janeiro seems 
dour by comparison.) In the ancient 
city Schoenfeld finds no end of memo
rable characters with which to populate 
his book. Among them are Juan Anto
nio Ruiz, "the only true maxima figura 
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currently active in bullfighting today," 
who goes by the nickname Espartaeo, or 
Spartacus; a slew of British and Ameri
can expatriates, who have collectively de
veloped an encyclopedic knowledge of 
tauromachy past and present, to the 
consternation of turf-guarding Spaniards; 
and a retired banderillero called Navar-
rito, given even under the sternest years 
of Fascist rule to proclaiming his com
munist beliefs to the nearest policeman. 
Their stories, skillfully woven into the 
narrative, give real life to Schoenfeld's 
book. 

Schoenfeld is equally good on what 
might be called the politics of bull
fighting. He notes that in Spain, demo
cratic only since 1975, many identify the 
sport with the bloody pomp of the Fran
co regime and so shun it; only when a 
few leading officials of the Socialist Par
ty began showing up at ringside in the 
mid-1980's did the sport regain some
thing of its former popularity. Like their 
grandparents, Spanish teenagers now ac
cord matadors the same adulation as 
they do movie stars, pop musicians, and 
soccer pros, a nice bit of cultural conti
nuity. Schoenfeld also notes the class-
conditioned aspects of the corrida, 
where the poor entertain the rich, where 
"for every El Cordobes who gains fi
nancial security there are tens of thou
sands of aspirants who never see the in
side of a bullring." 

Animal-rights activists, who are pre
sumably politically correct enough to al
low for multicultural relativity, have long 
decried bullfighting, one of the planet's 
oldest sports. Schoenfeld seems to be 
neutral on the subject; he admits to nei
ther a queasiness at the sight of spilled 
blood nor a sub-rosa thrill at the spec
tacle of sequined suits and flashing 
swords. Indeed, throughout the narra
tive he is curiously detached, and only 
the characters who wander in and out of 
his pages give them any sparkle. He re
serves the final paragraph of his yeo
manlike study to reveal any passion for 
the essence of the sport: "A human psy
che laid bare, and the courage you need, 
in a plaza filled with thousands of peo
ple, to stand alone with yourself and the 
truest reality of all, the ubiquitous pres
ence of death." Would that the rest of 
The Last Serious Thing had attained 
such poetry. 

Freelance writer Gregory McNamee 
admits in certain company to enjoying 
a good bullfight. 
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