Varieties of Pastoral Experience: The Reception of Vergilian Pastoral in Contemporary American Poetry

In this paper I study New Pastoralism as a site for the reception of Vergilian pastoral. Andrew Mulvania (2010) has applied the rubric “New Pastoralism” to a recent trend in which several books by American poets explicitly position themselves vis-à-vis ancient pastoral poetry: Pastoral by Carl Phillips (2000), Arcady by Donald Revell (2002), Orchard by Brigit Pegeen Kelly (2004), Midwest Eclogue by David Baker (2005), Goat Funeral by Christopher Bakken (2006), Bucolics by Maurice Manning (2007), and Also in Arcadia by Mulvania (2008). These works of New Pastoralism are instances of Classical Reception (Martindale and Thomas 2006, Hardwick and Stray 2008, and Harrison 2009) that engage with Vergil’s Eclogues and Georgics to the nearly complete exclusion of other authors associated with ancient pastoral. This paper will apply intertextuality and language ideology to explore whether New Pastoral poets practice a poetics of distinction or a poetics of difference. A poetics of distinction is consonant with Pierre Bourdieu’s “Aristocracy of Culture” (1984); here, receptions of classical tradition involve an ideological alignment with static and hegemonic uses of classics, through which displays of knowledge of Greek and Roman antiquity serve to legitimate an ideologically dominant stance. The poetics of difference originates with Chela Sandoval’s concept of “differential consciousness” (2000); here, receptions of classical tradition involve an ideological alignment with dynamic and emancipatory uses of classics.


Linguistic anthropologists and folklorists have applied intertextuality (Bakhtin 1986) to the study of such problems as the description and interpretation of multi-genred forms of verbal art and traditional texts, conceived broadly to include audio or video recordings, transcribed performances, and documents (Bauman 1992, 2004, and 2006; Briggs and Bauman 1992; Hanks 1987 and 1989). Intertextuality can similarly be applied to the ways in which the conceptions of genre and tradition embedded in New Pastoralism mediate reception(s) of Vergilian pastoral. For example, a recent collection of essays by American poets on lyric tradition includes four essays on pastoral poetry (Baker and Townsend 2007). Intertextuality makes it possible to explore how conceiving of pastoral as a subgenre of lyric inflects the reception of Vergilian pastoral. Linguistic anthropologists and folklorists have also applied intertextuality to study of the dialogical blending of traditions. One dimension of New Pastoralism can be identified as traditionalization, which Richard Bauman describes as “an act of authentication, akin to the art or antique dealer’s authentication of an object by tracing its provenience” (1992:137). Intertextuality, then, is a strategy for identifying how contemporary poets establish their artistic authority by forging links between their art and the iconic model of Vergilian pastoral through strategies of traditionalization. Such dynamics are principally descriptive. Models of linguistic anthropology and folklore can further be applied in order to discover the meaning—ideology—of instances of Classical Reception (Vološinov1986, Bourdieu 1991, and Kroskrity 2000). This interest in meaning will focus upon the poetics of distinction and the poetics of difference, which I will illustrate with two examples from among the New Pastoral poets.
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