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Robert Fernandez, _Scarecrow_
ANOTHER GREAT BOOK from Fernandez. Not the fever-tunnel that

Pink Reef was--still intense, though, but in a different way. Scarecrow

lets you up for air once in a while, but threads of visionary obsession

(colors, rhythms) still hold things closely together.

I want to be careful here, because I have noticed that poets under forty

are not as keen about being compared to T. S. Eliot as they were back

when I myself was under forty (over twenty years ago...let's leave it at

that). As with, say, Stevens, these days Eliot's prestige is a little frayed

around the edges--all that Anglican, Royalist, Classicist side of him, I

imagine, not to mention the poisonous anti-Semitism.

But there is a visionary obsessive vein in Eliot, too. "What the Thunder

Said," for instance, or some of the middle sections of Ash Wednesday,

or the more hallucinatory passages in Four Quartets--"Garlic and

sapphires in the mud / Clot the bedded axletree"--that vein.

The jacket flap copy notes, "Taking Dante and other catalogers of

failure and ruin (Baudelaire, Trakl, Rimbaud) as its guiding lights,

Scarecrow charts situations of extremity and madness." Dante filtered

through the Symbolists--exactly. That's the Eliot I'm talking about, and

that's the Eliot I love, and that's the Eliot who would make a useful

Virgil as you negotiated the landscape of Scarecrow.

The title poem, which opens the volume, could almost  be a brilliant

re-mix of "The Hollow Men": the scarecrow, the heat, the dust, the

suggestion of a setting in the afterlife ("all detritus of coming near / the

realm of the dead"), the abrupt fragment of Biblical language ("Pity /

them Lord for they know not / what they do"), the shards of lyricism

hinting at both ecstasy and terror:
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Older Post

   I drool

on locust bouquets and steps

of honey. Come 

Meet your master

in the dust; with his

one tooth, he drains

you dry.

If that gave you, as it did me, that weird little feeling at the top of the

spine, you need to go find Scarecrow now and not wait until Garrison

Keillor reads it on "Writer's Almanac," because...well, you know,

because that is probably not going to happen.
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Scarecrow
Robert Fernandez. Wesleyan Univ., $24.95 (80p)
ISBN 978-0-8195-7650-7

MORE BY AND ABOUT THIS AUTHOR

Fernandez (Pink Reef) imbues his dark third
collection with omens, mortality panic, and a
Rimbaud-esque frenzied bleakness, punctuating
the work with moments of desperate hope. Packing
poems with Gothic details that produce a visceral
reaction, he impels readers to "Crack dread's/ red
egg on/ the burning rock" and "Drain that bourbon/
to the red, to the dre-/ gs of silt" as Fernandez
pivots between sinister and debauched revelry,
"portents dissolving like fat." The landscape is
polluted and populated by sinister figures, "love's
ghouls," and wolves with "bright Prussias of hazel
eyes." The speaker pines and resigns in turn,
occasionally becoming self-pitying but always
artfully aware. "I cultivate a certain dying,"
Fernandez writes, "I comb it/ with exceeding
carefulness." These anxieties are neither feigned
nor entirely intangible; they veer into the specific
with pleas to "Help us not become wards of the
state." The work also avoids becoming
self-involved, with readers eagerly encouraged to
participate: "what's your burden," the speaker
needles, "what makes your stomach a withery/ pit?"
Fernandez inventively toys with form, using line
breaks to enhance the emotional depth of a
moment ("mal-/ aise ma-/ laise m-/ a-l-a-i-s-e"), but
his dexterity is best displayed in creating and
sustaining a mood of ardent desperation
heightened by reverent pleas for perseverance—a
continuing on "through the night,/ through morning,/
again again again." (Feb.)

ADVERTISEMENT

The Best Books, Emailed Every WeekTip Sheet!

Incidents of Travel in Poetry:
New and Selected Poems
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