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things one can miss in Memoirs and Madness which is otherwise a work as 
conscientious in preparation as it is captivating in the outcome. 
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Jacob Edmond has written a remarkable book—impassioned, theoretically astute, and 
timely—that deserves to garner significant response across many fields in the 
humanities. The tasks it sets to accomplish—and succeeds admirably in doing so—are 
manifold. First, it presents a compelling new vision for the role and relevance of the 
discipline of comparative literature in our rapidly changing times. Second, it argues for 
the continuing intellectual and political relevance of contemporary poetry and its 
aesthetic and cognitive projects in the context of globalization, despite the short shrift 
this form of writing often gets in grand cultural models and the neglect or 
condescension towards it from many writing on globalization from the disciplinary 
standpoint of the social sciences. And last but not least, it triangulates between the 
literary traditions—Chinese, Russian, and American—that to my knowledge have never 
been considered together at such extent in a book project, with the traditional locus of 
much comparatist writing, West European literatures, only serving as a foil in the 
argument the author builds. At best, these national literatures usually appear in 
comparative models, if at all, in binary structures, juxtaposed with the dominant West 
European center. A Common Strangeness therefore takes an original and unexpected 
spin on the call to “provincialize Europe” that has been pronounced by a number of 
scholars of literature and culture of non-(West) European background. 
  

At the core of Edmond’s argument is an urgent plea to discard the facile binary 
of sameness/difference that structures so much of our thinking. Instead, he proposes a 
paradigm of “common strangeness,” seeking to “highlight the multilateral cross-cultural 
referents and personal encounters that are neither local nor global, but that reveal the 
historical origins and contingencies of this dichotomy” (p. 3). 
  

In the main portion of his book, Edmond focuses on the cases of six poets, two 
each from China, Russia, and the US, all of them born in the 1940s—1950s and coming 
to prominence in the 1970s—1980s. The first case study looks at Yang Lian, tracing the 
origins and influences that inform his work but focusing crucially on the period he spent 
in Auckland (1989–1993), where the poet was visiting at the time of the crackdown on 
the Tiananmen protesters and as a result was unable to go home. For Yang, Edmond 
picks superimposition and constellation as the key metaphors. His analysis focuses the 
poet appropriating and redeveloping the Baudelairian flâneur, stripping this notion of its 
Eurocentric—or, at times, Orientalist aura. In Yang’s Auckland poetry we see the rise of 
the figure of a flâneur in exile that emerges through “multiple figurations of encounters 
among places, times, peoples, and languages” (p. 18). Edmond argues that Baudelaire 
and the reading of him by Benjamin can illuminate the development of innovative 



 REVIEWS 179 

Chinese poetry of the immediate post-Cultural Revolution years, mediated by the so-
called “translation style” writing of the French poet’s Chinese interpreters. Responding 
to a specific historical moment and spatial dislocation, Edmond argues, Yang “sought 
alternative forms of writing and history to recognize the erasures” generated by it (p. 
42). 
  

The next two chapters are dedicated to a unique and by now celebrated case of 
international poetic encounter: the decade-long intense creative dialogue between the 
recently deceased Russian poet Arkady Dragomoshchenko, leader of the more 
experimental wing of the St. Petersburg poetry scene, and one of the central figures of 
American Language poetry, Lyn Hejinian, that began with Hejinian’s trip to the Soviet 
Union in 1983. Turning to Dragomoshchenko first, Edmond explores what he terms the 
poet’s strategy of “co-response,” a specific form of intense interaction between writer 
and reader, Russia and the US. Dragomoshchenko’s writing project radically challenged 
the monolithic visions of both the official and the unofficial Soviet-era Russian writing, 
elevating the transformative role of this “embodied, personal encounter.” The Russian 
poet’s texts, Edmond suggests, invite “an alternative model for thinking comparatively 
emerging from the moment of change that gave rise to our current era of globalization . . 
. by taking seriously the singular encounter between one person and another” (p. 53) 
while simultaneously approaching an encounter with the other as not something that 
arises “from reading, writing, interpretation, and comparison”; rather, it “constitutes the 
ground of these activities, inviting an erotics rather than a hermeneutics of comparison” 
(p. 71). In Hejinian’s case, the transformative keyword for Edmond is “estrangement,” 
linked to, but expanding outward from, the Shklovskian ostranenie in its double sense: 
“form made difficult” and “the renewal of perception in everyday life” (p. 72). Hejinian 
saw Language poetry as a utopian project of building an artistic community in which 
theory and practice went hand in hand, and therefore sought “to conflate estrangement 
in art and life” (p. 73) and to develop an innovative dynamic idea of personhood that is 
“a relationship rather than an essence,” focused on the “experience of experience” (p. 
77). Thus the strangeness and contingency of being a person become conflated in the 
poet’s practice with the estranging qualities of poetic language as such. 
  

Edmond next turns to the work of Bei Dao, and specifically to the controversy 
that arose around the view of his writing as the epitome of “the entire homogenizing 
process of globalization” put forth by Stephen Owen. Edmond challenges Owen’s 
alarmist vision and instead develops his own vision of Bei Dao’s poetics that “produces 
forms of alienation that stress a continuous process of re-presentation and rereading,” 
undoing “the apparent fixity of . . . allegorical relations between text and world” (p. 96). 
He historicizes the development of Bei Dao’s poetics in the 1970s—1980s China and 
the misrecognition of its key underlying concerns by Anglophone critics who first 
responded to it in the late 1980s—early 1990s; to counter them, Edmond mounts a 
sophisticated close reading of one of Bei Dao’s signature poems, “Hello, Baihua 
Mountain,” not as free-floating and rootless “bad postmodernist” text but as 
“allegorizing literature deeply rooted, indeed trapped, within a place, history, tradition, 
and language” and stressing its linguistic materiality (p. 115). 
  

Moving from Bei Dao to Dmitry Prigov, Edmond highlights the latter’s complex 
and intellectually rigorous conceptualist aesthetics that reaches across artistic forms, 
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from sculpture and drawing to poetic texts, performance, and installation—an aesthetics 
that developed autonomously as a deconstructive handling of the Soviet “empire of 
signs” that then sought to incorporate insights of Western theories of conceptualist art 
and resulted in a poetic practice that actually predated the rise of conceptualist poetry in 
America but due to a series of misreadings and misrecognition by Western critics has 
not been receiving its due as a pioneering practice of conceptualist writing.  

 
Finally, in the work of Charles Bernstein Edmond sees a type of writing that 

invites a mode of reading that operates between the aesthetically and ideologically 
focused approaches, deploying multiple reading frames to unsettle and challenge each 
other, producing “moments of resonant dissonance.” He examines Bernstein’s project of 
developing “a new global poetics based on nonstandard English” and its complex 
filiation/challenge to the preceding models proposed by Ezra Pound, Charles Olson, and 
Jerome Rothenberg. Edmond builds the argument in this chapter through borrowing 
Rita Felski’s notion of “theological reading,” by which she meant any strong claim for 
literature’s other-worldly aspects, though in a secular rather than explicitly metaphysical 
sense. In this approach, literature is prized for its qualities of otherness, for turning its 
back on analytical and concept-driven styles of political or philosophical thought, as 
well as our everyday assumptions and commonsense beliefs—as contrasted with 
readings based on a hermeneutics of suspicion. In Bernstein’s poetics, “neither side of 
the binary,” argues Edmond, “is a privileged guarantor of aesthetic or political praise or 
damnation”; instead, one highlights “everyday particularity and . . . the refusal to 
overlook everydayness in favor of the transcendent otherness or strangeness” (p. 191). 
  

As with any ambitious, theoretically informed scholarly work, one can speculate 
how Edmond’s argument could be different if he engaged at greater length with other 
theoretical corpora or aesthetic metaphors. For instance, given the crucial place of 
globalization in his analysis, I was surprised by absence from his theoretical model of 
many prominent inquiries into cultural aspects of globalization, for instance in the later 
writings of Fredric Jameson (although Edmond extensively referenced some of his 
earlier work), but especially in the work of anthropologists like Arjun Appadurai or 
Nestor García Canclini or the sociologist of culture John Tomlinson. In the case of 
Hejinian, I wished for an engagement in the his analysis with the Russian modernist 
concept of zhiznetvorchestvo (“life-creation”); in that of Prigov, of a more extensive 
consideration of his performative personae other than the “militsaner.” I also wished 
that Edmond engaged at greater length in building his theoretical argument with Susan 
Buck-Morss’s Dreamworld and Catastrophe, which he only mentioned once in passing. 
These minor qualms notwithstanding, the book offers an extraordinarily rich and 
rewarding intellectual experience; the overall sensation that emerges from reading A 
Common Strangeness is the joy of partaking in the author’s labor of love and a profound 
gratitude for sharing his gift “to recognize the complex, strange, yet familiar experience 
of being in the world” (p. 198). 
 
 


