Script of the Presentation on an Introduction to Postmodernism and Postmodernism Poetry
Name: Jing Zheng   Student No.: 1904139
It is a great pleasure that I have this chance to share with you my understanding of postmodernism poetry and my experience of exploring the meaning of the relevant theories and the typical poems. I want to use a word mentioned by our dearest Dr. Paul on Monday to describe my feeling: scary. It is a very scary experience for me to learn and understand the concepts about postmodernism. It opened my eyes and shocked my heart. Let’s start to the point, and then you will believe what I said.
Part One: Basic Concepts of Postmodernism
Please look at the first page. 120 bricks annoyed lots of people. Each work of Andre’s Equivalent series is made of a rectangular arrangement framed with 120 firebricks. The bricks all have the same height, mass and volume, and therefore they are “equivalent” to each other.  This also the reason why he called his works Equivalent. Andre’s sculptures are often created with common industrial materials. He uses daily stuff to arrange into a variety of geometric patterns. His sculptures are always displayed directly on the floor rather than on base supports. These objects are not simply to look at as arts, but they become part of the whole environment in the gallery, which change viewer’s relationships with the objects and space. He explains to the public that he has been endeavoring to find the simplest materials in daily life to represent his ideas and creation. He claims that his series of equivalents are the communicative forms and they equally accessible to each man.
The ideas of this art trend originated from the late 1960s and early 1970s spread to England, German and the USA. The second art I want to share with you is the works by Robert Ryman. Ryman worked with different kinds of white stuff to make his painting works. The materials he used in his career includes lead, zinc, barium and titanium, chalky whites and hard industrial whites, silky whites and bone whites, kitchen whites and shroud whites, numinous whites and dead whites. The variety of their opacity, depth, brilliance and dullness all interested him. The white arts by his hands are representing the materials themselves. He is interested in the special capacity, depth, brilliance and even dullness of the most ordinary color of white. The simplest works with only whites on it are selling at a price range of $200-$20,000,000.
These are typically postmodern objects. They are not complicated stuff and representative with obvious technique or skills. With the marketing of the gallery and propagandizing of the media, the public are impressed and shocked by the form of the arts. However, it is not profound enough to dig into more if the essence lies in the form. What brings the appearance and development of the phenomena? What are the backups of postmodernism?
The elements behind it are as follows: Historical, Social and Cultural Forces. World War II makes great influence on people’s life. People once believed industrialization may freedom people. But unfortunately to find that it the industrialization brought the evil results of two wars. And the change of Post-industralization, Commoditization, and Information explosion in economy is another important attribute. Quantum Theory, Micro-physics and Information Technology in Science change people’s attitude towards authority. At the same time, in the field of Culture, Pop music, urban culture and the Avant-Garde diversify our values of aesthetic.
Postmodernism is a very abstract concept. What are the specific concepts and ideas in it? Some definitions and understandings are listed here for exploring the meaning of it:
(1) “I define postmodernism as incredulity towards metanarrative.” — Jean-Francois Lyotard
(2) Postmodernism is “the theory of rejecting theories”.  — Tony Cliff
(3) J. A. describes it as characterised by an eclectic（not following one style or set of ideas） approach, aleatory（dependent on chance） writing, parody（deliberate copy） and pastiche(deliberate copy).  — Peter Barry, Beginning theory
The (1) and (3) are talking about postmodernism in literature. The (2) discusses the essential meaning of postmodernism in a general range, which may cover the architecture, arts and literature. 
Part Two: Important Ideas in Postmodernism
In order to understand the meaning of postmodernism I will illustrate the following fours important ideas. They are: 
(1) Resisting grand narratives
(2) Deconstruction
(3) Signs and systems
(4) From presentation to abstraction
The first one is about grand narratives. Grand nerratives can be also named as metanarratives and supernarratives. According to Wikipedia, grand narratives refer to “narratives of historical meaning, experience, or knowledge, which offers a society legitimation through the anticipated completion of a (as yet unrealized) master idea”. Oppositely, mini narratives are provisional, contingent, temporary, and relative. “We now live in an era in which legitimizing master narrative are in crisis and in decline.” Jean-Francois Lyotard once said.
The second is the deconstruction in postmodernism. According to Jacques Deconstruction is “an event whereby a hierarchical binary opposition is overturned to create space for the emergence of a new concept.” Here a hierarchical binary opposition means there is a dominant and a non-dominant section of each. Deconstruction denies the hierarchical binary opposition.
The third idea is the signs and systems. Derrida insisted that all words must be explained only in terms of relationships to the various systems in which they take place and take part. The content of every term or sign within each system depends on the existence of other terms or other signs within the system that are absent in this system. 
Fourth is about how forms evolve from presentation to abstraction. We can tell this ideal process from how does the change happens with the help if four paintings in the PPT. They show the process of evolving from presentation to abstraction. In the first picture, the sign of a real tree is clear and easy to be recognized and it represents a basic and authentic reality. In the second picture, the sign is deprived of some leaves and it can be said to misrepresent what it is behind it, but it can also be recognized as a tree. In the third stage the sign disguises the trunk and branches but it still shows the profile of a tree. The sign is deformed trunk and branches without leaves; it is a representation of a representation. In the last picture the sign bears no relation to any reality at all or maybe it can present any other reality in different reader’s eyes. It becomes a complete abstract painting. The process can be concluded as evolving from realism to minimalism to conceptualism.
Part Three: Four Postmodernism Poems
After reading of a large of postmodernism poems, I found some beautiful poems which catch my eyes and as well as my hearts strongly. I would like to choose four of them to share with you. They are American Poetry by Lious Simpsom, Variations on a Theme by William Carlos Williams by Kenneth Koch, Don’t Let’s Talk About Being In Love by Selima Hill, and Electroplating the Baby by Jo Shapcott.                                                      
American Poetry[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The poem is cited from https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/54197/american-poetry.] 

LIOUS SIMPSOM
Whatever it is, it must have
A stomach that can digest
Rubber, coal, uranium, moons, poems.
Like the shark it contains a shoe.
It must swim for miles through the desert
Uttering cries that are almost human.
American poet Louis Simpson describes his impression of American poetry in his poem American poetry. To some extent, it summarizes the features of postmodern poetry. It is like a monster that is neither man nor beast. It is huge, inclusive and full of contradictions and difficulties. It has the capacity to hold newly uprising ideas and concepts due to the emergence of new technologies and new things.
Don’t Let’s Talk About Being in Love[footnoteRef:2]                                                                  SELIMA HILL [2:  The poem is cited from http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_67e5d7a00100inj4.html.] 

Don’t let’s talk about being in love, OK? 
-about me being in love, in fact, OK?
About your bloated face, like a magnolia;
About marsupials,
Whose little blunted pouches
I’d like to crawl inside, lips first;
About the crashing of a million waterfalls 
- as if LOVE were a dome of glass beneath a lake
entered through a maze of dripping tunnels
I hope and prayed I’d never be found inside.
The above is part of the poem Don’t Let’s Talk About Being in Love. It is characterized as its dialogical expressions. The poem is written in a form of oral expression from a female to a male. It shows a female’s contradict and miserable feeling in an irrational love relationship. The plain oral language of “don’t”, “Let’s”, “talk about”, “I’d like to” and “OK” are representing the impatient tone and mood when a love fame fades between a female and a male.  
Variations on a Theme by William Carlos Williams[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The poem is cited form https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57326/variations-on-a-theme-by-william-carlos-williams.] 

KENNETH KOCH
1
I chopped down the house that you had been saving to live in next summer.
I am sorry, but it was morning, and I had nothing to do
and its wooden beams were so inviting.
2
We laughed at the hollyhocks together
and then I sprayed them with lye.
Forgive me. I simply do not know what I am doing.
3
I gave away the money that you had been saving to live on for the next ten years.
The man who asked for it was shabby
and the firm March wind on the porch was so juicy and cold.
4
Last evening we went dancing and I broke your leg.
Forgive me. I was clumsy, and
I wanted you here in the wards, where I am the doctor!
This poem written by Kenneth Koch is a typical postmodernism poem using the technique of parody to gain the effect of humor. Mr. Coke is in love of parody. It can be said that most of his work bears traces of parody. This poem is a parody of Williams’ famous poem This is just to say, providing a total of four parodies. Except for the difference of lines of Williams's poem, it is imitating in terms of content, style, and tone. Its humorous effect is strong. Williams’ original poem was very short, which is originally a note written on a tissue to his wife, saying he was sorry that he had eaten plums that might have been left in the fridge for breakfast because they were so tasty: I have eaten/the plums/that was in/the icebox/and which/you were probably/saving/for breakfast/Forgive me/they were delicious/so sweet/and so cold.[footnoteRef:4] In Mr. Coke’s poem, “I” also confessed a series of “sins” to “you”: chopping down the house you had set aside for the summer (in version 1), spraying lye on your favorite almanac (in version 2), giving away all the money you had saved for the next ten years (in version 3), and finally breaking your leg (in version 4). “I” ask “you” for forgiveness after every “bad thing” I have done, but the reasons given are ridiculous. The last version is the most thought-provoking:  Last evening we went dancing and I broke your leg. / Forgive me. I was clumsy, and / 1 wanted you here in the wards, where I am the doctor! Here, Mr. Coke exaggerated the seriousness of the problem (breaking leg instead of eating a few plum), echo but poking fun at the Williams seemingly sincere apology but unashamed tone (the delicious taste of plums does not constitute reason). He also takes on the “doctor” of Williams: come on, I'm a doctor, is there anything else I can't make up for? The simplicity of the apology and the final imperative of the solution in the exchange highlight the unintentional macho nature of the original poem. [4:  It is the poem of This is Just to Say, written by William Carols Williams.] 

Electroplating the Baby[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Jo Chapcott. Electroplating the Baby. Bloodaxe Books Ltd. 1997. P13-16.
] 

JO CHAPCOTT
Of the Egyptians the rich alone
were capable of having it done.
The cadavers were immersed
in antiputrescible baths
and then swathed by the relatives
in thousands of bandages.
In our time the art of embalming
has not made much advance:
are our processes so imperfect
as to dull our inclination?
Or do we relish the privacy of dust?
In answer one physician proposes
electro-metallurgy as the way
to obtain indestructible mummies.
The above stanzas are extracted from Electroplating the Baby. The poem is comprised of sixty unrhymed couplets. It describes vividly a process of experiment made by a French scientist. This scientist is conducting the mummification to electroplate the dead kids. This was a real event and was reported by magazines in the 1890s. One of the articles was entitled “How to Electro-Plate Your Baby”. Jo Chapcott borrowed major part of the title and texts form the article into her own poem. In the first lines of the poem, the writer starts her theme with a regretful mood with “in our time the art of embalming / has not made much advance”, compared with the ancient Egyptians ingenious “antiputrescible baths”. Then writer proposes a pair of rhetorical questions: “are our processes so imperfect / as to dull our inclination? // Or do we relish the privacy of dust?”  For answering the two questions, writer introduces the topic of this poem with “way / to obtain indestructible mummies”. Step by step the poem gradually leads to instructions on setting the “body of a child” into an electrically conductive frame. In the following part of the poem, the result is exposed: “a preserved and metallised body with a coating of copper”. At the end of the poem, the writer asks question again for what the future of such an experimental process might be and answers: “infinitely probable // that metallised cadavers / will never figure // except in small numbers / for a long, long time to come”. In this poem, the method of found-poetry is used by Shapcott. Her composition of the poem from the alterations of the source text is an experimental practice into more popular poetic production.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The most fundamental feature of postmodernism is the deconstruction of centralism.  Postmodernism poetry is the permeation and embodiment of postmodernism spirit in the field of poetry. Postmodern poetry is a revolt against stereotypes: the removal of centrality in writing, the removal of hierarchy, the use of all manner of irrelevant forms, including theory and narrative, race and political arguments. After the center is dissolved and the meaning is suspended, everything naturally goes to planarization, decentralization and marginalization. The scattered and illogical characteristics of postmodernism poetry make it inevitably move towards collage and reproduction in form.
The study of postmodernism broadens my horizon and practices my critical thinking. It helps me to look into things in diversified perspectives. The new ideas in arts, literature and philosophy are all reflections of the development of current society and world. The concepts and ideologies in postmodernism deeply represent the newly advent phenomenon in high technology and information era. It can also accelerate the development of the science of humankind. 
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