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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  188 Emancipation of the Dissonance The Poetry of C. S. Giscombe the title of C. S. Giscombe’s 2008 book of prose poems, Prairie Style, calls to mind the school of architecture that first came to life in the Midwest at the end of the nineteenth century; reached its zenith in Frank Lloyd Wright’s work during the First World War; and passed out of favor after the mid–1920s. But if the title makes us try to draw an analogy between Giscombe’s art and Wright’s, it misleads us. A better analogy comes if we look to what the more advanced musical talents were up to while Wright was drafting blueprints in Oak Park. Consider Arnold Schoenberg’s reflections, from the 1926 essay “Opinion or Insight,” on the direction classical music had taken for composers of his generation. “Until our own time,” wrote Schoenberg, “composers were always extremely cautious about how the succession of harmonies were arranged, at times even carrying things to the point of using only harmonies whose relationship to the tonic and their ‘accessibility’ to it (further underlined by convention) was easy to grasp” (259). Harmonies were always structured in relation to a dominant pitch, and the attentive, or even semi-attentive, listener could hear the coherence of the music. Over time, though, “the proportion of elements pointing to the tonic became ever smaller, as against those pointing away from it,” ultimately leading to what Schoenberg called “the emancipation of the dissonance ”—that is, to a kind of composition where dissonance “came to be 189 Poetry in a Difficult World placed on an equal footing with sounds regarded as consonances” (260–61). Giscombe’s Prairie Style is, in some significant sense, as atonal as the music of Schoenberg: it creates moments of coherence, but also welcomes moments of dissonance, when the expository eloquence of sentences and paragraphs falls apart. Musical audiences often want to know just why a composer would abandon tonality, and composers have given a number of answers, many having to do with the hatred of cliché and the need to renew conventions . A deeper answer, though, and one more analogous to what I take to be Giscombe’s motives, comes from one of the great experimental composers, Karlheinz Stockhausen. Stockhausen said that his refusal to give his compositions clarity, wholeness, and accessible coherence was in essence a reflection of his ethical stance. To take the elements of music and “use them all with equal importance,” rather than subordinating some to others, was nothing less than “a spiritual and democratic attitude toward the world” (101). Stockhausen would no more subordinate musical parts to the whole than he would sacrifice individual lives to an abstract cause, or expropriate one person’s labor for the benefit of another. For Stockhausen, the emancipation of musical dissonance is, at a formal level, a kind of parallel to the emancipation of the oppressed in the world. It doesn’t actually free anyone, of course, but it exemplifies a way of thinking that has larger ethical implications. Giscombe’s emancipation of narrative dissonance has goals similar to those of Stockhausen, and gains a great deal of weight and significance by addressing questions of race via unconventional means. Indeed, much of Giscombe’s achievement over the course of his career, from At Large in 1989, throughHere in 1994 andGiscome Road in 1998, lies in how formal dissonance becomes an instrument for understanding the subtleties and complexities of several kinds of identity—personal, sexual, familial, and racial. By the time he writes Prairie Style, Giscombe has come to see the emancipation of language as a means to reflect on the aftermath of a greater emancipation, the one brought about by Abraham Lincoln. Few poets have found in formal dissonance a means to travel so far, and with such subtlety, into the most profound question of American life. * [44.202.145.51] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 09:31 GMT) 190 The Poet Resigns It didn’t start out this way. In addition to At Large, Here, Giscome Road, and Prairie Style, Giscombe wrote another book of poems, Postcards. Published a dozen years before At Large, it contains close to sixty short, free verse, autobiographical lyrics, written when Giscombe was in his midtwenties . The scenery is familiar to readers of Giscombe’s other books: we find the campsites, the outskirts of Midwestern towns, the hiking and cycling trails, the trains and train-yards that form the primary settings of all Giscombe’s... 
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