
Francc in 1918, and his cousin Wolf, 
Count von Kackreuth, had committcd 
suicide during his military service. 
Bonhoeffer was constantly concerned 
with how. if at all. hc would facc up to 
death. Even here, however, his elitism 
holds sway. In the drama, Christoph, 
who is dying of an ailment contracted 
in war, says to his father: “But thcsc 
two kinds of people differ in that thc 
rabble knows only how to live. whilc 
the noble know also how to die.” 
Together with this motif of‘ a noble, 
sacrificial death, these fictions are donii- 
natcd by a sense of the importance of 
an ordered, strong. middle-class family 
life and a “rightly undcrstood” Chris- 
tianity. 

While surely no oi1c could i1CCU.C 
Bonhoeff‘cr of harboring dcmocralic 
idcals, thcsc acsthetic efforts must bc 
seen as thc works of an imprisoned 
man trying, as hc put it, “to live on 
past memories.” And thcy must be 
seen as a minor prelude t o  thc intrigu- 
ing thcological musings hc wrolc in tlic 
following ycar. 

hbovc all. thcsc narratives. though 
interesting for thcir insights into thc 
man and his niilicu, pole into insig- 
nificance in light of his brilvc actions 
and noblc death. I t  is. I suspcct, Tor his 
consistently ethical opposition 10 bar- 
barism that hc will be long rcnicm- 
bered. As hc said in his poem “Stations 
on the Koad to Frccdom”: “Not in thc 
flight of fancy, but only in tlic deed 
there is frecdom.” iWVi 

AGON: TOWARDS A THEORY 
OF REVISION 

by Harold Bloom 
(Oxford Univcrsity Press; 336 pp.; 
$1 9.95) 

RictiardA. Rand 

Agon is strange piece of‘ work, whosc 
chief virtues are not to bc seen on the 
first or second rcading. The common 
reader, alas, is bound to find it unin- 
formative, repetitious, and baffling. To 
begin with, it presupposes a thorough 
knowledge of thc current critical scenc, 
and a thorough knowledge of the pre- 
vious ten or twelve books by 1.larold 
Bloom himself. And even the academic 
specialist who happens to know his 
Bloom exceedingly well is bound to bc 
bafflcd by Agon,. because it exhibits a 
fierce intellectual struggle that i t  never 

“This book is an attempt to witness and to ‘ 

listen. The dialogue between Muslims and , ’* 

Christians is exceedingly serious. The issues 
are profound. They are about the basic 
issues of the human situation. 
“We need to learn to speak with one 
another from within our respective com- 
munities of faith. That is what we have tried 
to do. We have not minced words. We 

we spoken with candor.” 
- Thenuthors 

Iylamand 
Chr ktianit y 
A Muslim‘and Q Christ& 

in Dialogue 

clearly ilrliculales and clearly ncvcr 
could. The work is truc to its name. 
which docs not diminish in any way its 
scminol importance. 

Bloom is fiimous for cliallcnging thc 
dominant academic view of literary 
history. which holds that iin author 
simply rcccivcs, or borrows, a stock of 
topics and techniques from thc writers 
preceding him. As Bloom has argued 
persuasively. the relationship betwccn 
ii writcr and his precursor is anything 
but simple; it is, instcad, dynamic and 
conllictual, an affair of “revision” and 
“misreading.” And Bloom is also 
famous for taking his argument onc 
step further, claiming that thc conflic-- 
tual process is not confined merely to 
pocts and novelists, but extends to the 
litcrary critic himself, who strugglcs to 
rcvise what h c  rciids in thc light of his 
own scnsc of things. Bloom rejects, on 
principle, any concept of critical objec- 
tivity; and if wc ask who thc precursor 
critic may be that Harold Bloom him- 
self is struggling against. thc answcr 
manifestly would be the “objcctivc” 
New Critic of thirty years ago. whether 
T. S. Eliot, William Wimsatt, Jr.. or, as 
Bloom puts i t  rather scornfully hcrc. 
the “well-wrought Cleanth Brooks.” 

Sincc none of thcsc points is 
cspccinlly ncw and sincc much ol: Agon 
sccms to rcpeilt the s i”  points, a sym- 
pathetic irntl infornicd rcadcr may be 
tcmptcd to IIiISS i t  ovcr BS an obsessive 
rehashing of old issues. And that would 
bc a mktiikc; for something has hap- 
pcncd to Bloom that sets this book 
apart Irom all his othcrs. Thc evidence 
for this can bc found, first of all, in the 
tone of  his prose. which at times is flat. 
abstractcd, and monotonous and at 
othcr timcs aggressive and even ex- 
asperated. EOidence can also be found 
in a ncw, and quitc uncharacteristic, 
cultural chauvinism: Where Bloom has 
hitherto stressed the links between 
British, American, and  Continental 
authors, he is now insisting, and quite 
pcremptorily. upon the uniqueness of  
things American. Over two-thirds of 
the book is devoted lo Americans-to 
Emerson,  Whitman,  Stevens, Hart 
C r a n e ,  J o h n  Ashbery ,  a n d  J o h n  
Hollander. The final chapter, entitled 
“Coda: thc American Difference in 
Poetry and Criticism.” reads like the 
embattled plea of a bcsciged patriot: “1 
myself urge an antithetical criticism in 
the American grain .... The result is a mix- 
ed discoursc, vatic perhaps, and at  once 
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esoteric and democratic, but that is the 
burden of American tradition” (em- 
phasis added). This is very odd. Not 
only has Bloom never argued such 
a position before; he also forsakes it at 
every important moment in Agon, as 
when he turns to Freud, to Nielzsche, 
to Gershon Scholem, and to Walter 
Benjamin. 

How, then, to account for the 
strange inconsistencies, the lapses, and 
evasions of Agon? The problem may be 
seen to lie in the way he wishes to limit 
the conflict between reader and text. 
The conflict, for Bloom, has always 
taken place between poetic fathers and 
sons; the Jacob of the present moment 
wrestles the angel of the past: Whit- 
man wrestles with Emerson, Stevens 
with Whitman, and Bloom with Wim- 
salt or Brooks. Bloom’s entire critical 
apparatus is built upon this one single, 
unchallenged premise; and there is no 
place in the apparatus (the argument) 
for the possibility that the real Agon is 
aimed at one’s siblings, one’s brothers 
in the written word (there are no 
sisters, and indeed no women at all, in 
Bloom’s intellectual pantheon). 

It is true that Bloom refers, at 
various moments throughout the book, 
Io a number of siblings, but he always 
casts the relationship in suspiciously- 
compatible terms: thus, Geoffrey Hart- 
man is called “my constituent,” Neil 
Hertz “a not wholly unfriendly critic,’’ 
and John Hollander, quite simply. “my 
friend.” If, at one poinl, he concedes 
that “Paul de Man is the critical theorist 
who [after Nietzsche] wounds me the 
most,” we can only reply that de Man’s 
wounds must be very superficial in- 
deed, since there is no evidence of his 
thinking to be found anywhere in Agon. 
And yet Bloom is wounded, so wounded 
that he can barely bring himself to 
name the real sibling. It is his colleague 
Jacques Derrida, the French philos- 
opher of language and literature who 
has troubled the waters of almost 
everyone for the past fifteen years. The 
symptoms of that wound are every- 
where and quite impossible to summar- 
ize in a brief review, 

If Agon were just another instance of 
academic rivalry, there would be little 
cause to celebrate it, or even to read it. 
But the book is more creative than that. 
In the first place, Bloom is too astute to 
be totally blind to the problem. There 
are moments in his discussion of other 
writers when he entertains the possi- 
bility of a sibling conflict: Thus, refer- 
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ring to Hart Crane’s reaction to T. S. 
Eliot, Bloom allows that “there is 
usually a nearcontemporary agon as 
well as a struggle with the fathering- 
force of the past.” Bloom then drops 
the point; but he develops it elsewhere, 
and obliquely, by way of a psychosex- 
ual terminology that is in fact a ter- 
minology of attack and retreat. Whit- 
man and Ashbery are described as es- 
sentially “auto-erotic,” while Hart 
Crane, in a truly sinuous chapter, is de- 
scribed as “homoerotic,” and more p r e  
cisely as anal-erotic. Where the poet’s 
“chart of being” was once regarded 
as complicated negotiation between 
fathers and sons, it is now to be seen as 
an equally complicated negotiation be- 
tween lovers and rivals. And as with 
the poets, so too with Bloom. Thus, in 
the midst of a veiled attack on Derrida, 
he declares that “it is no mncern of 
mine whether anybody else ever comes 
to share, or doesn’t, my own vacabu- 
laries ....” A little further on, having 
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alluded to Derrida’s extensive work on 
Heidegger, Bloom “suggest[s] that we 
abandon Heidegger for Valentinus and 
Luria.” advice that Bloom proceeds to 
ignore by repeatedly citing Heidegger! 

In sum, the great beauty of this book 
is the fact that it recognizes, entirely 
against its own wishes, the emergence 
of a truly powerful “near-contempo- 
rary.” The greater the reluctance, the 
more compelling the testimony. One 
could hardly expect Bloom. in the man- 
ner of Carlyle, to urge us to “put down 
your Bloom and pick up your Derrida.” 
But this is just what Agon says in its 
agonizing fashion. Magnanimity, even 
when reluctant or partially blind, is cer- 
tain to bear fine fruit in the course of 
time. lwvl 
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THE TRUA~TS: ADVENTURES 
AMONQ’ THE INTELLECTUALS 

by Wllllim Bwrett 
(Anchor Press; 270 pp.; S15.95) 

Brian Thomas 

This memoir of the Partisan Review in 
its heyday has the strengths of a good 
novel. William Barrett was present 
much of the time William Phillips and 
Philip Rahv were piloting the journal to 
preeminence in America’s postwar in- 
tellectual life and, from his intimate 
vantage point, he observed well. 

The book has its flaws. But what 
Barrett delves into has rarely been told 
with such charm and immediacy, and 
his conversion from a fire-breathing 
leftist who scoffs at liberals to a neocon- 
servative who scoffs at liberals has not 
affected his writing skill or soured his 
qynpathy with his subject. Even mhen 
Barrett gossips, he stili reveals plenty 
about his subjects. He remembers Cyril 
Connolly nibbling at Diana Trilling’s 
proudly prepared chocolate mousse, 
lighting up his cigar, and then stubbing 
it out in the dessert. She never forgave 
him. Or Edmund Wilson reading in a 
Milan bookstore’s window the Italian 
word for scholastic as “socialist” and 
building up a dire theory about the sup- 
pression of the Left in Italy. 

Rahv and Delmore Schwartz are the 
emotional poles of The Truanrs. Barrett 
has mostly appalling details of Rahv: 
the man’s unbelievable rudeness, his 
constant seeking of sordid motives, his 
dogmatic Marxism, his combination of 
bluntness and devious wire-pulling, his 


