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WHEN Focus was first planned it was among our early intentions
to devote a whole volume to modern American poetry. We
wanted to do so because we thought the subject worth discussing;
but we were surprised to discover that it had hardly been dis-
cussed. The result is that this number of Focus is the first book on
its subject to be published in England and, apart from Horace
Gregory’s recent ‘History’, almost the first of its kind to appear
in America. This is not the first time Focus has played the pioneer
and we should hardly be editorially human if we did not take
some pride in making this announcement. But that pride is more
than offset by regret at the state of criticism which makes the
announcement possible.

This issue of Focus is not meant to be a handbook or a survey.
It is based on separate studies of five writers whom we think many
critics would include among the six most important of contem-
porary American poets. The sixth should be William Carlos
Williams and we are very sorry indeed to be unable to include a
study of his work here. Naturally these studies suggest several
qualities of modern American verse—they perhaps do so more
efficiently than some more comprehensive histories and hand-
books—but no isolation of the ‘American’ element in these poets
is intended and we should regard such abstractions as treacherous
if not impossible.

It is regrettable to have to add that the poems which should be
studied in conjunction with these articles are, many of them,
inaccessible in England. Eyre and Spottiswoode have served
American poetry well by publishing the collected poems of Allen
Tate and John Crowe Ransom. But though a collection of Stevens
has long been announced the promise shows no signs of being
honoured. Meanwhile Cummings and Williams also remain un-
collected. In the absence of these essential books we have tried
to make the essays intelligible by full quotation from each poet’s
writings. But we very much hope that this issue of Focus will
encourage publication of the poets who are discussed in it.

The anthology we include is designed to offset to some small
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Foreword

extent this scarcity of American poetry in England. Similar little
anthologies have been published in such magazines as Twentieth
Century Verse, Horizon and Transformation and a large selection
is available in Oscar Williams’s Lizzle Treasury of Modern Poetry.
To the best of our knowledge, however, no poem in the present
anthology has been previously published in England. With two
exceptions all the poems included were written during the last
three years.

We should like to thank all the authors of the poems which
appear here and all the periodicals from whom we have reprinted
poetry for their most generous co-operation in making this an-
thology possible. The quotations in Professor Martz’s article are
printed by kind permission of Alfred A. Knopf, those in Theodore
Spencer’s by kind permission of Henry Holt, and those in Miss
Koch’s essays by kind permission of Messrs Eyre & Spottiswoode.
Theodore Spencer’s article is a slightly expanded version of an
article first published in 7%e Harvard Wake and Louis L. Martz’s
essay includes some paragraphs from an earlier study of Stevens

which he published in the Yale Poetry Review.



SYMPOSIUM:
MODERN AMERICAN POETRY

THE POETRY OF ALLEN TATE

VIVIENNE KOCH
I
I wish to begin by asserting two somewhat bold notions about
the poetry of Allen Tate. They may come as a shock to Mr Tate;
they will undoubtedly shock some of his best friends and ad-
mirers. First of all, it has long become increasingly evident with
each new work that Tate is a fugitive from the Fugitives. The
Fugitives, that talented group of Southern writers, had in the
early twenties found the Northern poetic climate too exacer-
batingly chilly and modern, and had reaffirmed their allegiances
with ‘tradition’, a term they took some care to define, This associa-
tion while formally discontinued in 192§, when their publica-
tion, The Fugitive, ceased, nevertheless continued because of the
group’s practice of the ‘Zietieren’ technique, and also because of
their subsequent reunion in other rough political alliances such
as the short-lived agrarianism of the thirties led by Herbert Agar,
John Crowe Ransom and Allen Tate. These persistent social
connections, reinforced in the thirties by the briefly published but
distinguished Southern Review, edited by several of the old Fugi-
tives along with some newer disciples, as well as by the publication
of the still-flourishing Kenyon Review under the editorshipof John
Crowe Ransom, was recently (1945) reaffirmed by the renascence
of the shabby-genteel The Sewance Review under the vigorous
and distinctive editorship of Allen Tate.! Nevertheless, while we
commonly think of these Southerners as a group, and while in
a loose personal sense this may be so, it seems to me that Tate has
been trying in a veiled but not altogether deceptive fashion to
free himself from the claims of such group loyalty, claims which
had at one time threatened the temper of his own sensibility. For
Tate had, with an artistic humility strangely discordant with his
critical arrogance, at various times in the past publicly avowed
! As of the Autumn, 1946 issue, John Palmer succeeded to the editorship.
9



Modern American Poetry

his apprenticeship to his Southern master, John Crowe Ransom,
and to his European one, T. S. Eliot. These poet-critics were the
maitres of the Southern group and a common devotion created
additional pressures for orthodoxy.

Curiously enough, Tate’s first symptomatic departure from his
‘tradition’ came in what would seem, on the surface, to be the
apotheosis of his conformity to it. It came in his translation of
Pervigilium Veneris (1943), that neglected little classic, never
happily Englished, upon which he chose to exercise his powers,
not so much as a Latinist, but as apoet of classical affiliations.
Yet I think his choice of this delicately tinted but uninnocently
erotic poem was perhaps motivated by the fact that, as Professor
Mackail points out, it represents

the first clear note of the new romanticism which transformed
classical into medieval literature. . . . Nothing could be less like
either a folk-song or an official ode. It touches the last refinement
of simplicity. In the delicately running, softly-swaying verses, that
ring and glitter and return on themselves in interlacing patterns,
there is germinally the essence and inner spirit of the whole romantic
movement. All the motives of the old classical poetry survive, yet
all have undergone a new birth.

The Pervigilium Veneris is Allen Tate’s valedictory, from a safe
distance, to the Fugitives, to the South, to the ‘classical’ tradition,
to his masters. The quickest way to get the good-byes over with
is tp say them in a strange language.

My second revision of Tate’s customary classification as poet
flows from the historic process I have just described, is engen-
dered by it, and is, at the same time, and paradoxically, anterior
to the whole development. It is that Tate is a poet of romantic
sensibility who has tried with varying degrees of success to
compress his talents into a classical mould (I am using the loose
terms ‘romanticisth’ and ‘classicism’ with the hope that their usage
in this paper will give them some temporary contextual precision)
and that, in inverse degree to his ability or willingness to do so,
his best poetry has been written. Where his romanticism gets the
better of him or, to shift the metaphor, finds the classicist nodding,
there we get the most enduring, vital and original poetry Tate is
capable of writing. The Pervigilium was playing Romanticism
with the rules; with the publication of The Winter Sea (1944) it
became clear that Tate was playing his own way.
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Allen Tate

In short, we have been assessing Tate too long in terms of
his origins (the genetic fallacy), and his prose judgement (the
doctrinal fallacy). It is time we began to follow the lead of the
poems.

I

In the Selected Poems (1937) representing poems from as early
as 1922, it is possible to group together the poems of the early
twenties on several grounds: ‘Obituary’, ‘Death of Little Boys’,
‘Horation Epode to the Duchess of Malfi’, “The Subway’, ‘Ditty’,
‘Retroduction to American History’, ‘Mr Pope’, all bear alike the
imprint of the Eliot of ‘Prufrock’ (via Laforgue) in the character-
istic quatrain (or aggregation of joined quatrains) with the typi-
cally anti-climatic, sometimes parenthetical usage of the fourth
‘line (see, for example, ‘Motors and urchins contest the city
streets’ in ‘Obituary’). Similarly, the vocabulary is often derived
from Eliot: “You have no more chance than an infusiorian/
Lodged in a hollow molar of an eochippus./Come, now, no
prattle of remergence with the dvrws 8v’ (from ‘Horation Epode”).
All, without a single exception, whether the subject be Webster,
Pope, the death of little boys, or their sleeping (‘Ditty’) reveal a
bitter, angry and passionate rejection of the present, of con-
temporaneity where ‘you, so crazy and inviolate’ are ‘hurled
religiously /Upon your business of humility /Into the iron forest-
ries of hell; /. . . Dazed, while the worldless heavens bulge and
reel /In the cold reverie of an idiot.’

It is a present in which even ‘little boys grown patient at last,
weary, [Surrender their eyes immeasurably to the night,/and
other ‘Little boys no longer sight the plover/Streaked in the
sky . ..” while ‘men, who fail . . . will plunge, mile after mile of
men, to crush this lucent madness of the face,/Go home and put
their heads upon the pillow. Turn with whatever shift the dark-
ness cleaves, /Tuck in their eyes, and cover [The flying dark with
sleep like falling leaves.’ I hope it is excusable to resort to the
sort of mosaic of several poems I have just composed in order to
point a paradox: Allen Tate, beginning his career as a young poet
in the early twenties, was affirming his allegiances with the classi-
cal past in the unsigned editorials of The Fugitive and, at the same
time, betraying in every poem he was writing a frankly nihilistic
temper which, in its alternating violence and absolution, was a
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Modern American Poetry

romanticism of a more fiery brand than his critical writings might
have endorsed. Perhaps the gauge of Tate’s youthful romanticism
might be best explored in his much admired ‘Death of Little Boys’
published in Tke Nation in 1925 when Tate was twenty-six years

old:

When little boys grown patient at last, weary,
Surrender their eyes immeasurably to the night,
The event will rage terrific as the sea;

Their bodies fill a crumbling room with light.

Then you will touch at the bedside, torn in two,
Gold curls now deftly intricate with gray

As the windowpane extends a fear to you

From one peeled aster drenched with the wind all day.

And over his chest the covers in an ultimate dream
Will mount to the teeth, ascend the eyes, press back
The locks—while round his sturdy belly gleam

The suspended breaths, white spars above the wreck:

Till all the guests, come in to look, turn down
Their palms, and delirium assails the cliff

Of Norway where you ponder, and your little town
Reels like a sailor drunk in his rotten skiff.

The bleak sunshine shrieks its chipped music then
Out to the milkweed amid the fields of wheat.
There is a calm for you where men and women
Unroll the chill precision of moving feet.

The only ‘classical’ element in this very adventuresome poem is
the plural in the title and the first line. The generalizing character
of ‘boys’ extends or is intended to extend, an individual ex-
perience of death to a universal statement of it. But apart from
this gesture (a not unsuccessful one) there is no concession any-
where in the poem (unless it be in the rather freely diversified
quatrains) to any poem that I am familiar with in the ‘tradition’
of English literature up to 1925. The poem is, I think, a con-
sideration of the problem of identity or, more philosophically,
that of permanence and change. The ‘you’ of the second para-
graph is not merely rhetorical address which seeks to involve
the reader with the death of little boys, but it operates so as to
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Allen Tate

achieve exactly that; the bedside is ‘torn in two’ by the ‘event’
of death which, let us note, does not destroy the little boys but
rather the room which crumbles with light. (The room, of course,
may be everything which is contained in it.) The ‘gold curls’ are
‘now deftly intricate with gray’ because of the blinding vision of
death in which ‘you’ (the onlooker, father, or little boy grown
up) must participate because you too feel the fear extended by
the window-pane (night or death to which the little boys have
in stanza one surrendered their eyes). The emotional affects,
throughout, are persistently ascribed to the landscape.

In stanza three the death is individualized in the singular pro-
nouns (abandoning the universal), in the magnificently concrete,
yet symbolic detail of the ‘sturdy belly’ round which ‘gleam
the suspended breaths’ (of the dead boy, or rather boy-in-man),
and ‘you’ (like another Hamlet, a questioning, dubious intellect)
pondering on your cliff (although it was Denmark), feel delirium
(death, mortality, shifting identity) assailing it (just as, in a
similar transfer of affects, it was the room and not the body which
crumbled in stanza one), and your little town (something built,
made, the ego, perhaps) ‘reels like a sailor drunk in his rotten
skiff.” Here the image of the dead boy as a wreck and the little
town (the ego) about to be wrecked converge in the sea sym-
bolism. It is at this point (the crisis of the poem) that the fusion
of meanings is consummated, and the question of permanence
(identity) arises like a lonely phoenix from the wreck of little
boys (your wreck, of course). The last stanza is an anticlimax,
and is so intended. The ‘bleak sunshine’, the discordant shriek of
its ‘chipped music’ reaches out to the level of external quotidien
existence (milkweed, etc.) where there are no more ‘events
terrific as the sea’ but only a chill order and deceptive, ironic calm
whose inevitable ‘precision of moving feet’ implies an ultimately
similar dissolution of the almost-wrecked ego.

Perhaps this explication will have seemed forced. In that event,
I suggest returning to the sea metaphor introduced in stanza one,
picked up and developed in three and consummated in the
harsh despair of ‘Reels’, ‘drunk’ and ‘rotten’ to say nothing of
the flimsy, phonetic fluff of ‘skiff’. By that route, it seems
to me, almost the same reading may be developed as the one
I have got by the long way: Little boys die in men before men
die. Man is torn in two by his past (his little boyhood) and his
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present. The agency of childhood is mysterious and terrifying
in the personality of the man (the aster is man ‘peeled’—revealed
—>by his youth). The guests come in to look, unseeing. The
certainty of identity (integration of personality) is seriously
threatened in stanza four. In stanza five there is a sick rebound:
the world and its dull, mechanic inevitability must be met again.
The let-down in diction, the clarity of the last stanza as opposed
to the complexity of the others is Tate’s cold and disdainful bow
to the outer world, to the nowness he wil/ not recognize. This,
then, is the kind of poetry Tate was writing when he was raging
with youthful hauteur against the nouveaux-arrivés ‘experiment-
alists’ who seemed to hold sway in New York. To recapitulate:
‘Death of Little Boys’ is, I think, a very good poem; it is revela-
tory of Tate’s ‘original’, temperamental bent (if twenty-five years
of learning had not already disguised the interior man); it is
certainly as ‘experimental’ as any poem I know of written at that
time, including the ‘romantic’ experimentalism of Hart Crane,
Tate’s friend.
111

The following five years, 192530, are crucial to the direction
of Tate’s poetic growth. Some residence in England and
France during that time leave superficial traces in his work and
not merely on the allusive level. If he ever thought of himself as
an exile (and at least one poem, ‘Message from Abroad’ (1929),
if not more, bears witness that he did) it was certainly not the
kind of willed exile represented by Joyce’s categorical imperatives
for the artist: ‘Silence, exile and cunning’, nor by Henry James’s
ambassadorial rapproachements, nor by Eliot’s British repatriation.
Europe merely re-enforces for Tate thefeelinghestarted out with
in Kentucky. He is exiled not from a place, but from a condition.
The present (and Europe is just as contemporaneous as the South)
exiles him from the past. He is cut off through no fault of his own
from a more meaningful condition of living. He will begin to
try in these years to find, focus, and define the character of that
pastand so, perhaps, to imaginatively possess it. Like many young
men of his time, but with greater tenacity and intellectual re-
sourcefulness, he takes Eliot as his guide of that dark country. It
is now that Tate begins to deny the authority of his own sensi-
bility as poet. It is his first mis-step, but, happily, not a disastrous
one,

14
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In 1925, in ‘Retroduction to American History’, Tate found
it possible to arraign the presentin these terms:

Narcissus is vocabulary. Hermes decorates
A cornice on the Third National Bank. Vocabulary
Becomes confusion, decoration a blight; the Parthenon
In Tennessee stucco, art for the sake of death.
(The bedpost receding in stillness) you brush your teeth
‘Hitting on all thirty-two’; scholarship pares
The nails of Catullus, sniffs his sheets, restores
His ‘passionate underwear’; morality disciplines

the other
Person; every son-of-a-bitch is Christ, at least Rousseau;

But there the cataloguing of deprivations and evils, wrought
upon the poet by his environment seems a trifle uncontrolled:
there is a false and heavy-handed exaggeration in the view of
historical scholarship (a method Tate despises) which is seen
to restore Catullus’s ‘passionate underwear’; there is an inchoate
imprecision of epithet to ‘every son-of-a-bitch is Christ, at least
Rousseau’. Yet an interesting premonition of the way in which
Tate was later to define the past, a definition differing in subtle
details from Eliot’s, occurs in a Websterian passage later in this
long poem:

A corpse is your bedfellow, your great-grandfather dines
With you this evening on a cavalry horse. Intellect
Connives with heredity, creates fate as Euclid geometry
By definition.

Nevertheless, the poem’s end is more temperate than the violent
castigations of the earlier sections might lead one to expect:

Heredity
Proposes love, love exacts language, and we lack
Language. When shall we speak again? When shall
The sparrow dusting the gutter sing? When shall
This drift with silence meet the sun? When shall

I wake?

Thus the past (heredity) begets love, love (containing the past)
as an outgoing, positive force demands to be expressed, com-
municated, but the means (language) is recalcitrant. Our past need
not be sought; it is in the ‘sunlit bones’ in our house. But how
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to establish this knowledge, this good meaningfully as an objec-
tive, communicating reality? Tate, then, at the beginning of his
career, had, or so it seemed, a certain advantage over Eliot, an
advantage deriving perhaps from the relative homogeneity of
Southern society as opposed to the crude mixture of frontier
strains and Back Bay mangué which were, no doubt, the con-
ditional and never-accepted ‘heredity’ of the St. Louis of the
latter’s boyhood and adolescence.

But if such hope were possible in 1925, by 1927 the chances
for solving the problem of communication, of, in short, denying
the obstructive features of the material present seem slenderer.
There is the delicate shadow of despair beginning to creep into
the poems. It is a nostalgic, melancholy, and deliberately archaic
tone in which the poet asks his friend, Edmund Wilson the critic,
‘a Syracusan, domiciled at Rome’ to ‘be still’ lest he, ‘the city
priest /Urging crab-like the busy quest’ find suddenly like ‘an
eager crab’ that both the East and the West escape him and that
he toils ‘more than the rest of us /For the idiot king of a savage
court” The final quatrain, sustaining technically the intimate,
epistolary, twentieth-century Horatianism of the poem, describes
somewhat sentimentally but nevertheless with effective hopeless-
ness the character of the urban present:

Once we had marvelled countrywise,

My friend. You know that light was brief.
Mile after mile the cities rise

Where brisk Adonis tied the sheaf.

‘You know that light was brief.” How just, how recriminatory,
how resigned, in short, to the inevitable encroachment of the
industrial Leviathan which modern economy symbolizes for Tate!
The social historian will, of course, try to tell us that this is merely
a biographical allusion to the time in the early twenties when
Malcolm Cowley, Tate, Hart Crane, Caroline Gordon and other
talented young men and women trying to make their way in the
arts lived in a small community in rural New York, where country
experience provided a brief happy respite from the reality of the
‘rising cities’ which, even as they were fled from, pursued the
fugitives “Where brisk Adonis tied the sheaf’. We need not dis-
agree with the historian. The allusion is there and it is too specific
to be denied. What is more valuable is that the allusion is merely

16
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the occasion for a wider generalization about the nature of
American society, a society where the classical tradition (bound
up as it was with the leisured way of life of gentlemen who could
be philosophers and farmers at the same time) flared briefly,
especially in New England (Wilson) and the South (Tate), only
to be extinguished by ‘mile after mile’ of an urban, unillumined,
industrial culture.

This poem, then, may be thought of as a key to a period when
Tate was trying to think out his dilemma, instead of merely
Jeeling his way out of it, as he did in the powerful early poems.
That these years initiated his most prolific critical activity is not at
all out of line with the evidence of the poems themselves. ‘Frag-
ment of Meditation’ (1928), as the title implies, continues this self-
examination in an attempt to gather up ‘all the venom of the
night- /Th’ equilibrium of the thirtieth age.” The attempt is to
abandon the vexation, the fury, the sense of loss of the earlier
years of young manhood and to come to terms, somehow, with
one’s heritage heretofore seen as inoperative because of the
problem of communication; the attempt is, realistically, to com-
municate that past, to find the language. And Tate does find it.
He finds it in the forensic, yet casually idiomatic speech of his
ancestors and of their own best survival in Southern cultural
remains. (It was at about this time that Tate in an essay seeking
to explain the curious aridity of the literary production of the
great ante-bellum years of the South pointed out that the best
energies and talents of the South went into politics and the law—
the latter the passport, of course, to the former.) ‘It was a time
of tributes.” Tate pays them: To Calhoun ‘who divined /How the
great western’s star’s last race will run/Unbridled round our
personal defect, /Grinding its ash with engines of its mind. /“Too
Southern and too simple”,’; to Poe, ‘the poet against the world;
he dreamed the soul /Of the wide world and prodigies to come;/
Examplar of dignity, a gentleman [Who raised the black flag of
the nether mind;/Hated in life, of all; in death praised;/’ and
concludes:

Perhaps at the age of thirty one shall see
In the wide world the prodigies to come:
The long-gestating Christ, the Agnulus
Of time got in the belly of abstraction
By Ambition, a bull of pious use.
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But the aftermath to this briefly sustained wish is an ironic,
thoroughly illusionless defeat, brought home with especial power
in the massive, sonorous cadences of the vowel structure of the
last, Dryden-like line:

The Bull smoothly rolls his powerful tongue.

I think this very interesting but uneven poem breaks down
precisely at the point where the moving and effectively com-
municated loyalties to the past are exhausted and the satire
against modern anti-miracleism takes over. Too many deifications
or hypostatizations begin to do the work of the concrete parti-
culars which are active in the more successful early sections of
the poem. We get instead ‘Agnulus’, ‘Ambition’, ‘Pasiphae’,
‘Lamb’, ‘Holy Runt’, in the space of a few lines. The irony is
heavy, not cutting. Is it too fanciful to suggest that the split in
the poem reflects a split in the poet’s own spectrum of belief? He
is positive, concrete, and eloquent in his tribute to the past he
believes in: he is negative, allusive, literary in his view of the
present which he distrusts and detemporizes. This is the obverse
of the sin Tate in his criticism lays at the door of the scientific
historians who seek, he says, to ‘detemporize’ or neutralize the
past, which he prefers to view as a series of discrete particulars.
Thus, this satire on irreligion, is an act of fashionable piety, ex-
pressive of an outer malaise of spirit which was then becoming a
fashionable mood and which Tate seeks to incorporate into his
own inner terror. It is as if an instructed but unbaptized cannibal
child were seeking to eat his evangelized father who has given
up the habit of dining on his relatives.

In different keys and with great invention and melody these
years are devoted to a fuller exploration of the dilemma I have
just outlined. In various settings we find the poet pondering the
identical question he asks in ‘Message from Abroad’ dated Paris,

November 1929:

What years of the other times, what centuries
Broken, divided up and claimed? A few

Here and there to the taste . . .
............... to keep us

Fearless, not worried as the hare, scurrying
Without memory . . .

18
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The sense of the past is here conceived of as a humanizing agency.
Tate considers Provence, the Renaissance, the age of Pericles, “all
notorious’, [Lettered, sculptured and rhymed; /Those others, in-
curiously complete, lost, /Not by poetry and statues timed, /’. It
is ‘those others’ he is now bent on finding, for complete as they
are, they are ‘lost’ in the individual subconscious biography. And
it is here that Tate introduces an image which is to recur in
various forms in his poetry for the next fifteen years: it is a father
image, ancestor-image, if you will, and it haunts the poet’s psyche
in concrete, visible shape:

And the man red-faced and tall seen, leaning
In the day of his strength

Not as a pine, but the stiff form

Against the west pillar,

Hearing the ox-~cart in the street—

His shadow gliding, a long nigger

Gliding at his feet.

The imagery is, of course, exact, personal and beautiful. The last
two lines, in which the metaphor of the encroaching shadow as
a ‘long nigger’ appropriate as it is to the physical context of the
Southern man he is painting from memory and from love, the
repetition of ‘gliding’ in the last line completing perfectly the
suggestion of time (a shadow) engulfing the individual, but yet
with a tenderness which comes somehow into poignant conflict
with the inevitability of the last short line (shorter by at least half
a measure than any line in the stanza).

But the image is ‘drowned deep’, cannot be seen at all in exile,
‘Down Saint-Michel by the quays’, and the failure to realize the
individual image is extended to include the whole of that society
which the father image represents: :

I cannot see you

The incorruptibles,

Yours was a secret fate,

The stiff-backed liars, the dupes:

Your anger is out of date—

In the very last three lines the symbol of personal loss again
dramatizes the elegiac theme of a lost past:
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The man red-faced and tall
Will cast no shadow
From the province of the drowned.

Perhaps the most ambitious poem of this period, and one which
summarizes the intellectual situation of Tate at the beginning of
the thirties is ‘Causerie’ (1925—31). The tone is again forensic;
but the vigour of the indictment is thoroughly sustained from
beginning to end. What is more, unlike his speech in ‘Meditation’,
he depends here on a rugged, irregular blank verse manipulated
with great flexibility in terms of caesura to effect a swelling and
urgent rhetoric. The poet is the prosecutor; yet he is himself
among the accused:

I’ve done no rape, arson, incest, no murder,
Yet cannot sleep. . . .

In a different metaphor, he asks the question of ‘Message from
Abroad’:

Where is your house, in which room stands your bed?

In ironic response comes then a brilliant, swift, Elizabethan-in-
texture arraignment of the fate suffered by the South:

. . . Have you a daughter,

Daughters are the seed of occupations,

Of asperities, such as wills, deeds, mortgages,

Duels, estates, statesmen, pioneers, embezzlers,
Eminent Virginians, reminiscences, bastards,

The bar-sinister hushed, effaced by the porcelain tub.
A Daughter is the fruit of occupation;

Let her not read history lest knowledge

Of her fathers instruct her to be a noted bawd.

The argument proceeds by a kind of rhetorical casuality (note
the force of the ‘For’ in the passage following):

For miracles are faint
And resurrection is our weakest point of religion,
I have known men in my youth who foundered on
This point of doctrine:

:I'ixe;y waited. I, who watched out the first crisis
With them, wait:
For the incredible image. . . .



Allen Tate

There follows a long meditative passage lower in tension but
with many individually beautiful lines:

The Lord God wastes his substance towards the ocean.
In Christ we have lived, on the flood of Christ borne up,
Who now is a precipitate flood of silence,

We a drenched wreck off an imponderable shore:

Later the character of this wreckage is defined as a loss of
absolutes:

. . . the Annabella

Of proper incest, no longer incestuous:

In an age of abstract experience, fornication

Is self-expression, adjunct to Christian euphoria,

And whores become delinquents; delinquents, patients;
Patients, wards of society. Whores, by that rule,

Are precious.

The result is ‘a race of politic pimps’. “The antique courtesy
of your myths . . . sleep under a still shadow.” What Tate regrets
here is the loss of the principle of evil, of which Wallace Stevens
was to say fifteen years later: ‘the death of Satan was a tragedy /
For the imagination . . .” But, and I think this a distinction which
illuminates Tate’s special quality as a moralist, he does not, like
Stevens, relate this loss to its efect on art, but rather to its effect
on conduct. This is didactic poetry of such high order, that the
didacticism is (as in Blake) through the purest rhetorical fusion
indistinguishable from the poetry. The control is sure and adult.
The entirety of the loss is acknowledged; there is no longer an
effort to reclaim the lost from ‘the province of the drowned’.
The poet is operating on a higher level of social ‘reality’, as it
were; but there is no acceptance—yet.

In the long view, the years 1930—35 seem for the most part to
be a kind of intellectual and emotional marking-time for Tate.
(Nevertheless, it was during this period that he was very active
in prose composition.) There is evidence of a good deal of reading,
especially in the metaphysical poets, there is much experiment in
form—odes, elegies, pastorals, several fine metaphysical love
poems (the only love poems composed up to this time). The titles
themselves reflect quite transparently some of the literary pre-
occupations: ‘“The Mediterranean’, for example, considered by
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some one of Tate’s finest poetns, is Coleridgean in form, and
Armmnoldian in symbolism. The Mediterranean is the sea of faith
(as is another body of water in ‘Dover Beach’): ‘Atlantis howls
but is no longer steep.’ The poem ends with a vision of the fecund
and luxurious exhaustion of the South, the South conceived of as
the inheritor of classical culture by a kind of mystical primogeni-
ture, a notion Tate argues well in his essays: ‘the tired land where
tasseling corn, /Fat beans, grapes sweeter than muscadine /Rot on
the vine: in that land were we born.’ -~

‘Aeneas at Washington’ is another poem deriving from this
nexus of speculation. The South is again conceived of as Europe,
especially as it is the inheritor of Rome. Aeneas, of course, is the
poet himself; like the antique poet, he is an exile. He sees ‘all
things apart’. The reference is to one of Tate’s most abiding
critical values: to see the past as a series of distinct concrete
particulars. The poem closes on a note of frustration and per-
plexity: . .

Stuck in the wet mire
Four thousand leagues from the ninth buried city
I thought of Troy, what we had built her for.

This poem, as well as “The Mediterranean’ and ‘“To the Lace-
demonians’ betrays a weakness common to some poems of this
period in that the poet’s critical ‘ideas’, or ‘philosophic metaphors’
are seen vividly operative in the poems. The ‘ideas’ are not
sufficiently complicated by symbols of emotional opacity or
sensuous richness to raise the language into that realm of verbal
intensity where Tate’s best poetry moves. Nevertheless, “To the
Lacedemonians’ is particularly interesting in that it provides an
independent exercise of one of Tate’s favourite and, indeed,
glausible, hypotheses about the moral character of the ante-
ellum South, the theory that it was a society destined to ruin
by the very excess of its virtue: “Vain chivalry of the personal
will’—a theory he was later to crystallize with great poetic
splendour in the final version of ‘Ode To the Confederate Dead’,
a poem worked on concurrently with the one now under dis-
cussion (although it was first written in 1926 and not completed
to Tate’s satisfaction until 1936).
The language of “To the Lacedemonians’ reflects the influence
of St.-]. Perse, perhaps assimilated through Eliot’s translation of
Perse’s Anabasis published in 1930. Indeed, Tate has called one
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of his elegjes of this period ‘The Anabasis’, the title operating
as an equivalent for death. However, the delicately archaic lin-
guistic texture, largely dependent on inversions and metric
distortions of customary pronunciations, is quite unrelated to
Perse’s poem.

“The Meaning of Life’ (1934) described as a ‘monologue’, and
a companion piece, “The Meaning of Death’ (1935), described as
‘An After-Dinner Speech’, are both, as may be suspected, a dis-
course on time as it affects the security of personal values. Both
poems are interesting for their use of the cave symbol, a symbol
which recurs often in Tate’s poetry and derives, no doubt, from
his deep consideration of Plato’s parable of the cave. The con-
cluding line of the second of these twin speculations, “We are the
eyelids of defeated caves’, was to have a more expanded restate-
ment in some of Tate’s later poetry. (See Sonnet IV of ‘More
Sonnets at Christmas’ for the way in which the entire poem, both
in form and meaning, derives from the cave image.) This line
dramatizes, I think, the underlying feeling of the poems of this
period (1930-35) as one of a grave and bitter defeat in the search
for absolutes.

However, there is one strain in Tate’s poetic sensibility which
is given brief, sporadic, but eloquent expression during these
years, and it must be regarded at some length both for its own
sake and for the rather remarkable way in which it foreshadows
by a decade the dominant temper of the best work Tate has yet
done: ‘Seasons of the Soul’ and ‘More Christmas Sonnets’. It is
the vein of introspective, subjective evaluation, a mood which,
of course, shares some of the content of the more purely ideo-
logical, speculative pieces I have just examined. But it is precisely
the distinction between introspecting and speculating WEiCh dis-
tinguishes the two: The ‘Sonnets at Christmas’ (1934) dramatize
in a particularly illuminating manner the fact that Tate’s earlier
romantic agony had not been put down as thoroughly as the
critic in him might have supposed. Sonnet 1 states the background
of the poet’s examination of conscience and of memory; Sonnet 11
provides a particular instance of the past, an instance of personal
guilt which, in a beautifully precise concrete progress, relying for
%s imagery on the physical accoutrements of a Southern country
"house, builds up to a kind of universal rebellion of the ego against
the burdens pushed upon it by the id:
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Ah, Christ, I love you rings to the wild sky
And I must think a little of the past:

When I was ten I told a stinking lie

That got a black boy whipped; but now at last
The going years, with an accurate glow,
Reverse like balls englished upon green baize—
Let them return, let the round trumpets blow
The ancient crackle of the Christ’s deep gaze.
Deafened and blind, with senses yet unfound,
Am I, untutored of the after-wit

Of knowledge, knowing a nightmare has no sound;
Therefore with idle hands and head I sit

In late December before the fire’s daze
Punished by crimes of which I would be quit.

Tate had accomplished this kind of interior dramatization just as
persuasively on the level of objective drama in “The Oath’ (1931),
a remarkably skillful Browning-via-Pound kind of monologue
with a background very similar to that of Sonnet 11—a country
house on a cold night with the trophies of ancestors on the walls.
Where better to consider the metaphysics of “Who are the dead?
Who are the living and the dead?’

In the well-known ‘Ode To the Confederate Dead’, a poem
whose final shape took ten years to solidify (Tate is known for
the indefatigable re-working of his poems), we have the best
example in the Selected Poems of the fruitful union of ‘philosophic
metaphor’ and personal, subjective experience. To make a detailed
analysis of the poem would be an impertinence in view of the
magnificent job of dissection the poet has done for us in ‘Nar-
cissus as Narcissus’, a long essay in which every facet of the poem’s
genesis, intent, and mechanics is considered with scrupulous care
and objectivity. The ‘Ode’, Tate tells us, is about solipsism. But
the attempt to connect solipsism (Narcissism) with the Confederate
dead cannot be made ‘logically or even historically . . . the proof
of the connection must lie, if anywhere, in the experienced con-
flict which is the poem itself.” Still, one wonders whether the
position Tate ascribes to Narcissus (the poet) is not remarkably
like that he elsewhere ascribes to Thomas Hardy, the ‘philosophic’
writer.! Tate supposes that the keys to Hardy’s poems are large
abstractions or ‘philosophic metaphors’ like ‘Necessity’ and
‘Chance’ or their Victorian equivalents ‘Mechanism’ and Spen-

1See ‘Thomas Hardy’s Philosophic Metaphors’ in Reason and Madness.
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ser’s ‘Unknowable’. These ideas, Tate argues, invade the poems,
determining content but not structure. Hardy is at his best when
‘least philosophical’ for ‘his “philosophy” tends to be a little
beyond the range of his feelings. . . .” Thus,

Hardy’s ‘advanced’ position is only another way of saying that he
had come very early to be both inside and outside his background
which was to be the material of his art: an ambivalent point of view
that, in its infinite variations from any formula that we may state for
it, is the centre of the ironic consciousness.

But is not Narcissus both inside and outside his ‘background’
(solipsism, the Confederate dead) as much as was Hardy with his
advanced Darwinian teleology in relation to Wessex folkways and
primitivism? A similar ambivalence, I think, generates in Tate,
as in Hardy, the ‘ironic consciousness’ signal to the mood of
the ‘Ode’.

It should be clear, then, that the components of the poem as
idea are not too remote from the concerns of Tate’s poems and
essays in the thirties and which persist as a major striation through
all his work. I should like to add some observations suggested by
a comparison of the first published version (1927) with the final
version of 1936.

First, there is, contrary to what we sometimes like to think of
as axiomatic to creation, not a suppression of material, but an
expansion of it. Apparently, there are other useful economies
available to the poet besides cutting. Not only are many fine lines
added to the body of the poem, but the subjective ‘wind-leaves’
refrain, which runs throughout as a thread of opposition to the
questions of the main theme, is entirely new. When there is
suppression, it is of an entirely different order: the emendations
so work as to suppress those details of a metaphor which tend
to loosen its thrust, which diffuse its chargedness. Compare, for
example, ‘. . . the silence which /Engulfs you like a mummy in
time, whose niche lacks aperture’, with the final version . . . the
silence which /Smothers you, a mummy in time.’

Another large class of revisions is the substitution of concrete
imagery for more vaguely allusive, literary, abstractions. Consider,
for example, the gain in decisiveness and finality achieved by the
substitution of ‘Here by the sagging gate, stopped by the well’
for the earlier, Eliot-like wistfulness of ‘Here at this stile, once
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more, you know it all.” In short, the aim is more consistently to
render the experience rather than to make statements about it:
Instead of “We have not sung; we shall not ever sing’ we get,
“We shall say only the leaves whispering’; instead of ‘It has only
a beginning and an end’; we are given ‘Night is the beginning
and the end’. Perhaps the most valuable change of this sort
is the magnificent substitution in the closing line (about the ser-
pent) of the powerful ‘Sentinel of the grave who counts us all’,
for the weak inconclusive generality: ‘See what he knows—he
knows us all.” If we add to these changes considerable simplifica-
tion in punctuation (the over-punctuated first version hindering
the flow of the soliloquy) devices like transposing the attributes
of a simile from one term to the other, countless revisions in
single words (‘arrogant circumstance’ for ‘immodest circum-
stance’, ‘lurks’ for ‘waits’, ‘shut gate’ for ‘turnstile’) all of which
favour the stronger word, the change of tense from past to future
(‘You will curse the setting sun’ from “You have cursed the set-
ting sun’) effecting an oracular prescience in the revelations the
poet is making; strengthening of an occasional key word (like
‘blood’) by creating a new line to expand the emotion and point
it in an end rhyme (‘flood’)—it is clear that the 1936 version of
the poem represents a great fund of technical knowledge garnered
during the ten years of its making. Nevertheless, in spite of this
considerable growth and consolidation of poetic power, it is not
until almost a decade later that Allen Tate comes into his full
and proper functioning as an integrated poetic personality.

Iv

We can measure the significance of the progress by a study of
The Winter Sea (1944). This volume of less than a dozen poems,
many of them, however, of considerable length, represents Tate’s
poetic production for the years 1936—43. In one sense, at least, it
represents an almost complete break with his previous writing:
that is the forthriiht abandonment of the tendency of his middle
period to allow his philosophic metaphors about tradition to
determine the structure and content of his verse. It is just possible
that his fine historical story of the ante-bellum South The Fathers
(1938) had served Tate as a kind of comprehensive sieve for
draining off the most fruitful insights of this long-nourished pre-
occupation into a larger and more flexible formal unit of experience
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=—the novel. The Fathers, like “The Ode’, is about those who were
destroyed through what I believe Hart Crane somewhere in a
letter to Tate calls ‘an excess of chivalry’. The only sediment of
the past to be found in the quite diverse emphases of the poems
in The Winter Sea is the undercurrent of concern with childhood
guilt (noted in the ‘Sonnets at Christmas’) and pushed further
into symbolic use (as we shall see) in ‘More Sonnets at Christmas’
and in ‘Seasons of the Soul’.

As a matter of fact, it would not be over-emphasizing the
personal situation revealed by this volume? to say that it undams
—as it were—the full force of the romantic strain in Tate which
had seemed almost altogether inhibited during the preceding
years. Nevertheless, the didactic impulse and conscious moral
aim is too strong in Tate to suffer any diminution with time and
courses along, a parallel stream of intention, with the early re-
vitalized romanticism. Now, however, the moral aim is almost
always concealed in satire; the discursiveness which in the past
sometimes threatened to dull the critical edge is absent, for an
even stricter formal control directs it with finer precision. Tate’s
own critical prescription for this mode of writing is certainly met
by his achievement in ‘Jubilo’, ‘Ode to Our Young Proconsuls of
the Air’, and ‘Eclogue of the Liberal and the Poet’: the moral
intelligence, he had written? in 1940, ‘gets into poetry . . . not
as moral abstractions, but as form, coherence of image, and
metaphor, control of tone and of rhythm, the union of these
features’. He shows himself in these poems to be the master, not
the dupe, of the satire. His essays in this form are vigorous,
enormously witty, and, as in classical satire, full of honest pre-
judices. A prejudice, let it be noted in passing, is different from
a willed beliet (abstraction). ‘Jubilo’, using as refrain a phrase
from a Negro popular song, is a tongue-in-cheek celebration of
boys who ‘caress the machines they ride’. The mock-heroic epic,
while not at all a model, makes itself felt in ‘Ode to Our Young
‘Proconsuls’ in the deliberately heightened mock-allegorical lan-
guage which raises the invective to dramatic irony. At least one
stanza has already achieved a happy notoriety for its sly barb
at the sociological critics:

1] am basing some of the present discussion of The Winter Sea on my review of it
in Briarchff Quarterly, Summer 1945.
# See ‘Miss Emily and the Bibliographet’ in Reason in Madness.
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In this bad time no part

The poet took, nor chance:
He studied Swift and Donne,
Ignored the Hun

While with faint heart

Proust caused the fall of France.

‘False Nightmare’, a telling although not altogether just indict-
ment of Whitmanism, is sure to be quoted by Tate’s enemies
as evidence of his ‘reactionary’ views. It is a bitter poem but,
carefully read, as reactionary as Jeremiah. A reviewer of this book
has stated that it is hard ‘to know what he [Tate] takes his stand
politically for and not merely against’. I do not see that Mr Tate,
or any poet for that matter, has such a responsibility. But if we
must know what he is for, what he is against is a good index for
finding out:

Give me this day a faith not personal
As follows: The American people fully armed
With assurance policies, righteous and harmed,
Battle the world of which they’re not at all.
(III—from ‘More Sonnets at Christmas”)

Tate’s technical resourcefulness in his disposition of the satire is
amusingly illustrated in the ‘Eclogue of the Liberal and the Poet’
in which he uses the old convention of the pastoral dialogue with
agayand bawdy buffoonery appropriate to its modern possibilities.

We become aware, then, that in Tate’s recent poetry the tradi-
tional influences (whether of structure, idea, or both) operate only
as qualities, not as models. Thus, one is barely conscious of the
Dante influence in ‘Seasons of the Soul’, his most solid achieve-
ment up to this time, but it is there in the deeply religio-ethical
purpose of the poem as well as in the implied descent of the poet
into his own hell. Similarly, the influence of the Pervigilium
Veneris is felt in the erotic elements as well as in the subtle
use of refrain. ‘Seasons of the Soul’ can, I think, be thought
of as the summation of Tate’s present position as poet and his
probable future course. It is a revealing guide to his current
stylistic practice; it is an even surer map to his present values,
although it merely poses a problem. But it is by the way in
which a problem is framed that the nature of its solution is im-
plied. Let us examine the frame. The scheme of this poem is
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simple: the four seasons correspond to the four elements of the
ancients. Thus the chronicle is of the four ages of man in relation
to the four aspects of the universe he inhabits. More specifically,
however, it is modern man whose spiritual biography Tate
records. Summer is the first season; the background is now:

It was a gentle sun

When, at the June solstice
Green France was overrun
With caterpillar feet.

No head knows where its rest is
Or may lie down with reason
When war’s usurping claws
Shall take the heart escheat—

This suggests to the poet another summer (the summer of
childhood which is identified with the summer of classical anti-
quity in its clarity and innocence) when ‘The summer had no
reason; [ Then, like a primal cause /It had its timeless day.’

In ‘Autumn’, technically perhaps the most interesting section,
the surrealist device of a dream is employed within the strict
stanzaic pattern to enable the poet to prophesy, as it were, a vision
of his own old age, which is revealed to him as a trap. He is
caught in a deep well, an empty house (the house of the past)
peopled only by ghosts, his ancestors, who refuse to recognize him.
The house of the past is not real,

The door was false—no key
Or lock . . . yet I could see
I had been born to it

For miles of running brought
Me back where I began.

The failure of the parents to recognize their son is another way,
of course, of stating the problem of identity. We have seen how
in his earliest writing this question occupied Tate. Now the
dilemma is extended to the profoundest sort of societal epis-
temology: If your progenitors do not know you, if you are cut
off from communications with your contemporaries (‘I was down
a well’), if, in short, there is no objective recognition of your
identity, who are you? Along with this return to the investigation
of his past, Tate also reverts to the more sensuous and concrete
magery of the early ‘romantic’ poems, an imagery as compulsively
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determined by inner, emotional connections and not by logical
ones.

From the frustration of this cyclical returning upon himself,
the poet in “Winter’, a strikingly beautiful section, makes a plea
for Venus to return to her element. Christianity (‘thedrying God
above [Hanged in his windy steeple’) is dead and ‘No longer
bears for us /The living wound of love.” There is every reason to
suppose that we must take this as Tate’s mature disposition of
the religious problem, a problem which he could not resolve so
brutally and so finally in the middle years. As a matter of fact, in
the first of ‘More Christmas Sonnets’ composed a little before
‘Seasons of the Soul’ Tate had implied the dismissal:

Ten years is time enough to be dismayed
By mummy Christ, head crammed between his knees.

The violence of this image, its quasi-obscenity, even, is the mea-
sure of the distance Tate travelled in the ten dismaying years from
the time the question of anti-miracleism disturbed him. It is clear
enough now that, as Tate once flippantly remarked, the question
of Eliot’s submission to the Thirty-Nine Articles was never to
be a live option in his own poetry. But the pagan values are
dead, too (All the sea-gods are dead). There is sex: “The pacing
animal’ who turns ‘The venereal awl /In the livid wound of love.’
Again, a curiously effective surrealist image connects the general
with the poet’s (man’s) particular plight: In a thick grove under
the sea the poet seizes the branch of a madrepore from which a
‘speaking blood’ drips down! from the ‘livid wound of love’:

‘We are the men who died
Of self-inflicted woe,
Lovers whose stratagem
Led to their suicide.”
I touched my sanguine hair
And felt it drip above
Their brother who, like them,
Was maimed and did not bear
The living wound of love.

The ‘living wound of love’ would seem to be suggested by the
famous and controversial proem to Lucretius’s De Rerum Naturae,

1 This symbol of the dri?pin blood owes something to the passage from Dante
which Tate uses as epigraph for ‘geasons of the Soul’: Allor porsi la mano un poco Avogte,
¢ colsi un ramicel da un gran pruno; e il trunco suo grids: Perché mi schf'ante.
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in which the Roman poet, looking on a war-torn Italy, denuded
of its produce, whole towns destroyed, calls upon Venus (as a
fertility-principle) to inflict upon Mars the eternal wound of love
(aeterno volnere amoris) and thus win peace and increase for the
Romans. Here, the ‘eternal wound’ becomes the ‘living wound’,
and I take the implication to be that Love, growing from the livid
wound of love into the ‘living’ wound of love, is the only possible

ower which can rescue man from his otherwise maimed existence.

t is clear from the passionate and suppliant address to Venus
that she is the complex erotic symbol around which cluster the
poet’s hopes for various kinds of regeneration:

All the sea-gods are dead
You, Venus, come home
To your salt maidenhead.

This reading, I think, is confirmed by the next section ‘Spring’,
a liturgical chant (still within the frame of the ten line jambic-
trimeter stanza) to the Mother of Silences, a figure who appears
to suggest simultaneously the principle of the Virgin (the Mother,
Life) and the principle of Death (the Mystery); the figure, signi-
ficantly, never speaks. There is a certain obscurity about this
symbol which is not altogether satisfactorily defined by the
following passage:

Come, mother, and lean

At the window with your son
And gaze through its light frame
These fifteen centuries

Upon the shirking scene

Where men, blind, go lame:

The figure of the mother here appears to refer to Saint Monica as
she appears in Book IX, Chapter X, of St. Augustine’s Confessions,
in which he recounts ‘A Conversation He Had With His Mother
Concerning the Kingdom of Heaven’. Mother and son stand
alone ‘leaning in a certain window, from which the garden of the
house we occupied at Ostia could be seen’; and they catalogue a
set of earthly conditions, which, could they be ‘silenced’ would
enable them to arrive at an apprehension of the ‘hereafter’.
Soon after this talk (see Chapter X), Monica dies and leaves
Augustine with a living wound too, ‘from having that most sweet
and dear habit of living together suddenly broken off’. Thus the
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Mother of Silences is a particular mother (St. Monica), the Virgin,
The Mystery and, through Augustine’s unmentioned wound, she
also is identified with the principle of Love. Love, then appears
to be the most luminous quality dominating the symbol; yet in
this last section one feels that the possibility of regeneration
through Love is reluctantly abandoned and death is sought as the
only certain kindness to which man can aspire.

‘Seasons of the Soul’ will stand, I am willing to predict, as a
major event in Tate’s poetic career. It is tragic, sensuous, lyrical,
and deeply compassionate. It is, for whatever meaning that
chameleon-term may still carry, romantic. In a very interesting
essay written some years ago, “Tension in Poetry’, Tate attempts
to distinguish the metaphysical from the romantic poet in the
following way:

The metaphysical poet as a rationalist begins at or near the
extensive or denotative end of the line. The romantic or Symbolist
poet at the other, intensive end; and each by a straining feat of the
imagination tries to push his meaning as far as he can toward the
opposite end, so as to occupy the entire scale. . . . It would be a
hard task to choose between the two strategies, the Symbolist and
the metaphysical; both at their best are great, and both are in-
complete.

He then proceeds to discuss a ‘poetry of the centre’, that is, a
‘poetry of tension in which the “strategy” is diffused into the
unitary effect’. I am not sure after several re-readings of this essay
as to just how this tension is consummated. As a matter of fact
I would go so far as to say that the concept of ‘tension’ has been
used by some other critics (although not by Tate) to get around
a lot of poetic problems, far more tedious to unravel than to
designate as illustrative of ‘tension’. :
However, if there is a poetry of tension, and if there is a living
practitioner of this awesome and marvellous feat of poetic balance
between the classic and the romantic, the metaphysical and the
Symbolist, among us, surely it is Tate himself. But recently
it has become evident that he is more than that: the concept of
the poet as the daring young man on the flying trapeze is giving
way to a less perilous but far more satisfying sort of enterprise:
the paradoxical roles of suppliant and teacher have lost their
separate identities in a profound and humble appreciation of what
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Miguel de Unamuno calls ‘the tragic sense of life’. In “Winter
Mask—To the Memory of W. B. Yeats’ (1943,) Tate writes:

I asked the master Yeats

Whose great style could not tell
Why it is man hates

His own salvation,

Prefers the way to hell,

And finds his last safety

In the self-made curse that bore

Him towards damnation:

The drowned undrowned by the sea,
The sea worth living for.

THE POETRY OF JOHN CROWE RANSOM

VIVIENNE KOCH

I

WHEN in 1922 an unknown group of young men in Nashville,
Tennessee, published the first issue of The Fugitive, a publication
later to secure a small fame as the nursery of some interesting
poetic talents,! it announced that ‘The Fugitive flees from nothing
faster than from the high caste Brahmins of the Old South’. The
unsigned editorial® continued in a vein revealing the compul-
sions of the very Brahminism it professed to reject ‘Without
raising the question of whether the blood in the veins of its editors
runs red, they at any rate are not advertising it as blue; indeed as
to pedigree, they cheerfully invite the most unfavourable infer-
ence. ...

John Crowe Ransom, born in 1888 in Kentucky, the son of a
minister, was educated at Vanderbilt and as a Rhodes scholar at
Oxford, having served as a first lieutenant in World War I, and
was a member of the English faculty at Vanderbilt University.

1John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, Robert Penn Warren and Merrill Moore were
among the original members of the Fugitive gou X

1 am informed by one of the Fugitives that tﬁe editorial was composed by Ransom
and endorsed by the others.
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He was, with the exception of Sidhey Mitron-Hirsch, the dilettante
sponsor of the group, its eldest member. Several of the younger
men were students at Vanderbilt and knew Ransom as their
teacher; more importantly, he was their mentor in poetry, for he
had already published one book of poems.

When one reads this collection, Poemns About God (1919), all
of which the author has wisely suppressed in later collections, the
friendly critic could wish to let sleeping dogs lie. Still, the poet
was in his twenty-ninth year when they were written,! they were
published in his thirty-first, and the poems can in no sense be
considered juvenile, although their role in Ransom’s subsequent
poetic career should, perhaps, secure them such a designation.
Certainly, Poems About God as they relate to Ransom’s later pro-
duction, dramatize one of the most interesting cases of split per-
sonality, or more accurately, sensibility, in the history of American
letters. It is only the wry, somewhat self-deprecatory Introduc-
tion, where the young poet writes of himself in the third person,
which seems to connect at all with the Ransom we now know.

As he was to do four years later in The Fugitive’s first editorial,
Ransom makes a perfunctory bow to his inheritance, mentioning
the Southern accents ‘into which he seems determined not to
lapse’. The scheme of the poems, he tells us, grew out of his
recognition that his first poems all used the word ‘God’ and that
this was the most poetic of all terms possible, since he ‘went to
work to treat rather systematically of the occasions in which this
term was in use with common American men’. The curious Whit-
manism suggested by the words Ransom italicized was an attach-
ment never again to appear in his writings, but the notion that
God was the most poetic of all possible terms, was one which
was to continue to disturb him. His final disposition of the problem
eleven years later in a prose study, God Without Thunder (1930),
was, as the title suggests, a pragmatic compromise.

In reality, the Poems About God are not nearly so studiously
schematized as the author’s Introduction would suggest. When
‘God’ does not appear in a poem, the word ‘Christian’ occurs, no
doubt to keep the frame of reference straight for the reader. In
effect, however, the tone of the poems is hardly religious or devo-
tional. It is just possible, although this seems to me over-ingenious
as an explanation, thiat there was a deliberate irony implicit in the

1 See the Introduction to Poems About God.
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very absence of a religious tone in contexts where these words
occurred. For example, in ‘Noonday Grace’, a Rupert Brooke-ish
enumeration of the culinary details of a country dinner, God gets
in because it is He who helps the narrator’s mother cook so
superbly, while in ‘Prayer’ God is conceived as a chivalrous
gentleman, undoubtedly Southern. In this connection it is a little
embarrassing to notice that in ‘Sunset’, an incredible ‘free-verse’
rformance, which may well be the psychic source of Ransom’s
ter unwillingness to grant any validity to that prosody, the swain
speaks to his adored one in praise of Rover, who, like God in
‘Prayer’, is also a ‘gentleman’ and, here, specifically ‘Southern’.

And now he is hungry and tired.

But he is a Southern gentleman

And will not whimper once

Though you keep him waiting forever.

Need I point out that the swain is really talking about himself.
All of the Poems About God are Emersonian in their sense of
aspiration and Frostian in their feeling for the detail of Southern
country life. This was the time of Frost’s great popularity in
America. 4 Boy’s Will published in 1915, had been followed by
Mountain Interval and North of Boston. Ransom’s predilection for
homely domestic scenes, for a rather refined colloquialism, as well
as the predominantly bantering humour with which these materials
are employed, all suggest a close and admiring study of the New
England poet. ‘Grace’ is a Southern version of Frost’s ‘Death of
the Hired Man’ and, as a matter of fact, its skilful realism, the
brutal incongruity of the anti-poetic effects surrounding the hired
man’s death in the fields makes for an honest and fairly interesting
narrative poem. On the whole though, unlike Frost, Ransom
rarely bothers to employ a dramatic narrative frame. Most of the
Poems About God are ‘I’ poems, and transparently autobiographi-
cal. There are Southern people, the poet’s parents, a Southern re-
verence for women (with the exceptions of ‘drabs . . . fondled for
pay’), a great deal of talk about eating, some pretty country scen-
ery, and a surprisingly adolescent sense of sin in relation to sex.
Still, even in this highly inauspicious collection, so different in
its heavy-handed and literal descriptiveness from the ingenious,
swiftly-contrived dramatic situations of Ransom’s later work,
there are a few faint adumbrations of his more mature interests.
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‘Overtures’, a rather sentimental and conventional love poem,
employs the of archaic situation which Ransom was later to
use so successfully as dramatic framework for his poems, while
‘The Wicked Swimmer’ suggests his subsequent usage of an
antique vocabulary for supporting the sort of milieu employed in
‘Overtures’. But it is in “The School’, a blank-verse confessional,
that Ransom intimates his awareness of a coriflict that was later to
become a dominant strain in his poetic investigations:

Equipped with Grecian thoughts, how could I live
Among my father’s folk? My father’s house

Was narrow and his fields were nauseous.

I kicked his clods for being common dirt,
Worthy a world which never could be Greek;
Cursed the paternity that planted me

One green leaf in a wilderness of autumn.

This conflict between the classically-trained man and his inimical
environment is dealt with in ‘Philomela’ written perhaps four or
five years later, but the nuances of irony, of detached self-
appraisal which enrich the latter poem, could never have been
predicted on the basis of the rough romantic rebelliousness of
*The School’, Later, this conflict was to split into two versions of
it: the conflict between the mythic past and the de-valued present,
and the same conflict, reduced to social scale, between the Old
South and the new industrial South. But this schematization, while
it may account for a good many of the preliminary pieces in Ran-
som’s prose, and, surely, in some of his poetry, cannot be made to
serve as explanation for his most interesting work. Robert Penn
Warren, I gather, is inclined to use this conflict as a key to Ran-
som’s poetry, which he describes as ‘peculiarly whole’ and ‘sys-
tematic’ and which ‘refers to a centre which is precise, and has
been objectively formulated by the poet himself, although not in
relation to his poetry.” Although Warren himself does not pro-
duce a satisfactory definition of that centre, he says of it:

It is to be defined in terms of that sensibility whose decay Ransom,
along with other critics, has bewailed. . . . To an astonishing degree,
in far more than a majority of cases, the hero or heroine of the poems
is a sufferer from that complaint of ‘dissociation of sensibility’. The
poem itself is a commentary on the situation, its irony deriving from
the fact that these perhaps otherwise admirable people ‘cannot
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fathom. nor perform their nature’. In general they represent a dis-
order contrary to the principles of order which the poet, in his more
explicit, non-poetic work has defended.!

As a matter of fact, on a purely quantitative count of those poems
which Ransom has selected for preservation in his Selected Poems
(1945),* the majority of the heroes or heroines, while they may
suffer from a ‘dissociation of sensibility’ as Mr Warren states, do
not suffer this condition because of the myths of nineteenth-
century science like ‘evolution’ and ‘vitalism’ which they have
uncritically accepted and which, according to Mr Warren, are
at the roots of their disorder. On the contrary, the split in sensi-
bility, when present, usually reflects human situations which have
always given rise to conflict, and probably always will. Such
poems, to be numbered among Ransom’s best, as ‘Miriam Taze-
well’, ‘Bells for John Whiteside’s Daughter’, ‘Lost Lady’, ‘Blue
Girls’, ‘Old Man Playing With Children’, ‘Janet Waking’,
‘Winter Remembered’, ‘Parting at Dawn’, ‘Vaunting Oak’, ‘Her
Eyes’, ‘Parting Without a Sequel’, “The Equilibrists’, ‘Prelude to
an Evening’, ‘Of Margaret’, ‘Spectral Lovers’, ‘Emily Hardcastle,
Spinster’, and others derive their irony, as we shall see, very inci-
dentally, if at all, from the ‘dissociation of sensibility’ stemming
from an invading and hostile science. That a few of Ransom’s
poems, such as ‘Philomela’, ‘Captain Carpenter’, ‘Address to the
Scholars of New England’, ‘Adventure This Side Pluralism’,
‘Plea in Mitigation’, ‘Raspberry Winter’, ‘Prometheus in Straits’,3
‘Amphibious Crocodile’,* do, indeed, reflect such a conflict either:
directly or obliquely, is incontrovertible. With Ransom, as with
other critics who are also poets, we do a critical disservice to his
poems if we read his critical values into them too naively.

When in 1924 Ransom’s second volume of poems, Chills and
Fever 5 appeared, the little introductory poem seemed to profess -

. an attitude toward experience which implied a break with popular

poetic attitudes, but, looking backwards, it seems a fairly common-

1 Virginia Quarterly Review, January, 1935.

2 The number, 42, is shockingly small. Ransom is as severe with himself as he might
be for others.

3 It may not be without significance for my analysis that Ransom has eliminated the
last four poems (originally in Chills and Fever) from the Selected Poems.

¢ Originally printed in The Fugitive, December, 1925, and not reprinted in the Selected
Poems.

5 Many of the poems had appeared in various issues of The Fugitive from 1922 on-
wards under Ransom’s revealing pseudonym, ‘Roger Prim’, while others had had news-
paper and periodical publication.
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place sort of repudiation of the post-war years, a repudiation,
perhaps, of romantic agony in favour of romantic irony and one
which Pound had made almost a decade before in‘Hugh Selwyn
Mauberly’, and Eliot in ‘the Love Song of Alfred J. Prufrock’.
When, then, Robert Penn Warren says of Ransom’s introductory

lines, I will be brief,
Assuredly I have a grief
And T am shaken; but not as a leaf.!

that ‘the pure emotional cry is only a fragmentary expression of
the experience of which the complete sensibility is capable’, the .
temptation to put ‘complete sensibility’ into apposition with
Ransom’s ‘specific and constant effect’ (irony) is irresistible to
him. Warren is saying, in effect, that the experience most repre-
sentative of what the ‘complete sensibility is capable’ is irony, a
judgement I should like to take issue with, and which, as a matter
of fact, Ransom himself, in his critical guise, would question.
Irony, it seems to me, is a special instrument or special attitude
(depending on its usage) relevant to special situations in human
experience. It may be more inclusive, more complex, than primary
attitudes like hostility, for example, but that it represents the
experience of the ‘complete sensibility’ more adequately than
other ‘effects’ is hardly proven by merely asserting it. Mr
Ransom, in a somewhat impatient but acute admonition to
Cleanth Brooks, says of Brooks’ view of irony in his Modern
Poetry and the Tradition:

My belief is that opposites can never be said to be reconciled
merely because they have been got into the same complex of effec-
tive experience to create there a kind of ‘tension’; that if there is a
resolution at all it must be a logical resolution; that when there is no
resolution we have a poem without a structural unity; and that this
is precisely the intention of irony, which therefore is something very
special and ought to be occasional. . . . We should so much be in
favour of tragedy and irony as not to think it good policy to require
them in all our poems, for fear we might bring them into bad fame.*

This is clear enough, and should, jf Ransom’s poetry were
read purely, make the critics pause before affixing the familiar

M n truth, while Ransom nowhere in Chills and Fever shakes as a leaf, in ‘Fall of
Leaf” a neatly archaic, ballad-like tale of two lovers, the enamoured pair feel their hearts
die as the leaves fall. It is quite proper, the poet would seem to say, for his characters to
engage in emotions which would be indecorous, to say the least, for himself.

3 See the essay on I. A, Richards in The New Criticism.
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label of ‘irony’. I have in the past offended in this way myself,
but I am pleased to find that I qualified the special tone of Ran-
som’s irony as it appears in individual poems. For the irony
in them appears to be not a pure but a mixed effect and is often
accompanied by other equally powerful emotive intentions which
colour it. Still, Ransom’s views on irony as they are here given
were formulated almost two decades after the publication of
Chills and Fever, supposedly the exhibition gallery of the ‘new
and complete’ sensibility. An examination of the book on its own
terms and without any post koc interpolations may well be in
order.

To look for a connection between the Ransom of Poems About
God and the author of Chills and Fever, published five years later,
at first glance appears to be as paradoxical as the separate atti-
tudes suggested by the titles. What had happened to Ransom
in the intervening years is perhaps rather for the biographer than
the critic to reconstruct. It does not seem too bold to guess that,
back from the wars and once morein his proper University setting,
Ransom began an assiduous course of reading directed largely to
the seventeenth century metaphysicals and their Cavalier des-
cendants. In addition, once in the stimulating company of the
talented young Fugitives, Ransom’s interest and knowledge of
what the modern poets were doing undoubtedly took on new
energy and breadth. As a matter of fact, the editorials and book
reviews of The Fugitive (some of the latter signed by Ransom)
suggest that the group was highly aware of the new enterprises
in poetry both in this country and abroad. And the very fact that
The Fugitive emphasized its connections with tradition, un-
doubtedly compelled Ransome to engage in a systematic re-
valuation of his own poetic resources.

The results of this revaluation are so radical in the poems of
Chills and Fever that, as I have said, we are tempted todiagnose
a complete split in poetic personality. But more careful reading
points to an equally interesting, although less dramatic explana-
tion. We find that the themes of Poems About God* are, generically,
present in Chills and Fever but translated to a different level of
discourse, and purified of their former sentimentality by an objec-

1 As a literary influence for Poems About God 1 have suggested Frost, while Warren
suggests, although I do not agree with him, Hardy's Satires of Circumstance. In Poems
g ut God Ransom neglects the dramatic frame which Hardy invariably employs in his

atires.
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tive and careful scrutiny of the intellect. We discover, forexample,
that the love poems have taken on control and sophistication
because of two devices, both of which lend aesthetic distance to
the occasions of love: they are increasingly reliant on archaic
diction and an imagery appropriate to such diction. Both elements
contribute to ‘situation’.

Archaic language (‘perdure’, ‘polls’, ‘frore’, ‘woody grot’, etc.)
is also found in poems where the cast is predominantly colloquial
and contemporary. Here, their usage presages the more cunning
Ransom whose courtly turns of speech and syntax often operate
as humorous reminders of the distance between the situation and
the values against which it is judged. But sometimes, as in ‘Fall
of Leaf’ which I have mentioned in another connection, where
the lovers are seen against a somewhat arty mediaeval setting of
St. Gregory’s Tomb, charms, woodman, Holy Rood and Sweet
Saint Margret’s Sisterhood, and so on, the result is a contrived
period supernaturalism, which in its laborious exactitude reminds
one of a Cecil B. DeMille pageant film.

Often one suspects that these period pieces serve as five-
finger exercise for Ransom’s then increasing virtuosity. ‘Num-
ber Five’, another ballad written in a curious amalgam of
‘literary’ Irish and cockney speech, suggests such practising.
There are the drunks in the inn, the timid lover, the nice gitl, the
howling storm outside, contrasting with the indoor cosiness, and
into whose icy embrace the lover flees in desperation. But there is
absolutely no drama in the balladry; some dramatic elements are
merely noted. In “Winter’s Tale’, another story of a timorous
lover (Ransom’s lovers are invariably timorous, just as his
ladies are invariably rejecting. This would seem to be the wry
remainder of the courtly and ‘ideal’ relations between the sexes in
the ante-bellum South), Drury, set against an obviously fake
mediaeval setting, takes instruction from his cats’ behaviour and
goes to court Jenny. Here, the frankness of the artifice co-operates
successfully with the dryly humourous tone of the fable and the
poet establishes a credible distance from other timorous lovers,
closer to him in time, who like Drury might take advice from
the animals.

Perhaps the loveliest assimilation of a remote diction to a
moving and perennial human situation is seen in the beautifully
modulated metaphysical tone of ‘In Process of a Noble Alliance’.
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Here a rejecting lady is consigned by the poet to her proper
element:

Reduce this lady into marble quickly

And crown her queen of the House of No Love:
Ye harping the springe that catches the dove.

Another familiar theme of Ransom’s, although but feebly
announced in Poems About God, the loss of the heroic, is now
handled quite differently. The ‘tragedy’ is not personalized, but
objectified, in the framework of a mock-heroic narrative such as
‘Captain Carpenter’ or ‘Boris of Britain’. A similar ‘frame’ is
provided to deal with other experience of a more homely, domes-
tic nature. Where, in Poems About God, Ransom’s rustic observa-
tions presented in first person notations savoured of a naive
identification with his materials, that is to say of rusticity, he now
invents individually appropriate dramatic situations by which to

explore them. Ransom’s social types, however, while still
Southern have, for the most part, shifted from the country to
the town. There are still the local idiots as well as the local lovers,
but genteel old-maid types like Emily Hardcastle, Miriam Taze-
well, or Miss Euphemia, as well as the nameless protagonist of
vers de société like the title-piece ‘Chills and Fever’ , suggest town-
folk rather than country people.! The plethora of rejecting and
ultimately rejected ladies in Ransom’s poems seems to be a special
sort of blight he inherits from Southern society. The historian
of fashions in literature might note that the province of the old
maid in the literature of recent years has shifted from New England
to the South.

The country terrain, which Ransom had always observed
closely, when it now gets into a poem is not merely catalogued
but involved in the dramatic circumstances. In ‘Conrad Sits in
Twilight? Conrad’s particular malaise of age and lack of motiva-
tion are tied in with the physical defects of the region. The local-
ism of the following stanza is honest and not sentimental, because
just as autumn is on Conrad ‘teasing’, so (although the ‘so’ is
precisely what Ransom suppresses in all his poems):

A biographic guess to account for this would be that Nashville, the capital of
Tennessee and the university seat, sugg&sted different social explorations than had

the farm country of Ransom’s native Kentuck;
% Reprinted in the Selected Poems as ‘Conrad in Twilight’,
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Autumn days in our section

Are the most used up thing on earth
(Or in the waters under the earth)
Having no more color nor predilection
Than cornstalks too wet for the fire,

A ribbon rotting on the byre,

A man’s face as weathered as straw

By the summer’s flare and winter’s flaw.

The culture-versus-impoverished-environment theme, which
received such crude and direct expression in Poems About God, is
now enriched by its participation in conflicts which are by nature
dramatic and thus lend the prestige of their surroundings to the
extraction of the fullest drama from the thematic antithesis. For
example, in two poems the poet appears in the conventional but
nevertheless disguised shapes of the bard and the unacknowledged
king. In the first of these, ‘Adventure This Side Pluralism’, a long,
erudite and very witty poem which Ransom unfortunately has
not seen fit to reprint, the paradox of a pluralistic religious scene
in which the various creeds, while fighting for their ‘truths’ do
one another in to death, forgetting their common descent and
source, the subject is given detachment from the poet’s own feel-
ing about it by the simple license of ‘I rent my smooth locks and
spoke.” In “Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son’, Tom, a pretty trans-
parent substitute for the poet, a lonely man ‘Yet privy to great
dreams, and secret in vainglory’ is variously appraised by others
as an ‘ambulant worm’, ‘a changeling . . . a Prince.’

But like a King I was subject to a King’s condition

And duly appeared I at the very clock-throb appointed
In the litten room,

Nor was hailed with that love that leaps to the Heir Anointed:
‘Hush, hush, he is come!’

The pathos of Tom’s failure, that is to say the pathos of the
poet’s isolation from what he would command by love, is con-
trolled by the somewhat transparent fable and so is kept from
disintegrating into self-pity.

In at least two other poems, the poet’s plight is given an even
more domesticated disguise. In ‘Plea in Mitigation’, an humble

and charming apologia pro sua vita, the fable tells of a doomed
scholar:
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Learning had stuffed his head with but lean lore
Between the front bone and the occipital

whose sad and lonely fate was ‘to love unusual gods’ so that he
must needs feel himself outcast in his own community, with the
sole possibility of social relationskip invested in the form of friend-
ship. In the closing stanza, the third-person fiction is thrown off
and the scholar-poet speaks directly:

And if an alien hideously at feud

With those my generation, I have reason
To think to solve the fester of my treason:
A seven of friends exceeds much multitude.!

In the excellent light-verse poem, ‘Prometheus in Straits’,
Prometheus finds himself among the ‘garrulous gentlemen on the
veranda’ and is moved to confess that

My doctrine perishes for an ear that is simple.

My function concerns itself, however, with this planet

In “Nocturne’ the dualism of knowledge and experience as it
causes a minor social crisis in the life of a young scholar is scored

by the device of a parodied take-off on the Prufockian agony:

Our man shall cast few capers in his dark seer-sucker coat,

His grave eye subdueing the outrageous red tie at his throat,
Considering if he should carry his dutiful flesh to the ball,
Rather than upon his book, which is flat, and metaphysical.

But in Ransom’s best poems, as we shall see, the objective fable
is less transparent, and the tighter structural logic enriches the
meaning.

In addition to the types of fable I have discussed, Ransom in
Chills and Fever begins to take possession of another order of the
fabulous. This is the fable of childhood, childhood viewed as
innocence, as an eternal, fixed and necessary condition to know-
ledge which corrupts and is difficult and tragic in its essence.
Only Death, which is knowledged too, is conceived as dignifying
childhood. But the ultimate, permissive grace given to this sort
of knowledge is seen more luminously in later poems like ‘Dead
Boy’ and ‘Janet Waking’. In this volume, the clearest adumbra-
tion of it is to be found in the justly admired ‘Bells for John

‘1 At that time the Fugitives numbered exactly seven.

43



Modern American Poetry

Whiteside’s Daughter’. But this delicately-turned elegy, into
which an affectionate humour is injected by the poet’s delight-
fully arrogant intrusion into the child’s own universe of geese
and grass, in the end reckons death as an incongruous visitor for:

There was such speed in her little body,
And such lightness in her footfall,

It is no wonder her brown study
Astonishes us all.

Robert Penn Warren points out quite correctly that it is the words
‘astonishes’ and ‘vexed’ which are pivotal to the pathos of the
poem, and I should add the colloquial phrase, ‘brown study’, so
homely, so domestic, yet so foreign to the nature of childhood,
all ‘speed’ and ‘lightness’. The repetition in the last stanza of the
phrase, ‘brown study’ in conjunction with the key-word ‘vexed’,
clinches the unwillingness of the narrator to accept the ‘little lady’,
as departed:

In one house we are sternly stopped
To say we are vexed at her brown study
Lying so primly propped.

In ‘The First Travels of Max’ we find a fable of childhood in
which death is apprehended not as fact, but as an essential aspect
of all knowledge. The fable, although possessed of a kind of
fairy-tale ingenuity, seems to me to exhibit the faults together
with the virtues of some of Ransom’s more perceptibly ‘worked’
structures. Here, as in some of the mock-heroic structures, notably
that of the well-known and, I think, overrated ‘Captain Car-
penter’, one feels Ransom allows the fairy-tale logic of the poem
(which is its only ‘structure’) to claim too much for its total
meaning. Max, the youngest Van Vrooman, travels the downward
path to wisdom through a ‘degenerate’ forest where he meets an
obscene Red Witch, whose evil nature is somewhat abstemiously
symbolized by a ‘wide bosom yellow as butter’. The atmosphere
of an obscure but nevertheless immanent evil is adroitly built up,
but the purpose for it never becomes clear. In the last stanza we
are suddenly returned to a Max miraculously restored to his right-
ful sphere. The humorously pedantic tone in which this restora-
tion is reported (‘Max is more firmly domiciliated’), leaves us a
conventionalized picture of innocence and order as the children
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play under their nurse’s supervision, and is meant, I assume, to
communicate that the terrors of childhood are not visible to the
casual eyes of adults. The entire poem, for all its deft detail, seems
clumsy and ill-adapted to this end. For terror leaves its mark and
Max’s travels should be seen upon him (at least by the poet, who,
after all, has seen all the rest) even as he plays against the decep-
tively green and candid lawns.

II

I should like now to consider about a dozen poems from
Chills and Fever which Ransom has included among the poems
he wishes to preserve and among which are to be found some
of his very best! In The New Criticism (1942) Ransom him-
self provides a useful map to the reading of these poems,
although there he discusses only the principles of reading. In a
discussion of I. A. Richard’s use of the terms ‘tone’ and ‘intention’
which Ransom feels to be ‘not quite decisive’, he goes on to stress
the concept of ‘Dramatic Situation’ (an inclusive term for the
connections between tone and style, tone and manners, and tone
and person addressed) as ‘almost’ the first head under which one
should try to understand a poem. Most poems, Ransom soundly
reminds us, inferentially represent some particular speaker, and
from this he is led to conclude that lyric poetry derives from
dramatic dialogue. Now, the dramatic situation in most of the
poems I am about to discuss depends from the presence of a
narrator who is the poet. The tone of the narration is usually that
of an ironic detachment from its occasion. There are times, though,
when the narrator gets involved, in a very special way, by the
intimacy of his connection with the subject of the narrative (see
‘Miriam Tazewell’, ‘Dead Boy’ for the tone of affectionate address
by which the narrator qualifies his relationship to the subjects,
from whom he yet manages to keep a quite separate identity of
values). This intimacy permits the poet a very close rendering of
his people (for unlike Wallace Stevens, another master of the
ironic who rarely populates his poetic landscapes, almost all of
Ransom’s poems are about people), while, at the same time, he
maintains a disinterested surveillance of their actions. Sometimes,

1 Of the poems already discussed, however, ‘Bells for John Whiteside’s Daughter’,
“Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son’, ‘Conrad in Twilight’, and ‘Captain Carpenter’ are included
in Selected Poems. ‘Husband Betrayed’, a charming piece I am unable to discuss, seems a
regrettable omission from the final selection.
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as in ‘Parting at Dawn’ and ‘Spectral Lovers’, the poet, while
involving himself in the lovers’ dilemmas and stratagems, never-
theless takes an olympian and juridical view of their dispositions.
Still, in poems as dissimilar as the fine metaphysical-via-Frost
lyric, ‘\K};nter Remembered’, and in ‘Philomela’, a satiric study
of the death of myth (through the agency of a first-person im-
provisation on the Sweeney-among-the-nightingales theme) the
dramatic necessities involve the poet at once as narrator, subject
and actor. It would seem, then, that it is the particular way in
which the factors of tone, style and manner, and persons addressed
get blended which determines the total ‘atmosphere’ of the poem,
rather than the presence or absence of the ‘given’ dramatic
convention of the inferential speaker.

The richness possible to some of these combinations is suggested
by the well-known ‘Dead Boy’ whose ‘tone’ hovers perilously
and ambiguously poised between irony and sorrow, or perhaps
irony and nostalgia. The irony is complex: it is directed against
the narrator himself (‘Nor some of the world of outer dark, like
me’), against the subject, the little cousin (". . . dead by foul sub-
traction, . . . A boy not beautiful, nor good, nor clever,/ ... A
pig with a pasty face, so I had said, . . .”), and against the narrator’s
own judgement of the relationship of the dead boy to the equally
dead Virginia past (*. . . But the little man quite dead’/I see the
forbears’ antique lineaments’). This fusion of elegiac and satiric
moods is illuminated by the concluding stanza in which the nar-
rator shifts his position to that of Olympian commentator:

He was pale and little, the foolish neighbors say;
The first fruits, saith the Preacher, the Lord has taken;
But this was the old tree’s late branch wrenched away,
Grieving the sapless limbs, the shorn and shaken.

‘Miriam Tazewell’ is a poem showing Ransom’s hand as dis-
tinctly in its light rhyme and half-rhyme effects and feminine
endings (devices carried over from the frankly humorous early
poems) as it does in its subject—the extravagant response of a
southern maiden lady when her lawn is ‘deflowered’ by a storm.
‘The third-person narration shifts (in the third line of the second
stanza) to direct address but retains the narrative past tense:

And the sun, Miriam, ascended his dominion,
- The storm was withered against his empyrean.
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The intrusion of the poet is neither repeated nor explained. The
poem continues in the casual voice of a society reporter (‘Suppers
and cards were calendared, and some bridals,/And the birds
demurely sang in the bitten poplars’). The last stanza, while not
resuming direct address brings the narrator close to his subject
by his familiar use of her name:

To Miriam Tazewell the whole world was villian
To prosper when the fragile babes were fallen,
And not to unstop her own storm and be maudlin
For weeks she went untidy, she went sullen.

The third line of this stanza, as I have given it, is a substitution
made in the Selected Poems* for the original, “The principle of the
beast was low and masculine’, and is a brilliant example of Ran-
som’s present absolutely secure poetic judgement. Not only does
the new line drastically alter the ‘logical structure’ of the poem,
but also, and here the fullness of the achievement enters, the
‘texture’ of the poem is subtly transformed by the rounding out
of the tempest metaphor—its extension from the natural universe
to Miriam’s inner life—from a rather indulgent satire of negation
to a satiric tragedy of frustration—two quite different degrees of
human deprivation. The changed line has translated the poem
from the realm of domestic comedy to the realm of domestic
tragedy. The universe (weather at odds with Miriam Tazewell’s
flowers) is like Miriam’s split self, and when the storm, like a
violent lover, ‘deflowers’ Miriam’s protected garden, it is a
traumatic event for her.

‘Spectral Lovers’ is another poem whose trimming and revising
for the Selected Poems illuminates Ransom’s poetic practice. This
poem is important, too, as a less successful predecessor of ‘Equi-
librists’, which is generally felt to be one of Ransom’s best
‘metaphysical’ pieces. Both poems deal with renunciatory lovers,
except that, in the first it is the man who decides that “This is the
marble fortress not to be conquered’, while in the later poem the
decision against consummation is mutual; it is the lovers’ predica-
ment to discover ‘Honouramong thieves/Honour between lovers.’
In both poems the lady’s body is conceived in fairly conventional
terms as respectively a city, and a field, to be taken. In both poems,
too, the poet participates both as narrator and as commentator.

1In the ‘Preface’ Ransom says, ‘And some of the earlier poems I have felt impelled
to trim and revise a little’,
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In ‘Spectral Lovers’ he introduces himself in the first person in the
last stanza, a daring strategem:

They passed me once in April, in the mist.

No other season is it when one walks and discovers
Two tall and wandering, like spectral lovers,
White in the season’s moon-gold and amethyst,
Who touch their quick fingers fluttering like a bird
Whose songs shall never be heard.

Still, this adventurous introduction of the poet into the situ of
the dramatic action is rewarding: he is the spectator who vouches
for the authenticity of the event he has reported, and, at the same
time, there is the interesting possibility, supported by the last
two lines of the first stanza, that the poet is, in reality the spectator
of his own past. The shock of this recognition at the very end
of the poem creates an additional dramatic and emotive dimen-
sion. The little half-wry, half-sorrowful complaint of the first
stanza is now hinted to be the intimate experience of the narrator:

Why should two lovers go frozen apart in fear?
And yet they were, they were.

There is not only renunciation, but the somewhat rueful judge-
ment of it. There is not only the lost past, but a conscious present
which is critical of it.

The trimming and revising of ‘Spectral Lovers’ is heaviest in
the first three and the last of its seven stanzas. An interesting sub-
stitution in stanza one is:

Else angels lost in each other and fallen on earth
for:
Else two immaculate angels fallen on earth.

The extra syllable of the later version permits the spondaic vari-
ation of ‘each other’ thus relieving the regularity of the metrical
pattern of the stanza. More importantly, the substitution of ‘lost
in each other’ for ‘immaculate’ is a great enrichment to the
denotative element of the line. The notion of loss, really the
theme of the poem, is thus set up in its third line; the original
adjective ‘immaculate’ was a contradiction in sense to ‘fallen on
earth’. The logical structure of the poem has been strengthened
by the change.

Some of the larger changes in stanza two and three are worth
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considering for somewhat different reasons. The original version
of two reads:

Over the shredding of an April blossom

Scarcely her fingers touched him, quick with care
Of many delicate postures she cast a snare.

But for all the red heart beating in the pale bosom
Her face of cunningly tinctured ivory

Was hard with an agony.

In the final version the changes commence with line three:

Yet of evasions even she made a snare.

The heart was bold that clanged within her bosom,
The moment perfect, the time stopped for them,
Still her face turned from him.

Two basic types of alterations have been made: substitutions of
‘structure’ (‘paraphrasable core’) and of ‘texture’ (‘local excite-
ment’). The elimination of the rather stale imagery of ‘red heart’,
‘pale bosom’, ‘cunningly tinctured ivory’, and ‘hard agony’, is
sound. Although I do not like the somewhat literary use of
‘clanged’ in the revised third line, it provides, nevertheless, a
stronger meaning-unit than the original, The replacement of the
description of the lady’s face, so cameo-true to literary type, by
the information, “The moment perfect, the time stopped for them’,
and completed by the anti-climactic sequence of "Still her face
turned from him’ emphasizes once more the ‘determinate’ mean-
ing of the poem, which is loss. So, too, the more abstract render-
ing of line three into ‘Yet of evasions even she made a snare’
tends to generalize the negative quality of the central relationship.
In total impact, all the changes operate in the direction of greater
typicality in the experience of unfulfilled love. The gestures and
the features of the lovers are refined into the airy tracery of their
essences, an appropriate condition for spectral persons. Still,
where it is judicious to do so, Ransom willingly eliminates the
general in favour of the particular.

Only two other changes in the poem require comment. The
pathetic fallacy implicit in the second line of stanza three, ‘Pas-
sionate being the essences of the field’ is now more quietly re-
ported as ‘And the stealthy emanations of the field.” In the con-
cluding stanza the phonetically awkward syntax of “Two clad in
the shapes of angels being lovers’ is more melodically rendered,
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“T'wo tall and wandering, like spectral lovers’. The last substitu-
tion has been in the direction of concreteness, but, it will be
noticed, it is a concretion suitable to spectres. The modification
also serves to revalue and reiterate the theme of loss introduced
in the first stanza. I have, perhaps unjustifiably, ignored certain
aspects of this poem, such as the ‘local excitement’ created by the
little fable of the knight’s wishful and symbolic beheading of the
field-flowers, in an effort to reconstruct the poem’s major drift
as emphasized by the revisions. I might add, if the comment is
not too cavalier, that the best revision given ‘Spectral Lovers’
occurs in an entirely separate poem, “The Equilibrists’, which I
shall discuss later in this study.

Two poems which I should next like to consider, both bearing
Ransom’s curious signature the more visibly in that they are not
wholly successful, are ‘Old Mansion’ and ‘The Tall Girl’. The
element of failure in both poems, widely separated in subject-
matter, is caused by the over-elaboration of ‘structure’ in both.
This defect, one which I have hinted at in my comments on a few
other poems, notably ‘Vaunting Oak’ and ‘Captain Carpenter’
is important to understand for it is a risk which almost all of
Ransom’s poems undergo, although all of his best survive it and
are, indeed, toughened by the exposure. This structural top-
heaviness is an emphasis which clearly derives from Ransom’s
own critical bias. It is a bias which took its earliest shape in God
Without Thunder, Ransom’s first full-length critical work, which
stresses the essential similarity in the function of poetry and myth.
Both are a form of ‘appreciative’ knowledge, a term endebted to
Kant’s ‘formal’ knowledge and which is concerned with objects
or events for their own sake. Appreciative knowledge is to be
distinguished from scientific knowledge which concerns itself
with objects or events in terms of their immediate practical
value. According to Ransom,

The myth of an object is its proper name, private, unique,
untranslatable, overflowing, of a demonic energy that cannot be
reduced to the poverty of the class concept. The myth of an event
is a story which invests the natural with a supernatural background
and with a more than historical history. . . . Myzh resorts to the
supernatural in order to restore the fullness of the natural.

The myth-maker ‘seeks to restore the individual image, or else to
go back and seek fresh experience.” Dr Gordon Mills in a thought-
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ful study of Ransom’s critical position' has pointed out that
Ransom’s belief that the combination of extension and intension
creates the ‘very great God’ is correlative to his belief that poetry
is created through the combination of texture and structure.
According to Dr Mills,

God, then, or the religious myth is a kind of poem. Ransom
accepts this idea. He says, for example, that poetry deals more com-
petently with mythology than do modern protestant religions . . .
[but while] poetry provides knowledge of reality, like religious
myth . .. it is in some way inferior to religious myth . . . poetry is
crowded with little myths . . . [while] religious myths . . . must deal
with no lesser objects than Gods.

But Dr Mills, while pointing out that Ransom nowhere defines
myth satisfactorily, seems willing to accept Ransom’s view that
since all appreciative knowledge is myth and since all myth is
knowledge of particulars for their own sake, ‘the red chair’ or
‘the old oak’ when used specifically are myths. This seems to me
nonsense and meaningless. ‘Myth’, like some other terms in
Ransom’s ambitious critical system strives for such a high-order
abstractness (fighting the scientists with their own weapons) that
it tends to abrogate the very function it would claim for poetry
its superior knowledge of reality, as opposed to the inferior know-
ledge of reality provided by science. If a// knowledge of particu-
larity is ‘myth’—‘the red chair’, ‘the green lawn’, etc.—then the
myth-maker at certain levels would seem to have a very common-
place function indeed as a mere transcriber of particulars. This is
arole I do not believe Ransom would urge for him.

Again, one is tempted to transpose the syntax of Ransom’s
‘Religion is an institution existing for the sake of its ritual’ to his
critical terminology: ‘A poem is a structure existing for the sake
of its texture.” In Ransom’s own poetic practice, however, this aim
is not always realized. Often, the structure is too over-bearing
and subdues the texture. In “The Tall Girt’ and ‘Old Mansion’, to
get back to the poems, this is precisely what happens. The
machinery of the structure seems too elaborate for the fragility
or thinness, rather, of the texture. In ‘“The Tall Girl’ there is an
unconvincing supernaturalism (‘Myzh resorts to the supernatural
in order to represent the fullness of the natural’). The ‘Queens of

1 Myth and Ontology in the Thought of John Crowe Ransom.
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Hell’ with ‘lissome necks’ try to seduce the ‘tall girl with lon
tread’ to their errant ways, while “The Queen of Heaven . . . In
the likeness, I hear, of a plain motherly woman’ decides to best
the Hell-Queens and warns the girl ‘This will come to no good!’
The poem leaves one with a curious sense of frustration. The
diabolism of the Queens of Hell in their opposition to the Queen
of Heaven, which is, indeed, the whole antithesis around which
the poem is developed, seems much too infernal a machinery to
set up for the little sonnet. We are not convinced of the tall
girl’s danger. The texture of the poem supplies no air of jeopardy
except the Hell-Queens’ suggestion that they walk ‘by the
windows where the young men are working,” unless it is the fact
that the girl has ‘gold hair’ which might, in some circles, be taken
as itself symbolic of her potential vulnerability. But then why do
we need the Queens of Hell to test it? And why must a kindly old
woman become the Queen of Heaven? Surely, Ransom himself
would agree that we should reserve our myths for rare occasions,
lest they fall in disfavour for ill-usage.

In ‘Old Mansion’ the supernatural in the myth is not quite
so close to the surface of the poem. The narrator intrudes
upon the aged eminence of an old Southern manor, where
‘Decay was the tone of old brick and shingle,” and knocks on the
door

To beg their dole of a look, in simple charity,
Or crumbs of legend dropping from their great store.

But he is dismissed by a servant who says the old mistress is ill.
As the speaker leaves, he notes:

How lovingly from my foreign weed the feather curled
On the languid air; . . .

The narrator takes this to be a token of his own attraction to
the crumbling house (the house of the past). The tone of the
narration is wryly appraising, an effect achieved by connectives
like ‘emphatically’ to open stanzas, and by a studiously pedantic
circumlocution in description, appropriately reflecting the ‘tired
historian’. Still, we are left with the uncomfortable feeling that
the poet is claiming too much for his house of the past. The old
manor is not only the repository of a certain not ‘ignoble’ history,
but seems as well to stand for the house of life:
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. . . Your mansion, long and richly inhabited,

Its exits and entrances suiting the children of men,

Will not for ever be thus, O man, exhibited,

And one had best hurry to enter it if one can.
Later, the house appears as the house of Death.

The old mistress was ill, and sent my dismissal

By one even more wrappered and lean and dark

Than that warped concierge and imperturbable vassal

Who bids you begone from her master’s Gothic park.
I like the last two lines very much indeed. They are good lines.
They add ‘local excitement’ to the determinate meaning of the
stanza. Still, if the lean dark servant of lines one and two is meant
to suggest a minion of the House of Death, what could be that
‘Gothic Park’ and who could be that ‘warped concierge and
imperturbable vassal’® Surely, the Gothic Park is the domain of
Death from which the live wayfarer is excluded. Why, then, need
the servant of line two be ‘even more’ wrappered and lean and
dark than Death’s concierge? One concludes that here, as in “The
Tall Girl’ the supernatural has got imported into the poem merely
because Ransom believes it essential in order to adequately ‘repre-
sent the fulness of the natural.” The result of this importation, in
‘Old Mansion’, causes a conflict in structure which, at the same
time, contributes spuriously to the thickening of the texture. The
ambiguity of the house symbol is not a legitimate ambiguity; it
clogs rather than opens up new areas of meaning. We feel we
have been needlessly mystified with pretentious parlour presti-
digitations.

III
When Ransom writes his very best poems (and he has written

some of the best poems of his times), he seems to become more
careless of the supernatural as representing ‘the fullness of the
natural’ In ‘Janet Waking’, ‘Blue Girls’, ‘Antique Harvesters’,
‘Lady Lost’ (to mention only some poems subsequent to those in
Chills and Fever which also fall into this category of excellence),
the myth of the poem is personal, immediate and a genuine
function of its structure compounded with its texture.! I shall

1 All of these poems are from Two Gentlemen in Bonds (1926), a copy of which I
have been unable to secure. A copy is owned by the Congressional Library but was
unavailable while this essay was being written. However, my inability to compare the
originals with their latest versions would not seem too serious, for Ransom states in the
‘Preface’ to the S. P, that the changes have been made orily in ‘some of the earlier poems’.
These, I take it, would be the poems from Chélls and Fever (see my discussion above).
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consider first ‘Lady Lost’, then ‘Janet Waking’, ‘Blue Girls’, and
finally ‘Antique Harvesters’, Ransom’s most distinguished long
oem.

‘Lady Lost’, like ‘Janet Waking’, fashions a very personal myth
out of the particulars of domesticity, in a way which is special to
Ransom. The distinctive effect of both these poems is pathos, a
pathos all the more poignant for its repression by the fanciful,
almost light tone taken toward the object of pathos. Ransom
writes with much affection for birds and children.! In the first
poem, a lost bird assumes the stature of a lost lady; in the second,
a dead hen assumes the guise of Death. The gossamer metaphor
of ‘Lady Lost’ would seem to be falsified by paraphrase. A lady
bird flies to the poet’s birdbath, knocks on the window-pane to
be let in from the rain and looks to him as if she would cry. The
last two stanzas present the poet’s response to her entreaty:

So I will go out into the park and say
“Who has lost a delicate brown-eyed lady
In the West End section? Or has anybody
Injured some fine woman in some dark way
Last night, or yesterday?

‘Let the owner come and claim possession,

No questions will be asked. But stroke her gently
With loving words and she will evidently

Return to her full soft-haired, white-breasted fashion
And her right home and her right passion.’

The delicate and whimsical charm of this poem (whimsy, that
much-maligned mood, has, when properly managed, a legitimate
place in the work of the imagination) derives from the complete
rightness with which the metaphor is sustained from beginning
to end. This rightness, in turn, flows from the correctness of the
poet’s attitude toward the lady bird which, after all, is the sina qua
non making the metaphor credible. Such an attitude is possible,
perhaps, only in a society where chivalric values regarding women
still have some sanction. In an essay ‘Forms and Citizens’ in e
World’s Body* Ransom says in a manner somewhat reminiscent of
Baudelaire’s ‘dandyisme’ (as the latter derived it from Joseph De

1See ‘Old Man Playing with Children’ for the first—it is a more complex subject
than the title would indicate; for the second, see somewhere ‘Is Such a Kingdom’. For
a poem about animals see ‘Dog’, which seems a waste of technique and care on a rather
silly situation.

21938, A collection of criticism, with more practical exercises in the art than are to
be found in the two volumes of speculative essays to which I have already referred,
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Maistre): ‘A natural affiliation binds together the gentlemen, the
religious man and the artist—punctilious characters, all of them,
in their formalism.’ In the same essay, when discussing Eliot’s
programme, Ransom suggests as substitute: ‘In manners, aristo-
cratic; in religion, ritualistic; in art, traditional.’ I hardly think
this programme explains ‘Lady Lost’. On the other hand, it is
doubtful whether the special gallantry of the conception could
have been possible to one who did not give at least some service
to the notion of punctiliousness in manners. For it is the full
measure of gentlemanliness which seeks not merely to restore
the lost lady to her rightful owner, but also accepts responsi-
bility for instructing him how to treat the creature properly. In
this poem the dramatic fable, slight, intimate and original relies
on no supernatural structural machinery to blow up the event
into ‘the fullness of the natural.’ The relationships are simple to
start with: the poet is appealed to as a protector; the lady bird is in
need of help; and they are kept simple throughout the poem. The
relationships, I suppose I need not add, are human ones.?

‘Janet Waking’ sets up, like ‘Lady Lost’ a pathetic dimension.
But the pathos is more intense, more ‘tragic’, perhaps, for the
incongruity between Janet’s universe of grass and hens and that
of death in which she ‘would not be instructed . . .” is a paradox
basic to the human condition, and not merely to the experience
of little girls with dead hens. The convention of the poem suggests
the narrator as the father, guardian or friend of Janet. He is
clearly moved by her inability to accept the death of Chucky,
yet by the distance he keeps from giving expression to this in-
volvement, he controls his own predicament. The measure of
his distance is communicated by his manners toward Chucky:

It was a transmogrifying bee

Came droning down on Chucky’s old bald head
And sat and put the poison. It scarcely bled

But how exceedingly

And purply did the knot
Swell with the venom and communicate
Its rigor! Now the poor comb stood up straight
But Chucky did not.
1The structure of the poem, four cinquains, riming abba, and a preponderance of
run-on lines running from two to four lines, gives the poem a fluidity of movement

which creates a curious counterpoint to the dramatic structure and the measured collo-
quialism of the diction. The result is a curious blend of lyric and narrative qualities.
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Chucky’s death is rightly viewed by the adult narrator as part of
the give and take of a ‘natural’ universe. Nevertheless, while the
inexorability of this exchange is humourously understated, its
brutality is acknowledged in the short ‘But Chucky did not.’
And the final stanza completes the evaluation: it becomes clear
that the narrator fully accepts the significance of Chucky’s death
oxf1 Janet’s terms, terms which are fraught with poignance for all
of us:

And weeping fast as she had breath

Janet implored us, “Wake her from her sleep’.

And would not be instructed in how deep
Was the forgetful kingdom of death.

In ‘Janet Waking’, as in ‘Lady Lost’, the structure is simple.
There is no supernatural machinery; and the relationship between
Janet and the hen is right because it is a human one; the relation-
ship between the narrator and the hen is right, because he sees the
hen as part of a larger scheme of which the human is also a part;
and finally, the relationship between the narrator and Janet is
right, because while he does not accept her evaluation, he under-
stands it

‘Blue Girls’, written on one of the oldest poetic themes imagin-
able, the Horatian carpe diem, with an admonitory ending added,
is likely to be one of the chief poems by which Ransom’s name
will continue to be admired. Itis clearly obligated to the tradition
of the Cavalier descendents of the metaphysicals, more nearly to
Herrick, perhaps, than to Carew. The ‘metaphysical’ manner in
conceit, which Ransom can assimilate so successfully, is quite
absent here. Instead, the pure lyricism of Cavalier song is adapted
to the more colloquial rhetoric of the metaphysicals. The
superiority of ‘Blue Girls’ to hundreds of other graceful poems

1 Although I think highly of ‘Janet Waking’ I find I am still bothered by stanza two:

One kiss she gave to her mother

Only a small one gave she to her daddy

Who would have kissed each curl of his shining baby;
No kiss at all for her brother.

I do not see how this shopworn series of events, or words, rather, strengthens the inten-
tion of the poem. Janet is not particularized in her little girlhood by the clichés of curls,
kisses and daddy. I suppose there are some words like ‘daddy’ and *baby’ which, for the
moment at least, simply have got to be thrown out of the poetic vocabulary (or, more
grorerly, when used in such familiar conjunctions). If the purpose of this stanza is to

uild up the fresh secure world of childhood affection, as opposed to the cold world of
death which Janet discovers in the next stanza, I can only state my conviction that it
fails to accomplish this. I invite some other reader to tell me why.
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on the same subject is precisely the purity and elegance of the
language as it works against the affectionate address. The poet
addresses the blue girls not as a lover, who would seduce them
into spending their beauty, but as an older, more knowledgeable
person. He urges as a disinterested yet concerned observer:

Practise your beauty, blue gitls, before it fail;
And I will cry with my loud lips and publish
Beauty which all our power shall never establish,
It is so frail.

For I could tell you a story which is true;

I know a lady with a terrible tongue,

Blear eyes fallen from blue,

All her affections tarnished—ryet it is not long
Since she was lovelier than any of you.

The meticulous usage of the verbs ‘practise’ and ‘publish’, the
use of direct address, the testimony from personal experience as
well as the brilliantly ‘co-incidental’ factor that the tarnished
beauty’s eyes were blue, in short—the hint of a personal motive
on the speaker’s part toward the lady who not long since ‘was
lovelier than any of you,” all this when combined with the detail
of the ‘terrible tongue’ (just as drastic a detail for beauty’s degrada-
tion as are worms and winding sheets), make ‘Blue Girls’ one
of Ransom’s most successful fables.

The structure of ‘Blue Girls’ is one of simple antithesis. The
bitter example of the last stanza collides with the proclaimed
graces of the blue girls in the first three. At the same time, the
poem also progresses cumulatively. The last stanza climaxes the
warnings the poet can offer the blue girls, whom he had begun to
admonish even in the first:

Go listen to your teachers old and contrary
Without believing a word.

Is it necessary to say that here again the ‘myth of the poem is
a merely human one. ‘Beauty which all our power shall never
establish’ is a recognition of man’s inability to stay the hand of
time. The verb ‘establish’ has here the richly ambiguous sense of
‘erect’ or ‘set up’ as well as that of ‘demonstrate’ or ‘prove’.
While facing up to this human inadequacy, the poet does not
resort to the supernatural in the representation of ‘the fullness of
the natural’ (the blue girls). The line of relationship between the
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girls’ untested beauty and the poet’s superior experience of beauty
which is frustrated is, again, a human one.

When we come to examine ‘Antique Harvesters’, along with
‘Blue Girls’ the most widely anthologized of Ransom’s poems,
we find a greater machinery of structure operating to combine
with the ‘local excitements’ (texture) of the poem. I do not agree
with Robert Penn Warren that Ransom’s is a poetry ‘purged of
merely local excitement’. In Ransom’s most successful poems,
such as ‘Antique Harvesters’, there is a perfect interpenetration,
working both ways, of structure and texture. The intricacy of
this ‘compounding’ is best understood, if we take apart, to begin
with, the paraphrasable core from the local excitements.

The logical structure of ‘Antique Harvesters’ is introduced by
a setting serving as a sort of footnote to the title: ‘Scene: Of the
Mississippi the bank sinister, and of the Ohio the bank sinister.’
At harvest time, in an old land, ‘dry, grey and spare’ men assemble
to gather the corn. They are old men with memories of the heroes
who died here, but the young men want none of their ‘sable
memories’. Then the poet, a privileged rhetorician, steps forth
from the group and evokes certain images of the past, like the
fox-hunt. He urges the harvesters to ‘garner for the Lady’ that
they may prove themselves men and know their ‘Lady’s image’.
“The sons of the fathers’ must not forsake her if they are told they
can prosper better elsewhere. It is true that while their Lady ages,
she has not stooped. If we talk of death, let us recognize that in
the mortal scheme all life is fragile and dependent on God’s
vitality.

But merely to extract the ‘paraphrasable core’ is, as always, tc
slander the poem. First of all, it is necessary to recognize the
rhetorical tone of the whole. Questions, and answers to them,
occur in four of the eight stanzas which comprise ‘Antique
Harvesters’. The tone of the rhetoric shifts from the impassionec
forensic of the first four stanzas to the hortatory style of the nex
three and finally, in the last, to a note of invocation and prayer.
From the beginning there is an ambiguity regarding the poet’s
role in this situation. First, he flatly reports on the setting and the
action; then, oracularly, he both asks and answers questions. He
announces, for example, at the end of stanza two, in an impersona
construction, that the past has greater vitality than is thought
Suddenly, in the next stanza, he again identifies himself with the
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group as their spokesman, using the collective ‘we’. He reports
fragments of the old men’s talk about the heroic past!; specifically,
this past is the past of the South for the echoes of it are like
‘echoes from the horn/of the hunter . . . Hunting as a symbol for
the old South hardly needs comment. But (and here the poet
dissociates himself from the group and again becomes omnis-
cient) only the old men nourish these echoes with love. Then, as
if interrupting the progress of the harvest, there is introduced a
beautiful description of a hunt, one presented with such im-
mediacy as to create some doubt about its past-ness. Or perhaps
it is a real hunt, repeating the gracious movement of the past-in-
present:

Here come the hunters, keepers of a rite;

The horn, the hounds, the lank mares coursing by
Straddled with archetypes of chivalry;?

And the fox, lovely ritualist, in flight

Offering his earthly ghost to quarry;

And the fields themselves to harry.

It is worth noting here how closely the notion of the hunt as
ritual corresponds to Ransom’s notion of religion as ‘existing
for the sake of the ritual’. The foxis a ‘lovely ritualist’. The hunters
exist for the sake of the rite. And, as the fox offers himself to
‘quarry’ in the service of the ritual, so in the same scheme of
intertwining sacrifice, ‘the fields, themselves to harry’. The aristo-
cratic past is a formal system of ‘degree’ (in the Renaissance
sense) and interdependent responsibility. But the concrete
quality of this past as represented in the hunt is never overtly
articulated with the rest of the poem. As if a dream were to be
brushed aside, the poet continues:

Resume, harvesters. The treasure is full of bronze
Which you will garner for the Lady . . .

In the next stanza, six, the imagery hardens into a frieze-like cast:

Bare the arm, dainty youths, bend the knees
Under bronze burdens. And by an autumn tone
As by a grey, as by a green, you will have.known
Your famous Lady’s image; for so have these;
1 A few years before in ‘Blackberry Winter’ Ransom had written: ‘And all of the

wars have dwindled since Troy fell.”
% This line in an earlier version reads: ‘Under quaint archetypes of chivalry’.
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The Lady is, of course, the South. The vaguely religious term
suggests the prayer-like tone of adoration implicit in the whole
conception of ‘Antique Harvesters’.! Her aspects are inexhaust-
ible, the poet implies; she can be known in more than one mode.
She can be known as well in her old age (‘by an autumn tone’) as
in her innocent youth (‘as by a green’) or in her gallant maturity
(‘grey’—the colour of the Confederate uniforms). The visual
composition of this stanza presents the youths in a ritualistic
formalism of movement: by working the soil, they perform an
act of homage. It is a way of knowing their sources, as the fathers
have known them.

The seventh stanza urges the young men to reject those who
would seek to have them forsake the South, and also appears to
make a somewhat adventitious reference to Ransom’s sociological
distinction between the new culturally impoverished industrial
South, and the old aristocratic agrarian South to which he is
urging the legitimate heirs to return.

The last stanza, a tender invocation of fealty to the South,
achieves a poignant and persuasive authority managed partly by
the antique ending of the verbs (ageth, hath, wearieth,) as well as
by the syntax of the last two lines in which the earth’s dependence
on God’s will is ignated with the heirs’ upon that of the Lady’s.
The form of this proposition is proverbial and the syntax effec-
tively legislates for our acceptance of it:

True, it is said of our Lady, she ageth.

But see, if you peep shrewdly, she hath not stooped;
Take no thought of her servitors that have drooped,
For we are nothing; and if one talk of death—
Why, the ribs of the earth subsist frail as a breath

If but God wearieth.

‘Antique Harvesters’ shows Ransom triumphing on purely
poetic grounds over his own critical notions concerning poetry
and belief. His latest formulation of this problem is to be found
in The New Criticism2 ‘I should say’, he writes, ‘that old science
(with gods, demons and Ptolemaic spheres) was poetico-science,

1In connection with Ransom’s almost mystical faith in the old South, a faith for
which he has constructed a very elaborate ideological rationale in his polemical writings
on agrarianism (see I’/ Take My Stand and Who Owns America, two symposia to which
he has contributed) a sentence t{om God Without Thunder seems apropos: ‘It is well to
believe a good many things without having to conduct a continuous epistemological
discussion about them.’

* In an essay on L. A. Richards and in connection with Richard’s Science and Poetry.
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which was available to poetry, and that modern science is pure
science, which is not . . .” And later he makes a curious distinction
regarding the way this dichotomy works out in practise: . . . good
Eoets are not like the romantic ones, repeating what they would
ike to believe but cannot any longer believe . . .’ In actuality, the
questions which arise about the relationship of poetry and belief
do not usually stem from the conflict Ransom has described.
That is to say, the conflict is not so much between what the poet
would like to and can believe, although this sometimes occurs;
but here the question is interior to the poet’s psychology and
anterior to his poetry. It is not a question of poetry versus belief
but what the reader cannot and the poet would like him to believe.
An example of this would be Pound’s Gesellian economics em-
ployed as deus ex machina in the Cantos. Or, to bring the case
more nearly home, Ransom’s faith in the superiority of a return
to an aristocratic, agrarian, homogeneous Southern economy as
opposed to the possible offerings of contemporary pluralistic
socio-economic structures. The fact that ‘Antique Harvesters’ is
a plausible, moving poem even for one who, like myself, does not
accept the notion of the practicality of a return to a regional
agrarian economy proves that a poem can triumph over its ‘ideas’.
Ransom, in it, like the good poet he is, is repeating what he wishes
to believe, and believes. The poetic urgency compels the reader
to perform an act comparable to a ‘willing suspension of dis-
belief’. Thus, for the duration of the poem the poet’s version of
his experience is entirely congenial to the reader who would
reject Ransom’s prose polemics! In short, we can consider
‘Antique Harvesters’ as a conquest of structure by texture. As an
aesthetic experience, the poem operates to refute Ransom’s critical
propositions about the connections between poetry and belief.

11 hope this brief discussion of the problem of poetry and belief will not be taken to
represent my final view of this, as yet, completely unsettled question. It is my belief that,
in spite of the large amount of critical intelligence which has been devoted to this problem
in the last two decades, a uniformly satisfactory approach has not been developed. Ran-
som, himself, further takes up the discussion of poetry and belief in his essay on T. S.
Eliot in The New Criticism. Eliot is taken to task for waiving the problem of belief in
poetry: ‘I incline to think that the problem exists in poetry as in religion, and is very
nearly the same problem. . . . I can see no necessity for waiving the intellectual standards
on behalf of poets.” But Ransom fails to provide any exposition of his inclination. For
example, he merely affirms, without proving that Dante’s beliefs are ‘substantively better
grounded’ than Shelley’s. A non-Catholic atheist (not myself) might wish to argue this
point, while conceding the superiority of Dante’s poetry. I do not thinllaithat in the long

T

Ransom has been very helpful on this troublesome problem. Dr Mills, in the study
I have referred to, does not touch on it at all.
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The five poems written since 1927 which Ransom has included
in Selected Poems are too slender evidence on which to generalize
his present direction. In subject matter, these poems have little
connection. At least two of them have the somewhat concocted
look, although expertly so, of ‘occasional’ poetry. Of these, the
‘Address to the Scholars of New England’ delivered as the
Harvard Phi Beta Kappa Poem in June, 1939, is interesting for
its autobiographical witness to the impact of New England myths
on the early development of the poet:

Scared by the holy megrims of those Pilgrims,
I thought the unhumbled and outcast and cold
Were rich Heirs travelling incognito,

Bred too fine for the country’s sweet produce
And but affecting that dog’s life of pilgrims.

The other, “What Ducks Require’ is a heightening of Ransom’s
early humourous vein to a more complexly ‘clever’ style, while
preserving the lightness of tone. The poem is interesting less for
its logical structure (a salute to the adventurousness of ducks)
than for its interesting linguistic innovations, some aspects of
which it shares with the other late poems.

‘Of Margaret’ is a charming act of elegiac fealty to ‘that far-
away time of gentleness’, when Margaret ‘whose generations
were of the head’ gave the world her maiden pageant. It is, more
than any poem in this group, close to Ransom’s early poetic
diction (in Chills and Fever) and to one of his early poetic themes
—praise for the dead virgin. The poet, is, however, appreciably
mellower toward his subject than in some of the related early
poems such as ‘Emily Hardcastle, Spinster’.

‘Prelude to an Evening’ and ‘Painted Head’ testify to Ransom’s
close reading of the ‘moderns’ of whom he had once made the
interesting distinction that they wrote two classes of poetry which
he described as ‘thin, pure’ poetry and ‘rich, obscure’ poetry.l
Both poems fall into the latter category. They suggest an especi-
ally interested study of the work of V?a’lllace Stevens, whom, as a
matter of fact, Ransom had classified among those who wrote
thin, pure poetry, and that of e. e. cummings, a ‘romantic’
whose poetics would seem, at first glance, to be the antithesis of

1See ‘Poets Without Laurels’ in The World’s Body.
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Ransom’s courtly and somewhat finicky muse. From cummings
Ransom has taken the unconventional disposal of adverbs, the
attaching of negative prefixes to adjectives and nouns, the com-
pounding of nouns and a general telescoping of syntax.! Through
Stevens, I imagine, Ransom has developed a respect for free
verse (although, he would, perhaps, be the last man to say so)
for, in spite of the fact that ﬁz arranges his lines in these poems
into stanza which look like quatrains, they are unrhymed and
follow no traditional metrical scheme. There is an additional echo
of Stevens in such charming pastel images as:

You in your peignoir, dainty at your orange-cup,
and in the phonetic iteration of such word-play as:

That dreamed and undreamt become each other
while the ‘idea’ of ‘Painted Head’ is a Stevens leit-motif:

. . . Beauty is of body.

The flesh shallowly on a head

Is a rock-garden needing body’s love
And best bodiness to colorify?

One might even go further and suggest that Ransom has been
attentive to some of the innovations of the Surrealists in the
denser imagery and phonetic ‘suggestiveness’ of passages like

For cry, cock-crow, or the iron bell
Can crack the sleep-sense of outrage,

The result of Ransom’s recent innovations, innovations to be
found even in the more ‘paraphrasable’ ‘Address to the Scholars
of New England’ (‘But they reared heads into the always clouds’)
is a poetry of greater ambiguity. But it would be wrong to assign
this effect merely to the technical explorations, when, in fact, the
whole ‘tenor’® of the poems reveals a different approach to the

1 While all of these practises have long since passed into common use among the
- moderns, Cummings, by virtue of his persistence, emphasis and age, may be thought
of as the source of most of them.

3 See, for example, Stevens’s early and well-known ‘Peter Quince at the Claviet’ (1916)
or his recent Esthétigue du Mal (1943).

3 A critical term, Ransom takes over, with qualifications, from I. A. Richards. The
weakness of this term, incidentally, is to be seen in a discussion in which Ransom (in
The New Criticism) takes issue with Richards on an interpretation of a passage from
Denham’s Cooper’s Hill. Ransom and Richards, both well-equipped readers, make dia-
metrically opposed assignments of those aspects of the poem which are its ‘tenor’ (original
context) and those which are its ‘vehicle’ (importation of foreign content). It would seem
that a set of terms which offer such resistance to application in a quite simple poem, are
surely of questionable serviceability when the critic has to contend with ‘obscure’ poetry.
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‘paraphrasable core’ than does Ransom’s early work. ‘Prelude to
an Evening’ builds up to a fine, rich, vague sense of an unnamed
Evil invading the world of two adults from the nether-world of
their submerged selves. And the hinted-at sinister doom of the
elders in the last stanza begins to infect the world of the ‘warm
children’:

You like a waning moon, and I accusing

Our too banded Eumenides

You shall make Noes but wanderingly,

Smoothing the heads of the hungry children.

‘Painted Head’, while indebted to Ransom’s early ‘metaphysical’
body-mind dualism, nevertheless now allows body to triumph
in the contest. Stanza one proclaims the status of the head, and
clearly shows an obligation to cummings’s diction:!

By dark severance the apparition head
Smiles from the air a capital on no
Column or a Platonic perhaps head

On a canvas sky depending from nothing;

Stanzas five and six develop this essential anti-Platonism into a
Stevens-like consideration of the paradoxical but inevitable oppo-
sition of the imagination and the ‘actual’. There are some auto-
biographic penitences to be sensed here as well:

So that the extravagant device of art
Unhoused by abstraction this once head
Was capital irony by a loving hand

That knew the treason of a head like this;

Makes repentance in an unlovely head
For having vinegarly traduced the flesh
Till, the hurt flesh recusing, the hard egg
Is shrunken to its own deathlike surface;

\Y

A few final comments on the quality of Ransom’s poetic
vision would seem to be in order. The totality of Ransom’s tone,
like the totality of Eliot’s, would seem to suggest a poetry of
failure. Irony, in both Ransom and Eliot, is an instrument for the
assimilation and the ordering of failure into an endurable scheme

1 The metrical variations Ransom works on the iambic base of these ‘free-verse’ lines
are most interesting.
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of existence. Ransom’s irony, professedly derived from the
seventeenth century metaphysicals, and especially that of Donne,
has, nevertheless, a very personal cast which is difficult to des-
cribe. One way to get at it might be to say that Ransom has the
irony without passion of Donne. Or, to put it differently, Ransom
would appear to have made an eighteenth century neo-classical
addition to his metaphysical sources. One measure of Ransom’s
great distance from Donne and Marvell is to be seen in his love
poems. In the best of Donne and Marvell the convention is for
the narrator to be the lover. This method is adopted by Ransom
in very few poems, and the reason would seem to be that he is
more outside the experience of love, judging it, as I have pointed
out, like an omniscient spectator even in those poems where he
permits himself first-person involvement. This rigorous elimina-
tion of the poet’s ‘personality’ is something that Ransom has,
no doubt, deliberately sought. His essay on Lycidas' suggests
such an objective. The goal of the poet, Ransom here urges,
should be a perfect anonymity. Milton’s poetry breaks down, he
asserts, precisely at those points where we come too close to the
man, himself. Paradoxically, however, Ransom in his own poems
has not been able to fully eradicate ‘personality’, while doing
everything poetically possible to inhibit it. That is to say, while
he has successfully eliminated passion, he has nevertheless left
the distinctive mark of an odd, intense and dryly fine wit on
everything he has touched.

We must face, then, the fact that Ransom’s generous wish for
‘a totality of experience’ in poetry, breaks down in his own prac-
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