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Foreword to the New Edition


Twenty years after it was first published, a copy of my début book is on the desk before me. What do I see? My detractors will not be surprised to hear that the first thing I see is myself. My name on the front cover of the dustwrapper is as big as the book’s title, and between name and title is interposed a close-up photograph of the author looking pretty satisfied. The back of the wrapper is a repetition of the front, so that makes two photographs. The earlier appearance of this book thus amounted to a double-headed billboard. I must have been at least dimly aware of having laid myself open to censure, because Julian Barnes remembers how I got my retaliation in first. He tells the story of how I turned the first copy of the book over in my hands, nodded with would-be objectivity, and said ‘I think it works.’ He tells the story. I don’t.


Actually the amphisbaenic dustwrapper was the publisher’s idea. Faber and Faber had done me proud, which was very nice of them, because The Metropolitan Critic wasn’t at all the manuscript that they had expected to get as my first book. I had signed a contract with Faber’s distinguished chief editor Charles Monteith to provide a critical biography of Louis MacNeice, a poet I revered. Two years of neurotic inactivity had proved to everyone, and finally even to me, that I was not at that time capable of writing a full-length monograph about anything. But psychologically determined sloth had a powerful compounding element, which, although it in no way excused my dereliction of duty towards MacNeice, to some extent makes it explicable. Caught up in the excitement of what Dr Leavis used to denigrate as the Modish London Literary World, I was putting all I had into book reviews, articles and feuilletons of every stamp. It felt like concentration to me, even if it looked like dissipation to everyone else. As it happened, there was one other person besides myself who thought that I was better off writing pieces than a book: Ian Hamilton, whose encouragement I acknowledged fulsomely, and therefore not fully enough, in the Foreword to the first edition (a foreword which is retained here, along with the rest of the ur-text, in order to avoid all suspicions of a cover-up). I should have simply, soberly said that he gave me the courage of my convictions by saying that my pieces were pieces of a book, so I should collect them, give the collection a name, publish it, and let the reviewers argue about whether it was worth the effort or not.


They were very kind, strangely enough. Later they were equally charitable to a second book of pieces, At the Pillars of Hercules. It was only with my third, fourth and fifth volumes of collected literary pieces – all still in print – that I sometimes heard, from book reviewers, how book reviews are ephemeral by their nature and should be left to die off in the periodicals where they enjoy their necessarily brief life. For the book reviewers who talked like this it was a self-fulfilling prophecy, but I have never believed in its general application, and indeed have devoted part of my career to expressing exactly the opposite principle: if I don’t think a contribution to a periodical stands a chance of future life in a book, I try to avoid writing it in the first place. If that sounds like conceit, the contrary humility sounds to me like arrogance in disguise, a licence for talking through the hat. But I can’t deny that the early version of my confidence on this point had a bumptiousness to it that bordered on the absurd, and occasionally went over the border by a mile. God knows how I got such a forgiving press. A sitting duck carrying on like a peacock, I could have been quoted against myself to destruction.


For this revision I have left almost all the initial excesses unretouched, apart from one or two blunders of fact which close editing should have caught at the time, along with a rich assortment of misprints. (Charles Monteith had understandably passed the job down the line.) To serve justice, however, I have added a footnote to any piece whose argument or expression now needs qualification, justification or apology. Especially obstreperous pieces could have been left out altogether, but one of my chief reasons for reissuing the book under my own purview is that it might otherwise come back to haunt me. There is always some pestiferous, unbrushoffable student somewhere who has got hold of a copy of it, and nowadays there is no writer of any type, no matter how resolutely frivolous, who can hope to escape the Ordeal by Thesis. My work has already been the subject of doctoral theses in Italian and Dutch. My Italian admirer, whose language I can read with fair fluency, made no mention of The Metropolitan Critic either as a title or as a descriptive term. I was alarmed to see, however, that my Dutch admirer, whose language I can’t read at all, employed the term freely. Retaining its English orthography, it was scattered conspicuously through his plump concoction like currants in a bun. There were pages dedicated to what a Metropolitan Critic was, or is.


Well, what is a metropolitan critic? The best answer I had to give at the time was provided by the book’s title essay on Edmund Wilson. The best answer I could give now would be roughly the same, if less cockily expressed. I still think, and indeed now know for certain, that I was lucky to have been debarred by nature and lack of attainments from the academic life, but I would be less likely now to imply that the urban hubbub has it all over the scholarly cloisters as a nursery for the critical mind. Some of our best scholars are among our best critics; there can be no doubt of it. Equally, however, there can be no doubt that it helps some of us to get our rolled-up sleeves greasy in the sinks of Grub Street. Always and forever a necessary concept, Grub Street in those days was still a tangible place – no longer a specific location as it had been in the eighteenth century and as Fleet Street still was in the twentieth, but having dimensions nevertheless, somewhere parallel to Fleet Street and sharing many of the same denizens, pubs, drinking clubs and cheap restaurants. During and after the war, Grub Street ran through Fitzrovia, because most of the cash that the minor literati lived on came from Broadcasting House, the BBC’s headquarters in Great Portland Street. By the late-Sixties, although the as yet unsapped strength of the Listener still exerted its pull from Lang-ham Place, Grub Street was veering towards where the literary editors of the Times Literary Supplement, the New Statesman and the Observer worked and, most importantly, drank. It’s a complicated story which I might one day try to tell in an instalment of my unreliable memoirs that will probably be the most ill-advised yet. For now it should be enough to say that by the early-Seventies, in my own opinion at least, Grub Street began and ended in Soho, at a Greek Street pub called The Pillars of Hercules, the same place I later named my book after. That was where Ian Hamilton, then literary editor of the TLS and sole editor of his own little magazine The Review, received his writers, blue-pencilled their copy and commissioned new articles. The TLS was anonymous but had a world-wide readership: Hamilton’s sense of duty to it was fierce and if he thought you hadn’t given the bunch of poetry books you were reviewing your full attention he would shred your typescript right there in front of you and everybody else. His sense of duty to The Review went beyond the fierce and far into the fanatical. Although The Review had a tiny readership, it wielded impressive influence among poets and their critics, most of whom were condemned by it and condemned it in their turn, but all of whom would have been pleased to be published in it, because it had the irresistible appeal of austerity, integrity, and almost suicidal dedication. It didn’t pay a penny and your sweat-soaked manuscript might end up on the floor of The Pillars of Hercules along with the beer-stains and the stray crisps. To be in The Review meant you were serious.


Unfortunately to be involved with its editor meant, in my own case, that I scarcely drew a sober breath. He had a hard head but I didn’t. At The Pillars of Hercules I spent all too much time standing near the bar or leaning against it for support. The Pillars of Hercules was my base. As an editorial office it was short of facilities but long on the stimulating atmosphere which editors must generate if they are to jemmy finished contributions out of feckless writers. Those were the days, of course, when Grub Street was full of editors who knew how to do that. There was always the possibility, though, that I remember it that way because I was more excitable then. Certainly my prose, now that I read it again, bears out that interpretation. My universities were behind me. I was on the town, trying to set the Thames on fire with a cigarette lighter. My prose creaked and groaned with ill-timed hoopla that I would self-censor now before it even reached the page. It could just be, however, that when I wrote less tactfully I felt more truly. Whoever the young man was who put his first book together out of clippings stuck with Clag to sheets of foolscap, he was certainly open to experience. If I could go back in time to stand at his shoulder, I would tell him for Christ’s sake to calm down. But if he had, I wouldn’t be where I am today, wherever that is. I would like to think that my course had led me al som de l’escalina, to the head of the stairs, to the squared circle in which one can strut one’s best stuff to the acclaim of the common people, and they are right. There is an equal chance, however, that another tag applies, facilis descensus Averni: that I have thrown away what little I had in pursuit of an illusion. Either way, towards my making or my undoing, this book, composed by a freelance out of scraps written for peanuts, was the first step.


London, 1994




Foreword


The essays in this book were all written over the last five years, mostly in the normal course of reviewing. At several points within I make the large claim that literary journalism is the substance of criticism, not the shadow. With due allowance for polemical emphasis, that principle still seems to me to be true enough: anyway, it’s too late now to start all over again in cloistered solitude.


There would have been less to select from, and the selection itself would have been less coherent, if it were not for the generosity and seriousness of the London literary editors. My thanks are due to the late Nicholas Tomalin, who gave me my start on the New Statesman and his friendship for the years he had left to live; to Karl Miller and Derwent May of the Listener, to Paul Barker and Richard Boston of New Society; to Terence Kilmartin and Miriam Gross of the Observer; and to Arthur Crook of the Times Literary Supplement. Special thanks go to Stephen Spender, who commissioned the article on D. H. Lawrence for his anthology D. H. Lawrence: Novelist, Poet, Prophet.


Very little in this book would ever have seen the light without the encouragement, supervision and inspiration provided by Ian Hamilton, for all this period literary editor of the Times Literary Supplement, editor of The Review and trailblazer for his generation. For his companionship and example, mere gratitude will not serve: everything I write is a way of making recompense.


Errors of fact and ill-judged phrases which have rankled since the day they were set down have at last been corrected, but otherwise – apart from a certain winnowing of recurring themes – these essays remain as they were first published. Some of them I wouldn’t dream of writing that way now, but it seemed right then. Hence the appended dates. Issues arise in their own time and we can’t hope to deal with them in order – only in earnest.


1974




PART ONE


Two Extramural Minds




1


The Metropolitan Critic


Edmund Wilson writes in the 1957 chapter of Upstate:


Looking out from my window on the third floor, I saw the change made here by autumn in the landscape and the atmosphere: they become distinctly more serious, Nature begins to warn us, reassuming her august authority; the luxury of summer is being withdrawn.


In context, this passage carries many times the weight of any ordinary nature-notes: the book is already half over, a splitting head of steam has been built up and the reader is by now in no doubt that the luxury of summer is being withdrawn from the writer himself, from the historical district in which he writes, from all the artists he has ever personally known and from the America which he has for so long chronicled and which he is now ceasing even to distrust – Upstate shivers with the portent of an advancing ice-cap. Wilson’s monumental curiosity and zest of mind have not grown less, but by now they are like Montaigne’s, exiled within their own country and awaiting, without real hope, a better age which will know how to value them. Self-confidence remains, but confidence in one’s function ebbs; one’s books do not seem to have been much use; the public weal has proved itself an illusion and private life is running out of time. ‘C’est icy un livre de bonne foy, lecteur,’ wrote Montaigne, dampening the reader’s ardour.


Il t’advertit dez l’entree, que ie ne m’y suis proposé aulcune fin, que domestique et privee: ie n’y ay eu nulle consideration de ton service, ny de ma gloire; mes forces ne sont pas capables d’un tel dessein.


Just so long as we understand each other.


Wilson’s tone is similarly self-sufficient. ‘The knowledge that death is not so far away,’ he writes in 1963,


that my mind and emotions and vitality will soon disappear like a puff of smoke, has the effect of making earthly affairs seem unimportant and human beings more and more ignoble. It is harder to take human life seriously, including one’s own efforts and achievements and passions.


That was the year in which he was writing The Cold War and the Income Tax – a profound growl of dissatisfaction about owing the United States Government a swathe of back-taxes which it would only have wasted on building and dropping bombs if he had handed it over. Dealings with the revenue men were prolonged and wearying, making a general disappointment with life understandable. In 1966 things were going better, but his view of existence didn’t much lighten. To go with his Kennedy Freedom Medal he was given a $1,000 award by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and a $5,000 National Book Award, but he found himself feeling let down rather than puffed up. ‘They make me feel that I am now perhaps finished, stamped with some sort of approval and filed away. . . .’ He is hard on himself, and no softer on humanity as a whole. ‘Reading the newspapers, and even the world’s literature, I find that I more and more feel a boredom with and even scorn for the human race.’ In such ways his darkening mood is overtly stated, but what gives it power – and makes Upstate such an elegiac and at times unmanning book – is the way in which the selectivity of his impressions presents picture after picture of decay, confusion and loss. Talcottville, NY, is presented as a last vestige of the old, hopeful America, and Wilson – not hiding or even sheltering, just waiting – takes up residence there each summer to find that the new and vengeful America has always moved a bit closer. Not that it matters much any more.


By the end of the book we’re a long way from the mood in which Wilson first evoked Talcottville, in his ‘The Old Stone House’ essay of 1933, later collected in The American Earthquake. In the first place, that essay recalled the hopes of the New Englanders who had grown sick of narrowness and were all for pushing on into the realm of unlimited opportunity:


I can feel the relief myself of coming away from Boston to these first uplands of the Adirondacks, where discarding the New England religion but still speaking the language of New England, the settlers found limitless space. They were a part of the new America, now forever for a century on the move.


The thrill of the great American experiment is still there in the writing, and even though this old essay was just as disenchanted as the new book is, the disenchantment worked in reverse: Talcottville was the opposite of a refuge, representing a past that needed to be escaped from, not returned to.


Thirty years or so later, in Upstate, he is cricking his neck to get back to it, but it is too late. Material progress has already made its giant strides. Juvenile delinquents and uproarious bikers maraud and destroy. The John Birch Society slaps up flagrant stickers. Treasured windows on which poet friends have inscribed verses with a diamond pen are shattered in his absence. The Sunday New York Times is too heavy for him to carry. There is a spider in the bathtub of a motel. An old aquaintance, Albert Grubel, keeps him abreast of the ever-escalating car-crash statistics. His daughter Helena grows up and starts having car-crashes of her own. In 1963 he finds out that he has for all this time been living virtually on top of a SAC air-base, and is therefore slap in the middle of a prime target area. By the end of the book there is a distinct possibility that a four-lane highway will be constructed a few inches from his front door.


The detail is piled on relentlessly, and if there were nothing else working against it, then Upstate would be a dark book indeed. But several things stop it being disabling. First, there are revelations of the Wilsonian character, as when he faces the bikers and asks them why they can’t ride on the highway instead of around his house, or when he argues about iambic pentameters with Nabokov (who insists that Lear’s ‘Never, never, never, never never’ is iambic), or when he tells Mike Nichols that Thurber is not alone in lacking self-assurance and that he, Wilson, often gets up at four o’clock in the morning to read old reviews of his books. In bits and pieces like these there is enough singularity and sheer quirkiness to keep things humming.


Second, there is evidence of the Wilsonian curiosity, as when he deepens his knowledge of the county’s history, or when he becomes interested in the founding and the subsequent fate of the old Oneida community. Wilson can’t stop learning things, and it’s worth remembering at this point that the curious information which crops up in the book is only the topmost molecule of the outermost tip of the iceberg. In the period covered by Upstate (1950–1970), Wilson was producing exhaustively prepared books like The Shock of Recognition and Patriotic Gore, breaking into new cultures with books like The Scrolls from the Dead Sea, Apologies to the Iroquois and O Canada, turning out important investigatory pamphlets like The Cold War and the Income Tax and The Fruits of the MLA (a crucially important attack on boondoggling academicism which has yet to be published in Britain) and editing A Prelude and the second and third in his series of literary chronicles, The Shores of Light and The Bit Between My Teeth—the first, Classics and Commercials, having appeared in 1950.


Only the European panoptic scholars come near matching Wilson for learning, and for sheer range of critical occupation there is no modern man to match him, not even Croce. If Upstate tends to give the impression that his wonted energy now only faintly flickers, the reader needs to remind himself sharply that the mental power in question is still of an order sufficient to illuminate the average city. Seemingly without effort, Wilson dropped A Piece of my Mind (1957) somewhere into the middle of all this hustle and bustle, and in the chapter entitled ‘The Author at Sixty’ announced:


I have lately been coming to feel that, as an American, I am more or less in the eighteenth century – or, at any rate, not much later than the early nineteenth. . . . I do not want any more to be bothered with the kind of contemporary conflicts that I used to go out to explore. I make no attempt to keep up with the younger American writers; and I only hope to have the time to get through some of the classics I have never read. Old fogeyism is comfortably closing in.


Taking him at his word on this last point, most critics and reviewers were relieved, which was very foolish of them.


But on the first point, about feeling himself to be an eighteenth-century or nineteenth-century figure, Wilson was making a just estimate, even if he meant only that he didn’t drive a car and couldn’t bear to pronounce the word ‘movies’. As Alfred Kazin argued in his review of The American Earthquake (collected in his fine book Contemporaries), the men to compare Wilson with are the literary artists driven by historical imaginations—men like Carlyle.


The third thing which lightens the darkness of Upstate is the author’s gradually revealed – and revealed only gradually even to himself – interest in a local young woman striving to better herself. Perhaps without really willing it, Wilson is telling a subtle story here: flashes and fragments are all we get. But by the time the book is over, we are convinced that her story is the story of the book, and that the story has gone against the mood. Kazin suggested that Wilson’s secret was to gaze at America with a cold eye without being cold on America. The American Earthquake inexorably recorded the shattering effects of industrialism and the spiritual confusion of the New Deal, but it was not a hopeless book – it responded to the period’s vitalities, even (while castigating it) the vitality of Henry Ford. Upstate very nearly is a hopeless book, and for a long while we suspect that Wilson has gone cold on America. But finally we see that he hasn’t, quite: as the girl Mary works to establish herself in a way that her European origins would probably not have allowed, the American adventure haltingly begins all over again, at the eleventh hour and in the fifty-ninth minute.


Against the Stygian background of the book’s accumulated imagery it is not much hope to offer, but it is not nothing, and Wilson was never in the consolation business anyway. Which leaves us – as we shelve Upstate beside A Prelude and prudently leave room for the books dealing with the thirty uncovered years between them – with the question of what business Wilson has been in.


What does Wilson’s effort amount to? Is there an atom of truth in his dispirited suggestion that his books have dated? Supposing – as seems likely – that Wilson belongs with the great, copious critical minds like Saintsbury, Sainte-Beuve, Croce, Taine: is he doomed to survive like them only as an emblem of the qualities a mind can have, Saintsbury for gusto, Sainte-Beuve for diligence, Croce for rigour, Taine for drama? Wilson makes Van Wyck Brooks’s output look normal, Eliot’s look slim, Empson’s, Trilling’s and Leavis’s look famished. Just how is all this avoirdupois to be moved forward? We need to decide whether critical work which has plainly done so much to influence its time vanishes with its time or continues. To continue, it must have done something beyond maintaining standards or correcting taste, important as those functions are: it must have embodied, not just recommended, a permanent literary value. And we do not have to re-read much of Wilson’s criticism – although it would be a year of perfect pleasure to re-read all of it – to see that it does embody a value, and embodies it in a way and to a degree that no other corpus of twentieth-century work has approached. But this value, so easily sensed, is very difficult to define, since it must perforce reside in whatever is left after opposing high estimations of Wilson have cancelled each other out. Lionel Trilling (in ‘Edmund Wilson: A Background Glance’, collected in A Gathering of Fugitives) says that an interest in ideas is the very essence of Wilson’s criticism. Alfred Kazin, on the other hand, says that ideas are things Wilson is not at home with. If both these men admire the same thing in Wilson, what is it?


The answer is that Wilson has a mental style – a mental style which reveals itself in the way he writes. He is proof by nature against metaphysics of any kind (sometimes to the damaging extent that he cannot grasp why men should bother to hold to them), and this characteristic gives his work great clarity. He never has to strive towards perspicuity, since he is never tempted even momentarily to abandon it. And in more than fifty years of activity he has put up such a consistent show of knowing what he means – and of writing it down so that it may be readily understood – that he has invited underestimation. The most difficult escape Houdini ever made was from a wet sheet, but since he was in the business of doing difficult-looking things he had to abandon this trick, because to the public it seemed easy. What Wilson was doing was never easy, but he had the good manners to make it look that way. If he could only have managed to dream up an objective correlative, or a few types of ambiguity, or if he had found it opportune to start lamenting the loss of an organic society, he would be much more fashionable now than he is. But we can search his work from end to end without finding any such conversation-piece. What we do find is a closely argued dramatic narrative in which good judgment and misjudgment both stand out plainly. The dangerous excitement of a tentatively formulated concept is absent from his work, and for most of us this is an excitement that is hard to forgo: the twentieth century has given us a palate for such pepper.


But there is another, more durable excitement which Wilson’s entire body of work serves to define. There is a clue to it in Upstate, in the passage where Wilson discusses the different courses taken by Eliot and Van Wyck Brooks:


They were at Harvard at the same time, Brooks of the class of 1908, Eliot of 1910, and both, as was natural then, went, after college, to England. Eliot took root there, but Brooks said that, during the months he spent in England, he found himself preoccupied with American subjects. This difference marks the watershed in the early nineteen hundreds in American literary life. Eliot stays in England, which is for him still the motherland of literature in English, and becomes a European; Brooks returns to the United States and devotes himself to American writing, at the expense of what has been written in Europe. Eliot represents the growth of an American internationalism: Brooks, as a spokesman of the twenties, the beginnings of the sometimes all too conscious American literary self-glorification which is part of our American imperialism


As it happened, Wilson was to go on to cover American subjects with all Brooks’s thoroughness and more; and to parallel Eliot’s internationalism while yet holding to the tacit belief that the American achievement could well be crucial in the continuity of that internationalism; and to combine these two elements with a total authority of preparation and statement. For that preparation, he had the brilliant education available in prewar Princeton to a young man ready to grasp it. For that statement, he was obliged to evolve a style which would make his comprehensive seriousness unmistakable in every line. Out of these two things came the solid achievement of judgments based on unarguable knowledge ably supplied to meet an historical demand. From the beginning, Wilson was a necessary writer, a chosen man. And it is this feeling of watching a man proving himself equal to an incontestably important task – explaining the world to America and explaining America to itself – which provides the constant excitement of Wilson’s work.


Commanding this kind of excitement his prose needed no other. Wilson grew out of the great show-off period of American style. He could not have proceeded without the trail-blasting first performed by Mencken and Nathan, but he was fundamentally different from them in not feeling bound to over-write.


Wilson’s style adopted the Mencken-Nathan toughness but eschewed the belligerence – throwing no punches, it simply put its points and waited for intelligent men to agree. It assumed that intelligence could be a uniting factor rather than a divisive one. In the following passage (from ‘The Critic Who Does Not Exist’, written in 1928 and later collected in The Shores of Light) this point is made explicitly:


What we lack, then, in the United States, is not writers or even literary parties, but simply serious literary criticism (the school of critics I have mentioned last, ie, Brooks, Mumford and Joseph Wood Krutch, though they set forth their own ideas, do not occupy themselves much with the art or ideas of the writers with whom they deal). Each of these groups does produce, to be sure, a certain amount of criticism to justify or explain what it is doing, but it may, I believe, be said in general that they do not communicate with one another; their opinions do not really circulate. It is astonishing to observe, in America, in spite of our floods of literary journalism, to what extent literary atmosphere is a non-conductor of criticism. What actually happens, in our literary world, is that each leader or group of leaders is allowed to intimidate his disciples, either ignoring all the other leaders or taking cognizance of their existence only by distant and contemptuous sneers. H. L. Mencken and T. S. Eliot present themselves, as I have said, from the critical point of view, as the most formidable figures on the scene; yet Mencken’s discussion of his principal rival has, so far as my memory goes, been confined to an inclusion of the latter’s works among the items of one of those lists of idiotic current crazes in which the Mercury usually includes also the recall of judges and paper-bag cookery. And Eliot, established in London, does not, of course, consider himself under the necessity of dealing with Mencken at all . . . Van Wyck Brooks, in spite of considerable baiting, has never been induced to defend his position (though Krutch has recently taken up some challenges). And the romantics have been belaboured by the spokesmen of several different camps without making any attempt to strike back. It, furthermore, seems unfortunate that some of our most important writers – Sherwood Anderson and Eugene O’Neill, for example – should work, as they apparently do, in almost complete intellectual isolation, receiving from the outside but little intelligent criticism and developing, in their solitary labours, little capacity for supplying it themselves.


Wilson’s innovation was to treat the American intelligentsia as if it were a European one, speaking a common language. ‘For there is one language’, he wrote in the same essay, ‘which all French writers, no matter how divergent their aims, always possess in common: the language of criticism.’ That was the ideal, and by behaving as if it had already come about, he did a great deal to bring it into existence. The neutral, dignified tone of his prose was crucial here: it implied that there was no need for an overdose of personality, since writer and reader were on a level and understood one another. As Lionel Trilling has convincingly argued, Wilson’s years in an editorial chair for The New Republic were a big help in getting this tone right – he was in action continuously (more than two-thirds of the pieces in The Shores of Light first appeared in The New Republic) before a self-defining audience of intelligent men, all of whom were capable of appreciating that opinions should circulate.


The literary chronicles, especially The Shores of Light, are commonly valued above Wilson’s more integrated books, and although it seems likely that the people doing the valuing have not correctly judged the importance of the latter, the evaluation nevertheless seems just at first glance. As has often been pointed out, there is nothing in criticism to beat the thrill of hearing Wilson produce the first descriptions and definitions of the strong new American literature that was coming up in the 1920s – the first essays on Fitzgerald and Hemingway will always stand as the perfect objects for any literary journalist’s envy and respect. But here again we must remember to avoid trying to nourish ourselves with condiments alone. What needs to be appreciated, throughout the literary chronicles, is the steady work of reporting, judging, sorting out, encouraging, reproving and re-estimating. The three literary chronicles are, among other things, shattering reminders that many of the men we distinguish with the name of critic have never judged a piece of writing in their lives – just elaborated on judgments already formed by other men.


A certain demonstration of Wilson’s integrity in this regard is his ability to assess minor and ancillary literature about which no general opinion has previously been built up: The Shock of Recognition and Patriotic Gore are natural culminations of Wilson’s early drive towards mining and assaying in territory nobody else had even staked out. Wilson is a memory; he never at any stage believed that the historic process by which writings are forgotten should go unexamined or be declared irreversible. Remembering is one of the many duties the literary chronicles perform: not so spectacular a duty as discovering, but equally important. For Wilson’s self-imposed task of circulating opinions within an intelligent community (a community which depends on such a process for its whole existence), all these duties needed to be scrupulously carried out, and it is the triumph of the literary chronicles that they were carried out in so adventurous a way.


Unless all these things are held in mind, the true stature of the literary chronicles cannot be seen, even by those who value them above the rest of Wilson’s work. In The Shores of Light it is necessary to appreciate not just ‘F. Scott Fitzgerald’ and ‘Emergence of Ernest Hemingway’ but also pieces like ‘The Literary Consequences of the Crash’, ‘Talking United States’, and ‘Prize-Winning Blank Verse’. In Classics and Commercials we need to cherish not only the stand-out hatchet-jobs like ‘Who Cares Who Killed Roger Ackroyd?’ and ‘Tales of the Marvellous and the Ridiculous’ but also the assiduous labour of weighing up – never impatient, even when repelled – which went into essays like ‘Glen-way Wescott’s War Work’ and ‘Van Wyck Brooks on the Civil War Period’. And unless we can get rid of the notion that picking winners was Wilson’s only true calling in life, we will have no hope at all of reaching a true estimation of The Bit Between My Teeth – a book disparaged as tired and thin by reviewers who in the full vigour of youth could not have matched the solidity of the least piece in it. ‘The Pre-Presidential T.R.’ and ‘The Holmes-Laski Correspondence’ are masterly examples of what Wilson can accomplish by bringing a literary viewpoint to historical documents; and ‘The Vogue of the Marquis de Sade’ got the whole Sade revival into focus and incisively set the limits for its expansion.


The literary chronicles would have been more than enough by themselves to establish Wilson’s pre-eminence: to a high degree they have that sense of the drama of creativity which Taine had been able to capture and exploit. If people are going to read only some of Wilson instead of all of him, then the chronicles are what they should read. But it is one thing to say this, and another to accept the assumption – distressingly widespread in recent years – that Axel’s Castle and The Wound and the Bow and The Triple Thinkers have in some way done the work they had to do and may be discarded, like used-up boosters. There is not much doubt about how such an idea gained currency, books of long essays being so much harder to read than books of short ones. But there is no reason for anyone who has actually read and understood a book like Axel’s Castle to go along with such a slovenly notion. When, in the Yeats chapter of that book, Wilson compared the Yeats of 1931 to the Dante who was able ‘to sustain a grand manner through sheer intensity without rhetorical heightening’, he was writing permanent criticism, criticism which can’t be superseded, certainly not by pundits who are boning up their Dante from a parallel text instead of learning it the hard way from a teacher like Christian Gauss. It is barbarism of a peculiarly academic kind to suppose that truths of this order – not insights, explications, or glosses, but truths – can be appropriated to a databank or dismissed as obsolete. A Dantesque ‘epigrammatic bitterness’ is precisely the quality to see in the mature Yeats, and in 1931, before the last poems were written, it was virtually prescient to be able to see it, since that quality had not yet reached its full concentration.


Wilson paid heavy penalties for being plain – or rather we paid heavy penalties for not seeing the force of his plainness. In the Eliot chapter of Axel’s Castle he said something about Eliot that forty years of theses and learned articles have done their best to bury, something which we are only now capable of seeing as criticism rather than conversation, the intervening hubbub of academic industry having revealed itself as conversation rather than criticism:


We are always being dismayed, in our general reading, to discover that lines among those which we had believed to represent Eliot’s residuum of original invention had been taken over or adapted from other writers. . . . One would be inclined a priori to assume that all this load of erudition and literature would be enough to sink any writer, and that such a production as ‘The Waste Land’ must be a work of second-hand inspiration. And it is true that, in reading Eliot and Pound, we are sometimes visited by uneasy recollections of Ausonius, in the fourth century, composing Greek-and-Latin macaronics and piecing together poetic mosaics out of verses from Virgil. Yet Eliot manages to be most effective precisely – in ‘The Waste Land’ – where he might be expected to be least original – he succeeds in conveying his meaning, in communicating his emotion, in spite of all his learned or mysterious allusions, and whether we understand them or not.


In this respect, there is a curious contrast between Eliot and Ezra Pound.


With Pound, Wilson was like Tallulah Bankhead faced with a tricksy production of Maeterlinck: he wasn’t afraid to announce, ‘There’s less in this than meets the eye.’ With Eliot, he was bold enough to say that things were simpler than they appeared at first blush. Both these judgments were backed up by a deep learning which had nothing to fear from either man, by a sense of quality which knew how to rely on itself, and by a seriousness which was not concerned with putting up a front.


There is no need to go on with this part of the argument. It’s more merciful simply to state that Wilson’s entire critical corpus will go on being read so long as men are prepared to read widely and well. His strategy of using magazines – first The New Republic, later the New Yorker – as shipyards in which to assemble books was triumphantly successful. He is the ideal of the metropolitan critic, who understood from the beginning that the intelligence of the metropolis is in a certain relation to the intelligence of the academy, and went on understanding this even when the intelligence of the academy ceased to understand its relation to the intelligence of the metropolis. When Wilson called the Modern Language Association to order, he performed the most important academic act of the postwar years – he reminded the scholars that their duty was to literature.


For Wilson literature has always been an international community, with a comprehensible politics of its own. He learned languages not just out of passionate curiosity but out of quasi-political purpose, becoming acquainted with whole literatures in the same way that a man who carries an international passport proves himself a part of the main. As late as the mid-1950s Wilson was apologizing for not having done enough in this line: he has always been a trifle guilty about failing to get interested in Portuguese and Spanish. But to a chastening extent he had already made himself the universal literatus, and in the later decades of his life we find him becoming increasingly conscious that this is his major role – if he has any significance in the realm of action, then this is it. Modesty has never been among Wilson’s characteristics, but a certain diffidence does creep in, of which the quietism and resignation of Upstate are the logical culmination. The central paradox of Wilson remains unresolved: he has put himself above the battle, inhabiting an Empyrean of knowledge by now fundamentally divorced from an unworkable world. The paradox was vicious from the beginning, becoming more and more so as modern history unfolded in front of him. Wilson was a born internationalist in literature and a born isolationist in politics, and there is a constant tension between the achieved serenity of his literary judgment and the threatening complexity of his self-consciousness as an American.


A patrician individualist by nature, Wilson was automatically debarred from running with the pack. His radicalism in the 1920s and 1930s had a decisive qualitative difference from any Marxist analyses currently available: it was elitist, harking back to the informed democracy of the American past, and therefore on a richer historical base than the hastily imported European doctrines which bemused his contemporaries. Wilson’s reports on Detroit are as devastating as Marx on the working day, but the intensity is the only connexion. Wilson was revolted by industrialism’s depredations – if the ecological lobby ever wants to put a bible together, there are sections of The American Earthquake which could go straight into Revelations – but the revulsion was just as much on behalf of what America had previously been as on behalf of what it might become. Marxism is future-directed metaphysics: Wilson’s thought was bent towards the literary recovery of the estimable past.


Making no commitment to communism, Wilson was never compelled to scramble away from it, and he maintained his dignity throughout the 1930s. By 1940 he had completed his analysis of the revolutionary tradition in Europe and published it as To the Finland Station. In the final paragraph of that book, he declared it unlikely that the Marxist creeds would be able to bring about


a society in which the superior development of some is not paid for by the exploitation, that is, by the deliberate degradation of others – a society which will be homogeneous and cooperative as our commercial society is not, and directed, to the best of their ability, by the conscious creative minds of its members.


America went to war again, and again Wilson was isolationist: as with the First World War, so with the Second, he saw no point in America becoming involved. He was still explaining such phenomena by market pressures and the devious conniving of Big Business – it was a Fabian position, never much altered since he first picked it up from Leonard Woolf.


Wilson has difficulty in understanding how irrational forces can be so potent. In Europe without Baedeker and A Piece of my Mind he came close to holding the Europeans collectively responsible for pulling their own houses down in ruins about their heads. It was the high point of his isolationism, further reinforced by a commitment to the American past amounting to visionary fervour. In his admiration for Lincoln we find Wilson getting very near the mysticism he spent a lifetime scrupulously avoiding. Finally he found an historical base solid-seeming enough to justify the relieved rediscovery of a Platonic Guardian class. ‘To simplify’, he wrote in A Piece of my Mind (1957),


one can say that, on the one hand, you find in the United States the people who are constantly aware . . . that, beyond their opportunities for money-making, they have a stake in the success of our system, that they share the responsibility to carry on its institutions, to find expression for its new point of view, to give it dignity, to make it work; and, on the other hand, the people who are merely concerned with making a living or a fortune, with practising some profession or mastering some technical skill, as they would in any other country, and who lack, or do not possess to quite the same degree, the sense of America’s role.


That was as far as he got: the Republic he loved began to be overwhelmed by the Democracy he had never been sure about, and in the new reality of the 1960s he found himself taxed but unrepresented.


In Upstate Wilson is faced with the ruins of the American Dream, and appears to be forgetting what we are bound to remember: that the fragments can be built with and that this fact is in some measure due to him. The intellectual community which is now fighting for the Republic against its own debilitating tumours was to a considerable extent his personal creation. That Americans of good will, in the midst of wearying political confusion, can yet be so confident of their nation’s creativity is again in a large part due to him. As Christian Gauss was to Wilson – master to pupil – Wilson is to nobody: nobody he can see. He now doubts the continuity he helped to define. But, beyond the range of vision now limiting itself to Cape Cod and Talcottville, there will always be young men coming up who will find his achievement a clear light. He is one of the great men of letters in our century.


(TLS, 1972)


[image: image]


Contributions to the TLS were still published anonymously, so I can claim the foregoing essay as a labour of love. Though Arthur Crook was editor at the time, the review was commissioned by his literary editor lan Hamilton, who sensibly demanded some cuts: the typescript was at least another thousand words longer than this. I wish I could say that among the material excised was a more thorough discussion of Wilson’s politics. While I had no sympathy with Marxism myself, I still felt that Wilson had a right to his. This allowance, however, had I made it more explicit, would have been impossible to square with the assertion that he was ‘proof against metaphysics of any kind’. Marxism is metaphysics, and it was precisely its most metaphysical aspect that Wilson clung to longer than he should have done – the idea that capitalism depended on the degradation of the working class. It was an historicist view, and since historicism is inimical to a sense of history, it meant that Wilson went on undermining one of his own salient virtues until the end of his life.


But I can congratulate myself on getting the main point across: Wilson’s scope came from a real appreciation for the whole of human achievement, and not just from the urge to further his career. An academic reviewer later poured scorn on my approving citation of the ‘European panoptic scholars’. He wanted to know why they had to be dragged in. Since he himself, however, had failed to realize that the musicologist Alfred Einstein was not the same man as the physicist Albert, I was able to retain my conviction that a panoptic scholar was a useful thing to be. At least they knew things like that. There was always the possibility, however, that I had chosen the wrong words for the right idea: ‘wide-ranging scholars’ might have been better, or perhaps even ‘scholars who knew a lot’. About the category itself, whatever it was called, I was never in doubt, and with the years I grew ever more convinced that deep reading over a wide range is an absolute good, dwarfing any amount of theoretical flimflam. Wilson was the national critic of America because he had read a large part of what was worth reading not just in America but in the world entire. Nowadays the same voracious proclivity makes Marcel Reich-Ranicki the national critic of Germany.


There were several other vulnerabilities on points of style, but in those days either the literary world was more civilized or else I had fewer people out to get me. If a quotation in French was appropriate, it could be got into any of the leading magazines. Today if I even mentioned Montaigne, let alone quoted him, it would go into the clippings file as prima facie evidence of pretension. But there are errors of tone I shouldn’t have made even at the time. It strained for effect, while retreating from the consequences, to write that Wilson’s mind generated enough power ‘to illuminate the average city’. It should have been ‘to illuminate a city’ or else nothing: the rule with a metaphor is to focus it or drop it, but never soften it. For ‘intelligent men’ I would now, of course, put ‘intelligent people’. I don’t think that my use of the old form made me a male chauvinist, any more than my current use of the sanitised form proves that my male chauvinism has been conquered: but unless they make grammatical nonsense such changes pay off in the belligerence they avoid, and might even do some good. To the suggestion that I should have figured all this out in advance I can only concede that I lacked the conscience, or at any rate the consciousness – which luckily the upcoming phalanx of latterday feminists would successfully make it their task to arouse.


The reader will be relieved to hear that the later afterthoughts in this reissue won’t be as expansive as this one. This was the essay, however, that set the tone not only for a book, but for a career – a career that some of my mentors regretted I did not pursue further, and some of my detractors still condemn me for abandoning at the temptation of fame and filthy lucre. My best answer was, and is, that although I admired Wilson’s performance I saw no reason for other people wilfully to repeat it, always supposing that they had the means: these things have to be done from the seat of the pants, not from calculation. Among Wilson’s many great instinctive virtues was his capacity for bringing the same intensity of imaginative engagement to the vaudeville stage as to grand literature, so when I came to take the reviewing of television as a serious commitment I had his example to back my case. I would have gone ahead anyway, because I was in vaudeville. For me, the heavy stuff was the side issue. I was just glad that Wilson was good at it. He made literary achievement approachable even as the gathering force of academic industry threatened to drive it irretrievably far away – an antisocial mechanism which he was the first to isolate, analyse, and warn against. Like most men who grow up without fathers I have had my heroes. Wilson is just one of them but he has never faded. I have everything written by and about him on a shelf six feet long. If his diaries had been published at the time, the original manuscript of this piece might have been twice as long and even more elegiac. The reader will scarcely need telling that it sounds like an obituary. It was, but I managed to get it done while the great man was still alive to read it. I just didn’t want to let him get away with feeling unfulfilled at the end of his life, as if his example had meant nothing, when for so many of us it had been an inspiration.
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Big Medicine


As a media event, A. Alvarez’s The Savage God has turned out to have a lot in common with the all-star expedition to Everest, which to a great extent was insured against failure through being heavily pre-sold. Bits of the book have been trailed in Partisan Review, New American Review, the Atlantic Monthly, the Listener and finally the Observer, where heavy static was kicked up by the intervention of an interested party and by the editor’s inexplicable desire to print the author’s photograph at an even greater angle of tilt than puzzled the world on the front cover of Beyond All This Fiddle: at this rate the lay reader might soon get the idea that Alvarez has adopted the supine position as a matter of course. And just as it is doubtful whether the majority of mankind really knows whether the polyglot assemblage of climbers got all the way up there or not, it is doubtful whether the intelligentsia really knows about The Savage God or not – the publicity and free samples probably used up most of the available response, and the task of reading a dozen polite reviews perhaps exhausted what was left. To rub the point home, Weidenfeld have made the book only slightly less expensive than a Ferrari Dino, thereby ensuring that the smooth curve of its commercial success shan’t be dented by too many poor clucks actually trying to get hold of it and read it.


Some eager beaver at Weidenfeld must have turned out a pilot study on The Intellectual as Product and fingered Alvarez as the fall guy. I hate to break up the party, but feel bound to announce that quite apart from its hit-parade status The Savage God is an important contribution to recent criticism. Alvarez has been one of the key literary intellectuals of the last decade and in this new book certain components of his thought have been pushed to their limits. In my view this mainly serves to demonstrate the contradictions which have at all previous stages obtained between them, but that doesn’t mean that the book lacks the excitement (the real excitement, not the media excitement) and the gravitas which we associate with an intellectual venture. And the best way to pay tribute to these qualities is to trace within Alvarez’s total argument those subsidiary lines of argument which have hit an impasse: to locate and examine the points at which discourse has ceased and forceful assertion (and there isn’t much assertion more forceful than his) has taken over. There will then be a chance for discourse to begin again – and it needs to do that. In The Savage God Alvarez’s critical effort has finally revealed its false emphasis in full clarity, but this only means that his critical effort has now reached the point where it can be valued exactly and so retained. There is no question of sweeping over the path he has taken and forgetting about it. To put it briefly, Alvarez since the late fifties has been occupied with the central question about the relationship of poetry to contemporary reality. I think it can now clearly be seen that he has got the wrong answer: but he has also helped clarify the question.


As many will by now have heard, the book takes the form of an anti-sandwich: a hunk of bread between two slices of meat, the bread being a long study of suicide through the ages and the two slices of meat being accounts of suicide attempts by Sylvia Plath and the author, the first unhappily successful, the second fortunately a misfire. These two sections on Plath and himself are the stretches of Alvarez’s writing most likely to be widely remembered: they have the muscular narrative drive of the ‘Shiprock’ essay in Beyond All This Fiddle – which is to say, they draw you forward into regions where it seems at least plausible, if not natural, for a man to pit himself against extreme conditions as a necessary part of some kind of mental exploration. I for one am never going to understand why Alvarez should want to cling by his fingernails to a vast slab of naked geology while vultures stagger past with one wing folded over their eyes, but I can’t deny that such experience gives his narrative writing a certain edge: he seems to go about with his nervous system worn externally, and I suppose it is true that if you conduct your life in this way you will face and resolve problems that most people shirk, and restrict the range of their sensibilities by so shirking. But I can suppose this without supposing that it is better to push things to the limit: in fact it seems clear to me by now, having lasted this long, that limits are dangerous things which a wise man best avoids, since he is more likely to lose than find himself when he gets near them – and very likely to lose his wisdom.


But obviously for Alvarez it is not like this. Basic to both the Plath chapter and the chapter on himself is the assumption that something was being found out, and such is the seductiveness of the writing that the assumption gains great weight. Without, however, being clarified. If Alvarez is right about Plath’s suicide not being meant as a real attempt, then plainly it is nonsensical to suppose that her last writings are tangible products of the supposedly special mental territory opened up by deciding not to live. And from his own attempt, Alvarez apparently gained no special insight beyond a definite experience of whatever it is that pulses and throws off rays in the fiery centre of a king-sized hangover. That, and this:


. . . when death let me down, I gradually saw that I had been using the wrong language; I had translated things into Americanese. Too many movies, too many novels, too many trips to the States had switched my understanding into a hopeful, alien tongue. I no longer thought of myself as unhappy; instead, I had ‘problems’. Which is an optimistic way of putting it, since problems imply solutions, whereas unhappiness is merely a condition of life which you must live with, like the weather. Once I had accepted that there weren’t ever going to be any answers, even in death, I found to my surprise that I didn’t much care whether I was happy or unhappy; ‘problems’ and ‘the problem of problems’ no longer existed. And that in itself is already the beginning of happiness.


I don’t think it is, but it’s certainly the end of adolescence. Here at the finale of his book, as with Plath at the beginning and with all the historical data in the middle, Alvarez is commendably scrupulous about attaching the suicidal impulse to events in the exterior world of the suicide: eventually, he seems to suggest, suicide is a question of what formative conditions obtain in the irreducible self, and must always retreat beyond simply sociological understanding. Whole races have suicided under the threat of oppression, but others have not; people who had ‘everything to live for’ have chosen to die; people who had every reason to die have striven to live. If there is already an inclination to suicide, circumstances might bring it out: if there is not already an inclination to suicide, circumstances tend not to put it in.


Alvarez has been more scientifically minded – more objective, more resistant to easy mental patterning – than suits him as a critic. For his own major critical assumption is still there, but now looks shakier than ever in the face of his own arguments. He is saying that the casualty rate among modern artists has been, and has had to be, unusually high, but one of the salient conclusions of his historical investigation is that the ‘rate’ must be dependent on statistics and the statistics dependent on the deed being declared for what it is – on his own terms, he has not satisfactorily established the previous casualty rate among artists as being low. He is saying (as he has always said) that contemporary evils take unique forms and that the pertinent artistic reaction to them, since it must be extreme, will look suicidal and in a disturbing number of cases may end suicidally: but he is also saying that a correspondence of the suicidal impulse to a perceived deterioration in the external world is problematical and tends to retreat beyond investigation.


As an ‘extremist’ Alvarez has made the disarming tactical mistake of being too reasonable. It would have been too much to ask that he should go on to demolish his own critical base – but that is the way his arguments tend, and a reviewer with any sense of the high comedy of intellectual affairs ought to evince, momentarily at any rate, a proper delight at being presented with a treatise so honestly done that it contains within itself all the material necessary for its own correction.


If Alvarez had not pinned his ‘casualty rate’ to suicide, his famous death-roll in the title chapter could have been a lot longer. As it is, the death-roll has already been subject to fluctuations within the chapter’s own short life-time, and might well be altered again before the book comes out in paperback – Berryman is now fully eligible and Mishima needs at least a mention. On its first appearance (as ‘The Art of Suicide’ in Partisan Review) Albert Camus was numbered among the missing: ‘Camus died absurdly in a car crash.’ It must have crossed the author’s mind that either everybody who dies in a car crash dies absurdly or else nobody does. Anyway, Camus is now out and Joe Orton is in, and the point this time is that although Orton was murdered, his murderer suicided, so it qualifies as a pretty suicidal scene. Alvarez still clings to his list of painters: Modigliani, Arshile Gorki, Mark Gertler, Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko. It’s hard to see how Gertler qualifies at that level of achievement (if he does, then Carrington ought to as well) but it’s all too easy to see that at some point Alvarez was unimpressed with his own casualty list and felt compelled to pad it out a bit. He has widened his preoccupation from suicide to extreme self-neglect, and beyond that to ordinary carelessness, shading finally into the area where people just happen to be standing around when a hunk of twentieth-century technology goes haywire. If he had widened his definition of ‘artist’ to include the jazz-men, he could legitimately have pushed his casualty rate up to something staggering: the fatal car-crashes began with Bessie Smith and included Clifford Brown, who conceivably might have been a more important trumpeter than Dizzy Gillespie and Fats Navarro combined. The drug casualties have included Navarro, Bud Powell and pre-eminently Charlie Parker, whom I would put without hesitation among the two dozen most important twentieth-century artists in any medium. It’s been a massacre, and of necessity a peculiarly modern one. But for the jazz casualty-list you would be compelled ab initio to take account of the informing sociological conditions – Jim Crow, insecurity, and the constant, tired travelling from job to job by road.
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