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Preface to 1999 Edition

WHEN I ORIGINALLY contemplated a second edition of A Fiedler Reader, I planned to add nothing to it. Consequently, it seemed appropriate to call it A Fiedler Re-Reader, but since I finally did add four essays, a short story, and a narrative poem, I have entitled it instead A New Fiedler Reader. To be sure, there is nothing absolutely new in it. Not only had all the newly included items previously appeared in print, but so, too, had those included from the very start. Nearly all of both, moreover, before becoming words on the page had preexisted as sounds in the air, because, as is my habit, I had rehearsed them in speech before fixing them in writing.


When I can, I do this to a living audience in the classroom or auditorium and on radio or TV. When no such public forum is available (as it typically was not at the beginning of my career), I do so in the privacy of my study or bedroom. Such interior monologues, however, leave me unsatisfied, since I am always aware that to become a real writer one must cease talking to oneself and open a dialogue with others. But this, I also realize, requires publishing a substantial book, suitable for sale over the counter and permanent storage in libraries.


For many years, however, I was able to make it into print not in hardbound books but only in ephemeral publications with a small, narrow, readership. These sometimes were scholarly journals—but more often they were the sort of political periodicals which reserve a few back pages for discussions of the arts; and most often avant-garde “little mags,” like the Kenyon Review and the Partisan Review. Improbably enough, it was the latter, which never had more than ten thousand subscribers, that introduced my work to a larger, more heterogeneous audience. But this did not happen until a poem of mine called “Dumb Dick,” which had first appeared in its pages, was reprinted in a scurrilous pamphlet, distributed by the thousands to the citizens of Montana as evidence that I was a pornographer as well as a Commie-Jew-Easterner and therefore should be fired forthwith from the state university.


Ironically, however, not only was I not fired, but—thanks to the unsolicited publicity—I was read by a larger audience than I had ever reached before or, indeed, would again, until, many years later, the editors of mass circulation magazines like Esquire and Playboy, decided, for reasons I have never quite understood, that I had become saleable.


Long before that, shorter pieces of mine had begun to be published in perfectly respectable hard-cover books, most of which were anthologies intended for use in Freshman Composition courses. In them my name appeared only in the table of contents and the indexes, where it was lost among those of the many other equally unknown and undistinguished contributors. In order to move it to more visible spots on the title page and the spine, I would have to plan, sell and edit, I realized, rather than merely contribute to such an anthology; and finally I did so—twice over in fact. But even top billing as editor-in-chief did not satisfy me; since I could never forget that most of the material in the volume which I had, as it were, signed, sealed and delivered was not written by me.


I did not actually publish An End to Innocence, the first book I could proudly claim was mine, all mine until I was nearly forty; at which point I was so delighted that I failed utterly to perceive that though it was the work of a single author (and that author me), it was still an anthology in form—not composed but compiled by selecting and rearranging previously published pieces. Like all such arbitrarily ordered compilations, it had no real beginning, middle and end, and therefore tended to fall apart into the separate pieces out of which it had been assembled.


It is, in any case, one or another of those pieces rather than the patchwork whole that its readers are most likely to remember. The piece of An End to Innocence such readers thus recall is “Come Back to the Raft Ag’in, Huck Honey.” I am pleased that even now, fifty years after its first appearance, I continue to be bombarded with requests to reprint it, usually from official academic sources. But what moves me more are personal responses like the one which lies on my desk at this very moment. In it, a correspondent hitherto quite unknown to me, after expressing her gratitude, asks me to autograph an enclosed mint first edition of An End to Innocence. She does so, she goes on to explain, because reading and arguing about its contents with her young man of the moment started a relationship that ended in a lifelong happy marriage to him, who in the interim, had become a football coach famous enough to send me an autographed photo of himself in return.


Soon after its publication my first book had begun to receive enough responses of both kinds to persuade me (and my publisher) to make my second, No! In Thunder, a first-person-singular anthology, too.


Nor have I ever abandoned that form. In fact, my two latest books, Fiedler on the Roof and Tyranny of the Normal, make a matching pair with the two earliest. Moreover, in the years between, I compiled three others and then combined all five in a two-volume super-anthology called simply Collected Essays. I thought of this originally as the ultimate rearrangement of these already much-rearranged essays, but it turned out to be only the penultimate one; since shortly after finishing it, I was impelled to do one more, which would not only be more inclusive than its predecessors—but absolutely the last.


This meta-anthology, which I eventually called by the modest name of A Fiedler Reader, I began to make by selecting from the Collected Essays, a considerably reduced number of short prose pieces that I then eked out with a few of my stories originally published under the title of Nude Croquet and a handful of poems that had only appeared before in periodicals.


The significance of thus juxtaposing my creative and critical words, I have dealt with sufficiently in the Preface to the first edition of the Reader. But somehow I failed even to mention that I had also included in it brief extracts from a genre to which I came later but over which I have lingered long: booklength critical narratives like Love and Death in the American Novel, The Return of the Vanishing American, and The Stranger in Shakespeare.



There are critics who believe that it is always an abomination to cut up into patches suitable for quilting what a writer has woven into a seamless whole cloth; and there is something in me which responds sympathetically to that belief. Yet something else responds even more strongly to those who contend that only by thus snipping and stitching can one discover the hidden fragmentary in the whole and hidden whole in the fragmentary. Certainly, it was only after such disassembling and reassembling of my own work that I perceived the underlying unit of it all: the sense in which everything I have written, no matter how different in genre and subject, scale and scope, is a variation on one or another of the same themes: the fear of the Other; the death of love; the love of death; the dream of interethnic male bonding.


By merely flipping a few pages ahead in this book, any reader can learn this half of the truth; and then by flipping them backward become a re-reader and learn the other half. This is that the unity I always seek and sometimes find is not the monotonous, bland uniformity of black and white, but a discordia concors, the simultaneous clash and confluence of the garish colors of a crazy quilt in which there is always room for one more suitably inappropriate patch.


LESLIE A. FIEDLER
Buffalo, New York
8 March 1999








Preface

MOST OF THE WORKS that I have included in this collection originally appeared in contexts which falsified them. Written in loneliness, which is to say, in the context of what survived in my head at the moment of composition of other things I had written (some half forgotten, some abandoned in manuscript) or planned to write (some not yet completed, some perhaps never to be begun), they were edited by men and women who, as often as not, did not quite understand them, and published side by side with the work of other writers whom, even more often, I found unsympathetic. In the glossier magazines, they appeared in the midst of nude fold-outs, panel cartoons and ads for beer, cigarettes, men’s clothing, women’s underwear: alien landscapes irrelevant to the ones in which they had been imagined or which they tried to evoke—libraries, classrooms, and the vanished streets of Newark, Missoula, Rome, or Buffalo. In the grimmer quarterlies and monthlies, it was the explicit politics which framed them that suggested relevances and resonances that they themselves sought to resist or subvert or ironize. But the effect was much the same in either case.


All stories, poems, and essays are, I know, altered by unforeseen, anonymous collaborators when they make it into print at all—a fate, I suppose, they do not escape even in such a one-man show as I have assembled here. But at least this time around compositions signed with my name (which itself has changed over 30 or 35 years from Leslie A. Fiedler to Leslie Fiedler for reasons I do not completely understand) appear only with others signed with one or another of those names. And this seems to me good. To be sure, I have published other collections of my own work, but these have been exclusively of short fictions or critical essays; and they are shelved in libraries as if they were of exactly the same kind as the essays or stories of authors who end up beside them by the accident of alphabetization. Another kind of falsification—falsification by genre.


This seems especially inappropriate to a writer like me whose poems have continued to rhyme when rhyme is unfashionable and whose criticism was ecstatic and autobiographical when the objective, impersonal, formalist criticism was all the vogue. Moreover, I have never managed to remember—indeed, I never quite understood—the differences between making stories and criticizing them, asking my readers to respond to both with the same act of poetic faith. In all my writing, it is images I pursue in the name of passion, sentiment, titillation, though I sometimes suspect that I love a joke, good or bad, better than anything else. I have, in short, sought to enlighten, amuse, and provoke without ever betraying either the cadences of ordinary speech or the aspiration to song that lives in the hearts of the most tone-deaf among us.


I like to think, therefore, that there is no passage in this volume that cannot be read aloud with profit and pleasure. And it is partly to make my readers aware of this fact that I have decided for the first time to publish in book form some of the verse which over the years has appeared in journals only to be forgotten as ephemeral poetry tends always to be forgotten. Yet I was first published as a poet; and many of the “porn” essays I like most out of all I have written seem to me to be really crypto-poems, whose nature it is high time I reveal.


Recently, therefore, I gave a reading in which I recited side by side with some of the verses that follow, the lyric heart of my perhaps best-known essay, “Come Back to the Raft Ag’in Huck Honey”—and was pleased to discover that in performance it sang: sang a true song about, as we used to say in the symposia of the fifties, Our Country and Our Culture. A true song about me.


It was an odd occasion, however, in which I found myself performing in a space as undefined and unfocussed as a dream—with lights shining into my eyes and the audience invisible in the dark, so that I was unsure how many, if indeed any, sat before me or listened. True, there was a murmur of approbation or assent from time to time, but chiefly my performance was greeted with silence (polite? bored? respectful? bemused?), quite as if I were back at my own desk, inside the loneliness of my own head, which is to say, without a living audience or the guarantee that one would ever exist. Yet I was all the more aware that I must continue to speak and write as I have done always as if to everyone: to the Great Dead, to readers not yet born, and especially to those among whom I pass daily (touching or not touching, eyes meeting or averted)—men and women who will never read any book ever, and could not care less (but I care).


Leslie Fiedler


Buffalo, New York
March 8, 1977







Nonfiction







Come Back to the Raft Ag’in, Huck Honey!

It is perhaps to be expected that the Negro and the homosexual should become stock literary themes in a period when the exploration of responsibility and failure has become again a primary concern of our literature. It is the discrepancy they represent that haunts us, that moral discrepancy before which we are helpless, having no resources (no tradition of courtesy, no honored mode of cynicism) for dealing with a conflict of principle and practice. It used once to be fashionable to think of puritanism as a force in our lives encouraging hypocrisy; quite the contrary, its emphasis upon the singleness of belief and action, its turning of the most prosaic areas of life into arenas where one’s state of grace is tested, confuse the outer and the inner and make hypocrisy among us, perhaps more strikingly than ever elsewhere, visible, visibly detestable, the cardinal sin. It is not without significance that the shrug of the shoulders (the acceptance of circumstance as a sufficient excuse, the sign of self-pardon before the inevitable lapse) seems in America an unfamiliar, an alien gesture.

And yet before the continued existence of physical homosexual love (our crudest epithets notoriously evoke the mechanics of such affairs), before the blatant ghettos in which the Negro conspicuously creates the gaudiness and stench that offend him, the white American must make a choice between coming to terms with institutionalized discrepancy or formulating radically new ideologies. There are, to be sure, stopgap devices, evasions of that final choice; not the least interesting is the special night club: the “queer” café, the black-and-tan joint, in which fairy or Negro exhibit their fairy-ness, their Negro-ness as if they were mere divertissements, gags thought up for the laughs and having no reality once the lights go out and the chairs are piled on the tables by the cleaning women. In the earlier minstrel show, a Negro performer was required to put on with grease paint and burnt cork the formalized mask of blackness; while the queer must exaggerate flounce and flutter into the convention of his condition.

The situations of the Negro and the homosexual in our society pose quite opposite problems, or at least problems suggesting quite opposite solutions. Our laws on homosexuality and the context of prejudice they objectify must apparently be changed to accord with a stubborn social fact; whereas it is the social fact, our overt behavior toward the Negro, that must be modified to accord with our laws and the, at least official, morality they objectify. It is not, of course, quite so simple. There is another sense in which the fact of homosexual passion contradicts a national myth of masculine love, just as our real relationship with the Negro contradicts a myth of that relationship; and those two myths with their betrayals are, as we shall see, one.

The existence of overt homosexuality threatens to compromise an essential aspect of American sentimental life: the camaraderie of the locker room and ball park, the good fellowship of the poker game and fishing trip, a kind of passionless passion, at once gross and delicate, homoerotic in the boy’s sense, possessing an innocence above suspicion. To doubt for a moment this innocence, which can survive only as assumed, would destroy our stubborn belief in a relationship simple, utterly satisfying, yet immune to lust; physical as the handshake is physical, this side of copulation. The nineteenth-century myth of the Immaculate Young Girl has failed to survive in any felt way into our time. Rather, in the dirty jokes shared among men in the smoking car, the barracks, or the dormitory, there is a common male revenge against women for having flagrantly betrayed that myth; and under the revenge, the rather smug assumption of the chastity of the revenging group, in so far as it is a purely male society. From what other source could arise that unexpected air of good clean fun which overhangs such sessions? It is this self-congratulatory buddy-buddiness, its astonishing naivete that breed at once endless opportunities for inversion and the terrible reluctance to admit its existence, to surrender the last believed-in stronghold of love without passion.

It is, after all, what we know from a hundred other sources that is here verified: the regressiveness, in a technical sense, of American life, its implacable nostalgia for the infantile, at once wrong-headed and somehow admirable. The mythic America is boyhood — and who would dare be startled to realize that the two most popular, most absorbed, I am sure, of the handful of great books in our native heritage are customarily to be found, illustrated, on the shelves of the children’s library. I am referring, of course, to Moby Dick and Huckleberry Finn, so different in technique and language, but alike children’s books or, more precisely, boys’ books.

There are the Leatherstocking Tales of Cooper, too, as well as Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast and a good deal of Stephen Crane, books whose continuing favor depends more and more on the taste of boys; and one begins to foresee a similar improbable fate for Ernest Hemingway. Among the most distinguished novelists of the American past, only Henry James completely escapes classification as a writer of juvenile classics; even Hawthorne, who did write sometimes for children, must in his most adult novels endure, though not as Mark Twain and Melville submit to, the child’s perusal. A child’s version of The Scarlet Letter would seem a rather farfetched joke if it were not a part of our common experience. Finding in the children’s department of the local library what Hawthorne liked to call his “hell-fired book,” and remembering that Moby Dick itself has as its secret motto “Ego te baptizo in nomine diaboli” one can only bow in awed silence before the mysteries of public morality, the American idea of “innocence.” Everything goes except the frank description of adult heterosexual love. After all, boys will be boys!

What, then, do all these books have in common? As boys’ books we should expect them shyly, guiltlessly as it were, to proffer a chaste male love as the ultimate emotional experience — and this is spectacularly the case. In Dana, it is the narrator’s melancholy love for the kanaka, Hope; in Cooper, the lifelong affection of Natty Bumppo and Chingachgook; in Melville, Ishmael’s love for Queequeg; in Twain, Huck’s feeling for Nigger Jim. At the focus of emotion, where we are accustomed to find in the world’s great novels some heterosexual passion, be it “platonic” love or adultery, seduction, rape, or long-drawn-out flirtation, we come instead on the fugitive slave and the no-account boy lying side by side on a raft borne by the endless river toward an impossible escape, or the pariah sailor waking in the tattooed arms of the brown harpooner on the verge of their impossible quest. “Aloha, aikane, aloha nui,” Hope cries to the lover who prefers him to all his fellow-whites; and Ishmael in utter frankness tells us: “I found Queequeg’s arm thrown over me in the most loving and affectionate manner. You had almost thought I had been his wife… he still hugged me tightly, as though naught but death should part us twain… Thus, then, in our heart’s honeymoon, lay I and Queequeg—a cosy, loving pair… he pressed his forehead against mine, clasped me around the waist, and said that henceforth we were married.”

In Melville, the ambiguous relationship is most explicitly rendered; almost, indeed, openly explained. Not by a chance phrase or camouflaged symbol (the dressing of Jim in a woman’s gown in Huck Finn, for instance, which can mean anything or nothing at all), but in a step-by-step exposition, the Pure Marriage of Ishmael and Queequeg is set before us: the initial going to bed together and the first shyness overcome, that great hot tomahawk-pipe accepted in a familiarity that dispels fear; next, the wedding ceremony itself (for in this marriage like so many others the ceremonial follows the de-flowering), with the ritual touching of foreheads; then, the queasiness and guilt the morning after the official First Night, the suspicion that one has joined himself irrevocably to his own worst nightmare; finally, a symbolic portrayal of the continuing state of marriage through the image of the “monkey rope” which binds the lovers fast waist to waist (for the sake of this symbolism, Melville changes a fact of whaling practice—the only time in the book), a permanent alliance that provides mutual protection but also threatens mutual death.

Physical it all is, certainly, yet somehow ultimately innocent. There lies between the lovers no naked sword but a childlike ignorance, as if the possibility of a fall to the carnal had not yet been discovered. Even in the Vita Nuova of Dante, there is no vision of love less offensively, more unremittingly chaste; that it is not adult seems beside the point. Ishmael’s sensations as he wakes under the pressure of Queequeg’s arm, the tenderness of Huck’s repeated loss and refinding of Jim, the role of almost Edenic helpmate played for Bumppo by the Indian—these shape us from childhood: we have no sense of first discovering them or of having been once without them.

Of the infantile, the homoerotic aspects of these stories we are, though vaguely, aware; but it is only with an effort that we can wake to a consciousness of how, among us who at the level of adulthood find a difference in color sufficient provocation for distrust and hatred, they celebrate, all of them, the mutual love of a white man and a colored. So buried at a level of acceptance which does not touch reason, so desperately repressed from overt recognition, so contrary to what is usually thought of as our ultimate level of taboo—the sense of that love can survive only in the obliquity of a symbol, persistent, obsessive, in short, an archetype: the boy’s homoerotic crush, the love of the black fused at this level into a single thing.

I hope I have been using here a hopelessly abused word with some precision; by “archetype” I mean a coherent pattern of beliefs and feelings so widely shared at a level beneath consciousness that there exists no abstract vocabulary for representing it, and so “sacred” that unexamined, irrational restraints inhibit any explicit analysis. Such a complex finds a formula or pattern story, which serves both to embody it, and, at first at least, to conceal its full implications. Later, the secret may be revealed, the archetype “analyzed” or “allegorically” interpreted according to the language of the day.

I find the complex we have been examining genuinely mythic; certainly it has the invisible character of the true archetype, eluding the wary pounce of Howells or Mrs, Twain, who excised from Huckleberry Finn the cussing as unfit for children, but who left, unperceived, a conventionally abhorrent doctrine of ideal love. Even the writers in whom we find it attained it, in a sense, dreaming. The felt difference between Huckleberry Finn and Twain’s other books must lie in part in the release from conscious restraint inherent in the author’s assumption of the character of Huck; the passage in and out of darkness and river mist, the constant confusion of identities (Huck’s ten or twelve names; the question of who is the real uncle, who the true Tom), the sudden intrusions into alien violences without past or future, give the whole work, for all its carefully observed detail, the texture of a dream. For Moby Dick such a point need scarcely be made. Even Cooper, despite his insufferable gentlemanliness, his tedium, cannot conceal from the kids who continue to read him the secret behind his overconscious prose: the childish, impossible dream. D. H. Lawrence saw in him clearly the boy’s Utopia: the absolute wilderness in which the stuffiness of home yields to the wigwam, and “My Wife” to Chingachgook.

I do not recall ever having seen in the commentaries of the social anthropologist or psychologist an awareness of the role of this profound child’s dream of love in our relation to the Negro. (I say Negro, though the beloved in the books I have mentioned is variously Indian and Polynesian, because the Negro has become more and more exclusively for us the colored man, the colored man par excellence.) Trapped in what have by now become shackling cliches—the concept of the white man’s sexual envy of the Negro male, the ambivalent horror of miscegenation—they do not sufficiently note the complementary factor of physical attraction, the archetypal love of white male and black. But either the horror or the attraction is meaningless alone; only together do they make sense. Just as the pure love of man and man is in general set off against the ignoble passion of man for woman, so more specifically (and more vividly) the dark desire which leads to miscegenation is contrasted with the ennobling love of a white man and a colored one. James Fenimore Cooper is our first poet of this ambivalence; indeed, miscegenation is the secret theme of the Leatherstocking novels, especially of The Last of the Mohicans. Natty Bumppo, the man who boasts always of having “no cross” in his blood, flees by nature from the defilement of all women, but never with so absolute a revulsion as he displays toward the squaw with whom at one point he seems at the point of being forced to cohabit; and the threat of the dark-skinned rapist sends pale woman after pale woman skittering through Cooper’s imagined wilderness. Even poor Cora, who already has a fatal drop of alien blood that cuts her off from any marriage with a white man, in so far as she is white cannot be mated with Uncas, the noblest of redmen. Only in death can they be joined in an embrace as chaste as that of males. There’s no good woman but a dead woman! Yet Chingachgook and the Deerslayer are permitted to sit night after night over their campfire in the purest domestic bliss. So long as there is no mingling of blood, soul may couple with soul in God’s undefiled forest.

Nature undefiled—this is the inevitable setting of the Sacred Marriage of males. Ishmael and Queequeg, arm in arm, about to ship out, Huck and Jim swimming beside the raft in the peaceful flux of the Mississippi—here it is the motion of water which completes the syndrome, the American dream of isolation afloat. The notion of the Negro as the unblemished bride blends with the myth of running away to sea, of running the great river down to the sea. The immensity of water defines a loneliness that demands love; its strangeness symbolizes the disavowal of the conventional that makes possible all versions of love. In Two Years Before the Mast, in Moby Dick, in Huckleberry Finn the water is there, is the very texture of the novel; the Leatherstocking Tales propose another symbol for the same meaning: the virgin forest. Notice the adjectives—the virgin forest and the forever inviolable sea. It is well to remember, too, what surely must be more than a coincidence, that Cooper, who could dream this myth, also invented for us the novel of the sea, wrote for the first time in history the sea story proper.

The rude pederasty of the forecastle and the captain’s cabin, celebrated in a thousand jokes, is the profanation of a dream; yet Melville, who must have known such blasphemies, refers to them only once and indirectly, for it was his dream that they threatened. And still the dream survives; in a recent book by Gore Vidal, an incipient homosexual, not yet aware of the implications of his feelings, indulges in the reverie of running off to sea with his dearest friend. The buggery of sailors is taken for granted everywhere, yet is thought of usually as an inversion forced on men by their isolation from women; though the opposite case may well be true: the isolation sought more or less consciously as an occasion for male encounters. At any rate, there is a context in which the legend of the sea as escape and solace, the fixated sexuality of boys, the myth of the dark beloved, are one. In Melville and Twain at the center of our tradition, in the lesser writers at the periphery, the archetype is at once formalized and perpetuated. Nigger Jim and Queequeg make concrete for us what was without them a vague pressure on the threshold of our consciousness; the proper existence of the archetype is in the realized character, who waits, as it were, only to be asked his secret. Think of Oedipus biding in silence from Sophocles to Freud!

Unwittingly, we are possessed in childhood by these characters and their undiscriminated meaning, and it is difficult for us to dissociate them without a sense of disbelief. What—these household figures clues to our subtlest passions! The foreigner finds it easier to perceive the significances too deep within us to be brought into focus. D. H. Lawrence discovered in our classics a linked mythos of escape and immaculate male love; Lorca in The Poet in New York grasped instinctively (he could not even read English) the kinship of Harlem and Walt Whitman, the fairy as bard. But of course we do not have to be conscious of what possesses us; in every generation of our own writers the archetype reappears, refracted, half-understood, but there. In the gothic reverie of Capote’s Other Voices, Other Rooms, both elements of the syndrome are presented, though disjunctively: the boy moving between the love of a Negro maidservant and his inverted cousin. In Carson McCullers’ Member of the Wedding, another variant is invented: a female homosexual romance between the boy-girl Frankie and a Negro cook. This time the Father-Slave-Beloved is converted into the figure of a Mother-Sweetheart-Servant, but remains still, of course, satisfactorily black. It is not strange, after all, to find this archetypal complex in latter-day writers of a frankly homosexual sensibility; but it recurs, too, in such resolutely masculine writers as Faulkner, who evokes the myth in the persons of the Negro and the boy of Intruder in the Dust.

In the myth, one notes finally, it is typically in the role of outcast, ragged woodsman, or despised sailor (“Call me Ishmael!”), or unregenerate boy (Hack before the prospect of being “sivilized” cries out, “I been there before!”) that we turn to the love of a colored man. But how, we cannot help asking, does the vision of the white American as a pariah correspond with our long-held public status: the world’s beloved, the success? It is perhaps only the artist’s portrayal of himself, the notoriously alienated writer in America, at home with such images, child of the town drunk, the hapless survivor. But no, Ishmael is in all of us, our unconfessed universal fear objectified in the writer’s status as in the outcast sailor’s: that compelling anxiety, which every foreigner notes, that we may not be loved, that we are loved for our possessions and not our selves, that we are really—alone. It is that underlying terror which explains our incredulity in the face of adulation or favor, what is called (once more the happy adjective) our “boyish modesty.”

Our dark-skinned beloved will take us in, we assure ourselves, when we have been cut off, or have cut ourselves off, from all others, without rancor or the insult of forgiveness. He will fold us in his arms saying, “Honey” or “Aikane”; he will comfort us, as if our offense against him were long ago remitted, were never truly real. And yet we cannot ever reaily forget our guilt; the stories that embody the myth dramatize as if compulsively the role of the colored man as the victim. Dana’s Hope is shown dying of the white man’s syphilis; Queequeg is portrayed as racked by fever, a pointless episode except in the light of this necessity; Crane’s Negro is disfigured to the point of monstrosity; Cooper’s Indian smolders to a hopeless old age conscious of the imminent disappearance of his race; Jim is shown loaded down with chains, weakened by the hundred torments dreamed up by Tom in the name of bulliness. The immense gulf of guilt must not be mitigated any more than the disparity of color (Queequeg is not merely brown but monstrously tattooed; Chingachgook is horrid with paint; Jim is portrayed as the sick A-rab died blue), so that the final reconciliation may seem more unbelievable and tender. The archetype makes no attempt to deny our outrage as fact; it portrays it as meaningless in the face of love.

There would be something insufferable, I think, in that final vision of remission if it were not for the presence of a motivating anxiety, the sense always of a last chance. Behind the white American’s nightmare that someday, no longer tourist, inheritor, or liberator, he will be rejected, refused, he dreams of his acceptance at the breast he has most utterly offended. It is a dream so sentimental, so outrageous, so desperate, that it redeems our concept of boyhood from nostalgia to tragedy.

In each generation we play out the impossible mythos, and we live to see our children play it: the white boy and the black we can discover wrestling affectionately on any American sidewalk, along which they will walk in adulthood, eyes averted from each other, unwilling to touch even by accident. The dream recedes; the immaculate passion and the astonishing reconciliation become a memory, and less, a regret, at last the unrecognized motifs of a child’s book. “It’s too good to be true, Honey,” Jim says to Huck. “It’s too good to be true.”








Montana; or The End of Jean-Jacques Rousseau


Hier oder nirgends ist Amerika.

GOETHE



There is a sense, disturbing to good Montanans, in which Montana is a by-product of European letters, an invention of the Romantic movement in literature. In 1743 a white man penetrated Montana for the first time, but there was then simply nothing to do with it: nothing yet to do economically in the first place, but also no way of assimilating the land to the imagination. Before the secure establishment of the categories of the interessant and the “picturesque,” how could one have come to terms with the inhumanly virginal landscape: the atrocious magnificence of the mountains, the illimitable brute fact of the prairies? A new setting for hell, perhaps, but no background for any human feeling discovered up to that point; even Sturm und Drang was yet to come.

And what of the Indians? The redskin had been part of daily life in America and a display piece in Europe for a couple of hundred years, but he had not yet made the leap from a fact of existence to one of culture. The Spirit of Christianity of Chateaubriand and the expedition of Lewis and Clark that decisively opened Montana to the East were almost exactly contemporary, and both had to await the turn of the nineteenth century. Sacajawea, the Indian girl guide of Captain Clark (the legendary Sacajawea, of course, shorn of such dissonant realistic details as a husband, etc.), is as much a product of a new sensibility as Atala—and neither would have been possible without Rousseau and the beautiful lie of the Noble Savage. By the time the trapper had followed the explorer, and had been in turn followed by the priest and the prospector, George Catlin in paint and James Fenimore Cooper in the novel had fixed for the American imagination the fictive Indian and the legend of the ennobling wilderness: the primitive as Utopia. Montana was psychologically possible.

One knows generally that, behind the thin neo-Classical façade of Virginia and Philadelphia and Boston, the mythical meanings of America have traditionally been sustained by the Romantic sensibility (the hero of the first American novel died a suicide, a copy of Werther lying on the table beside him); that America had been unremittingly dreamed from East to West as a testament to the original goodness of man: from England and the Continent to the Atlantic seaboard; from the Atlantic seaboard to the Midwest; from the Midwest to the Rocky Mountains and the Pacific. And the margin where the Dream has encountered the resistance of fact, where the Noble Savage has confronted Original Sin (the edge of hysteria: of the twitching revivals, ritual drunkenness, “shooting up the town,” of the rape of nature and the almost compulsive slaughter of beasts) we call simply: the Frontier.

Guilt and the Frontier are coupled from the first; but the inhabitants of a Primary Frontier, struggling for existence under marginal conditions, have neither the time nor energy to feel consciously the contradiction between their actuality and their dream. Survival is for them a sufficient victory. The contradiction remains largely unrealized, geographically sundered; for those who continue to dream the Dream are in their safe East (Cooper in Westchester or New York City), and those who live the fact have become total Westerners, deliberately cut off from history and myth, immune even to the implications of their own landscape. On into the second stage of the Frontier, it is dangerous for anyone who wants to live in a Western community to admire the scenery openly (it evokes the Dream); such sentiments are legitimate only for “dudes,” that is to say, visitors and barnstorming politicians.

But the schoolmarm, pushing out before her the whore, symbol of the denial of romance, moves in from the East to marry the rancher or the mining engineer (a critical cultural event intuitively preserved as a convention of the Western movie); and the Dream and the fact confront each other openly. The schoolteacher brings with her the sentimentalized Frontier novel, and on all levels a demand begins to grow for some kind of art to nurture the myth, to turn a way of life into a culture. The legend is ready-made and waiting, and speedily finds forms in the pulps, the movies, the Western story, the fake cowboy song—manufactured at first by absentee dudes, but later ground out on the spot by cultural “compradors.” The Secondary Frontier moves from naivete to an elementary consciousness of history and discrepancy; on the one hand, it falsifies history, idealizing even the recent past into the image of the myth, while, on the other hand, it is driven to lay bare the failures of its founders to live up to the Rousseauistic ideal. The West is reinvented!

At the present moment, Montana is in some respects such a Secondary Frontier, torn between an idolatrous regard for its refurbished past (the naïve culture it holds up defiantly against the sophistication of the East, not realizing that the East requires of it precisely such a contemporary role), and a vague feeling of guilt at the confrontation of the legend of its past with the real history that keeps breaking through. But in other respects, Montana has gone on to the next stage: the Tertiary or pseudo-Frontier, a past artificially contrived for commercial purposes, the Frontier as bread and butter.

In the last few years, Montana has seen an efflorescence of “Sheriff’s Posses”; dude ranches; chamber of commerce rodeos, hiring professional riders; and large-scale “Pioneer Days,” during which the bank clerk and the auto salesman grow beards and “go Western” to keep the tourist-crammed coaches of the Northern Pacific and the Great Northern rolling. The East has come to see its ancient dream in action—and they demand it on the line, available for the two-week vacationer. What the Easterner expects, the Montanan is prepared to give him, a sham mounted half in cynicism, half with the sense that this is, after all, what the West really means, merely made visible, vivid. There is, too, a good deal of “play” involved, a not wholly unsympathetic boyish pleasure in dressing up and pulling the leg of the outlander, which overlays and to some degree mitigates the cruder motives of “going Western.” But in Montana’s larger cities and towns a new kind of entrepreneur has appeared: the Rodeo and Pioneer Days Manager, to whom the West is strictly business. There is scarcely a Montanan who does not at one remove or another share in the hoax and in the take; who has not, like the nightclub Negro or the stage Irishman, become the pimp of his particularity, of the landscape and legend of his state.

Astonishingly ignorant of all this, 1 came from the East in 1941 to live in Montana, possessing only what might be called the standard Eastern equipment: the name of the state capital (mispronounced); dim memories of a rather absurd poem that had appeared, I believe, in The Nation, and that began: “Hot afternoons have been in Montana”; some information about Burton K. Wheeler; and the impression that Montana (or was it Idaho?) served Ernest Hemingway as a sort of alternative Green Hills of Africa. I had, in short, inherited a shabby remnant of the Romantic myth; and, trembling on an even more remote periphery of remembering, I was aware of visions of the Indian (out of Cooper and “The Vanishing American”) and the Cowboy, looking very much like Tom Mix. I was prepared not to call cattle “cows,” and resolutely to face down any student who came to argue about his grades armed with a six-shooter.

I was met unexpectedly by the Montana Face.* What I had been expecting I do not clearly know; zest, I suppose, naivete, a ruddy and straightforward kind of vigor—perhaps even honest brutality. What I found seemed, at first glance, reticent, sullen, weary—full of self-sufficient stupidity; a little later it appeared simply inarticulate, with all the dumb pathos of what cannot declare itself: a face developed not for sociability or feeling, but for facing into the weather. It said friendly things to be sure, and meant them; but it had no adequate physical expressions even for friendliness, and the muscles around the mouth and eyes were obviously unprepared to cope with the demands of any more complicated emotion. I felt a kind of innocence behind it, but an innocence difficult to distinguish from simple ignorance. In a way, there was something heartening in dealing with people who had never seen, for instance, a Negro or a Jew or a Servant, and were immune to all their bitter meanings; but the same people, I knew, had never seen an art museum or a ballet or even a movie in any language but their own, and the poverty of experience had left the possibilities of the human face in them incompletely realized.

“Healthy!” I was tempted to think contemptuously, missing the conventional stigmata of neurosis I had grown up thinking the inevitable concomitants of intelligence. It was true, certainly, that neither the uses nor the abuses of conversation, the intellectual play to which I was accustomed, flourished here; in that sense the faces didn’t lie. They were conditioned by a mean, a parsimonious culture; but they were by no means mentally incurious—certainly not “healthy,” rather pricked invisibly by insecurity and guilt. To believe anything else was to submit to a kind of parody of the Noble Savage, the Healthy Savage—stupidity as mental health. Indeed there was, in their very inadequacy at expressing their inwardness, the possibility of pathos at least—perhaps even tragedy. Such a face to stand at the focus of reality and myth, and in the midst of all the grandiloquence of the mountains! One reads behind it a challenge that demands a great, liberating art, a ritual of expression—and there is, of course, the movies.

The seediest moving-picture theater in town, I soon discovered, showed every Saturday the same kind of Western picture at which I had yelled and squirmed as a kid, clutching my box of jujubes; but in this context it was different. The children still eagerly attended, to be sure—but also the cowhands. In their run-over-at-the-heels boots and dirty jeans, they were apparently willing to invest a good part of their day off watching Gene and Roy, in carefully tailored togs, get the rustlers, save the ranch, and secure the Right; meanwhile making their own jobs, their everyday work into a symbol of the Natural Gentleman at home.

They believed it all—not only that the Good triumphs in the end, but that the authentic hero is the man who herds cattle. Unlike, for instance, the soldier at the war picture, they never snickered, but cheered at all the right places; and yet, going out from contemplating their idealized selves to get drunk or laid, they must somehow have felt the discrepancy, as failure or irony or God knows what. Certainly for the bystander watching the cowboy, a comic book under his arm, lounging beneath the bright poster of the latest Roy Rogers film, there is the sense of a joke on someone—and no one to laugh. It is nothing less than the total myth of the goodness of man in a state of nature that is at stake every Saturday after the show at the Rialto; and, though there is scarcely anyone who sees the issue clearly or as a whole, most Montanans are driven instinctively to try to close the gap.

The real cowpuncher begins to emulate his Hollywood version; and the run-of-the-mill professional rodeo rider, who has turned a community work-festival into paying entertainment, is an intermediary between life and the screen, the poor man’s Gene Autry. A strange set of circumstances has preserved in the cowboy of the horse opera the Child of Nature, Natty Bumppo become Roy Rogers (the simple soul ennobled by intimacy with beasts and a virginal landscape), and has transformed his saga into the national myth. The boyhood of most living Americans does not go back beyond the first movie cowpuncher, and these days the kid without a cowboy outfit is a second-class citizen anywhere in America. Uncle Sam still survives as our public symbol; but actually America has come to picture itself in chaps rather than striped pants.* Since we are comparatively historyless and culturally dependent, our claim to moral supremacy rests upon a belief that a high civilization is at a maximum distance from goodness; the cowboy is more noble than the earl.

But, on the last frontiers of Montana, the noble lie of Rousseau is simply a lie; the face on the screen is debunked by the watcher. The tourist, of course, can always go to the better theaters, drink at the more elegant bars beside the local property owner, dressed up for Pioneer Days. The cowhands go to the shabby movie house off the main drag and do their drinking in their own dismal places. And when the resident Easterner or the visitor attempts to pursue the cowpuncher to his authentic dive, the owner gets rich, chases out the older whores, puts in neon lights and linoleum—which, I suppose, serves everybody right.

But the better-educated Montanan does not go to the Westerns. He discounts in advance the vulgar myth of the Cowboy, where the audience gives the fable the lie, and moves the Dream, the locus of innocence, back into a remoter past; the surviving Cowboy is surrendered for the irrecoverable Pioneer. It is the Frontiersman, the Guide who are proposed as symbols of original nobility: Jim Bridger or John Colter, who outran half a tribe of Indians, barefoot over brambles. But this means giving up to begin with the possibilities that the discovery of a New World had seemed to promise: a present past, a primitive now, America as a contemporary Golden Age.

When the point of irreconcilable conflict between fact and fiction had been reached earlier, the Dream had been projected westward toward a new Frontier—but Montana is a last Frontier; there is no more ultimate West. Here the myth of the Noble Woodsman can no longer be maintained in space (the dream of Rousseau reaches a cul-de-sac at the Lions Club luncheon in Two Dot, Montana); it retreats from geography into time, from a discoverable West into the realm of an irrecoverable past. But even the past is not really safe.

Under the compulsion to examine his past (and there have been recently several investigations, culminating in the Rockefeller Foundation-sponsored Montana Study), the contemporary Montanan, pledged to history though nostalgic for myth, becomes willy-nilly an iconoclast. Beside a John Colter he discovers a Henry Plummer, the sheriff who was for years secretly a bandit; and the lynch “justice” to which Plummer was brought seems to the modern point of view as ambiguous as his career. The figure of the Pioneer becomes ever more narrow, crude, brutal; his law is revealed as arbitrary force, his motive power as—greed. The Montanan poring over his past comes to seem like those dance-hall girls, of whom a local story tells, panning the ashes of a road agent who had been lynched and burned, for the gold it had been rumored he was carrying. Perhaps there had never been any gold in the first place….

It is in his relations with the Indian that the Pioneer shows to worst advantage. The record of those relations is one of aggression and deceit and, more remotely, the smug assumption that anything goes with “Savages.” There are honorable exceptions among the early missionaries, but it is hard for a Protestant culture to make a Jesuit its hero. For many years the famous painting of Custer’s Last Stand hung in the state university, where the students of history were being taught facts that kept them from taking Custer for the innocent Victim, the symbolic figure of the white man betrayed by crafty redskins that he is elsewhere. In Montana it is difficult to see the slaughter at Little Big Horn as anything but the result of a tactical error in a long warfare with whose motives one can no longer sympathize.

Driving across Montana, the conscientious sightseer who slows up for the signs saying “Historic Point 1000 Feet” can read the roadside marker beside US 2 at Chinook, which memorializes “The usual fork-tongued methods of the white which had deprived these Indians of their hereditary lands,” “One of the blackest records of our dealings with the Indians…” Or at Poplar he can learn how the Assiniboines “are now waiting passively for the fulfillment of treaties made with The Great White Father.’”*

It is at first thoroughly disconcerting to discover such confessions of shame blessed by the state legislature and blazoned on the main roads where travelers are enjoined to stop and notice. What motives can underlie such declarations: The feeling that simple confession is enough for absolution? A compulsion to blurt out one’s utmost indignity? A shallow show of regret that protects a basic indifference? It is not only the road markers that keep alive the memory of the repeated betrayals and acts of immoral appropriation that brought Montana into existence; there are books to document the story, and community pageants to present it in dramatic form. The recollection of a common guilt comes to be almost a patriotic duty.

What is primarily involved is, I think, an attempt to identify with the Indian. Notice in the sentences quoted from highway signs the use of Indian terminology, “fork-tongued,” “Great White Father”—the attempt to get inside the Indian’s predicament. If the Pioneer seems an ignoble figure beside the Indian, it is perhaps because he was, as a Noble Savage, not quite savage enough; as close as he was to nature, the White Pioneer, already corrupted by Europe and civilization, could not achieve the saving closeness. “Civilization,” a road sign between Hysham and Forsyth ironically comments, “is a wonderful thing, according to some people.” The corpse of Rousseau is still twitching.

At the beginnings of American literature, Cooper had suggested two avatars of primeval goodness: Pioneer and Indian, the alternative nobility of Natty Bumppo and Chingachgook; and the Montanan, struggling to hang on to the Romantic denial of Original Sin, turns to the latter, makes the injured Chief Joseph or Sitting Bull the Natural Gentleman in place of the deposed Frontiersman.

But the sentimentalized Indian will not stand up under scrutiny either. “The only good Indian is a dead Indian,” the old folk saying asserts; and indeed the Montanan who is busy keeping the living Indian in the ghetto of the reservation cannot afford to believe too sincerely in his nobility. The cruelest aspect of social life in Montana is the exclusion of the Indian; deprived of his best land, forbidden access to the upper levels of white society, kept out of any job involving prestige, even in some churches confined to the back rows, but of course protected from whisky and comforted with hot lunches and free hospitals—the actual Indian is a constant reproach to the Montanan, who feels himself Nature’s own democrat, and scorns the South for its treatment of the Negro, the East for its attitude toward the Jews. To justify the continuing exclusion of the Indian, the local white has evolved the theory that the redskin is naturally dirty, lazy, dishonest, incapable of assuming responsibility—a troublesome child; and this theory confronts dumbly any attempt at reasserting the myth of the Noble Savage.

The trick is, of course, to keep the Indian what he is, so that he may be pointed out, his present state held up as a justification for what has been done to him. And the trick works; the Indian acts as he is expected to; confirmed in indolence and filth, sustained by an occasional smuggled bout of drunkenness, he does not seem even to have clung to his original resentment, lapsing rather into apathy and a certain self-contempt. The only thing white civilization had brought to the Indian that might be judged a good was a new religion; but one hears tales now of the rise of dope-cults, of “Indian Christianity,” in which Jesus and Mary and the drug peyote are equally adored. Once I traveled for two days with an Indian boy on his way to be inducted into the Army; and, when he opened the one paper satchel he carried, it contained: a single extra suit of long underwear and forty comic books—all the goods, material and spiritual, with which our culture had endowed him.

On the side of the whites, there is, I think, a constantly nagging though unconfessed sense of guilt, perhaps the chief terror that struggles to be registered on the baffled Montana Face. It is a struggle much more difficult for the Montana “liberal” to deal with than those other conflicts between the desired and the actual to which he turns almost with relief: the fight with the Power Company or the Anaconda Copper Mining Company for the instruments of communication and the possibilities of freedom. The latter struggles tend to pre-empt the liberal’s imagination, because on them he can take an unequivocal stand; but in respect to the Indian he is torn with inner feelings of guilt, the knowledge of his own complicity in perpetuating the stereotypes of prejudice and discrimination. In that relationship he cannot wholly dissociate himself from the oppressors; by his color, he is born into the camp of the Enemy.

There is, of course, no easy solution to the Indian problem; but so long as the Montanan fails to come to terms with the Indian, despised and outcast in his open-air ghettos, just so long will he be incapable of coming to terms with his own real past, of making the adjustment between myth and reality upon which a successful culture depends. When he admits that the Noble Savage is a lie; when he has learned that his state is where the myth comes to die (it is here, one is reminded, that the original of Huck Finn ended his days, a respected citizen), the Montanan may find the possibilities of tragedy and poetry for which so far he has searched his life in vain.


_______

*Natives of Montana, it is only fair to say, don’t believe in, don’t see the Montana Face, though of course they can describe the Eastern Face, black, harried, neurotic. It takes a long time before newcomers dare confide in each other what they all see, discover that they have not been enduring a lonely hallucination; but the unwary outlander who sets down for public consumption an account of what he has noticed before he forgets it or comes to find it irrelevant must endure scorn and even hatred. Since the first publication of this essay, I have been reviled for putting in print my (I had supposed) quite unmalicious remarks on the “Montana Face” by men who have never read the Partisan Review—indeed by some who, I suspect, do not read at all. Yet some of those most exercised have been quite willing to admit the inarticulateness, the starvation of sensibility and inhibition of expression, of which “the Face” is an outward symbol. To criticize the soul is one thing, to insult the body quite another!

*The myth of the Cowboy has recently begun to decline in popular favor, crowded out of the pulps by the Private Eye and the Space Pilot; and is being “secularized,” like all archetypes that are dying, in a host of more or less highbrow reworkings of the archetypal theme: Shane, High Noon, etc.

*I have since been told that these signs were composed by a self-conscious “rebel,” who later accommodated to the ruling powers and grew rich; but such an account is itself an American Legend—and anyway the words of the “rebel” have never seemed inappropriate to legislator, road commissioner, or traveler on the highways.










Archetype and Signature

The Relationship of Poet and Poem


I

A central dogma of much recent criticism asserts that biographical information is irrelevant to the understanding and evaluation of poems, and that conversely, poems cannot legitimately be used as material for biography. This double contention is part of a larger position which holds that history is history and art is art, and that to talk about one in terms of the other is to court disaster. Insofar as this position rests upon the immortal platitude that it is good to know what one is talking about, it is unexceptionable; insofar as it is a reaction based upon the procedures of pre-Freudian critics, it is hopelessly outdated; and insofar as it depends upon the extreme nominalist definition of a work of art, held by many “formalists” quite unawares, it is metaphysically reprehensible. It has the further inconvenience of being quite unusable in the practical sphere (all of its proponents, in proportion as they are sensitive critics, immediately betray it when speaking of specific works, and particularly of large bodies of work); and, as if that were not enough, it is in blatant contradiction with the assumptions of most serious practicing writers.

That the anti-biographical position was once “useful,” whatever its truth, cannot be denied; it was even once, what is considerably rarer in the field of criticism, amusing; but for a long time now it has been threatening to turn into one of those annoying clichés of the intellectually middle-aged, profferred with all the air of a stimulating heresy. The position was born in dual protest against an excess of Romantic criticism and one of “scientific scholarship.” Romantic aesthetics appeared bent on dissolving the formally realized “objective” elements in works of art into “expression of personality”; while the “scholars,” in revolt against Romantic subjectivity, seemed set on casting out all the more shifty questions of value and gestalt as “subjective,” and concentrating on the kind of “facts” amenable to scientific verification. Needless to say, it was not the newer psychological sciences that the “scholars” had in mind, but such purer disciplines as physics and biology. It was at this point that it became fashionable to talk about literary study as “research,” and graphs and tables began to appear in analyses of works of art.

Both the “scholarly” and the Romantic approaches struck the anti-biographists as “reductive”—attempts to prove that the work of art was nothing but the personality of the Genius behind it, or the sum total of its genetic factors. In answer to both heresies of attack, the anti-biographist offered what he came to call the “intrinsic” approach, which turned out, alas, to be another nothing but under its show of righteous indignation—namely, the contention that a poem was nothing but “words,” and its analysis therefore properly nothing but a study of syntax and semantics. An attempt to illuminate a poem by reference to its author’s life came therefore to be regarded with horror, unless it confined itself to an examination of his “idiosyncratic use of words”! This is not parody, but direct quotation.

By this time a generation of critics has grown up, of whom I am one, to whom the contention that biographical material is irrelevant to the essential “experience” of a poem was taught as the basic doctrine of all right-thinking readers. The word “experience” is important; it comes out of I. A. Richards at his most scientizing, and along with the “extrinsic-intrinsic” metaphor is a key to the anti-biographist point of view. It must be understood for what the word “experience” is being substituted: as an “experience,” a poem is no longer regarded as an “imitation,” in any of the received senses of the word; nor even as an “expression” in the Crocean sense; and above all not as a “communication.” All three possible substitute terms imply a necessary interconnectedness between the art object and some other area of experience—or at least an essentially intended pointing outward or inward toward some independently existent otherness. This is distasteful to the anti-biographist, who shows the ordinary nominalist uneasiness at any suggestion that there are realities more comprehensive than particulars, to which words only refer.

An odd phenomenon is the support of a position to which nominalism is logically necessary, by many confirmed anti-scientizers and realists; they are betrayed into their ill-advised fellow-traveling, I think, by an excess of anti-Romanticism. It is no longer as fashionable as it once was to publicly anathematize Shelley and Swinburne, but the bias persists as a real force in current critical practice, and cuts off many, to whom the position would be temperamentally and metaphysically attractive, from Expressionism. What the modern sensibility finds particularly unsympathetic in some Romantic writing has been misleadingly called, I think, “the exploitation of personality”; it is rather a tendency toward the excessively “programmatic.” Just as music and painting can be too “literary,” so literature itself can be too “literary.” In reaction against the programmatic, there are two possible paths: more deeply into and through the personalism of Romanticism to Expressionism; or outward and away toward the sort of “abstraction” achieved in cubist painting. As a matter of fact, there has been at work all along in our period an underground, and probably harmful, analogy between poetry and the plastic arts. A poem, the feeling has been, should be as “palpable and mute” not merely as an actual fruit, but as the fruit become pure color and texture of Picasso or Matisse. As pictures have become frankly paint, so should poems be frankly words. “A poem should not mean but be.” There is the slogan of the movement!

It is a rather nice phrase in the limited context of MacLeish’s little poem, but a dangerous full-blown aesthetic position. The notion that a work of art is, or should be, absolutely self-contained, a discrete set of mutually interrelated references, needs only to be stated clearly to seem the reductio ad absurdum which it is. Yet this belief in the poem as a closed system, “cut off” in ideal isolation, descends from the realm of theoretical criticism to practical criticism and classroom pedagogy (if not in practice, at least as an institutionalized hypocrisy) to become the leitmotif of the New Teacher: “Stay inside the poem!”

The narrative and dramatic poem, finally poetic drama itself, is assimilated to a formulation, even apparently applicable only to a lyric of the most absolute purity—and it becomes heretical to treat the work as anything but “words,” to ask those questions which attest our conviction that the work of art is “real”; that in the poem, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts; that certain created actions and characters exist, in some sense, out’ side of their formalizations. How long was Hamlet in Wittemberg? How many children did Lady Macbeth have? In what sense does Prospero speak for Shakespeare? What developing sensibility can be inferred from the Shakespearian corpus and be called (what else?) Shakespeare? We cannot ask these questions in the dewy innocence with which they were first posed; we restate them on the second convolution, aware of all the arguments against them, and the more convinced that they are essential, and cannot be shelved any more than those questions about the ends and origins of existence which have also been recently declared “unreal.”

Closely associated with the Richardsian experiential-semantic approach in the total, eclectic position of the anti-biographist, is the psychological notion of the poem as the “objective correlative” or a complex of “objective correlatives” of emotional responses to the given world. Mr. Eliot’s term is as elusive as it is appealing; but I am concerned here (Mr. Eliseo Vivas has elsewhere criticized it as containing some “non-intrinsic” contradictions) only with the adjective “objective” in one of its possible implications. Whatever its origins, Mr. Eliot seems to be asserting, a poem succeeds, as a poem, insofar as it is detached from the subjectivity of its maker. The poem is achieved by a process of objectification, and can be legitimately examined and understood only as an “object.” This formulation leaves a somewhat second-best use for the biographical approach, as a way of explaining the particular badness of certain kinds of bad poems, e.g., Romantic verse and Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

From this presumed insight follows the deprivation of the poet’s right to explain his own poem, or at least the challenging of his claim to speak with final authority about his own work. Once realized, the argument runs, the successful poem is detached; and the author no longer has any property rights in what now belongs to the tradition rather than to him. And if, benightedly, he protests against some critical analysis or interpretation which seems to him wrong on the basis of his special biographical knowledge, he reveals that either his poem is not truly “successful,” or even worse, that he has never read “Tradition and the Individual Talent.”

There are, in fact, two quite different contentions, one valid, one invalid, confused in most statements about the poet as commentator on his own work. First it is asserted (and with real truth) that a poem may contain more meanings than the maker is ever aware of; and second (this is false, of course) that nothing the poet can tell us about his own work is of any decisive importance, because the poet cannot help falling into the trap of talking about his “intentions.” But the notion of “intention” implies the belief that there is a somehow existent something against which the achieved work of art can be measured; and although this has been for all recorded time the point of view of the practicing writer, every graduate student who has read Wimsatt and Beardsley’s ponderous tract on the Intentional Fallacy knows that we are all now to believe that there is no poem except the poem of “words.”

The fact that all recognized critics have consistently spoken of intention shows merely that in the unfortunate past the writer about literature has often (unfortunately!) spoken more like the poet than the scientific semanticist. This regrettable looseness of expression we can only hope will be amended in the future, now that we have been duly warned. It is difficult not to be tempted by analogy. Why, we want to ask, can we properly laugh at the visiting dignitary in the high hat when he slips on the steps to the platform, because of the disparity between the entrance he intended and the one he achieved; and still not speak of a bathetic disparity between what a poem obviously aims at and what it does? On what respectable grounds can it be maintained that a poem is all act and no potentiality?

It is difficult to understand the success of the anti-biographist tendency in more respectable critical circles and in the schools, in light of its own internal contradictions. The explanation lies, I suppose, in its comparative newness, and in the failure of its opponents to arrive at any coherent theory of the relationship between the life of the poet and his work; so long as biographers are content merely to place side by side undigested biographical data and uninspired paraphrases of poems—linking them together mechanically or pseudo-genetically: “Wordsworth lived in the country and therefore wrote Nature poetry,” or even worse, so long as notes proving that Milton was born in one house rather than another continue to be printed in magazines devoted to the study of literature, people will be tempted into opposite though equal idiocies, which have at least not been for so long proved utterly bankrupt.

A recent phenomenon of some interest in this regard is the astonishing popularity of such texts as Thomas and Brown’s classroom anthology called Reading Poems—the very title reveals the dogma behind the book; in a world of discrete, individual “experiences,” of “close reading” (a cant phrase of the anti-biographist) as an ideal, one cannot even talk of so large an abstraction as poetry. It is only “poems” to which the student must be exposed, poems printed out of chronological order and without the names of the authors attached, lest the young reader be led astray by what (necessarily irrelevant) information he may have concerning the biography or social background of any of the poets. It is all something of a hoax, of course; the teacher realizes that the chances of any student knowing too much for his own good about such matters are slight indeed; and besides, there is an index in which the names are revealed, so that unless one is very virtuous, he can scarcely help looking up the anthologized pieces. In addition, the good teacher is himself aware to begin with of the contexts, social and biographical, of a large number of the pieces. Frankly, that is why they make sense to him; and even when he admonishes the young to “stay inside” the poems, he is bootlegging all kinds of rich relevancies which he possesses because he is capable of connecting.

I cannot help feeling that the chief problem of teaching anything in our atomized period lies precisely in the fact that the ordinary student cannot or will not connect the few facts he knows, the slim insights he has previously attained, the chance extensions of sensibility into which he has been once or twice tempted, into a large enough context to make sense of the world he inhabits, or the works of art he encounters. It is because the old-line biographist fails to connect his facts with the works they presumably illuminate, and not because he does connect them, that he is a poor critic. And the doctrinaire anti-biographist, like the doctrinaire biographist before him, secure in pride and ignorance of the newer psychologies, makes worse the endemic disease of our era—the failure to connect. There is no “work itself,” no independent formal entity which is its own sole context; the poem is the sum total of many contexts, all of which must be known to know it and evaluate it. “Only connect!” should be the motto of all critics and teachers—and the connective link between the poem on the page and most of its rewarding contexts is precisely—biography.

The poet’s life is the focusing glass through which pass the determinants of the shape of his work: the tradition available to him, his understanding of “kinds,” the impact of special experiences (travel, love, etc.). But the poet’s life is more than a burning glass; with his work, it makes up his total meaning. I do not intend to say, of course, that some meanings of works of art, satisfactory and as far as they go sufficient, are not available in the single work itself (only a really bad work depends for all substantial meaning on a knowledge of the life-style of its author); but a whole body of work will contain larger meanings, and, where it is available, a sense of the life of the writer will raise that meaning to a still higher power. The latter two kinds of meaning fade into each other; for as soon as two works by a single author are considered side by side, one has begun to deal with biography—that is, with an interconnectedness fully explicable only in terms of a personality, inferred or discovered.

One of the essential functions of the poet is the assertion and creation of a personality, in a profunder sense than any non-artist can attain. We ask of the poet a definition of man, at once particular and abstract, stated and acted out It is impossible to draw a line between the work the poet writes and the work he lives, between the life he lives and the life he writes. And the agile critic, therefore, must be prepared to move constantly back and forth between life and poem, not in a pointless circle, but in a meaningful spiraling toward the absolute point.

To pursue this matter further, we will have to abandon at this point the nominalist notion of the poem as “words” or “only words.” We have the best of excuses, that such terminology gets in the way of truth. We will not, however, return to the older notions of the poem as a “document” or the embodiment of an “idea,” for these older conceptions are equally inimical to the essential concept of the “marvelous”; and they have the further difficulty of raising political and moral criteria of “truth” as relevant to works of art. To redeem the sense of what words are all the time pointing to and what cannot be adequately explained by syntactical analysis or semantics, I shall speak of the poem as Archetype and Signature, suggesting that the key to analysis is symbolics; and I shall not forget that the poet’s life is also capable of being analyzed in those terms. We have been rather ridiculously overemphasizing medium as a differentiating factor; I take it that we can now safely assume no one will confuse a life with a poem, and dwell on the elements common to the two, remembering that a pattern of social behavior can be quite as much a symbol as a word, chanted or spoken or printed. In deed as in word, the poet composes himself as maker and mask, in accordance with some contemporaneous mythos of the artist. And as we all know, in our day, it is even possible to be a writer without having written anything. When we talk therefore of the importance of the biography of the poet, we do not mean the importance of every trivial detail, but of all that goes into making his particular life-style, whether he concentrate on recreating himself, like Shelley, in some obvious image of the Poet, or, like Wallace Stevens, in some witty anti-mask of the Poet. Who could contend that even the faces of Shelley and Stevens are not typical products of their quite different kinds of art!

The word “Archetype” is the more familiar of my terms; I use it instead of the word “myth,” which I have employed in the past but which becomes increasingly ambiguous, to mean any of the immemorial patterns of response to the human situation in its most permanent aspects: death, love, the biological family, the relationship with the Unknown, etc., whether those patterns be considered to reside in the Jungian Collective Unconscious or the Platonic world of Ideas. The archetypal belongs to the infra- or meta-personal, to what Freudians call the id or the unconscious; that is, it belongs to the Community at its deepest, pre-conscious levels of acceptance.

I use “Signature” to mean the sum total of individuating factors in a work, the sign of the Persona or Personality through which an Archetype is rendered, and which itself tends to become a subject as well as a means of the poem. Literature, properly speaking, can be said to come into existence at the moment a Signature is imposed upon the Archetype. The purely archetypal, without signature elements, is the myth. Perhaps a pair of examples are in order (with thanks to Mr. C. S. Lewis). The story of Baldur the Beautiful and Shakespeare’s Tempest deal with somewhat similar archetypal material of immersion and resurrection; but we recall The Tempest only in all its specificity: the diction, meter, patterns of imagery, the heard voice of Shakespeare (the Signature as Means); as well as the scarcely motivated speech on pre-marital chastity, the breaking of the fictional frame by the unconventional religious plaudite (the Signature as Subject). Without these elements, The Tempest is simply not The Tempest; but Baldur can be retold in any diction, any style, just so long as faith is kept with the bare plot—and it is itself, for it is pure myth. Other examples are provided by certain children’s stories, retold and reillustrated without losing their essential identity, whether they be “folk” creations like Cinderella or art products “captured” by the folk imagination, like Southey’s Three Bears.

In our own time, we have seen the arts (first music, then painting, last of all literature) attempting to become “pure,” or “abstract”—that is to say, attempting to slough off all remnants of the archetypal in a drive toward becoming unadulterated Signature. It should be noticed that the theory of abstract art is completely misleading in this regard, speaking as it does about pure forms, and mathematics, and the disavowal of personality. The abstract painter, for instance, does not, as he sometimes claims, really “paint paint,” but signs his name. So-called abstract art is the ultimate expression of personality; so that the spectator says of a contemporary painting, not what one would have said in the anonymous Middle Ages, “There’s a Tree of Jesse or a Crucifixion!” or not even what is said of Renaissance art, “There’s a Michelangelo Last Judgment or a Raphael Madonna!” but quite simply, “There’s a Mondriaan or a Jackson Pollock!” Analogously, in literature we recognize a poem immediately as “a Marianne Moore” or “an Ezra Pound” long before we understand, if ever, any of its essential meanings.

The theory of “realism” or “naturalism” denies both the Archetype and the Signature, advocating, in its extreme forms, that art merely “describes nature or reality” in a neutral style, based on the case report of the scientist. Art which really achieves such aims becomes, of course, something less than “poetry” as I have used the term here, becoming an “imitation” in the lowest Platonic sense, “thrice removed from the truth.” Fortunately, the great “realists” consistently betray their principles, creating Archetypes and symbols willy-nilly, though setting them in a Signature distinguished by what James called “solidity of specification.” The chief value of “realism” as a theory is that it helps create in the more sophisticated writer a kind of blessed stupidity in regard to what he is really doing, so that the archetypal material can well up into his work uninhibited by his intent; and in a complementary way, it makes acceptance of that archetypal material possible for an audience which thinks of itself as “science-minded” and inimical to the demonic and mythic. It constantly startles and pleases me to come across references to such creators of grotesque Archetypes as Dostoevsky and Dickens and Faulkner as “realists.”

A pair of caveats are necessary before we proceed. The distinction between Archetype and Signature, it should be noted, does not correspond to the ancient dichotomy of Content and Form. Such “forms” as the structures of Greek Tragedy (cf. Gil-bert Murray), New Comedy and Pastoral Elegy are themselves versunkene Archetypes, capable of being rerealized in the great work of art. (Elsewhere I have called these “structural myths.”)

Nor does the present distinction cut quite the same way as that between “impersonal” (or even “nonpersonal”) and “personal.” For the Signature, which is rooted in the ego and superego, belongs, as the twofold Freudian division implies, to the social collectivity as well as to the individual writer. The Signature is the joint product of “rules” and “conventions,” of the expectations of a community and the idiosyncratic responses of the individual poet, who adds a personal idiom or voice to a received style. The difference between the communal element in the Signature and that in the Archetype is that the former is conscious—that is, associated with the superego rather than the id. The relevant, archetypal metaphor would make the personal element the Son, the conscious-communal the Father and the unconscious-communal the Mother (or the Sister, an image which occurs often as a symbolic euphemism for the Mother)—in the biological Trinity.

It is not irrelevant that the Romantic movement, which combined a deliberate return to the archetypal with a contempt for the conscious communal elements in the Signature, made one of the leitmotifs of the lives of its poets, as well as of their poems, the flight of the Sister from the threat of rape by the Father (Shelley’s Cenci, for instance) and the complementary desperate love of Brother and Sister (anywhere from Chateaubriand and Wordsworth to Byron and Melville).

Even the most orthodox anti-biographist is prepared to grant the importance of biographical information in the understanding of certain ego elements in the Signature—this is what the intrinsicist calls the study of an author’s “idiosyncratic use of words.” But they deny vehemently the possibility of using biographical material for the purposes of evaluation. Let us consider some examples. For instance, the line in one of John Donne’s poems, “A Hymne to God the Father,” which runs, “When thou hast done, thou hast not done…” would be incomprehensible in such a collection without author’s names as the Thomas and Brown Reading Poems. Without the minimum biographical datum of the name of the poet, the reader could not realize that a pun was involved, and he could not therefore even ask himself the evaluative question most important to the poem, namely, what is the value of the pun in a serious, even a religious, piece of verse? This is the simplest use of biography, referring us for only an instant outside of the poem, and letting us remain there once we have returned with the information. Other similar examples are plentiful in Shakespeare’s sonnets: the references to his own first name, for instance, or the troublesome phrase “all hewes in his controlling.”

A second example which looks much like the first to a superficial glance, but which opens up in quite a different way, would be the verse “they’are but Mummy, possest,” from Donne’s “Loves Alchymie.” Let us consider whether we can sustain the contention that there is a pun on Mummy, whether deliberately planned or unconsciously fallen into. Can we read the line as having the two meanings: women, so fair in the desiring, turn out to be only dried-out corpses after the having; and women, once possessed, turn out to be substitutes for the Mother, who is the real end of our desiring? An analysis of the mere word does not take us very far; we discover that the lallwort “mummy” meaning “mother” is not recorded until 1830 in that precise spelling, but that there are attested uses of it in the form “mammy” (we remember, perhaps, that “mammy-apple” and “mummy-apple” are interchangeable forms meaning “papaya”) well back into Donne’s period, and that the related form “mome” goes back into Middle English. Inevitably, such evidence is inconclusive, establishing possibilities at best, and never really bearing on the question of probability, for which we must turn to his life itself, to Donne’s actual relations with his mother; and beyond that to the science of such relationships.

When we have discovered that John Donne did, indeed, live in an especially intimate relationship with his mother throughout her long life (she actually outlived her son); and when we have set the possible pun in a context of other literary uses of a mythic situation in which the long-desired possessed turns at the moment of possession into a shriveled hag who is also a mother (Rider Haggard’s She, Hilton’s Lost Horizon, and, most explicitly, Flaubert’s L’Éducation Sentimentale), we realize that our original contention is highly probable, for it is motivated by a traditional version of what the psychologists have taught us to call the Oedipus Archetype. It should be noticed in passing that the archetypal critic is delivered from the bondage of time, speaking of “confluences” rather than “influences,” and finding the explication of a given work in things written later as well as earlier than the original piece. Following the lead opened up by “Mummy, possest,” we can move still further toward an understanding of Donne, continuing to shuttle between life and work with our new clue, and examining, for instance, Donne’s ambivalent relations to the greater Mother, the Roman Church, which his actual mother represented not only metaphorically but in her own allegiance and descent. This sort of analysis which at once unifies and opens up (one could do something equally provocative and rich, for instance, with the fact that in two of Melville’s tales ships symbolic of innocence are called The Jolly Bachelor and The Bachelor’s Delight) is condemned in some quarters as “failing to stay close to the actual meaning of the work itself”—as if the work were a tight little island instead of a focus opening on an inexhaustible totality.

The intrinsicist is completely unnerved by any reference to the role of the Archetype in literature, fearing such references as strategies to restore the criterion of the “marvelous” to respectable currency as a standard of literary excellence; for not only is the notion of the “marvelous” pre-scientific but it is annoyingly immune to “close analysis.” Certainly, the contemplation of the Archetype pushes the critic beyond semantics, and beyond the kind of analysis that considers it has done all when it assures us (once again!) that the parts and whole of a poem cohere. The critic in pursuit of the Archetype finds himself involved in anthropology and depth psychology (not because these are New Gospels, but because they provide useful tools); and if he is not too embarrassed at finding himself in such company to look about him, he discovers that he has come upon a way of binding together our fractured world, of uniting literature and nonliterature without the reduction of the poem.

It is sometimes objected that though the archetypal critic can move convincingly between worlds ordinarily cut off from each other, he sacrifices for this privilege the ability to distinguish the essential qualities of literary works, and especially that of evaluating them. Far from being irrelevant to evaluation, the consideration of the archetypal content of works of art is essential to it! One of the earlier critics of Dante says someplace that poetry, as distinguished from rhetoric (which treats of the credible as credible), treats of the “marvelous” as credible. Much contemporary criticism has cut itself off from this insight—that is, from the realization of what poetry on its deepest levels is. It is just as ridiculous to attempt the evaluation of a work of art purely in formal terms (considering only the Signature as Means), as it would be to evaluate it purely in terms of the “marvelous,” or the archetypal. The question, for instance, of whether Mona Lisa is just a bourgeoise or whether she “as Leda, was the mother of Helen of Troy, and, as St. Anne, was the mother of Mary” is just as vital to a final estimate of the picture’s worth as any matter of control of the medium or handling of light and shadow.

The Romantics seem to have realized this, and to have reached, in their distinction between Fancy and Imagination, for rubrics to distinguish between the poetic method that touches the archetypal deeply and that which merely skirts it. Even the Arnoldian description of Pope as “a classic of our prose,” right or wrong, was feeling toward a similar standard of discrimination. It is typical and ironic that Arnold in a moralizing age should have felt obliged to call the daemonic power of evoking the Archetype “High Seriousness.” Certainly, the complete abandonment of any such criterion by the intrinsicist leaves him baffled before certain strong mythopoeic talents like Dickens or Stevenson; and it is the same lack in his system which prevents his understanding of the complementary relationship of the life and work of the poet.





II

The Archetype which makes literature itself possible in the first instance is the Archetype of the Poet. At the moment when myth is uncertainly becoming literature—that is, reaching tentatively toward a Signature—the poet is conceived of passively, as a mere vehicle. It is the Muse who is mythically bodied forth, the unconscious, collective source of the Archetypes, imagined as more than human, and, of course, female; it is she who mounts the Poet, as it were, in that position of feminine supremacy preferred in matriarchal societies. The Poet is still conceived more as Persona than Personality; the few characteristics with which he is endowed are borrowed from the prophet: he is a blind old man, impotent in his own right. That blindness (impotence as power, what Keats much later would call “negative capability”) is the earliest version of the blessing-curse, without which the popular mind cannot conceive of the poet. His flaw is, in the early stages, at once the result and the pre-condition of his submitting himself to the dark powers of inspiration for the sake of the whole people.

But very soon the poet begins to assume a more individualized life-style, the lived Signature imposed on the Archetype, and we have no longer the featureless poet born in seven cities, his face a Mask through which a voice not his is heard, but Aeschylus, the Athenian citizen-poet; Sophocles, the spoiled darling of fate; or Euripides, the crowd-contemner in his Grotto. The mass mind, dimly resentful as the Vates becomes Poeta, the Seer a Maker, the Persona a Personality, composes a new Archetype, an image to punish the poet for detaching himself from the collective id—and the Poet, amused and baffled, accepts and elaborates the new image. The legend asserts that Euripides (the first completely self-conscious alienated artist?) dies torn to pieces by dogs or, even more to the point, by women. And behind the new, personalized application looms the more ancient mythos of the ritually dismembered Orpheus, ripped by the Maenads when he had withdrawn for lonely contemplation. The older myth suggests that a sacrifice is involved as well as a punishment—the casting-out and rending of the poet being reinterpreted as a death suffered for the group, by one who has dared make the first forays out of collectivity toward personality and has endured the consequent revenge of the group as devotees of the unconscious.

In light of this, it is no longer possible to think of the poète maudit as an unfortunate invention of the Romantics, or of the Alienated Artist as a by-product of mass communications. These are reinventions, as our archetypal history repeats itself before the breakdown of Christianity. Our newer names name only recent exacerbations of a situation as old as literature itself which in turn is coeval with the rise of personality. Only the conventional stigmata of the poet as Scape-Hero have changed with time: the Blind Man becomes the disreputable Player, the Atheist, the incestuous Lover, the Homosexual or (especially in America) the Drunkard; though, indeed, none of the older versions ever die, even the Homer-typus reasserting itself in Milton and James Joyce. Perhaps in recent times the poet has come to collaborate somewhat more enthusiastically in his own defamation and destruction, whether by drowning or tuberculosis or dissipation—or by a token suicide in the work (cf. Werther). And he helps ever more consciously to compose himself and his fellow poets—Byron, for instance, the poet par excellence of the mid-nineteenth century, being the joint product of Byron and Goethe—and, though most of us forget, Harriet Beecher Stowe! Some dramatic version of the poet seems necessary to every age, and the people do not care whether the poet creates himself in his life or work or both. One thinks right now of Fitzgerald, of course, our popular image of the artist.

The contemporary critic is likely to become very impatient with the lay indifference to the poetizing of life and the “biographizing” of poetry; for he proceeds on the false assumption that the poet’s life is primarily “given” and only illegitimately “made,” while his work is essentially “made” and scarcely “given” at all This is the source of endless confusion.

In perhaps the greatest periods of world literature, the “given” element in poetry is made clear by the custom of supplying or, more precisely, of imposing on the poet certain traditional bodies of story. The poet in such periods can think of himself only as “working with” materials belonging to the whole community, emending by a dozen or sixteen lines the inherited plot. Greek myths, the fairy tales and novelle of the Elizabethans, the Christian body of legend available to Dante are examples of such material. (In our world a traditionally restricted body of story is found only in subart: the pulp Western, or the movie horse opera.) In such situations, Archetype and “story” are synonymous; one remembers that for Aristotle mythos was the word for “plot,” and plot was, he insisted, the most important element in tragedy. That Aristotle makes his assertions on rationalistic grounds, with no apparent awareness of the importance of the Archetype as such, does not matter; it does not even matter whether the poet himself is aware of the implications of his material. As long as he works with such an inherited gift, he can provide the ritual satisfaction necessary to great art without self-consciousness.

A Shakespeare, a Dante or a Sophocles, coming at a moment when the Archetypes of a period are still understood as “given,” and yet are not considered too “sacred” for rendering through the individual Signature, possesses immense initial advantages over the poet who comes earlier or later in the process. But the great poet is not simply the mechanical result of such an occasion; he must be able to rise to it, to be capable (like Shakespeare) at once of realizing utterly the archetypal implications of his material and of formally embodying it in a lucid and unmistakable Signature. But the balance is delicate and incapable of being long maintained. The brief history of Athenian tragedy provides the classic instance. After the successes of Sophocles come the attempts of Euripides; and in Euripides one begins to feel the encounter of Signature and Archetype as a conflict— the poet and the collectivity have begun to lose touch with each other and with their common pre-conscious sources of value and behavior. Euripides seems to feel his inherited material as a burden, tucking it away in prologue and epilogue, so that he can get on with his proper business—the imitation of particulars. The poem begins to come apart; the acute critic finds it, however “tragic,” sloppy, technically inept; and the audience raises the familiar cry of “incomprehensible and blasphemousr Even the poet himself begins to distrust his own impulses, and writes, as Euripides did in his Bacchae, a mythic criticism of his own sacrilege. The poetry of the struggle against the Archetype is especially moving and poignant, but to prefer it to the poetry of the moment of balance is to commit a gross lapse of taste.

After the Euripidean crisis, the Archetypes survive only in fallen form: as inherited and scarcely understood structures (the seeds of the genres which are structural Archetypes become structural platitudes); as type characters, less complex than the masks that indicate them; as “popular” stock plots. The “Happy Ending” arises as a kind of ersatz of the true reconciliation of society and individual in Sophoclean tragedy; and the audience which can no longer find essential reassurance in its poetry that the superego and the id can live at peace with each other content themselves with the demonstration that at least Jack has his Jill, despite the comic opposition of the Old Man. Still later, even the tension in Euripidean tragedy and New Comedy is lost, and the Signature comes to be disregarded completely; poetry becomes either completely “realistic,” rendering the struggle between ego and superego in terms of the imitation of particulars; or it strives to be “pure” in the contemporary sense—that is, to make the Signature its sole subject as well as its means.

Can the Archetype be redeemed after such a fall? There are various possibilities (short of the emergence of a new, ordered myth system): the writer can, like Graham Greene or Robert Penn Warren, capture for serious purposes—that is, rerender through complex and subtle Signatures—debased “popular” Archetypes: the thriller, the detective story, the Western or science fiction; or the poet can ironically manipulate the shreds and patches of outlived mythologies, fragments shored against our ruins. Eliot, Joyce, Ezra Pound and Thomas Mann have all made attempts of the latter sort, writing finally not archetypal poetry but poetry about Archetypes, in which plot (anciently, mythos itself) founders under the burden of overt explication or disappears completely. Or the poet can, like Blake or Yeats or Hart Crane, invent a private myth system of his own. Neither of the last two expedients can reach the popular audience, which prefers its Archetypes rendered without self-consciousness of so intrusive a sort.

A final way back into the world of the Archetypes, available even in our atomized culture, is an extension of the way instinctively sought by the Romantics, down through the personality of the poet, past his particular foibles and eccentricities, to his unconscious core, where he becomes one with us all in the presence of our ancient Gods, the protagonists of fables we think we no longer believe. In fantasy and terror, we can return to our common source. It is a process to delight a Hegelian, the triple swing from a naive communal to a personal to a sophisticated communal.

We must be aware of the differences between the thesis and the synthesis in our series. What cannot be re-created as Plot is reborn as Character—ultimately the character of the poet (what else is available to him?), whether directly or in projection. In the Mask of his life and the manifold masks of his work, the poet expresses for a whole society the ritual meaning of its inarticulate selves; the artist goes forth not to “re-create the conscience of his race,” but to redeem its unconscious. We cannot get back into the primal Garden of the unfallen Archetypes, but we can yield ourselves to the dreams and images that mean paradise regained. For the critic, who cannot only yield but must also understand, there are available new methods of exploration. To understand the Archetypes of Athenian drama, he needs (above and beyond semantics) anthropology; to understand those of recent poetry, he needs (beyond “close analysis”) depth analysis, as defined by Freud and, particularly, by Jung.

The biographical approach, tempered by such findings, is just now coming into its own. We are achieving new ways of connecting (or, more precisely, of understanding a connection which has always existed) the Poet and the poem, the lived and the made, the Signature and the Archetype. It is in the focus of the poetic personality that Dichtung und Wahrheit become one; and it is incumbent upon us, without surrendering our right to make useful distinctions, to seize the principle of that unity. “Only connect!”










Afterthoughts on the Rosenbergs

Since the execution of the Rosenbergs, it has become possible to see clearly what was for a long time obscured: that there were two Rosenberg cases, quite distinct though referred to by a single name; and that this ambiguity made it difficult for the pro- and anti-Rosenberg forces ever to engage in a real dialogue. How often we were talking about quite different things under the same label!

The first Rosenberg case, which reached its climax with their trial in March 1951, involved certain questions of fact about the transmission of secrets to the Soviet Union, culminating in the handing over of sketches for the detonating device of the atom bomb. Implicated in this first case were: the brother of Ethel Rosenberg, David Greenglass, who made a full confession; Morton Sobell; Anatoli Yacovlev, the Russian vice-consul who had got safely out of the United States in December of 1946; and the notorious Communist “drop,” Harry Gold. Through Gold, the Rosenberg case was linked with those of the confessed espionage agents, Klaus Fuchs and Allan Nunn May, woven inextricably into a context against which their guilt appeared clear beyond doubt. The denials of the Rosenbergs seemed merely the mendacious pleas of two people fighting for their lives in the face of overwhelming evidence.

In this initial open-and-shut case, scarcely anyone was very interested. In the United States, it did not stir up nearly as much discussion as the Hiss-Chambers affair, or even the trivial business of Judith Coplon. In Europe, it was ignored or meagerly reported, so that the European defenders of the Rosenbergs tended to be happily ignorant of the first or factual case in its real interconnections; and this ignorance in many cases they fought desperately to preserve. The Communists themselves maintained a strange official silence about the Rosenbergs for more than a year after their arraignment, wary, presumably, about identifying themselves with a pair at once so central to their whole espionage effort and so flagrantly guilty; and baffled, no doubt, at how to defend two comrades who had been underground for six years and who refused to admit their party membership in court.

The second, or legendary, Rosenberg case was invented, along with the Committee to Secure Justice in the Rosenberg Case, at the end of October 1951 in Knickerbocker Village, a housing settlement in New York City. The place of the double birth seems almost too apt; the Rosenbergs themselves had once inhabited that melancholy block of identical dwelling units that seem the visible manifestation of the Stalinized petty-bourgeois mind: rigid, conventional, hopelessly self-righteous—the mind which dreamed the odd parody of the martyr which was the role of the Rosenbergs in their second case.*

The Rosenbergs stood alone in the new version of their plight—alone except for certain honorable ghosts. Gone were the real accomplices: Yacovlev and Sobell, Harry Gold, Klaus Fuchs and Allan Nunn May, though “Davy” Greenglass, recruited to the Movement at the age of twelve by his nineteen-year-old sister, remained to play the shadowy villain—replaced by the evoked figures of Sacco and Vanzetti, Tom Mooney, the Scottsboro Boys, and, especially, Dreyfus. The cue had been given by the “progressive” National Guardian, which had opened the defense campaign with a story headlined: “Is the Rosenberg Case the Dreyfus Case of America’s Cold War?” The revised Rosenbergs were no longer spies, but “political prisoners” in the European sense, victims of the class struggle and the Cold War, defenders of the peace, a persecuted minority—these very people, it must be remembered, who would not confess their political allegiance in court, and who for six years had been under instructions not even to appear “progressive.”

The long-drawn-out process of appeal in the American courts had made it possible to set up the symbolic Rosenbergs in place of the real ones; between the first exposure of two spies and the appeal of the “framed up victims before the bar of world opinion” came the year (soon two, and three) of separation and imprisonment and real suffering. The Communists banked on this stretch of time to screen their sleight-of-hand; and it worked. Even those who had followed the first trial carefully found it difficult to keep it in mind; and the maintenance of the anti-Rosenberg position soon fell largely into the hands of those who countered liberaloid sentimentality and rancor not with facts but with their own even more wretched “Down with the Communist Rats—God Bless America” sentimentality and rancor. The second, the legendary, Rosenberg case possessed the imagination of the world.


OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
@ Prometheus Books





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg





