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We were talking about survival and over-
refinement. Marc said he didn't like to
feel that, if his survival depended on being
able to kill and dress an animal, for in-
stance, he couldn't do it. The rest of us
agreed we felt ashamed of our squeamishness,
but Randall disagreed. "I consider myself
the ornament of civilization!"™ he declared.
"When it perishes, let me perishi"

Eleanor Taylor
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MONROE, HAYDEN KEITH. An Ornament of Civilization. The
Literary Criticism of Randall Jarrell. (1979)
Directed by: Dr. Robert Watson. Pp. 276

Randall Jarrell, one of America's foremost postwar
poets, was also a distinguished literary critic, a man Alfred
Kazin once described as a "prince of reviewers." This study
traces the course of Jarrell's critical development. It
begins with a trio of chapters detailing his apprenticeship
when, as a young man at Vanderbilt and Kenyon in the late

thirties, he came under the influence of the New Critics.

His first work for national magazines such as The New Repub-

iic, The Nation and Partisan Review is also examined, in-

cluding the early support he received from Edmund Wilson.
The fact that Jarrell made his early reputation by writing
high-spirited attacks on inept or imitative poets is exam-
ined, particularly as this practice contrasts markedly with
his later role as an appreciator of too little regarded poets
of real worth.

The natural hiatus in Jarrell's work occasioned by World
War II allows the inclusion of three more chapters on special
topics. First, a discussion of the aesthetic behind
Jarrell's reviewing is undertaken, based largely on Jarrell's
"The End of the Line." The author contends that the ground-
work laid in this early theory of modernism enabled Jarrell,
in the ten years between 1946 and 1956, to become an extreme-

ly influential interpreter of the shape and meaning of



American poetic achievement in the first half of the twen-
tieth century. A chapter on Jarrell's criticism of Auden
follows. It suggests that Jarrell's development as-a critic
may be seen in microcosm in his work on that poet. Finally,
a chapter on Jarrell's style as displayed in reviews, long
critical essays and polemics is included. It argues that
Jarrell's technique resembles that of earlier poet-critics,
notably Matthew Arnold.

The study's last three chapters treat Jarrell's mature
work as a critic in the last twenty years of his life. The
first concerns his minor reviews from this period when he

Yale Review. His adoption of the roles of appreciator,

teacher and sage in his criticism is noted. This was the
period when, in Robert Lowell's words, it became true to say
that "eulogy was the glory of Randall's criticism." A second
chapter examines his most important essays on eight poets--
Frost, Whitman, Williams, Moore, Stevens, Lowell, and Graves

--several of which altered permanently the reputations of

their subjects. The final chapter discusses the polemics and

fiction criticism of Jarrell's last years.
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PART ONE: 1935-1943



CHAPTER ONE: THE APPRENTICE
Nothing will satisfy a finished taste
The soul that still is growing, still is grateful.

Goethe

Randall Jarrell thought of himself and wanted to be
thought of as a poet. But he admitted that poets must spend
much of their time "waiting for the spark from heaven to
fall."l pHe envied men like Wallace Stevens who apparently
could wait for poems writing poems. Jarrell could not. He
filled the time between them with teaching and lecturing,
which he loved, and which he said he would have paid to be
allowed to do. He also did translations, wrote children's
books, one novel and criticism. All of these activities
helped him promote the cause of literature, enlist an
audience for it, and enhance his own reputation. He was
probably most ambivalent about the writing of criticism since
it was farther from poetry than was translation and farther
from an audience than teaching. And yet there was a demand
for it which was both fiattering and distressing. He solved
the problem in part by making criticism out of lectures, and
by using his criticism as a kind of crusade against defective
poetry, and the enemies of poetry.

Still, once when he found it hard to produce poems, but
was in demand as a critic, he cried: "Help! Help! A wicked

fairy has turned me into a prose writer!"? He could also



complain in his criticism of criticism that "They'll pay us
to do anything, so long as it isn't . . . writing poems"
(SH:86). It isn't hard to get the impression that he felt
about the writing of criticism as he felt about painting the
walls of an apartment: caught in that act and woebegone, he
said, "I don't like it. I just happen to be good at it"
(RJ:235).

His being good at it has provoked this study of the
literary criticism of Randall Jarrell, an undertaking that
probably would have neither surprised nor pleased the author
of "The Age of Criticism," in part at least criticism of
criticism of criticism. If I am later to approve his condem-
nation of this sort of infinitely regressive business, but
now wish to justify my own study, two possible avenues are
open to me. Either I am engaged in a contradiction, or there
are factors involved in this case which make it exceptional.
It would be pleasant to accept the former course and simply
quote one of Jarrell's favorite bits of Whitman, "very well
then I contradict myself," but I believe a convincing case
can be made for the latter explanation.

Jarrell's criticism is worth examining for a number of
reasons. It was, at its best, the work of a poet-critic in
the tradition of Arnold and Eliot and, as such, interesting
as the expression of the considerable mind of a practicing
artist, interesting for what it tells us about the man him-

self, and for reasons of style as well as content. Jarrell's



pronouncements on Frost, Lowell, Stevens continue to appear
in the blurbs of book clubs fourteen years after his death,
twenty-five or thirty years after they were written, not
merely becaﬁse what he said about those poets was correct,
but because it was correctly said. Truth by itself is not
enough to insure longevity. |

On the other hand, if what Jarrell did say was not also
of some intrinsic interest, his views, no matter how well
expressed, would have only the kind of specialist appeal that
some of the wilder opinions of Yeats and Pound have. But
many of Jarrell's critical perceptions remain essentially
just and illuminating. In the case of more than one poet,
his essays have earned a place in the indispensable criticism
on that writer. Furthermore, most of his important observa-
tions on American poetry were made between 1945 and 1956.
They came at a transition point, when a new generation was
attempting to arrive at some sort of overview of the poetry
of the first half of this century, at a point when it was
necessary to assimilate and consolidate the work and reputa-
tions of a great number of predecessors, and to discern some
shape in a mass of heterogeneous material. Jarrell's
criticism helped many to do that work. It helped solidify
some reputations, curb others, establish still others. 1In
relatively few cases has time overthrown Jarrell's judgments.

Finally, Jarrell's criticism is interesting and impor-

tant not only because it tells us a good deal about himself



and his subjects, but also because it has much to say about
Americ§n culture in the decade and a half after the Second
World War. Jarrell was not only New Critic, psychologist,
poet-critic and book reviewer, but polemicist and culture
critic as well. He came to feel, for example, that one of
the threats to art in the 1950's was criticism itself, so
some of his criticism became unfashionably anti-critical.

‘Jarrell says of a character in his novel, Pictures from an

Institution, that "the world was the arsenal Gertrude used

against the world" (PI.191). To an important extent,

criticism was the arsenal Jarrell used against criticism.
Virtually all of the reviews and essays Jarrell wrote

will be soon contained in book form. Two collections, Poetry

and the Age (1953) and A Sad Heart at the Supermarket (1962),

appeared during his lifetime. The contents of the post-

humously published The Third Book of Criticism (1967) were

outlined before his death. Kipling, Auden and Co. (1980)

will gather all that remained uncollected and include many
early reviews. Because much of Jarrell's earliest work is
contained in the last two books, I have chosen not to organ-
ize this study around these collections, but rather in a
roughly chronological manner. Thus, Part I will follow his
development as a critic from 1935 to 1943. Part II will take
advantage of the natural hiatus in his work that World War

II occasioned in order to discuss three special topics--

Jarrell's aesthetic theory, his work on Auden, which



represents his critical development in microcosm, and his
style. Part III will briefly trace his critical activities
from 1945 to 1965, and will conclude with a look at his major
essays in three categories--poetry, polemics, fiction.

This chronological organization is appropriate because
Jarrell did develop or evolve as a critic, and because his
critical faces were to some extent a reflection of the
changing times he inhabited. His earliest review, from 1935,
is simply a book review with little to distinguish it from
its innumerable brethren. By 1939, he was discernibly under
the influence of the New Critics, giving an Empsonian close
reading to some Housman poems and praising similar activity
in reviews of other critics. He soon after was giving
evidence of other influences: the willingness to evaluate
associated with a Pound or Winters, the historical, cultural,
biographical perspective of Wilson, the use of psychology in
his work on Auden. By the end of World War II he had amal-
gamated these various influences in order to achieve a kind
of personal hybrid, an eclectic method of criticism distinct
from any one school. I will argque in the pages that follow
that this eclecticism was a deliberate response to critical
developments in the years following the war.

Jarrell had little or no interest as a critic or as a
creative writer in schools or movements; in categorizing
literature, in genres, or in any restrictive study of liter-

ature in terms of Freud, Jung, Marx, linguistics. He refused



to specialize. He took from New Criticism the method of
close reading, employed psychology or biography or history
when it served his purpose, which was always to communicate
the special quality of a given poem or poet. For Jarrell as
poet-critic the schools existed to provide him with tools,
not to restrict him to a single method.

Because Jarrell's intention as a critic was always to
instruct, to improve the taste of his readers, to damn bad
poems and praise good ones and show the difference between
them, he turned more and more to the writing of appreciative
essays and reviews and sought a wider and wider audience.
What he wanted ultimately was not to be a critic at all and
certainly not a scholar. Both to some extent preach to the
converted. Rather he aspired to the status of guide or
teacher or, at his most grandiose, sage. He wanted to be
Arnold, or better yet, Goethe.

This helps to explain the curious fact that so influ-
ential a critic was content to work for the most part in the
forms of book review and personal essay. He was in part
responsible for giving new respectability to the often old-
maidish and unregarded art of book reviewing. He did so
simply by taking the form seriously as an occasion for impas-
sioned pleas, brilliant exegesis, furious denunciation. It
is consistently surprising to realize how many of his most
important and influential assessments of poets occur in mere

book reviews of Bishop, Lowell, Frost, Moore, and Williams.



Even extended essays on Graves and Stevens were only reviews
of their collected poems which grew in the writing, and for
which he was able to beg additional space. Equally inter-

esting is the fact that so many of these pieces appeared not

only in the expected Kenyon, Partisan, and Yale Reviews, but

also The New Republic, The Nation, the New York Times Book

Review, Harpers, Vogue, Mademoiselle, The Saturday Evening

Post.

What follows, then, is a look at the stages in the
development of the critic Alfred Kazin called a "prince of
reviewers" (RJ.95). I have tried to show Jarrell as tenta-
tive beginner, slashing young Turk, inspired editor, fond
appreciator, teacher, wit, minor literary panjandrum of the
50's, reputation maker and polemicist.

Randall Jarrell was born in Nashville, Tennessee in
1914, but spent his childhood in California. His parents
separated when he was eleven, and his mother and brother
moved back to Tennessee. Jarrell, however, spent one more
year in California living in the Hollywood of the silent
film era with his paternal grandparents, and a great-grand-
mother who remembered the Civil War, with an aunt nearby.
This luminous year was apparently the happiest of his child-

hood, if the evidence of his late poem, The Lost World, can

be trusted. He rejoined his mother in Tennessee in 1926,

when he was twelve.



Many of Jartrell's poems concern themselves with child-
hood, and suggest that for him it was a dark and troubling
time, during which his chief solace was the world of books.

His early reading seems to have included Grimm's Tales, Swiss

Family Robinson, James Branch Cabell, James Barrie, pulp

magazine science fiction, H.G. Wells, Homer, Greek and Norse
mythology, and all of Kipling.3 Grimm and Kipling, at

least, were to remain lifelong enthusiasms and influences.
Numerous poems evoke the world of the Marchen as infiltrated
by Freud. And practically the last criticism Jarrell did was
introductions to several collections of Kipling stories. 1In
1941 he could say to Edmund Wilson that when he first read
Kim, he "tried to go barefoot and got a nail in my foot. So
I'm hardly an impartial judge of Kipling."4 Jarrell's
ability to write this to Wilson hints at one of his unique
traits as a critic. Despite the accumulation of a formidable
erudition, he was able to sustain a child's freshness of
response long into adulthood.

Many of Jarrell's happiest hours as both child and adult
were spent in libraries. Forty years later he was still
annoyed that as a child he had only been allowed to take out
four books at a time, for he consumed "half his weight a
week" in books.® His chief fear in those years was that he
would not have any new books in the house. Thus, in The Lost
World, he describes a trip to the library as "ideal," in-

tending to suggest that for him the world of literature was
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separate from and superior to everyday reality. Schoolwork

was something to be finished quickly so as to allow more time

for reading. The critic who was to admonish other critics to

"read at whim" is already apparent in the boy of The Lost

World. And yet, and yet, as Jarrell was so fond of saying,
neither bookishness nor escapism was precisely the point or
the result. Many of his reviews attack poets for literar-
iness, for a lack of knowledge of the world. And several
poems register the paradox that an immersion in the imagina-
tive world of literature serves to return the reader to the
real world better able to understand it, but impotent to
change it.

Jarrell's first experience of writing for an audience
came when he was back in Nashville attending Hume~Fogg High
School. There he wrote a column in the school paper filled
with fantasy and humor, reflecting the influence of two
groups of writers: twenties humorists like Benchley, Parker,
Kaufman, and F.P.A., and British romancers such as Doyle,
Stevenson, Haggard, Wells, and Barrie. He was also involved
with the school's drama club as actor, and reviewed community
plays in the school paper. In one review he contrasts a

traveling company's performances of Hamlet and Twelfth Night

with a local production of The Wild Duck. He takes the

visitors to task for acting the "incredibly debased" first
gquarto of Hamlet, speaks as if well acquainted with the

complete works of both Shakespeare and Ibsen, alludes to a
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"classic review" of Hamlet, and admits to having disrupted
the performance by laughing aloud at the lameness of the
actor playing the ghost. 1In all of these traits portents of
a later Jarrell may be seen, as in his fearless enthusiasm in

calling The Wild Duck "the greatest play of the greatest

dramatist since Shakespeare."6

Jarrell graduated from Hume-Fogg in 1931, filling the
office not of class poet, but class prophet--an amusingly
prophetic detail in one later to specialize in cries in the
wilderness. He was enrolled briefly in a business course in
hopes that he would enter the family business, but almost
immediately was enabled by an uncle's largesse to matriculate
at Vanderbilt. His twin ambitions at this time were poetic
and psychological. He eventually received a B.S. in psy-
chology in 1935. He seems to have begun college with no
interest in a career as teacher or scholar in the field of
literature. However, by 1935 his goals had been modified to
the extent that he stayed on at Vanderbilt, for graduate
study in English that led to a master's in 1939.

This change in direction might well not have occurred if
it hadn't been for the presence, at the hometown school
Jarrell probably attended for reasons of economy, of the
lively and influential circle of Fugitive-Agrarian-New
Critics. Certainly the stimulation and encouragement Jarrell
received from these first mentors~-Ransom, Tate, Warren,
Brooks, Davidson--must have helped him decide to abandonA

psychology for literature.
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Ransom has said that as a sophmore in his writing class
Jarrell was already an "entant terrible." And Tate has said
that he seemed "as an undergraduate to have read all English
poetry" and remembers that Ransom believed "that Randall knew
more than he did." In much the same tone Tate also remarks
that "his technical knowledge of verse must have come to him
without labor" and that an early poem of his "had a formal
mastery that I, nearly fifteen years older, could not have
equalled." Remembering his first meeting with the eighteen-
year-old Jarrell, Tate says he was shy and awkward, "con-
scious of his superior gifts and chafing under the restraints
imposed by youth." He seemed "proud and difficult--studied
all the time and had few or perhaps none of the purposeless
diversions of the undergraduate."™ On this occasion Robert
Penn Warren showeq Tate a few of Jarrell's poems, one of
which Tate prounounced "prodigious" (RJ:230).

Though Jarrell was always out of sympathy with the
Agrarian ideals of this group, having had as he later said "a
radical youth and a scientific education," his reception at
Vanderbilt was such that he chose to stay on to study for a
master's in English, petitioned the school to retain Ransom
when he planned to move to Kenyon, had the favor returned
when Ransom recruited him for his first teaching job at
Kenyon, dedicated his first book to Tate and so forth.

Nevertheless, the picture that has just been painted of

Jarrell's precocity and its early recognition may be
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misleading if it is now expected that we will be treated to

the sight of him springing fully armed from the head of Zeus

(or the cémmencement at Vanderbilt in 1935) into the fore-

front of American poets and critics.

Actually, it was not

until ten years later in 1945 that Jarrell really began to

assume a place in American letters.

It is not enough to have

a technical mastery of verse, or to be, as Peter Taylor (who

became a Vanderbilt undergraduate and disciple of Jarrell the

graduate student in 1936) has said "a boy who knew a lot"

(RJ:241).
technique

This

poraries, coming to maturity in the late thirties.

It is necessary to know what to do with one's
and knowledge that hasn't already been done.

was particularly true for Jarrell and his contem-

Behind

them were a hundred years of revolutions and counter-

revolutions in poetic theory and practice.

The literary

landscape in those years featured a heterogeneous array of

older but still practicing poets--Pound, Eliot, Yeats, Frost,

Stevens, Moore, Williams--and,
hugely seductive young Auden.

and often dangerous example of
understood and either rejected
generation. It is no surprise

criticism as well as poetry.

ligable by-product of a poetic

looming in the foreground, the
The confused, contradictory,
all these poets had to be

or assimilated by Jarrell's

that many of them practiced

For some it remained a neg-

career or academic employment.

For others like Jarrell criticism became important as an

alternative means of expression.
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First Reviews and Thesis

Jarrell's first opportunity to review came as a re-
sult of his attendance at VvVanderbilt. In 1935 Warren and
Brooks were newly installed at L.S.U. and presiding over the

inaugural issues of Southern Review. They turned to their

friend from Tennessee for an omnibus review of fiction--
twelve volumes by Ellen Glasgow, Willa Cather, Erskine
Caldwell and others. The review's interest today is as an
isolated example of Jarrell as an undergraduate critic. What
it lacks is more interesting than what it contains. Later
Jarrell was to make an art of three-page reviews of eight
books filled with summaries, advice, assassinations,
exhortations, miniature lectures on technique, and wit; all
delivered at a furious tempo. This fourteen-page review
remains merely a review. It seems more than anything else
too long. Jarrell later was to write to Edmund Wilson that
"when talking about the virtues of so-so people my style
.collapses."? That may be part of the problem here, if he

had a style to call his own by 1935. It is also true that
fiction as a category mattered less to Jarrell than poetry.
One feels he expected most of it to be boring, and could
generate neither anger nor malice when it was, which was not
the case when poetry was concerned. In the next thirty years
he wrote only a half-dozen reviews of fiction and then only
on authors important to him. Furthermore, in describing this

review to Brooks he claimed to have "tempered justice with
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mercy."8 It resulted in the review's sounding simply ten-
tative. Later he almost always chose justice and let mercy
take care of itself.

Still, there are a few traits in embryo in this first
review which were to become characteristic of Jarrell's
criticism. His penchant for quotation is evident, for
instance. He quotes eighteen people, ranging from Kant to
Chekhov, from Sophocles to Dorothy Parker. There are also a
number of little parables beginning with if, a device to
which Jarrell was to become habituated: "If one were to
begin a novel by making the hero almost drown," "If Miss
Glasgow were aroused in the middle of the night by a
burglar."9

There is also evidence in these reviews of Jarrell's
overriding interest in technique. At first reading it may
seem that his criticisms have to do with subject matter, and
he is capable of sounding like an overly fastidious, even
precious moralist. On closer inspection it becomes clear
that Jarrell objects to no subject matter for art, if the art
is equal to it. But he does say that "even the most gruesome
and tragic art must give the reader pleasure."lo If he
objects to these works, it is for failure of technique, which
he demonstrated most often by comparison with greater works
that attempt the same effects and succeed where these fail.
And the tone of the aesthete may be justified in part by the
subject matter of these books, one of which concerns a

philosopher, one a composer, one a group of artists.
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Of Jarrell's killing wit, which was to become a trade-
mark, there is little evidence. His remark about Stark
Young's characteristic attitude that, "as people tell you
about the Grand Canyon, it must be seen to be believed" is to
become familiar in form, though he will phrase such things
more gracefully in the future. His remark that "it is only a
lack of proper facilities. . ." that keeps Jule Brousseau's
overly introspective characters "from recording their blood
pressure" is nearer the mark. He also uses quotations from
the victims to impale them. But here, too, he goes on too
long. His examples from Glasgow take up a full page. Best
is his remark that: "it is only necessary to gquote a sen-
tence, and let the reader decide for himself by whom Miss
Wilhelm is influenced."ll 7The sentence which follows
could not have been bettered by Hemingway himself and leaves
Gale Wilhelm dead without time to bleed.

Jarrell did not appear in print again as a critic until
four years later, in 1939, when he began to review fre-
quently. One publication from this first period of serious
critical activity demands separate treatment, since it is
unlike anything he was later to do. This is undoubtedly so

because "Texts from Housman," which appeared in Kenyon Review

in 1939, is an excerpt from Jarrell's Master's thesis. As
such it is marred by the need to conform to a predetermined
thesis, the overuse of a technical vocabulary, occasional

overwriting, and a penchant for long parentheses.
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Robert Watson has said of the mature Jarrell as a
teacher and critic that "few could explain the very difficult
more simply" (RJ.259). In "Texts from Housman" he had not
yet learned to avoid convolution and abstraction. The worst
example may be the following sentence.

The part as part has a misleading look of indepen-

dence and reality, just as does the word as word;

but it has only that relationship to the larger

contexts of the poem that the words which com-

pose it have to it, and its significance is

similarly controlled and extended bX these

larger units of which it is a part.12
Admittedly, this is out of context, but a later Jarrell would
never write a sentence like this in any context with its
"significance”" and "units" and "word as word." The best of
Jarrell's later work is free of even such simple technical
words as metaphor, versification, and symbol, let alone im-~
plicit generalization, sublimated and hypertrophied, all of
which appear here. As he came to write for a wider audience,
and gained experience as a teacher, he saw that such a vo-
cabulary alienated still further readers already alienated
from poetry.

On the other hand "Texts from Housman" does show
Jarrell's debt to his Vanderbilt training in relatively pure

form. The years in which he studied there saw the publica-

tion of Tate's Reactionary Essays, Ransom's The World's Body

and The New Criticism and Brooks's Modern Poetry and the

Tradition. "Texts from Housman" is in this critical tradi-

tion, essentially an Empsonian close reading of two Housman
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poems, "Crossing alone the nighted ferry" and "He nods and
curtseys and recovers." It probably led Berryman years later
to remark that Empson was "Jarrell's master," though he was
really only one of several (RJ:1l1).

In this article Jarrell argues that the most common
logical structure in ?oetry is inductive, the inferring of
general truths from ﬁarticular instances. He further asserts
that the general truth is often left unstated, is only im-
plied and that this procedure is characteristic of Housman.
He then sets out to demonstrate this in readings of the two
poems which are painstaking, absorbing, and occasionally
brilliant. But something interesting happens as we are led
through the poems. We become so interested in them, in
Jarrell's demonstration of their intricate construction that
we forget about the thesis he is trying to prove. We end by
appreciating the poems a good deal more than when we started,
but remain unconvinced that the idea of implicit generaliza-
tion is much more than a fancy way of saying something quite
commonplace about the way poems work. It is hard not to
feel, in fact, that for Jarrell himself much the same thing
happened. He seems much more interested in the particular
poems than in any general theory about them. 1In his later
criticism he retained and perfected the willingness shown
here to submit himself to the poem and not impose preconcep-
tions upon it, to brilliantly paraphrase, to ferret out

multiple meanings, to mint striking and often homely phrases
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which illuminate the poem or poet. Here, for example, he
describes a poem as an "onion of contexts," says that
Housman's tone "shivers between [several qualities] like a
just-thrown knife," calls Housman's poetry "a sort of home-
made nettle wine."13

Furthermore some of Jarrell's most interesting points
have only a tenuous relationship to the idea of implicit
generalization. Specifically, he argues that "Crossing along
the nighted ferry" is a love poem, and that the theme of "It
nods and curtseys and recovers" is the Freudian death wish.
The lover who has hanged himself for love is really in love
with death. He makes the case for this particularly well,
and it is worth noting that even here, when he is most deter-
mined to be a New Critic, he is willing to be a Freudian
critic as well if it serves the poem. This eclecticism,
which he developed, and which kept him from being an un-
swerving adherent to any critical school, is early evidence
of his unwillingness to let theory get in the way of a
thorough apprehensioﬁ of a poem. At his best he follows
where the text leads--enriches his analysis with whatever
special data he has to offer.

Without his New Critical training Jarrell's later essays
(on Frost for example) would not have been possible. With
only this background, they would not have been what they are.
Richard Kostelanetz makes this point when he places Jarrell

with Leslie Fiedler and Paul Goodman as among the most
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interesting critics of the postwar period, precisely because
they did not remain in the movements that spawned them, be-
cause they were "marginal members eccentric and productive
enough to transcend their cronies' limitation and thus make
an individual contribution. . ."14

Finally, Jarrell's choice of Housman as a subject for
his thesis points forward to later preoccupations. Housman
seems at first an odd choice for one who was later to write
almost exclusively on poets after Eliot, but he was always
full of allusions to Arnold and Hardy, and always a passion-
ate partisan of Frost. It is obvious that in them and
Housman, he found the sources of the tone which is peculiar
to modern poetry. He remarks, for example, in this piece
that in traditional English poetry roses grow on lovers'
graves to show remembrance, but that "Housman puts the nettle
there, for forgetfulness." He is primarily attracted to
Housman's cast of mind, which is more early modern than late
Victorian. For Housman "death is better than life, nothing
better than anything,"15 a belief which is at least
latent in Arnold, Frost and Hardy, and congenial to

Jarrell.

Critic of Critics

"Texts from Housman" is the only essay of Jarrell's
that can legitimately be said to be almost wholly academic in

conception and execution, the last in which the writing is
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sometimes simply bad. In the same year, .1939, he contributed

a pair of reviews to Kenyon Review which have many more of

the earmarks of the style Jarrell was to develop throughout
the decade of the forties. By the following year he was
beginning to be asked to write for magazines outside the

Kenyon--~Southern Review circle. Since three of these first

reviews are of other critics, and a fourth piece is a polemic
on the nature of poetry reviewing, they conveniently provide
a reasonably clear idea of where Jarrell stood in regard to
the critics of the generation preceding his and suggest his
emerging attitudes concerning the functions of literary
criticism and the sort of criticism he himself might consider
attempting.

The first thing that is apparent about these three

reviews of Winters' Maule's Curse, Macneice's Modern Poetry,

and Tate's Reason in Madness is that Jarrell's style seems to

have improved by a quantum leap. This is probably due to the
fact that he is here writing about a subject that really

interests him in a form he enjoys. He calls Maule's Curse

"the best book on American literature I ever read," and is
obviously a partisan of his friend Tate, though in fundamen-
tal disagreement with him. He disliked the MacNeice book
sufficiently to be enthusiastic about attacking it, and wrote
the polemic because he wanted to.1® It was not assigned.

In these pieces we begin to see quite clearly what

criticism should be as far as Jarrell is concerned. First, a
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critic should be able to write. He praises Tate for his
style and attacks MacNeice for his. This necessarily means
that the critic ought to have an individual voice. This
again is a flaw in MacNeice, who possesses

The straightforward, general elevating tone,

varied judiciously with jokes and pieces of

slang, the reassuringly commonplace analogies,

the frequent little guidebook summaries, the

general air of more or less talking down, of

good humoredly and sensibly overlooking any
unprofitable or embarrassing complications. . .

17
All of these don'ts, imply some dos. The critic should
be his own man, should have both range and depth of know-
ledge. The worst things he can be are the things MacNeice
is~~"amateurish and negligible," guilty of provincialism,
lacking in emotion, simply uninformed about his subject--
"how much . . . he has forgotten or simply never learned," "a
reader given to exaggeration might in an excess of enthusiasm
call his knowledge of American poetry sketchy." All of this
adds up to a "tepid journalistic reasonableness." 18
MacNeice is finally contrasted with his betters--Empson,
Tate, and Blackmur--whom Jarrell calls "real critics." And
he describes modern criticism as "a jungle through which one
wanders, with its misshapen and extravagant and cannibalistic
growths, bent double with fruit and tentacles, disquieting
with their rank eccentric life."19 Next to these
MacNeice is a houseplant.

We see here the beginnings of a pantheon of critics
which is extended in "Contemporary Poetry Criticism" to

include Eliot, Ransom, Richards, Zabel, Brooks, Warren and






