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Poetics

. Prerace TO Leaves OF GRASS

“In July 1855, Walt Whitman anonymously published twelve poems titled Leaves of
' Grass. In his preface to the volume, he describes a new breed of poet wed to the
democratic ideals he associated with his country. “The United States themselves,” he
proclaims, “are essentially the greatest poem,” and the idcal poet will celebrate this with
poems that cxpress radical individualism while also speaking to and for the common
people. Rejecting formal artifice, such as rhyme and personification, Whitman advances
an organic vision of poetic form as free, insouciant, and vitally responsive to nature,
the soul, and the people. These excerpts are taken [rom Leaves of Grass (1855).

WALT WHITMAN

From Preface to Leaves of Grass

America does not repel the past or what it has produced under its forms or
amid other politics or the idea of castes or the old religions . . . . accepts the
lesson with calmness . . . is not so impatient as has been supposed that the
slough still sticks to opinions and manners and literature while the life which
served its requirements has passed into the new life of the new forms . ..
perceives that the corpse is slowly borne from the eating and sleeping rooms
of the house . . . perceives that it waits a little while in the door . . . that it
was fittest for its days . . . that its action has descended to the stalwart and
wellshaped heir who approaches . . . and that he shall be fittest for his days.

The Americans of all nations at any time upon the earth have probably the
fullest poetical nature. The United States themselves are essentially the
greatest poem. In the history of the earth hitherto the largest and most stir-
ring appear tame and orderly to their ampler largeness and stir. Here at last
is something in the doings of man that corresponds with the broadcast doings
of the day and night. Here is not merely a nation but a teeming nation of
nations. Here is action untied from strings necessarily blind to particulars
and details magnificently moving in vast masses. Here is the hospitality
which forever indicates heroes . ... Here are the roughs and beards and
space and ruggedness and nonchalance that the soul loves. Here the perfor-
mance disdaining the trivial unapproached in the tremendous audacity of its
crowds and groupings and the push of its perspective spreads with crampless
and flowing breadth and showers its prolific and splendid extravagance. One
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sees it must indeed own the riches of the summer and winter, and need
never be bankrupt while corn grows from the ground or the orchards drop
apples or the bays contain fish or men beget children upon women.

Other states indicate themselves in their deputies . . . . but the genius of
the United States is not best or most in its exccutives or legislatures, nor ip
its ambassadors or authors or colleges or churches or parlors, nor even in itg
newspapers or inventors . . . but always most in the common people. Their
manners speech dress friendships—the freshness and candor of their phys-
iognomy—the picturesque looseness of their carriage . .. their deathless
attachment to freedom—their aversion to anything indecorous or soft or
mean—the practical acknowledgment of the citizens of one state by the cit-
izens of all other states—the fierceness of their roused resentment—their
curiosity and welcome of novelty-—their self-esteem and wonderful sympa-
thy—their susceptibility to a slight—the air they have of persons who never
knew how it felt to stand in the presence of superiors—the fluency of their
speech—their delight in music, the sure symptom of manly tenderness and
native elegance of soul . . . their good temper and openhandedncss—the ter-
rible significance of their elections—the President’s taking off his hat 14
them not they to him—these too are unrhymed poetry. It awaits the gigantic
and generous treatment worthy of it

x = *

The greatest poet hardly knows pettiness or triviality. If he breathes into
any thing that was before thought small it dilates with the grandeur and life
of the universe. He is a seer . . . . he is individual . . . he is complete in him-
self . . . . the others are as good as he, only he sees it and they do not. He is
not one of the chorus . . . . he does not stop for any regulation . . . he is the
president of regulation. What the eyesight does to the rest he does to the
rest. Who knows the curious mystery of the eyesight? The other senses cor-
roborate themselves, but this is removed from any proof but its own and
foreruns the identities of the spiritual world. A single glance of it mocks all
the investigations of man and all the instruments and books of the earth and
all reasoning. What is marvellous? what is unlikely? what is impossible or
baseless or vague? after you have once just opened the space of a peachpit
and given audience to far and near and to the sunset and had all things enter
with electric swiftness softly and duly without confusion or jostling or jam.

The land and sea, the animals fishes and birds, the sky of heaven and the
orbs, the forests mountains and rivers, are not small themes . . . but folks
expect of the poet 10 indicate more than the beauty and dignity which always
attach to dumb real objects .. ..they expect him to indicate the path
between reality and their souls. Men and women perceive the beaury well
enough . . probably as well as he. The passionate tenacity of hunters, wood-
men, early risers, cultivators of gardens and orchards and fields, the love of
healthy women for the manly form, seafaring persons, drivers of horses, the
passion for light and the open air, all is an old varied sign of the unfailing
perception of beauty and of a residence of the poetic in outdoor people. They
can never be assisted by poets to perceive . . . some may but they never can.
The poetic quality is not marshalled in rhyme or uniformity or abstract
addresses to things nor in melancholy complaints or good precepts, but is
the life of these and much else and is in the soul. The profit of rhyme is that
it drops seeds of a sweeter and more luxuriant rhyme, and of uniformity that
it conveys itself into its own roots in the ground out of sight. The rhyvme and
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b qiformity of perfect poems show the free growth of metrical laws and bud
om them as uncrringly and loosely as lilacs or roses on a bush, and take
 LLapes as compact as the shapes of chestnuts and oranges and melons and
P oars, and shed the perfume impalpable to form. The fluency and ornaments
f f.the finest -poems or music or orations or recitations are not independent
bt dependent. All beauty comes from beautiful blood and a beautiful brain,
f the greatnesses are in conjunction in a man or woman it is enough . . ..
the fact will prevail through the universe . . .. but the gaggery and gilt of 2
 hitlion years will not prevail. Who troubles himself about his ornaments or
uency is lost. This is what you shall do: Love the earth and sun and the
 nimals, despise riches, give alms to every one that asks, stand up for the
ktupid and crazy, devote your income and labor to others, hate tyrants, argue
ot concerning God, have patience and indulgence toward the people, take
off your hat to nothing known or unknown or to any man or number of men,
oo freely with powerful uneducated persons and with the young and with the
knothers of families, read these leaves in the open air every season of every
tyear of your life, reexamine all you have been told at schocl or church or in
any book, dismiss whatever insults your own soul, and your very flesh shall
e a great poem and have the richest fluency not only in its words but in the
ilent lines of its lips and face and between the lashes of your eyes and in
every motion and joint of your body. ....... The poet shall not spend his
:me in unneeded work. He shall know that the ground is always ready
bloughed and manured . . . . others may not know it but he shall. He shall
go directly to the creation. His trust shall master the trust of everything he
ouches . . . . and shall master all attachment.

i -

L The art of art, the glory of expression and the sunshine of the light of
Jetters is simplicity. Nothing is better than simplicity . . . . nothing can make
up for excess or for the lack of definiteness. To carry on the heave of impulse
and pierce intellectual depths and give all subjects their articulations are
fpowers neither common nor very uncommon. But to speak in literature with
the perfect rectitude and insouciance of the movements of animals and the
unimpeachableness of the sentiment of trees in the woods and grass by the
roadside is the flawless triumph of art. If you have looked on him who has
achieved it you have looked on one of the masters of the artists of all nations
nd times. You shall not contemplate the flight of the graygull over the bay
or the mettlesome action of the blood horse or the tall leaning of sunflowers
on their stalk or the appearance of the sun journeying through heaven or the
appearance of the moon afterward with any more satisfaction than you shall
contemplate him. The greatest poet has less a marked style and is more the
channel of thoughts and things without increase or diminution, and is the
 ree channel of himself. He swears to his art, [ will not be meddlesome, 1
will not have in my writing any elegance or effect or originality to hang in
the way between me and the rest like curtains. I will have nothing hang in
the-way, not the richest curtains. What-T-tell I tell for-precisely what it-is.
'Let who may exalt or startle or fascinate or sooth 1 will have purposes as
 health or heat or snow has and be as regardless of observation. What I expe-
rience or portray shall go from my composition without a shred of my com-
position. You shall stand by my side and look in the mirror with me.
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The direct trial of him who would be the greatest poet is today. If he does
not flood himself with the immediate age as with vast oceanic tides
and if he does not attract his own land body and soul to himself and hang
on its neck with incomparable love and plunge his semitic muscle! into its
merits and demerits . . . and if he be not himself the age transfigured . ...
and if to him is not opened the cternity which gives similitude to all periods
and locations and processes and animate and inanimate forms, and which ig
the bond of time, and rises up from its inconceivable vagueness and infi-
niteness in the swimming shape of today, and is held by the ductile anchars
of life, and nrakes the-present spot the passage from what was to what shall
be, and commits itself to the representation of this ware of an hour and this
one of the sixty beautiful children of the wave—let him merge in the general
run and wait his development Still the final test of poems or any
character or work remains. The prescient poet projects himself centuries
ahead and judges performer or performance after the changes of time. Does
it live through them? Does it still hold on untired? Will the same style and
the direction of genius to similar points be satisfactory now? Has no new
discovery in science or arrival at superior planes of thought and judgment
and behaviour fixed him or his so that either can be looked down upon? Have
the marches of tens and hundreds and thousands of years made willing
detours to the right hand and the left hand for his sake? Is he beloved long
and long after he is buried? Does the young man think often of him? and
the young woman think often of him? and do the middleaged and the old
think of him?

A great poem is for ages and ages in common and for all degrees and
complexions and all departments and sects and for a woman as much as a
man and a man as much as a woman. A great poem is no finish to a man or
woman but rather a beginning, Has any one fancied he could sit at last under
some due authority and rest satisfied with explanations and realize and be
content and full? To no such terminus does the greatest poet bring . . . he
brings neither cessation or sheltered fatness and ease. The touch of him tells
in action. Whom he takes he takes with firm sure grasp into live regions
previously unattained . . . . thenceforward is no rest . ... . they see the space
and ineffable sheen that turn the old spots and lights into dead vacuums.
The companion of him beholds the birth and progress of stars and learns
one of the meanings. Now there shall be a2 man cohered out of tumult and
chaos . . . . the elder encourages the younger and shows him how ... they
two shall launch off fearlessly together till the new world fits an orbit for
itself and looks unabashed on the lesser orbits of the stars and sweeps
through the ceaseless rings and shall never be quiet again.

There will soon be na more priests. Their work is done. They may wait
awhile . . perhaps a generation or two . . dropping off by degrees. A superior
breed shall take their place . . . . the gangs of kosmos and prophets en massc
shall take their place, A new order shall arise and they shall be the priests of
man, and every man shall be his own priest. The churches built under their
umbrage shall be the churches of men and women. Through the divinity of
themselves shall the kosmos and the new breed of poets be interpreters of
men and women and of all events and things. They shall find their inspiration
in real objects today, symptoms of the past and future . . .. They shall not
deign to defend immortality or God or the perfection of things or liberty or

1. That is, muscle through which semen passes; penis (\Whitman’s coinage).
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e exquisite beauty and reality of the soul. They shall arise in America and
¢ responded to from the remainder of the earth.
“The English language befriends the grand American expression . . . . itis
yrawny enough and limber and full enough. On the tough stock of a race
1 o through all change of circumstance was never without the idea of polit-
E .2l liberty, which is the animus of all liberty, it has attracted the terms of
haintier and gayer and subtler and more elegant tongues. It is the powerful
Language of resistance . . . it is the dialect of common sense. It is the speech
£ the proud and melancholy races and of all who aspire. It is the chosen
bongue to express growth faith self-esteem freedom justice equality friend-
finess amplitude prudence decision and courage. It is the medium that shall
kel nigh express the inexpressible.
b No great literature nor any like style of behaviour or oratory or social
L tercourse or household arrangements or public institutions or the treat-
hnent by bosses of employed people, nor executive detail or detail of the army
br navy, nor spirit of legislation or courts or police or tuition or architecture
bor songs or amusements or the costumes of young men, can long elude the
ioalous and passionate instinct of American standards. Whether or no the
fsign appears from the months of the people, it throbs a live interrogation in
kevery freeman’s and freewoman's heart after that which passes by or this
uilt to Temain. Is it uniform with my country? Are its disposals without
gnominious distinctions? Is it for the evergrowing communes of brothers
and lovers, large, well-united, proud beyond the old models, generous beyond
o1l models? Ts it something grown fresh out of the fields or drawn from the
Lcea for use to me today here? 1 know that what answers for me an American
must answer for any individual or nation that serves for a part of my mate-
dals. Does this answer? or is it without reference to universal needs? or
sprung of the needs of the less developed society of special ranks? or old
 needs of pleasure overlaid by modern science and forms? Does this acknowl-
edge liberty with audible and absclute acknowledgement, and set slavery at
I nought for life and death? Will it help breed one goodshaped and wellhung
man, and a woman to be his perfect and independent mate? Does it improve
 manners? Is it for the nursing of the young of the republic? Does it solve
 readily with the sweet milk of the nipples of the breasts of the mother of
 many children? Has it too the old ever-fresh forbearance and impartiality?
Does it look with the same love on the last born and on those hardening
toward stature, and on the errant, and on those who disdain all strength of
-assault outside of their own?
The poems distilled from other poems will probably pass away. The coward
' will surely pass away. The expectation of the vital and great can only be
 satisfied by the demeanor of the vital and great. The swarms of the polished
 deprecating and reflectors and the polite float off and leave no remembrance.
America prepares with composure and goodwill for the visitors that have sent
word. It is not intellect that is to be their warrant and welcome. The talented,
F the artist, the ingenious, the editor, the statesman, the erudite . . they are
 not unappreciated . . they fall in their place and do their work. The soul of
the nation also does its work. No disguise can pass on it . . no disguise can
conceal from it. It rejects none, it permits all. Only toward as good as itself
| and toward the like of itself will it advance half-way. An individual is as
' superb as a nation when he has the qualities which make a superb nation.
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whose jingling cooled my Tramp—Perhaps the Balm, seemed better, because
you bled me, first,

I smile when you suggest that I delay “to publish"—that being foreign 1o
my thought, as Firmament to Fin—

If fame belonged to me, 1 could not escape her—if she did not, the longest
day would pass me on the chase—and the approbation of my Dog, would
forsake me—then—My Barefoot-Rank is better——

You think my gait “spasmodic”~—1 am in danger—Sir—

You think me “uncontrolled”-—I have no Tribunal.

Would you have time to be the “friend” you should think I need? I have a
little shape—it would not crowd your Desk —-nor make much Racket as the
Mouse, that dents your Galleries—

If I might bring vou what I do—not so frequent to trouble you—and ask
you if I told it clear—'twould be control, to me—

The Sailor cannot see the North—but knows the Needle can—

The “hand you stretch me in the Dark,” I put mine in, and turn away—I
have no Saxon,*® now—

As if T asked a common Al\ms,

And in my wondering hand

A Stranger pressed a Kingdom,
And I, bewildered, stand—

As if T asked the Orient

Had it for me a Morn—

And it should lift it's® purple Dikes,
And shatter me with Dawn!

- But, will you be my Preceptor, Mr Higginson?
Your friend
E Dickinson—

[Letter 268: My Business Is Circumference]

To T. W. Higginson July 1862

Could you believe me—without? I had no portrait, now, but am small, like
the Wren, and my Hair is bold, like the Chestnut Bur—and my eyes, like
the Sherry in the Glass, that the Guest leaves —Would this do just as well?

It often alarms Father—He says Death might occur, and he has Molds’
of all the rest—but has no Mold of me, but I noticed the Quick wore off
those things, in a few days, and forestall the dishonor-You will think no
caprice of me—

You said “Dark.” I know the Butterfly—and the Lizard—and the Orchis®—

Are not those your Countrymen?

I am happy to be your scholar, and will deserve the kindness, 1 cannot
repay.

If you truly consent, I recite, now—

R Tharic lammrrmma 51 o ~ a
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il you tell me my fault, frankly as to yourself, for I had rather wince,
- die. Men do not call the surgeon, to commend—the Bone, but to set
Bir, and fracture within, is more critical. And for this, Preceptor, I shall
you—Obedience—the Blossom from my Garden, and every gratitude
fow. Perhaps you smile at me. I could not stop for that—My Business is
B imference—An ignorance, not of Customs, but if caught with the
fn—or the Sunset sce me—Myself the only Kangaroo among the Beauty,
iif you please, it afflicts me, and I thought that instruction would take it

anuse you have much business, beside the growth of me—you will
hoint, yourself, how often I shall come—without your inconvenience. And
{ any time—you regret you received me, or [ prove a different fabric to
bt you supposed—you must banish me—

fyhen I state myself, as the Representative of the Verse—it does not
hn—me—but a supposed person. You are true, about the “perfection.”
foday, makes Yesterday mean.?

bou spoke of Pippa Passes-—I never heard anybody speak of Pippa
iies—before,

You see my posture is benighted.

I'o thank you, baffles me. Are you perfectly powerful? Had [ a pleasure
i had not, I could delight to bring it.

Your Scholar

Werse drama {1841), by Robert Browning.

LETTERS

Bhis letters, Gerard Manley Hopkins explains his highly original conceptions of poetry.
lough he dicd in the nineteenth century, Hopkins would exert a strong influence on

ots of the twentieth century; in their poetics statements, modern and contemporary

I
Nits frequently echo his central ideas {(see, e.g., Dylan Thomas, Denise Levertov, and
famus Heaney). Long before Fzra Pound and the Imagists called for avoiding the
vihin of the metronome, Hopkins discovered a flexible prosodic system he called
prung rhythm,” shich allowed for a variable number of syllables within a metrical
Bot. And long before the Black Mountain school developed a notion of “organic form,”
Hopkins said he aimed to present in his poetry the “inscape,” or the inner distinctiveness

B things. Hopkins followed his genius in unusual rhythmic, verbal, and stylistic direc-

ﬁpkins to Bridges and Dixon can be found in Letters of Hopkins to Robert Bridges
M955) and Correspondence of Hopkins and Richard Watson Dixor (1955), both edited
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emotional complex in an instant of time.” He also issues injunctions and admonitions
to help poets strip their verse of unnecessary thetoric and abstraction, Poets, he argues,
should write divect, musically cadenced, image-grounded verse. Pound also included
his “Prolegomena,” from the Poetry Review of February 1912, in which he offers a
sweeping view of literary history. He warns against either overestimating the freedom
of free verse or underestimating the hard work essential to technical mastery as a poet,
and he foretells the development of “harder and saner” verse, “like granite.” He con-
cludes with further thoughts on frec verse and on the artists, musicians, and writers he
considered the best of his time. The essay is reprinted from Pound’s Pavannes and
Divisions (1918).

EZRA POUND

A Retrospect

There has been so much scribbling about a new fashion in poetry, that [ may
perhaps be pardoned this brief recapitulation and retrospect.

In the spring or early summer of 1912, “H. D.,” Richard Aldington and
myself decided that we were agreed upon the three principles following:'

1. Direct treatment of the “thing” whether subjective or objective.

2. To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation.

3. As regarding rhythm: to compose in the sequence of the musical
phrase, not in sequence of a metronome.

Upon many points of taste and of predilection we differed, but agreeing
upon these three positions we thought we had as much right to a group name,
at least as much right, as a number of French “schools” proclaimed by Mr.
Flint in the August number of Harold Munro’s magazine for 1911.2

This school has since been “joined” or “followed” by numerous people who,
whatever their merits, do not show any signs of agreeing with the second
specification. Indeed vers libre® has become as prolix and as verbose as any
of the flaccid varieties that preceded it. It has brought faults of its own. The
actual language and phrasing is often as bad as that of our elders without
even the excuse that the words are shoveled in to fill a metric pattern or to
complete the noise of a rhyme-sound. Whether or no the phrases followed
by the followers are musical must be left to the reader’s decision. At times [
can find a marked metre in “vers libres,” as stale and hackneyed as any
pseudo-Swinburnian,* at times the writers seem to follow no musical struc-
ture whatever. But it is, on the whole, good that the field should be ploughed.
Perhaps a few good poems have come from the new method, and if so it is
justified.

Criticism is not a circumscription or a set of prohibitions. It provides fixed
points of departure. It may startle a dull reader into alertness. That little of

1. Tn Poetry 1.6 (March 1913), these three prin- H. D. (1886-1961): Amcrican poet.

ciples appeared (with slightly different wording} in 2. Flint's “Contemporary French Poetny” ap-
an article summarizing an interview with an “Imag- peared in Poetry Review (August 1912).

iste” and were published under the name of F. §. 3. Free verse {French).

Flint {18835-1960), English poet and translator. 4, Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837-1909),
Richard Aldington (1892-1962): English poet. English poct.
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it which is good is mostly in stray phrases; or if it be an older artist helping
a younger it is in great measure but rules of thumb, cautions gained by
experience.

I set together a few phrases on practical working about the time the first
remarks on imagisme were published. The first use of the word “Imagiste”
was in my note to T. E. Hulme's® five poems, printed at the end of my
“Ripostes” in the autumn of 1912, | reprint my cautions from Poetry for
March, 1913:

A Few Don'ts®

An “Image” is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex
in an instant of time. I use the term “complex” rather in the technical sense
employed by the newer psychologists, such as Hart,” though we might not
agree absolutely in our application,

It is the presentation of such a “complex” instantaneously which gives that
sense of sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space
limits; that sense of sudden growth, which we experience in the presence of
the greatest works of art.

It is better to present one Image in a lifetime than to produce voluminous
works.

All this, however, some may consider open to debate. The immediate
necessity is to tabulate A LIST OF DON'TS for those beginning to write verses,
I can not put ali of them into Mosaic negative

To begin with, consider the three propositions {(demanding direct treat-
ment, economy of words, and the sequence of the musical phrase), not as
dogma—never consider anything as dogma—but as the result of long
contemplation, which, even if it is some one else’s contemplation, may be
worth consideration.

Pay no attention to the criticism of men who have never themselves written
a notable work. Consider the discrepancies between the actual writing of the
Greek poets and dramatists, and the theories of the GraecoRoman gram-
marians, concocted to explain their metres.

LANGUAGE

Use no superfluous word, no adjective, which does not reveal something,

Don’t use such an expression as “dim lands of peace.” It dulls the image.
it mixes an abstraction with the concrete. It comes from the writer's not
realizing that the natural object is always the adequate symbol.

Go in fear of abstractions. Do not retell in mediocre verse what has already
been done in good prose. Don't think any intelligent person is going to be
deceived when you try to shirk all the difficulties of the unspeakably difficult
art of good prose by chopping your composition into line lengths,

What the expert is tired of today the public will be tired of tomorrow.

Don’t imagine that the art of poetry is any simpler than the art of music,
or that you can please the expert before you have spent at least as much

5. English eritic, poet, and philosopher (1883— discusses “the complex” in The Psychology of Insan-
1917). ity {1912), a book that helped popularize psycho-
6. Originally titled “A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste,” analysis.

this essay appeared in Poetry 1.6 (March 1913). 8. Reference tn the Tem Mo oo oo g pe
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effort on the art of verse as the average piano teacher spends on the art of
music.
~ Be influenced by as many great artists as you can, but have the decency
either to acknowledge the debt outright, or to try to conceal it,
Don’t allow “influence” to mean merely that you mop up the particular
decorative vocabulary of some one or two pocts whom you happen to admire.
A Turkish war correspondent was recently caught red-handed babbling in
his dispatches of “dove-gray” hills, or else it was “pearl-pale,” I can not
remember.

Use either no ornament or good ornament.

RHYTHM AND RHYME

Let the candidate fill his mind with the finest cadences he can discover,
 preferably in a foreign language® so that the meaning of the words may be
Jess likely to divert his attention from the movement; e.g., Saxon charms,
 Hebridean Folk Songs, the verse of Dante, and the lyrics of Shakespeare—
if he can dissociate the vocabulary from the cadence. Let him dissect the
yrics of Goethe' coldly into their component sound values, syllables long
and short, stressed and unstressed, into vowels and consonants.

It is not necessary that a poem should rely on its music, but if it does rely
on its music that music must be such as will delight the expert.

Let the neophyte know assonance and alliteration, rhyme immediate and
delayed, simple and polyphonic, as a musician would expect to know har-
mony and counterpoint and all the minutiae of his craft. No time is too great
to give to these matters or to any one of them, even if the artist seldom have
need of them.

Don't imagine that a thing will “go” in verse just because it's too dull to
go in prose.

Don't be “viewy’—leave that to the writers of pretty little philosophic
essays. Don't be descriptive; remember that the painter can describe a land-
scape much better than you can, and that he has to know a deal more about
it.

When Shakespeare talks of the “Dawn in russet mantle clad" he presents
something which the painter does not present. There is in this line of his
nothing that one can call description; he presents.

Consider the way of the scientists rather than the way of an advertising
agent for a new soap.

The scientist does not expect to be acclaimed as a great scientist until he
has discovered something. He begins by learning what has been discovered
already. He goes from that point onward. He does not bank on being a charm-
ing fellow personally. He does not expect his friends to applaud the results
of his freshman class work. Freshmen in poetry are unfortunately not con-
fined to a definite and recognizable class room. They are “all over the shop.”
Is it any wonder “the public is indifferent to poetry?”

Don'’t chop your stuff into separate iambs. Don’t make each line stop dead
at the end, and then begin every next line with a heave. Let the beginning

9. “This is for rhythm, his vocabulary must of 2. From Horatio’s speech in the opening scene of
course be found in his native tongue” [Pound'’s Shakespeare’s Hamlet; “But look, the morn in rus-
note]. set mantle clad / Walks o’er the dew of yon high

1. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), eastern hill.”
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THE POETRY OF THE PRESENT

Anticipating the proponents of open form in the second half of the twentieth century,
D. H. Lawrence argues in this essay for free verse in contact with the “insurgent naked
throb of the instant moment,” poetry unshackled from habit and traditional form. He
urges that poetry be spontaneous, flexible, alive. He contrasts such “poetry of the imme-
diate present,” responsive to the flux of experience, with the “gem-like Iyrics” of the
Romantics. Not that Lawrence thought himself without precedent—he claims Walt
Whitinan as his precursor in escaping [rom formal symmetry and closure, in opening
up new possibilitics for verse. Originally published in issue 4, 5 (1919} of Flayboy, a
short-lived magazine edited by American designer Egmont Arens, the essay reappeared
as the prelace to Lawrence's New Poess, American edition (1920), from which the text
below, with its original title, is reprinted.

D. H. LAWRENCE

The Poetry of the Present
[Preface to the American Edition of New Poems]

It seems when we hear a skylark singing as if sound were running forward
into the future, running so fast and utterly without consideration, straight
on into futurity. And when we hear a nightingale, we hear the pause and the
rich, piercing rhythm of recollection, the perfected past. The lark may sound
sad, but with the lovely lapsing sadness that is almost a swoon of hope. The
nightingale’s triumph is a paean, but a death-pzan.

So it is with poetry. Poetry is, as a rule, either the voice of the far future,
exquisite and ethereal, or it is the voice of the past, rich, magnificent. When
the Greeks heard the Iliad and the Odyssey, they heard their own past calling
in their hearts, as men far inland sometimes hear the sea and fall weak with
powerful, wonderful regret, nostalgia; or else their own future rippled its
time-beats through their blood, as they followed the painful, glamorous pro-
gress of the Ithacan.' This was Homer to the Greeks: their Past, splendid
with battles won and death achieved, and their Future, the magic wandering
of Ulysses through the unknown,

With us it is the same. Our birds sing on the horizons. They sing out of
the blue, beyond us, or out of the quenched night. They sing at dawn and
sunset. Only the poor, shrill, tame canaries whistle while we talk. The wild
birds begin before we are awake, or as we drop into dimness, out of waking.
Our poets sit by the gateways, some by the east, some by the west. As we
arrive and as we go out our hearts surge with response. But whilst we are in
the midst of life, we do not hear them.

The poetry of the beginning and the poetry of the end must have that
exquisite finality, perfection which belongs to all that is far off. It is in the
realm of all that is perfect. It is of the nature of all that is complete and

L. From the Greek istand of Ithaca; that is, Odysseus, or Ulysses.
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[ consummate. This completeness, this consummateness, the finality and the
erfection are conveyed in exquisite form: the perfect symmetry, the rhythm
i which returns upon itself like a dance where the hands link and loosen and
jink for the supreme moment of the end. Perfected bygone moments, per-
fected moments in the glimmering futurity, these are the treasured gem-like
Iyrics of Shelley and Keats.?

" But there is another kind of poetry: the poetry of that which is at hand:
the immediate present. In the immediate present there is no perfection, no
 consummation, nothing finished. The strands are all flying, quivering, inter-
imingling into the web, the waters are shaking the moon. There is no round,
 consummate moon on the face of running water, nor on the face of the
unfinished tide. There are no gems of the living plasm. The living plasm
vibrates unspeakably, it inhales the future, it exhales the past, it is the quick
of both, and vet it is neither. There is no plasmic finality, nothing crystal,
permanent. If we try to fix the living tissue, as the biclogists fix it with for-
fmation, we have only a hardened bit of the past, the bygone life under our
fobservation,

i Life, the ever-present, knows no finality, no finished crystallisation. The
perfect rose is only a running flame, emerging and {lowing off, and never in
hny sense at rest, static, finished. Herein lies its transcendent loveliness. The
fwhole tide of all life and all time suddenly heaves, and appears before us as
bn apparition, a revelation. We look at the very white quick of nascent cre-
htion. A water-lily heaves herself from the flood, looks round, gleams, and is
gone. We have seen the incarnation, the quick of the ever-swirling flood. We
have seen the invisible, We have seen, we have touched, we have partaken
bf the very substance of creative change, creative mutation, If you tell me
ihout the lotus, tell me of nothing changeless or eternal.? Tell me of the
Bnystery of the inexhaustible, forever-unfolding creative spark. Tell me of the
fhcarnate disclosure of the flux, mutation in blossom, laughter and decay
berfectly open in their transit, nude in their movement before us.

b Let me feel the mud and the heavens in my lotus. Let me feel the heavy,
hilting, sucking mud, the spinning of sky winds. Let me feel them both in
burest contact, the nakedness of sucking weight, nakedly passing radiance.
Cive me nothing fixed, set, static. Don’t give me the infinite or the eternal:
hothing of infinity, nothing of eternity. Give me the still, white seething, the
Bncandescence and the coldness of the incarnate moment: the moment, the
Biuick of all change and haste and opposition: the moment, the immediate
bresent, the Now. The immediate moment is not a drop of water running
Hownstream. It is the source and issue, the bubbling up of the stream. Here,
1 this very instant moment, up bubbles the stream of time, out of the wells
bt futurity, flowing on to the oceans of the past. The source, the issue, the
Breative quick.

p There is poetry of this immediate present, instant poetry, as well as poetry
bf the infinite past and the infinite future. The seething poetry of the incar-
hate Now is supreme, beyond even the everlasting gems of the before and
bfter. In its quivering momentaneity it surpasses the crystalline, pearl-hard
ewels, the poems of the eternities. Do not ask for the gualities of the unfad-
ing timeless gems. Ask for the whiteness which is the seethe of mud, ask for

. Porev Rueche Shallev {1797-1222Y and Iahn flawer often evmbolizes the release from earthly
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that incipient putrescence which is the skies falling, ask for the never-
pausing, never-ceasing life itself. There must be mutation, swifter than iri-
descence, haste, not rest, come-and-go, not fixity, inconclusiveness,
immediacy, the quality of life itself, without dénouement or close. There
frust be the rapid momentaneous association of things which meet and pass
oh the forever incalculable journey of creation: everything left in its own
rapid, fluid relationship with the rest of things.

This is the unrestful, ungraspable poetry of the sheer present, poetry
whose very permanency lies in its wind-like transit. Whitman's* is the best
poetry of this kind. Without beginning and without end, without any base
and pediment, it sweeps past forever, like a wind that is forever in passage,
and unchainable. Whitman truly locked before and after. But he did not sigh
for what is not. The clue to all his utterance lies in the sheer appreciation
of the instant moment, life surging itself into utterance at its very well-head.
Eternity is only an abstraction from the actual present. Infinity is only a great
reservoir of recollection, or a reservoir of aspiration: man-made. The quiv-
ering nimble hour of the present, this is the quick of Time. This is the imma-
nence. The quick of the universe is the pulsating, carnal self, mysterious and
palpable. So it is always.

Because Whitman put this into his poetry, we fear him and respect him
so profoundly. We should not fear him if he sang only of the “old unhappy
far-off things,” or of the “wings of the morning.” It is because his heart beats
with the urgent, insurgent Now, which is even upon us all, that we dread
him. He is so near the quick.

From the foregoing it is obvious that the poetry of the instant present
cannot have the same body or the same motion as the poetry of the before
and after. It can never submit to the same conditions. It is never finished.
There is no rhythm which returns upon itself, no serpent of eternity with its
tail in its own mouth, There is no static perfection, none of that finality which
we find so satisfying because we are so frightened.

Much has been written about free verse. But all that can be said, first and
last, is that free verse is, or should be direct utterance from the instant, whole
man. It is the soul and the mind and body surging at once, nothing left out.
They speak all together. There is some confusion, some discord. But the
confusion and the discord only belong to the reality, as noise belongs to the
plunge of water. It is no use inventing fancy laws for free verse, no use
drawing a melodic line which all the feet must toe. Free verse toes no melodic
line, no matter what drill-sergeant. Whitman pruned away his clichés—per-
haps his clichés of thythm as well as of phrase. And this is about all we can
do, deliberately, with free verse. We can get rid of the stereotyped movements
and the old hackneyed associations of sound or sense. We can break down
those artificial conduits and canals through which we do so love to force our
utterance. We can break the stiff neck of habit. We can be in ourselves
spontaneous and flexible as flame, we can see that utterance rushes out
without artificial foam or artificial smoothness. But we cannot positively pre-
scribe any motion, any rhythm. All the laws we invent or discover—it
amounts to pretty much the same—will fail to apply to free verse. They will
only apply to some form of restricted, limited unfree verse,

All we can say is that [ree verse does not have the same nature as restricted

4. Walt Whitman (1819-1892), American poet. The first quotation is from “The Reaper,” by
5. Common phrase in nineteenth-century verse. English poet William Wordsworth (1770-1850).
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Lerse. It is not of the nature of reminiscence. It is not the past which we
k casure in its perfection between our hands. Neither is it the crystal of the
berfect future, into which we gaze. Its tide is neither the full, yearning flow
.f aspiration, nor the sweet, poignant ebb of remembrance and regret. The
Last and the future are the two great bournes of human emotion, the two
breat homes of the human days, the two eternities. They are both conclusive,
Fhal. Their beauty is the beauty of the goal, finished, perfected. Finished
Leauty and measured symmetry belong to the stable, unchanging eternities.
' But in free verse we look for the insurgent naked throb of the instant
hsoment. To break the lovely form of metrical verse, and to dish up the
fragments as a new substance, called vers libre, this is what most of the free-
bersifiers accomplish. They do not know that free verse has its own nature,
Bt it is neither star nor pearl, but instantaneous like plasm. It has no goal
i either eternity. It has no finish. It has no satisfying stability, satisfying to
Mose who like the immutable. None of this. It is the instant; the quick; the
bery jetting source of all will-be and has-been. The utterance is like a spasm,
biaked contact with all influences at once. It does not want to get anywhere.
it just takes place.

| Tor such utterance any externally-applied law would be mere shackles and
beath. The law must come new each time from within. The bird is on the
bving in the winds, flexible to every breath, a living spark in the storm, its
bery flickering depending upon its supreme mutability and power of change.
ence such a bird came: whither it goes: from what solid earth it rose up,
bnd upon what solid earth it will close its wings and settle, this is not the
bjuestion. This is a question of before and after. Now, now, the bird is on the
bving in the winds.

[ Such is the rare new poetry. One realm we have never conquered: the pure
bresent. One great mystery of time is terra incognita to us: the instant. The
host superb mystery we have hardly recognized: the immediate, instant self.
The quick of all time is the instant. The quick of all the universe, of all
breation, is the incarnate, carnal self. Poetry gave us the clue: free verse:
Whitman. Now we know.

: ‘The ideal—what is the ideal? A figment. An abstraction. A static abstrac-
bion, abstracted from life. It is a fragment of the before or the after. It is a
brystallised aspiration, or a crystallised remembrance: crystallised, set, fin-
fshed. It is a thing set apart, in the great storehouse of eternity, the store-
house of finished things.

I We do not speak of things crystallised and set apart. We speak of the
Instant, the immediate self, the very plasm of the sell. We speak also of free
erse.

i All this should have come as a preface to “Look! We have Come Through.”
But is it not better to publish a preface long after the book it belongs to has
ippeared? For then the reader will have had his fair chance with the book,
hlone.

‘,angbourne, 1919 1919

>
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THE NEGRO ARTIST AND THE RACIAL MOUNTAIN

Published in the same year as his first book of poetry, The Weary Blues (1926), Langston
Hughes's cssay announced his arrival as a leading poet and became a manifesto for the
Harlem Renaissance that was to last through the carly 1930s. In the piece, he identifies
the obstacles facing African American artists, pressured from all sides to emulate white
culture and reject their own. Artists of the African American middle and upper classes
are, in his view, especially prone to sell-division. Hughes recommends that black artists,
instead of adopting white cultural norms, embrace authentic expressions of “our indi-
vidual dark-skinned selves,” such as jazz and the blues. In Hughes's view, these oral
and musical “folk” forms provide an inexhaustible subject matter, a source of resistance
to deadening standardization, and a reflection of a collective racial experience. To these
themes, Hughes says, “the Negro artist can give his racial individuality, his heritage of
rhythm and warmth, and his incongruous humor that so often, as in the Blues, becomes
ironic laughter mixed with tears.” This essay is reprinted from The Nation 122.3181
(June 23, 1926).

LANGSTON HUGHES

The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain

One of the most promising of the young Negro poets said to me once, “I
want to be a poet—not a Negro poet,” meaning, | believe, “I want to write
like a white poet”; meaning subconsciously, “I would like to be a white poet”;
meaning behind that, “1 would like to be white.” And I was sorry the young
man said that, for no great poet has ever been afraid of heing himself, And
I doubted then that, with his desire to run away spiritually from his race,
this boy would ever be a great poet. But this is the mountain standing in the
way of any true Negro art in America—this urge within the race toward
whiteness, the desire to pour racial individuality into the mold of American
standardization, and to be as little Negro and as much American as possible.

But let us lock at the immediate background of this young poet. His family
is of what I suppose one would call the Negro middle class: people who are
by no means rich yet never uncomfortable nor hungry—smug, contented,
respectable folk, members of the Baptist church. The father goes to work
every morning. He is a chief steward at a large white club. The mother
sometimes does fancy sewing or supervises parties for the rich families of
the town. The children go to a mixed school. In the home they read white
papers and magazines. And the mother often says “Don't be like niggers”
when the children are bad. A frequent phrase from the father is, “Look how
well a white man does things.” And so the word white comes to be uncon-
sciously a symbol of all the virtues. It holds for the children beauty, morality,
and money. The whisper of “I want to be white” runs silently through their
minds, This young poet’s home is, 1 believe, a fairly typical home of the
colored middle class. One sees immediately how difficult it would be for an
artist born in such a home to interest himself in interpreting the beauty of
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L wn people. He is never taught to see that beauty. He is taught rather
ko see it, or if he does, to be ashamed of it when it is not according to
Reasian patterns.

. racial culture the home of a self-styled “high-class” Negro has nothing
Ber to offer. Instead there will perhaps be more aping of things white than

L jess cultured or less wealthy home. The father is perhaps a doctor,
b or, landowner, or politician. The mother may be a social worker, or a
1 er, or she may do nothing and have a maid. Father is often dark but he

| usually married the lightest woman he could find. The family attend a
: nable church where few really colored faces are to be found. And they

k nselves draw a color line. In the North they go to white theaters and
movies. And in the South they have at least two cars and a house “like
e folks.” Nordic manners, Nordic faces, Nordic hair, Nordic art (if any},
F1. an Episcopal heaven. A very high mountain indeed for the would-be
bial artist to climb in order to discover himself and his people.

But then there are the low-down folks, the so-called common element,
4 they are the majority—may the Lord be praised! The people who have
kiir nip of gin on Saturday nights and are not too important to themselves
the community, or too well fed, or too learned to watch the lazy world go
kind. They live on Seventh Street in Washington or State Street in Chicago
td they do not particularly care whether they are like white folks or anybody
ie. Their joy runs, bang! into ecstasy. Their religion soars to a shout, Work
Baybe a little today, rest a litile tomorrow. Play awhile. Sing awhile. O, let’s
Fincel These common people are not afraid of spirituals, as for a long time
8 oir more intellectual brethren were, and jazz is their child. They furnish a
Balth of colorful, distinctive material for any artist because they still hold
b.cir own individuality in the face of American standardizations. And perhaps
d ese common people will give to the world its truly great Negro artist, the
e who is not afraid to be himself. Whereas the better-class Negro would
1] the artist what to do, the people at least let him alone when he does
ppear. And they are not ashamed of him-—if they know he exists at all. And
Biey accept what beauty is their own without question.

I -Certainly there is, for the American Negro artist who can escape the
strictions the more advanced among his own group would put upon him,
ki great field of unused material ready for his art. Without going outside his
ice, and even among the better classes with their “white” culture and con-
eious American manners, but still Negro enough to be different, there is
Jufficient matter to furnish a black artist with a lifetime of creative work.
4nd when he chooses to touch on the relations between Negroes and whites
this country with their innumerable overtones and undertones, surely, and
Lspecially for literature and the drama, there is an inexaustible supply of
bhemes at hand. To these the Negro artist can give his racial individuality,
his heritage of rhythm and warmth, and his incongruous humor that so often,
s in the Blues, becomes ironic laughter mixed with tears. But let us look
bpain at the mountain.

kA prominent Negro clubwoman in Philadelphia paid eleven dollars to hear
Raquel Meller sing Andalusian popular songs.’ But she told me a few weeks
before she would not think of going to hear “that woman,” Clara Smith,? a
great black artist, sing Negro folksongs. And many an upper-class Negro
church, even now, would not dream of employing a spiritual in its services.

.: te
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The drab melodies in white folks’ hymnbooks are much to be preferred. “We
want to worship the Lord correctly and quietly. We don't believe in ‘shouting,’
Let's be dull like the Nordics,” they say, in effect.

The road for the serious black artist, then, who would produce a racial art
is most certainly rocky and the mountain is high. Until recently he received
almost no encouragement for his work from either white or colored people.
The fine novels of Chestnutt® go out of print with neither race noticing their
passing. The quaint charm and humor of Dunbar's* dialect verse brought to
him, in his day, largely the same kind of encouragement one would give
sideshow freak (A colored man writing poetry! How odd!) or a clown (How
amusing!),

The present vogue in things Negro, although it may do as much harm as
good for the budding colored artist, has at least done this: it has brought him
foreibly to the attention of his own people among whom for so long, unless
the other race had noticed him beforehand, he was a prophet with little
honor. T understand that Charles Gilpin® acted for years in Negro theaters
without any special acclaim from his own, but when Broadway gave him
eight curtain calls, Negroes, too, began (o beat a tin pan in his honor. I know
a young colored writer, a manual worker by day, who had been writing well
for the colored magazines for some years, but it was not until he recently
broke into the white publications and his first book was accepted by a prom-
inent New York publisher that the “best” Negroes in his city took the trouble
to discover that he lived there. Then almost immediately they decided to give
a grand dinner for him. But the society ladies were careful to whisper to his
mother that perhaps she’d better not come. ‘They were not sure she would
have an evening gown.

The Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp criticism and mis-
understanding from his own group and unintentional bribes from the whites.
“0, be respectable, write about nice people, show how good we are,” say the
Negroes. “Be stereotyped, don’t go too far, don't shatter our illusions about
you, don’t amuse us tao seriously. We will pay you,” say the whites. Both
would have told Jean Toomer not to write “Cane.” The colored people did
not praise it. The white people did not buy it. Most of the colored people
who did read “Cane” hate it. They are afraid of it. Although the critics gave
it good reviews the public remained indifferent. Yet (excepting the work of
DuBois”) “Cane” contains the finest prose written by a Negro in America.
And like the singing of Robeson # it is truly racial.

But in spite of the Nordicized Negro intelligentsia and the desires of some
white editors we have an honest American Negro literature already with us.
Now 1 await the rise of the Negro theater. Our folk music, having achieved
world-wide fame, offers itself to the genius of the great individual American
Negro composer who is to come. And within the next decade I expect to see
the work of a growing school of colored artists who paint and model the
beauty of dark faces and create with new technique the expressions of their
own soul-world. And the Negro dancers who will dance like flame and the
singers who will continue to carry our songs to all who listen—they will be
with us in even greater numbers tomorrow.

3. Charles Chesnutt (1858-1932), African Amer- (1923} by African American writer Jean Toomer
ican novelist, (1894-1967).
4. Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906), African 2o W E B D Brie (1862 _ 1O£3Y Al s
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Most of my own poems are racial in theme and treatment, derived from
the life T know. In many of them I try to grasp and hold some of the meanings
and thythms of jazz. I am sincerc as [ know how to be in these poems and
yet after every reading | answer guestions like these from my own people:
Do you think Negroes should always write about Negroes? [ wish you
wouldn't read some of your poems to white folks, How do you find anything
interesting in a place like a cabaret? Why do you write about black people?
You aren’t black. What makes you do so many jazz poems?

But jazz to me is one of the inherent expressions of Negro life in America:
the eternal tom-tom beating in the Negro soul—the tom-tom of revolt against
weariness in a white world, a world of subway trains, and work, work, work;
the tom-tom of joy and laughter, and pain swallowed in 2 smile. Yet the
Philadelphia clubwoman is ashamed to say that her race created it and she
does not like me to write about it. The old subconscious “white is best"” runs
through her mind. Years of study under white teachers, a lifetime of white
books, pictures, and papers, and white manners, morals, and Puritan stan-
dards made her dislike the spirituals. And now she turns up her nose at jazz
and all its manifestations—likewise almost everything else distinetly racial.
She doesn't care for the Winold Reiss® portraits of Negroes because they are
“to0 Negro.” She does not want a true picture of herself from anybody. She
wants the artist to flatter her, to make the white world believe that all
Negroes are as Smug and as near white in soul as she wants to be. But, fo
my mind, it is the duty of the younger Negro artist, if he accepts any duties
at all from outsiders, to change through the force of his art that old whis-
pering “I want to be white,” hidden in the aspirations of his people, to “Why
should 1 want to be white? I am a Negro—and beautiful!”

So 1 am ashamed for the black poet who says, ‘T want to be a poet, not a
Negro poet,” as though his own racial world were not as interesting as any
other world. I am ashamed, too, for the colored artist who runs from the
painting of Negro faces to the painting of sunsets after the manner of the
academicians because he fears the strange un-whiteness of his own features.
An artist must be free to choose what he does, certainly, but he must also
never be afraid to do what he might choose.

Let the blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellowing voice of Bessie Smith'
singing Blues penetrate the closed ears of the colored near-intellectuals until
they listen and perhaps understand. Let Paul Robeson singing Water Boy,
and Rudolph Fisher? writing about the streets of Harlem, and Jean Toomer
holding the heart of Georgia in his hands, and Aaron Douglas® drawing
strange black fantasies cause the smug Negro middle class to turn from their
white, respectable, ordinary books and papers to catch a glimmer of their
own beauty. We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our
individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are
pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter. We know we are
beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. H col-
ored people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn't
matter either. We build our temples for fomorrow, strong as we know how,
and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.

1926
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HumiLity, CONCENTRATION, AND GUSTO

A profilic reviewer and essayist, as well as a poet, Marianne Moore illuminates in this
essay the three qualities that she prizes most in poetry, Never pompous or preening,
Moore likes humility in poetry, or a “quiet objectiveness” and acknowledgment of what
has been done before. Hence her self-effacing, quietly witty prose abounds, like her
poetry, with quotations and examples, drawn from sources ranging from poetry and
criticism to a Federal Reserve of New York letter about counterfeiting. A “poem is a
concentrate,” she says, and both her poetry and prose display concentration in their
spare, intensely particularized language, minimal in both rhetorical ornament and con-
nective stitching. Balanced against the restraint of Moore's first two principles is the
third: “gusto,” or imaginative panache. A poet of both self-imposed limits and
extravagant idiosyncrasies, Moore helieves “gusto thrives on freedom, and freedom in
art, as in life, is the result of a discipline imposed by ourselves.” Originally read as a
lecture at the Grolier Club in December 1948 and printed in Grolier Chub Gazette, No.
2 (1949), the essay is reprinted from The Complete Prose of Marianne Moore (1986).

MARIANNE MOORE

Humility, Concentration, and Gusto

In times like these we are tempted to distegard anything that has not a direct
bearing on freedom; or should I say, an obvious bearing, for what is more
persuasive than poetry, though as Robert Frost' says, it works obliquely and
delicately. Commander King-Hall, in his book Total Victory,? is really saying
that the pen is the sword when he says the object of war is to persuade the
enemy to change his mind.

Three foremost aids to persuasion which occur to me are humility, con-
centration, and gusto. Our lack of humility, together with anxiety, has per-
haps stood in the way of initial liking for Caesar’s Commentaries,? which now
seem to me masterpieces, | was originally like the Hill School boy to whom
I referred in one of my pieces of verse, who translated summa diligentia (with
all speed}): Caesar crossed the Alps on the top of a diligence.*

In Caxton,’ humility seems to be a judicious modesty, which is rather
different from humility. Nevertheless, could anything be more persuasive
than the preface to his Aeneid,® where he says, “Some desired me to use olde
and homely termes . . . and some the most curyous termes that I could fynde.
And thus between playn, rude and curyous, [ stand abasshed”? Daniel Berke-
ley Updike” has always seemed te me a phenomenon of eloquence because

b, American poet (1874—1963).

2. English writer and naval officer Stephen King-
Hall’s (1893-1966) 1941 work.

3. The war commentaries of Roman general Julius
Caesar (100—44 p.c.E). :

4, The Latin ward surnuna is sometimes used to
mean top, other times, such as here, to the utmos
or highest degree. CE. Moore’s “Picking and Choos-
ing”: "Swmma Diligentia; 10 the humbug whose
name is so amusing—/ very young and very

rushed, Caesar crossed the Alps / on the top of a
‘diligence’!”

5. William Caxton (14227~1491), translator and
the first English printer.

6. His translation of the epic by Roman poet Virgil
(70-19 B.C.E.)-

7. An American printer and historian of typogra-
phy (1860-1941), whose In the Day’s Work (1924)
Moore quotes below.
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of the quiet objectiveness o'f his writing. And what he says of printing applies
equally to poetry. Itis true, is it not, that “style does not depend on decoration
but on simplicity and proportion”? Nor can we dignify confusion by calling
it baroque. Here, I may say, [ am preaching to myself, since, when 1 am as
complete as I like to be, I seem unable to get an effect plain enough.

We don’t want war, but it does conduce to humility; as someone said in
the foreword to an exhibition catalogue of his work, “With what shall the
artist arm himself save with his humility?” Humility, indeed, is armor, for it
realizes that it is impossible to be original, in the sense of doing something
that has never been thought of before. Originally is in any case a by-product
of sincerity; that is to say, of feeling that is honest and accordingly rejects
anything that might cloud the impression, such as unnecessary commas,
modifying clauses, or delayed predicates.

Concentration avoids adverbial intensives such as “definitely,” positively,”
or “absolutely.” As for commas, nothing can be more stultifying than need-
lessly overaccentuated pauses. Defoe,® speaking in so low a key that there is
a fascination about the mere understatement, is for me one of the most
persuasive of writers. For instance, in the passage about the pickpocket in
The Life of Colonel Jacque, he has the Colone! say to the pickpocket, “Must
we have it all? Must a man have none of it again, that lost it?” But persua-
siveness has not died with Defoe; E. E. Cummings” “little man in a hurry”
(254, No Thanks) has not a comma in it, but by the careful ordering of the
words there is not an equivocal emphasis:

little man

{in a hurry

full of an

important worry)
halt stop forget relax

wait

And James Laughlin,’ the author of Some Naiural Things, is eminent in this
respect, his “Above the City” being an instance of inherent emphasis:

You know our office on the 18th
floor of the Salmon Tower looks
right out on the

Empire State & it just happened
we were finishing up some
late invoices on

a new book that Saturday morning
when a bomber roared through the
mist and crashed

flames poured from the windows
into the drifting clouds & sirens
screamed down in

8. Daniel Defoe (1660-1731), English novelist. 1. American publisher and poet (1 914-1997).
9. American poet {1894-1962).
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the streets below it was unearthly
but you know the strangest thing
we realized that

none of us were much surprised be-
cause we'd always known that those
two Paragons of

progress sooner or later would per-
form before aur eyes this demon-
stration of their
true relationship.

Concentration—indispensable to persuasion—may feel to itself crystal
clear, yet be through its very compression the opposite, and William Emp-
son’s attitude to ambiguity* does not extenuate defeat. Graham Greene once
said, in reviewing a play of Gorki’s,* “Confusion is really the plot. A meat-
merchant and a miller are introduced, whom one never succeeds in identi-
fying even in the end.” I myself, however, would rather be told too little than
too much. The question then arises, How obscure may one be? And I suppose
one should not be consciously obscure at all. In any case, a poem is a con-
centrate and has, as W. H. Auden* says, “an immediate meaning and a pos-
sible meaning; as in the line,

Or wedg'd whole ages in a Bodkin's eye®
where you have forever in microscopic space; and when George Herbert says,

I gave to Hope a watch of mine,
But he an anchor gave to me,®

the watch suggests both the brevity of life and the longness of it; and an
anchor makes you secure but holds you back.”

I am prepossessed by the impassioned explicitness of the Federal Reserve
Board of New York’s letter regarding certain counterfeits, described by the
Secret Service:

$20 FEDERAL RESERVE NOTE ... faint crayon marks have been
used to simulate genuine fibre. . . . In the Treasury Seal, magnification
reveals that a green dot immediately under the center of the arm of the
balance scales blends with the arm whereas it should be distinctly sep-
arate. Also, the left end of the right-hand scale pan extends beyond the
point where the left chain touches the pan. In the genuine, the pan ends
where it touches the chain. The serial numbers are thicker than the
genuine, and the prefix letter “G” is sufficiently defective to be mistaken
for a “C” at first glance, . . . the letters “ry” in “Secretary” are joined
together. In “Treasury” there is a tiny black dot just above the first down-
stroke in the letter “u.” The back of the note, although of good work-

2. In Sevenr Types of Ambiguity (1930), British
poet and critic William Empson (1906-1984)
identifies different levels of ambiguity as crucial to
poetry's effectiveness.

3. Maksim Gorky (1868-1936); Russian writer.
Graham Greene (1904-1991): English writer.

4. Anglo-American poet (1907-1973); from an
unpublished 1940 lecture,

5. From Canto Il of The Rape of the Lock {1712
14), by English poet Alexander Pope {1688—1744).
6. From “Hope,” by English poet George Herbert
{1593-1633).
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to write. The words have to come in just that order or they aren't pithy.
Indeed, in Mr. Colum’s telling of the story of Earl Gerald,’ gusto as objecti-
fied made the unbelievable doings of an enchanter excitingly circumstantial,

To summarize: Humility is an indispensable ally, enabling concentration
to heighten gusto. There are always objecters, but we must not be too sen-
sitive about not being liked or not being printed. David Low,s the cartoonist,
when carped at, said, “Ah, well—.” But he has never compromised; he goes
right on doing what idiosyncrasy tells him to do. The thing is to see the vision
and not deny it; to care and admit that we do.

1949

5. Moore uses the phrase—and Colum’s lecture her poem “Spenser’s Ireland.”

on Gerald Fitzgerald, 14th (or 15th) earl of Des. 6. New Zealand-born English satirical cartoonist
mond {c. 1538-1583), who led three rebellions (1891-1963).

against the English during Elizabeth I's reign—in

WRITING

The Dyer's Hand, W. H. Auden’s collection of essays based largely on his lectures in
poetry at Oxford University, helped establish his reputation as a formidable poet-critic
in the tradition of T. S. Eliot. The essays “Writing” and “Reading” form the prologue to
the collection. Witheringly critical of poetic egocentricity, Auden demystifies Romantic
conceptions of poetry as based in inspiration and aimed at political transformation. In
witty aphorisms, he celebrates instead the hard-won craft of poetry. Auden redefines
the profession of writing, dispenses advice to budding poets, reconsiders the differences
between poetry and prose, reflects on problems of poetry and translation, and fore
grounds the mnemonic power of poetry. Poets, in his view, must recognize that language
is public property and that reason plays an important role in their art. “Poctry is not
magic,” he argues, but a form of truth telling that should “disenchant and disintoxicate.”
The essay is reprinted from The Dyer's Hand (1962),

W. H. AUDEN

Writing

It is the author’s aim to say once and em )h‘(’l‘]‘Cﬂ“ ¥y “"He said.”
H. D. THOREAU'

The art of literature, vocal or written, is to adjust the language so
that it embodies what it indicates.
A. N. WHITEHEAD?

All those whose success in life depends neither upon a job which satisfies
some specific and unchanging social need, like a farmer's, nor, like a sur-

1. From the conelusion of A Week o the Concord should be the author’s aim. . . .*
and Merrimack Rivers (1849), by American philos- 2. Alfred North Whitehead (186119473, English
opher, essayist, and poet Henry David Thoreau philosopher and mathematician.

(1817-1862). The sentence actually reads "It



