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Preface




ESSAYS, REVIEWS, AND UNCLASSIFIABLE prose pieces have always seemed to me elliptical forms of storytelling. Despite their evident objectivity, the most eloquently rendered aspire to a kind of curious lyricism. Certainly these difficult-to-define forms require the obvious strategies of art: selection of detail, enhancement or emphasis, tone. Where Cynthia Ozick and John Updike, to name two writer-friends who have speculated on the subject, are inclined to rank their non-fiction prose somewhat lower than their fiction (essays seem a deviation, a diversion: the region of the trivial, says Cynthia Ozick in Art & Ardor; writing criticism is to writing fiction and poetry as hugging the shore is to sailing in the open sea, says John Updike in Hugging the Shore), Ive been inclined to feel that the voice of non-fiction, seemingly unmediated, un-invented, is an artful enough variant of fictions voice, or voices. In the essay or review, the dynamic of storytelling is hidden but not absent.


For prose is a kind of music: music creates mood. What is argued on the surface may be but ripples rising from a deeper, sub-textual urgency.


In virtually none of my prose fiction, with the possible exception of the novel Ill Take You There, and in that novel only intermittently, do I allow myself to speak in my own voice, but in my non-fiction prose, it is always my own voice that speaks. For I think of non-fiction as a conversation among equals on impersonal issues; I am an individual with a high regard for literature addressing an (imagined, hoped-for) audience of individuals like-minded enough to wish to read about literature. Often Im excited by what Ive read, and want to talk about it with others; nearly always, Im interested and engaged; years ago I discovered that when I feel most combative, disturbed, irritated and upset by anothers writing, as in the case (long ago, in my early twenties) of D. H. Lawrence, its probably a sign that I feel challenged, perhaps threatened, and need to carefully re-read, and re-think. (In the case of Lawrence, years were required.) As a young reviewer it was my practice to review nearly everything offered to me, for the New York Times Book Review (what a succession of editors, over the decades!), the Saturday Review of Literature (does anyone remember this wonderful, so diligently literary publication, with its regular contributors Granville Hicks and John Ciardi?), and the Detroit News (one of the few publications for which I wrote, not review-essays, but reviews), but in recent years I decline most offers of books to review. I hope to be as idealistic as a critic as I am, at least to myself, in other regards.


My governing principle as a critic is to call attention solely to books and writers that merit such attention, and to avoid whenever possible reviewing books negatively except in those instances in which the negative is countered by an admiring consideration of earlier books by the same author. (In assembling this collection, I immediately rejected all negative reviews on moral grounds, as unworthy of reprint, as, perhaps, they were unworthy of being written. How small-minded we seem to ourselves in retrospect, chiding others! Much better to have passed over such disappointments in silence. Then, as the pile of rejected pieces grew, I began to feel that I was too-primly censoring myself, and eliminating much that might be of interest despite its critical tone. Of the numerous censored reviews I retrieved only three, of short story collections by Patricia Highsmith and Richard Yates and a novella by Anita Brookner, all of which have been sufficiently praised elsewhere, in any case.) As our relations with others are essentially ethical encounters, so our relations with books, and with those individuals who have written them, whom perhaps we will never meet, are ethical encounters. Obviously, a critic who likes everything is a very bland personality hardly to be trusted, but there might be a respectable category of critic who, disliking something, refrains from making public comment on it. In America, do we need to caution anyone against buying a book?


Though Ive assembled several collections of review-essays over the years, I have never included a single review of the kind that most newspapers publish in their cramped arts sections. In another lifetime in Detroit, Michigan, 1962 to 1968, I reviewed regularly for the Detroit News, countless brief reviews as ephemeral as the newspaper pages on which they were printed, and of these, seemingly lost in time, one review recently surfaced: of Don DeLillos first novel, Americana (1971). I include it here not with pride exactly but with extreme relief that, so long ago, I had a reviewers good sense to lavishly praise a difficult work of fiction by a writer at that time wholly unknown.


Joyce Carol Oates
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Uncensored Sylvia Plath



The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath
Edited by Karen V. Kukil





WHO IN FEBRUARY 1963 COULD HAVE predicted, when a thirty-year-old American poet named Sylvia Plath committed suicide in London, distraught over the breakup of her marriage to the Yorkshire poet Ted Hughes, that Plath would quickly emerge as one of the most celebrated and controversial of postwar poets writing in English; and this in a golden era of poetry distinguished by such figures as Theodore Roethke, Marianne Moore, Elizabeth Bishop, Robert Lowell, Richard Wilbur, Allen Ginsberg, Anne Sexton, John Berryman, May Swenson, Adrienne Rich, as well as W.H. Auden and T.S. Eliot? At the time of Plaths premature death she had published a single volume of poems that had received only moderate attention, The Colossus (1960), and a first novel, the Salingeresque The Bell Jar (which appeared a month before her death in England, under the pseudonym Victoria Lucas), in addition to a number of strikingly bold poems in British and American magazines; her second, stronger volume of poems, Ariel, would not appear until 1965, by which time Plaths posthumous fame assured the book widespread attention, superlative reviews, and sales that would eventually make it one of the best-selling volumes of poetry to be published in England and America in the twentieth century. Plaths Collected Poems(1982), assembled and edited by Ted Hughes, would win a Pulitzer Prize.



I am made, crudely, for success, Plath stated matter-of-factly in her journal in April 1958. Yet Plath could not have foreseen that her success would be almost entirely posthumous, and ironic: for, by killing herself impulsively and dying intestate, she delivered her precious fund of work, as well as her two young children Frieda and Nicholas, into the hands of her estranged husband, Hughes, and his proprietary sister Olywn, whom Plath had perceived as her enemies during the final, despairing weeks of her life. As her literary executor, Hughes had the power to publish what he wished of her work, or to publish it in radically edited (that is, expurgated) versions, like The Journals of Sylvia Plath (1982); or, if he wished, he might lose or even destroy it, as Hughes bluntly acknowledged he had done with two of the journal notebooks written during the last three years of Plaths life. As the surviving, perennially estranged husband, Hughes excised from Plaths journals what he called nasty bits and intimacies, as he had eliminated from Ariel some of the more personally aggressive poems, with the excuse that he wanted to spare their children further distress. This new, unabridged and unexpurgated edition of the journals assembled by Karen V. Kukil, assistant curator of rare books at Smith College, is an exact and complete transcript of the twenty-three original manuscripts in the Sylvia Plath Collection, that suggests that the person Ted Hughes most wanted to spare from distress and exposure was himself.


The Unabridged Journals document, in obsessive and exhausting detail, Plaths undergraduate years at Smith College and her term as a Fulbright fellow at Newnham College, Cambridge; her marriage to Ted Hughes; and two years of teaching and writing in Northampton, Massachusetts, and in Boston. With the exception of appendices and fragments from 1960 to 1962, the most vivid of which describes the birth of Plaths second child, Nicholas, in January 1962, the Journals break off abruptly in November 1959 as Plath and Hughes, their marriage undercut by Plaths suspicions of Hughess infidelity, prepare to return to England to live. The last entry of the 1959 journal is enigmatic as a typical Plath poem: A bad day. A bad time. State of mind most important for work. A blithe, itchy eager state where the poem itself, the story itself is supreme.


The most memorable of Sylvia Plaths incantatory poems, many of them written during the final, turbulent weeks of her life, read as if theyve been chiseled, with a fine surgical instrument, out of Arctic ice. Her language is taut and original; her strategy elliptical; such poems as Lesbos, The Munich Mannequins, Paralytic, Daddy (Plaths most notorious poem), and Edge (Plaths last poem, written in February 1963), and the prescient Death & Co. linger long in the memory, with the power of malevolent nursery rhymes. For Plath, The blood jet is poetry, and readers who might know little of the poets private life can nonetheless feel the authenticity of Plaths recurring emotions: hurt, bewilderment, rage, stoic calm, bitter resignation. Like the greatest of her predecessors, Emily Dickinson, Plath understood that poetic truth is best told slantwise, in as few words as possible.


By contrast, the journals are a tumult of words, and present a very mixed aesthetic experience for even the sympathetic reader. As a corrective to Hughess editing, a wholly unedited version of Plaths material would seem justified, in theory at least. Uncritical admirers of Plath will find much here that is fascinating. Other readers may find much that is fascinating and repellent in equal measure. Nor is the book easy to read, for its organization is eccentric: following journal entries for 1959, for instance, we revert jarringly back to a fragment for 1951, listed by the editor as Appendix I. It would have been more practical for scattered fragments to have been integrated chronologically with the journals. The Unabridged Journals is impossible to read without a reliable biography in tandem, for it lacks a simple chronology of Plaths life and the editors headnotes are scattered and minimal.


A Bildungsroman in memorist fragments, Plaths journals contain marvels of discovery. As an eighteen-year-old Smith College student in November 1950, Plath records insights that seem, in their succinctness, to predict her entire life, and the dilemma of that life.  Character is Fate. If I had to hazard three words to sum up my philosophy of life, Id choose those. And, in December 1956, Perhaps when we find ourselves wanting everything it is because we are dangerously near to wanting nothing. Plaths self-scrutiny is ceaseless, pitiless, exhausting; a classic over-achiever, Plath drove herself to a nervous collapse after her junior year at Smith, and no amount of precocious success was ever quite enough to sustain her. Manic flights of words lead to a calm resolution to kill herself by an overdose of barbiturates in August 1953: You saw visions of yourself in a straight (sic) jacket, and a drain on the family, murdering your mother in actuality, killing the edifice of love and respectFear, big & ugly & snivelingFear of failing to live up to the fast & furious prize-winning pace of these last yearsand any kind of creative life. By a fluke, Plath is rescued, only to relive numerous times this demonic self-induced drama. Clearly, the fantasy of self-destruction was Plaths supreme self-definition; a decade later, though the mother of two children and a poet of high, acknowledged promise, Plath gloats in Lady Lazarus, one of the final poems of her life: Dying / is an art, like everything else. / I do it exceptionally well.


Plaths meticulously documented example suggests how precocity is not maturity, and may in fact impede maturity. Psychological insight is merely intellectual, bringing with it no apparent practical application: as a girl Plath laments, I am a victim of introspection; as a mature woman:



It is as if my life were magically run by two electric currents: joyous positive and despairing negativewhich ever is running at the moment dominates my life, floods it. I am now flooded with despair, almost hysteria, as if I were smothering. As if a great muscular owl were sitting on my chest, its talons clenching & constricting my heart.



Amid so much that is despairing, there are moments of ecstatic discovery. In Cambridge, Plath reads D. H. Lawrence and Virginia Woolf with intense excitement; both will influence her prose style, and thereafter the journals language is enriched. I pick up the blessed diary of Virginia WoolfBless her. I feel my life linked to her, somehow. I love her And, What is my voice? Woolfish, alas, but tough. It wasnt easy for the fanatically competitive Plath to be generous about her contemporary rivals, but she found good things to say about May Swenson, Anne Sexton, Stanley Kunitz, Adrienne Rich (little, round and stumpy withgreat sparkling black eyes). She records a brilliant thumbnail sketch of Auden, whom shed heard read his poetry at Smith, in April 1953: Auden tossing his big head back with a twist of wide ugly grinning lipsthe naughty mischievous boy genius.


Ted Hughes, of course, is the great love/hate of Plaths life; the demigod shed fantasized in adolescence, made flesh at a drunken party in Cambridge in April 1956: That big, dark, hunky boy, the only one there huge enough for me The one man in the room who was as big as his poems, huge, with hulk and dynamic chunks of words; his poems are strong and blasting high wind in steel girders. And I screamed in myself, thinking: oh, to give myself crashing, fighting, to you. Seemingly within minutes of their meeting, Plath and Hughes are enacting an erotic scene of the sort Plath had frequently composed in her adolescent journal:



I was stamping and he was stamping on the floor, and then he kissed me bang smash on the mouth and ripped my hairband offand my favorite silver earrings: hah, I shall keep, he barked. And when he kissed my neck I bit him long and hard on the cheek, and when we came out of the room, blood was running down his faceSuch violence, and I can see how women lie down for artists.



As Plath famously declared in Daddy: Every woman adores a Fascist, / The boot in the face, the brute / Brute heart of a brute like you.


Less spectacularly, Plath records the petty deteriorations of a marriage entered into precipitately on both sides: Hughes is difficult, moody, reluctant to work for a living; disinclined to bathe, and with a most unromantic penchant for nosepicking. Even in her physical repugnance for Hughes, Plath never doubts his gifts as a poet, but his glamor is fatally lessened: Ted looked slovenly: his suit jacket wrinkled as if being pulled from behind, his pants hanging, unbelted, in great folds, his hair black & greasyHe was ashamed of something. Suspected by Plath of having been unfaithful to her, Hughes is soon exposed as a liar, a vain smiler, a twisterWho knows who Teds next book will be dedicated to? His navel. His penis. And: in almost two years he has turned me from a crazy perfectionist and promiscuous human-being-lover to a misanthropist, anda nasty, catty and malicious misanthropist. (No reader of Plaths journals would ever have characterized her as a human-being-lover, but this image of herself seems to have been central to her conception of herself, along with that of innocent martyr-victim.)


Plath was a self-dramatizing woman of myriad, warring selves, a perpetual fascination to herself. This accounts for much of her fascination for others to whom the Romantic concept of the doomed, driven poet is sacrosanct. Yet Plaths elevation in the 1970s as a feminist martyr and icon is comically incongruous with her hatred of the female sex (Being born a woman is my awful tragedy. From the moment I was conceived I was doomed to sprout breasts and ovaries rather than penis and scrotum; to have my whole circle of action, thought and feeling rigidly circumscribed by my inescapable femininity (sic)); her competition with women poets (Read the six women poets in the new poets of england and america. Dull, turgid. Except for May Swenson & Adrienne Rich, not one better or more-published than me. I have the quiet righteous malice of one with better poems than other womens reputations have been made by; and, most chilling, her astonishing declaration of her hatred for her mother, Aurelia, which runs on for pages in the journal for December 1958: In a swarmy matriarchy of togetherness it is hard to get a sanction to hate ones motherSo how do I express my hate for my mother? In my deepest emotions I think of her as an enemy: somebody who killed my father, my first male ally in the world. She is a murderess of maleness. Ithought what a luxury it would be to kill her, to strangle her skinny veined throatBut I was too nice for murder. One would never guess from this hysterical outburst that Plaths father died of diabetes, her mother worked at two jobs to support Sylvia and her brother, Warren, and never remarried because my brother and I made her sign a promise shed never marry.


Plath is an indefatigable graphomaniac who could write as fervently of colds, fevers, nausea, cramps and nosepicking as of an idyllic honeymoon in Benidorm, Spain; she is an inspired hater, and thrills to malicious descriptions of long-forgotten, nameless individuals whose bad luck it was to live near her, or to have met her socially. Yet Plath was always a severe critic of her real work, and considered the journal a place in which she could reveal herself without the strictures of art. She discarded much of what she wrote and took care, for instance, to categorize The Bell Jar as a pot-boiler to distinguish it from her serious work. (She worked for years on novel drafts, always dissatisfied with what shed accomplished; near the end of her life, she burnt hundreds of pages of a work-in-progress.) Confronted with a manuscript so uneven in quality as these journals, Plath would certainly have discarded hundreds of pages in preparation for its publication: lengthy, breathless adolescent speculation about boys, dates, classes, career (Can I write? Will I write if I practice enough?CAN A SELFISH EGOCENTRIC JEALOUS AND UNIMAGINATIVE FEMALE WRITE A DAMN THING WORTH WHILE?); sketches and drafts of stories aimed for the lucrative womens magazine market, awkward early poems (Down the hall comes Mary, bearing sheets / Crisp squares of folded linen / And, dressed in green, she greets me / With a toothless morning grin); countless reiterations of physical symptoms (Woke as usual, feeling sick and half-dead, eyes stuck together, a taste of winding sheets on my tongue after a horrible dream); petty squabbles with Hughes, and the determination to be a good wife (must not nag)(ergo: mention haircuts, washes, nail-filings, future money-making plans, childrenanything Ted doesnt like: this is nagging). Plaths ceaseless anxiety over submissions to Ladies Home Journal, The New Yorker, Harpers, the Atlantic and other magazines runs through the journals like a demented mantra; the mailman is both the blessing and curse of Plaths existence through the entire span of these journals. Surely such repetition might have been avoided.


Like piranhas devouring their prey, Plaths thoughts rush, churn, threshsheer demonic energy exhausting to observe, and suggesting that Plaths primary motive for suicide might have been the extinguishing of this piranha-voice. One can be sympathetic with Kukils project of correcting Hughess editing of Plaths journals while retaining some doubt as to the wisdomand the ethicsof exposing a major writers unrevised, inferior work. Even the grammatical errors and misspellings are faithfully preserved by the adulatory Kukil, as if Plath hadnt been an ambitious, vulnerable young writer eager to present her strongest work to posterity, and not a mummified goddess.


Like all unedited journals, Plaths may be best read piecemeal, and rapidly, as they were written. The reader is advised to seek out the stronger, more lyric and exhilarating passages, which exist in enough abundance through these many pages to assure that this final posthumous publication of Sylvia Plaths is that rarity, a genuine literary event worthy of the poets aggressive mythopoetic claim in Lady LazarusOut of the ash / I rise with my red hair / And I eat men like air.












Restoring Willie Stark



All the Kings Men
Robert Penn Warren





LIKE SINCLAIR LEWISS MAIN STREET (1920) and F. Scott Fitzgeralds The Great Gatsby (1925), Robert Penn Warrens All the Kings Men (1946) has come to be read as an emblematic, even an allegorical, text. The idealistic Carol Kennicott of Gopher Prairie, Minnesota, the romantic-minded and doomed Jay Gatsby (formerly James Gatz of North Dakota), and the charismatic southern politician Willie Stark have acquired the status of American archetypes, larger than the historically precise fictional worlds they inhabit; like outsized farcical-heroic figures in a painting by the American regionalist Thomas Hart Benton, they are more interesting for what they represent than for what they are.


The Great Gatsby, the most subtly nuanced of the three, as it is the shortest, sold only modestly at the time of publication,1 while the cruelly funny Main Street and the shamelessly melodramatic All the Kings Men were immediate, runaway bestsellers. Main Street was fueled by controversy: before Lewis, no one had written with such satiric verve and pitiless accuracy of small-town Protestant America. All the Kings Men was fueled by its reputation as a scandalous roman  clef based upon the life and death of the flamboyant Louisiana politician Huey P. Long; high-decibel, operatic, shrewdly plotted as Oedipus Rex grafted onto a who-dunnit, Warrens big, sprawling novel would seem to have been perfectly matched to its time. It was awarded a 1947 Pulitzer Prize, and in 1949 the screen adaptation was equally admired. Though Robert Penn Warren ranks somewhere below his coevals Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner, in the bygone-bestseller limbo of James Gould Cozzens and Edna Ferber, and seems to be more highly regarded at the present time as a poet than as a novelist,2 All the Kings Men has long been regarded as an American classic and has been continuously in print since 1946. As its chatty narrator Jack Burden prophesies, or boasts, at the end of the novel, We shall gointo the convulsion of the world, out of history into history and the awful responsibility of time.




INSPIRED BY the astonishing career and abrupt death of Huey P. Long (18931935), All the Kings Men means to be much more than the sum of its disparate parts. Robert Penn Warren took pains to make it clear that the novel isnt a roman  clef merely:



if I had never gone to live in Louisiana and if Huey Long had not existed, the novel would never have been written. But this is far from saying that my state in All the Kings Men is Louisiana, or that my Willie Stark is the late Senator. What Louisiana and Senator

Long gave me was a line of thinking and feeling that did eventuate in the novel.3




A young Ph.D. whod done graduate work at Berkeley and Yale, a former Rhodes Scholar at Oxford, Warren had accepted an assistant professorship of English at the University of Louisiana at Baton Rouge (Huey Long University) in 1934, a year before the public murder of Senator Long by an enraged private citizen; he came to Baton Rouge from a farm near Nashville, Tennessee, as if stepping through a looking-glass into Longs political kingdom, which clearly fascinated Warren even as it repelled him. (In his youth, Warren fancied himself an Agrarian-aristocrat, a defender of the culture and economy of the South; hed written an essay titled The Briar Patch, defending racial segregation, which was included in the 1930 manifesto Ill Take My Stand, later to be repudiated by Warren.) Warren would live intermittently in Louisiana until 1942, absorbing by degrees the legend of Huey Long, whom he contemplated in the light of European Fascism; the power of the man of the people for both good and evil is a theme that fascinates Warrens fictional alter ego Jack Burden as well.


This is the fascination of the abomination of which Joseph Conrads Marlow speaks in Heart of Darkness, as Marlow journeys up the Congo in search of the demi-god/madman, Kurtz; Heart of Darkness is clearly a model, along with Conrads Lord Jim, for Warrens more discursive and romantic novel. We are meant to trust Jack Burden as a man of conscience, as we are meant to trust the more gentlemanly Marlow. A more immediate model for All the Kings Men may well have been William Faulkners 1940 masterpiece The Hamlet, the first and strongest novel of Faulkners Snopes family trilogy, which charts the rise, like a malevolent protoplasm or yeast, of the enigmatic Flem Snopes. Warren acknowledges farther-flung influences, including Elizabethan tragedy, Edmund Spenser, and Machiavelli, but the richness of his novel springs from his firsthand experience of Louisiana during the reign of Huey Long:



There were a thousand tales, over the years, and some of them were no doubt literally and factually true. But they were all true in the world of Hueythat world of myth, folklore, poetry, deprivation, rancor and dimly envisaged hopes. That world had a strange, shifting, often ironical and sometimes irrelevant relation to the factual world of Governor, later Senator, Huey P. Long and his cold manipulation of the calculus of power.



Huey Longs followers were fanatically devoted to him even as the wealthy lite of Louisiana despised and feared him: He was the god on the battlement, dimly perceived above the darkling tumult and the steaming carnage of the political struggle. He was a voice, a portent, and a natural force like the Mississippi River getting set to bust a levee.


In 1938, in Mussolinis Italy, Warren began working on a play titled Proud Flesh in which Willie Starks earliest incarnation is a man named Talos: the fact that I drew that name from the iron groom who, in murderous blankness, serves Justice in Spensers Faery Queene should indicate something of the line of thinking and feeling that led up to that version and persisted, with modulations, into the novel. In 1943, Warren began the novel that is more realistic, discursive and documentary in spirit (though not in fact) than the play. Yet the Willie Stark of All the Kings Men is rather more a romantic idealist than a dynamic, still less a demonic figure; he isnt plausible as an American cousin of such psychopathic political leaders as Hitler and Mussolini, though Warren seems to have intended him to be so. Nor does Stark exude the mysterious and unnerving authority of Faulkners intransigent Flem Snopes. There are numerous aspects of the historical Huey Kingfish Long that might have been developed by Warren to suggest a greater depth and originality than his Willie Stark possesses,4 but Warrens imagination seems to have led him to simplified, if not stereotypical resolutions: Willie Stark is shot to death as a consequence of his love affair with a woman from an old good family (the daughter of former Governor Stanton, in fact), not for his political machinations, while Long was assassinated for purely political reasons, in more mysterious, quirkier circumstances. Its as if Warrens conventionally romantic sensibility couldnt conceive of political tragedy, only Hollywood melodrama in this climate in which, as Warren said of Louisiana in the 1930s, melodrama was the breath of life.




THE FAMOUS, bravura opening of All the Kings Men has not lost its power. We begin epic-style, in medias res, uncertain of our surroundings as of our destination, or who is in our speeding vehicle with us:



Mason City.


You follow Highway 58, going north-east out of the city, and it is a good highway and new. Or was new, the day we went up it. You look up the highway and it is straight for miles, coming at you, with the black line down the center coming at and at you, black and slick and tarry-shining against the white of the slab, and the heat dazzles up from the white slab so that only the black line is clear, coming at you with the whine of the tires, and if you dont quit staring at that line and dont take a few deep breaths and slap yourself hard on the back of the neck youll hypnotize yourself and youll come to just at the moment when the right front wheel hooks over into the black dirt shoulder off the slab, and youll try to jerk her back on but you cant because the slab is high like a curb, and maybe youll try to turn off the ignition just as she starts the dive. But you wont make it, of course. Then a nigger chopping cotton a mile away, hell look up and see the little column of black smoke standing up above the vitriolic, arsenical green of the cotton rows, and up against the violent, metallic, throbbing blue of the sky, and hell say, Lord Gawd, hits a-nudder one done done hit!



This is our narrator Jack Burden at his most lyrical, neither breezily slangy and self-conscious nor pretentiously philosophical, giving us as much information as the cinematic scene requires, but no more: we are in the Bosss black Cadillac driven at seventy-five miles an hour by his chauffeur, Sugar-Boy OSheeanan, and with us are the Boss, Governor Willie Stark, his former schoolteacher-wife, Lucy, and his spoiled-rotten football player son, Tom; a serio-comic politico by the name of Tiny Duffy; and Jack Burden, failed journalist and failed historian, failed husband and failed lover, the bearer of another old good name who has become Willie Starks improbable right-hand man, entrusted with the lethal task of digging up dirt on Starks enemies. (When Jack wonders why he works for Willie Stark, Stark tells him: You work for me because Im the way I am and youre the way you are. Its an arrangement founded on the nature of thingsThere aint any explanations. Not of anything. All you can do is point at the nature of things. If you are smart enough to see them.) Though we arent meant to be aware of it at the time, the cinematic opening scene, indeed virtually all of the novel, is being viewed through the prism of time as Jack Burden tells his story retrospectively, at a time when Willie Stark has become a posthumous legend.


Jack Burden is one whose heightened sense of irony has handicapped him for life. Hes paralyzedburdenedby the enchantments of the past, both his own past and that of his class (of former slave-owning southern whites). Hes ashamed of his seductive mother out of the scrub country of Arkansas who has married numerous times, for money and social prestige; hes ashamed of the quixotic, ineffectual gentleman he believes to be his father, whom he calls with quaint derision the Scholarly Attorney; he loses his respect for the gentleman he calls the Upright Judge, who is in fact his father, and whom he inadvertently drives to suicide, in his role as Willie Starks vengeful agent. In his diminished sense of his own manhood in a contemporary South governed by ambitious, amoral hicks like Willie Stark, Jack Burden is reminiscent of Faulkners equally eloquent, and ineffectual, attorney Gavin Stevens, an appalled witness to perversions of nature like the gangster Popeye (of the lurid noir romance Sanctuary) and the ever-burgeoning Snopes clan of The Hamlet, The Town, and The Mansion. Both Jack Burden and Gavin Stevens are highly educated, intelligent men from good families, stricken by a Prufrockian impotence in the face of a rapidly changing South. By the novels end, however, after enough plot complications, or contrivances, to fuel a Dickens novel, Jack Burden throws off his lethargy, survives both the suicide of his father, Judge Irwin, and the murder of his boss, Willie Stark, reclaims his love for Anne Stanton despite the fact that she has been Willie Starks mistress, and comes to a belated realization of his essential worth:



This has been the story of Willie Stark, but it is my story, too. For I have a story. It is the story of a man who lived in the world and to him the world looked one way for a long time and then it looked another and very different way. The change did not happen all at once. Many things happened, and that man did not know when he had any responsibility for them and when he did not. There was, in fact, a time when he came to believe that there was no god but the Great TwitchBut later, much later, he woke up one morning to discover that he did not believe in the Great Twitch any longer. He did not believe it because he had seen too many people live and die.



(Note, in the third sentence especially, the Hemingway prose rhythms, simple, declarative, disingenuous; as if Truth, when it is realized, must be so ploddingly and explicitly stated that the slowest of readers will comprehend.)


Before his epiphany, however, Jack Burden is a man of painfully self-conscious irony, something of a caricature. We see him in tantalizing fragments, never as a whole: Willie Starks secretary/mistress, Sadie Burke, characterizes him as a box of spilled spaghetti. All elbows and dry rattle. Fifteen years earlier, as a young man of twenty-one, Jack Burden sees himself without illusions as a



rather tall, somewhat gangly, slightly stooped youthwith a bony horse face, a big almost askew hook of a nose, dark unkempt hair, dark eyes (not burning and deep like the eyes of Cass Mastern, his great-uncle, but frequently vague or veiled, bloodshot in the mornings, brightening only with excitement), big hands that worked and twisted slowly on his lapa youth not beautiful, not brilliant, not industrious, not good, not kind, not even ambitious, given to excesses and confusions, thrown between melancholy and random violence, between the cold mire and the hot flame, between curiosity and apathy, between humility and self-love, between yesterday and tomorrow.



In its ungainly admixture of tones and its rhetorical excess, this passage is characteristic of Jack Burden, for whom we feel both sympathy and impatience, admiration and exasperation. At times, this mediation is illuminating, as in this protracted, verging-upon-the-surreal description of Willie Stark working himself up to an impromptu speech:



You saw the eyes [of Willie Stark] bulge suddenlyas though something had happened inside him, and there was that glitter. You knew that something had happened inside of him and thought: Its coming. It was always that way. There was the bulge and the glitter, and there was the cold grip way down in the stomach as though somebody had laid hold of something in there, in the dark which is you, with a cold hand in a cold rubber glove. It was like the second when you come home late at night and see the yellow envelope of the telegram sticking out from under your door and you lean and pick it up, but dont open it yet, not for a second. While you stand there in the hall, with the envelope in your hand, you feel like theres an eye on you, a great big eye looking straight at you from miles and dark and through walls and housesand sees you huddled up way inside, in the dark which is you, inside yourself, like a clammy, sad little foetus you carry around inside you. The eye knows whats in the envelope, and it is watching you to see you when you open it and know, too.



Pursuing a decades-old political scandal, discovering long-buried facts about his (unacknowledged) father the upright Judge Irwin, Jack Burden, not unlike his impetuous predecessor Oedipus, gains self-knowledge at the expense of others pain, and his own. The political genius Willie Stark has no need to invent scandal, he simply unearths it and blackmails or destroys his enemies, with Jack Burden as his instrument of destruction. Yet Jack Burden is conscience-stricken, trapped in a moral dilemma:



I wondered if what I had dug up were true.


I looked across at [Judge Irwin], and didnt want it to be true. And I had the sudden thought that I might have his drink of gin and tonic, and talk with him and never tell him, and go back to town and tell the Boss that I was convinced it was not true


But I had to know. Even as the thought of going away without knowing came through my head, I knew that I had to know the truth. For the truth is a terrible thing. You dabble your foot in it and it is nothing. But you walk a little farther and you feel it pull you like an undertow or a whirlpool. First there is the slow pull so steady and gradual you scarcely notice it, then the acceleration, then the dizzy whirl and plunge to blackness. For there is a blackness of truth, too. They say it is a terrible thing to fall into the Grace of God. I am prepared to believe that.



Yet there are passages in All the Kings Men that reveal so crude, so coarse, so fulsome and bombastic a sensibility, one has difficulty reconciling them with the high-toned Jack Burden. There are too many of these to ignore:



[Anne Stantons] eyes were glittering like the eyes of a child when you give a nice surprise, and she laughed in a sudden throaty, tingling way. It is the way a woman laughs for happiness. They never laugh that way just when they are being polite or at a joke. A woman only laughs like that a few times in her life. A woman only laughs like that when something has touched her way down in the very quick of her being and the happiness just wells out as natural as breath and the first jonquils and mountain brooks. When a woman laughs that way it always does something to you. It does not matter what kind of a face she has got either[That laugh] is a spray of dewy blossom from the great central stalk of All Being, and the womans name and address hasnt got a damn thing to do with it. Therefore, that laugh cannot be faked. If a woman could learn to fake it she would make Nell Gwyn and Pompadour look like a couple of Campfire Girls wearing bi-focals and ground-gripper shoes and with bands on their teeth.



Abruptly we seem to be in folksy Norman Rockwell America, in the presence of some of the most bombastic prose ever committed by any writer of stature in our history.



[Adam Stanton] smiled at me not because I was what I was but because I was the friend of his youth. The friend of your youth is the only friend you will ever have, for he does not really see you. He sees in his mind a face which does not exist anymore, speaks a nameSpike, Bud, Snip, Red, Rusty, Jack, Davewhich belongs to that now non-existent face but which by some inane and doddering confusion of the universe is for the moment attached to a not too happily met and boring stranger. But he humors the drooling doddering confusion of the universe and continues to address politely that dull stranger by the name which properly belongs to the boy-face and to the time when the boy-voice called thinly across the late afternoon water or murmured by a campfire at night or in the middle of a crowded street said, Gee, listen to thison Wenlock Edge the woods in trouble, his forest fleece the Wrekin heaves The friend of your youth is your friend because he does not see you anymore.



Even the weather isnt spared Jack Burdens astonishing rodomontade:



It was a beautiful morning in middle MayThe season was like the fine big-breasted daughter of some poor spavined share-cropper, a girl popping her calico but still having a waist, with pink cheeks and bright eyes and just a little perspiration at the edge of her tow hair (which would be platinum blond in some circles), but you see her and know that before long she will be a bag of bone and gristle with a hag-face like a rusted brush-hook.



Fawning in his tireless admiration for the priggish Dr. Adam Stanton, the friend of Jacks youth, and for Stantons younger sister Anne, the love of Jacks youth, Jack Burden is capable of shocking coarseness when alluding to categories of human beings to whom his penchant for windy romanticizing doesnt extend:



[The Scholarly Attorney] livedabove a spick restaurant, and nigger children played naked in the next block among starving cats, and nigger women like great sacks of bloated black blubber sat on the steps after the sun got low and fanned right slow with palm-leaf fans.



Though Robert Penn Warren repudiated his 1930 essay defending racial segregation, its clear from such offhand remarks by his protagonist Jack Burden that Warren assumed an unquestioned racial superiority. And his contempt regarding women not of Anne Stantons class is equally transparent:



As long as I regarded Lois [his first wife] as a beautiful juicy, soft, vibrant, sweet-smelling, sweet-breathed machine for provoking and satisfying the appetiteall was well. But as soon as I began to regard her as a person, trouble began. All would have been well, perhaps, had Lois been struck dumb at puberty. Then no man could have withstood her. But she could talk, and when something talks you sooner or later begin to listen to the sound it makes and beginto regard it as a person.



Except for the Stantons, and others of their social class, the characters of All the Kings Men incline toward caricature. In particular, such allies of Willie Stark as his secretary/mistress, Sadie Burke, who flies repeatedly into jealous rages when she learns that Willie Stark has been unfaithful to her:



Sadie burst out of the Bosss door about the way one of the big cats, no doubt, used to bounce out of the hutch at the far end of the arena and head for the Christian martyr. Her hair was flying with distinct life and her face was chalk-white with the pock marks making it look like riddled plaster, like, say, a plaster-of-paris mask of Medusa which some kid has been using as a target for a BB gun. But in the middle of the plaster-of-paris mask was an event which had nothing whatsoever to do with plaster-of-paris: her eyes, and they were a twin disaster, they were a black explosion, they were a conflagration. She was running a head of steam to bust the rivets, and the way she snatched across the floor you could hear the seams pop in her skirt.



Willie Starks loyal chauffeur and bodyguard, Sugar-Boy, is another comic strip character, a sucker of sugar cubes with twisted black little teeth and thin little mystic Irish cheeks whose speech is reducible to,  The b-b-b-b-b- he would manage to get out and the saliva would spray from his lips like Flit from a Flitgun. The b-b-b-b-bastudhe seen me c-c-c- and here hed spray the inside of the windshield, c-c-coming.  Willie Starks football player son is the insufferably self-centered Tom, who knew he was the nuts, as you could tell from one look at his slick-skinned handsome brown face, with the jawbone working insolently and slow over a little piece of chewing gum and his blue eyes under half-lowered lids working insolently and slow over you, or the whole damned world. Predictably, the insolent football hero will one day be struck down on the football field, paralyzed for life.


Toms mother, Willie Starks ex-schoolteacher wife Lucy, is one of Warrens good women, blandly and flatly characterized:



Lucy looked at me with a confident bird-like lift of her head, as though she had proved something to me. The secondary glow of the light above the circle of light was on her face, and if I had wanted to I could have guessed that some of the glow was given off softly by her face as though the flesh had a delicate and unflagging and serene phosphorescence from its own inwardness.


Well, Lucy was a woman, and therefore she must have been wonderful in that way that women are wonderful.




Willie Stark, too, begins as caricature in Jack Burdens bemused eyes: 




Fate comes walking through the door, and it is five-feet ten inches tall and heavyish in the chest and shortish in the leg and is wearing a seven-fifty seer-sucker suit which is too long in the pants so the cuffs crumple down over the high black shoes, which could do with a polishing, and a stiff high collar like a Sunday School superintendentand a gray felt hat with the sweat stains showing through the band. It comes in just like that and how are you to know?





How are you to know, Jack Burden means, that this unprepossessing self-taught country lawyer will rapidly rise through the ranks of county, then state politics; that he will re-invent himself after an early ignominious defeat, like the historical Huey P. Long, a master politician governed not by the extravagant passions he can arouse in his constituency but by an altruistic, unswervingly rationalist vision of what he can do, as governor and as senator, for his people:



The Boss, meanwhile, was making that hospital his chief waking thought. He took trips up East to see all the finest, biggest ones, the Massachusetts General, the Presbyterian in New York, the Philadelphia General, and a lot more. By God, he would say, I dont care how fine they are, mines gonna be finer, and I dont care how big they are, mines gonna be bigger, and any poor bugger in this State can go there and get the best there is and not cost him a dime.



Warrens dramatizing of Willie Starks impassioned public performances is convincing, granted that any attempt to convey the delirium of a crowd scene is virtually impossible in prose:



I would wait for the roar. You cant help it. I knew it would come, but I would wait for it, and every time it would seem intolerably long before it came. It was like a deep diveThere is nothing like the roar of a crowd when it swells up, all of a sudden at the same time, out of the thing which is in every man in the crowd but not in himself. The roar would swell and rise and fall again, with the Boss standing with his right hand raised straight to Heaven and his red eyes bulging. And when the roar fell away, he said, with his arm up, I have looked in your faces!


And they would yell.


And he said: Oh, Lord, and I have seen a sign!


And they would yell again.


And he said: I have seen dew on the fleece and the ground dry!


And the yell.


Then: I have seen blood on the moon! Then: Buckets of blood, and boy! I know whose blood it will be. Then, leaning forward, grabbing out with his right hand as though to seize something in the air before him: Gimme that meat-axe!




It could as easily be a lynching that Willie Stark is rousing his followers to commit, as a more abstract assault upon the monied elite of the State.


In the interstices of his flamboyantly scripted public life, in the presence of the ubiquitous Jack Burden, Willie Stark reveals himself as mordantly eloquent: Man is conceived in sin and born in corruption and he passeth from the stink of the didie to the stench of the shroud. There is always something. By which Stark means there is always dirt in an individuals life, if you know where to dig, and dont mind whom you destroy in the digging.


We expect to learn that Stark is a sham, a manipulator of credulous voters, but in fact Stark is respectful of his rowdy redneck constituency, as hes sincere in his vision of a State in which education and free medical care would be available for all. In this curious blend of buffoonery and Utopian vision, Huey Long is clearly Warrens model for Stark; but Warren doesnt explore Longs courageous, adversarial relationship with the Ku Klux Klan, whom he publicly repudiated, nor Longs political relations with Negroes, who overwhelmingly supported him in elections. (Long believed in both segregation and equal opportunities for Negroes, virtually alone among white Louisiana politicians of his time.) Set beside Huey Long, Warrens Willie Stark, while far more than a caricature, is a generic creation manipulated by the author in the service of a plot that becomes anticlimactic after his death, as Jack Burden, now married to Anne Stanton, re-assesses his life and begins at last to write the book he has long deferred, about his great-uncle Cass Mastern.5


Though All the Kings Men is a busy, noisy novel, resembling those mid-twentieth-century CinemaScope extravaganzas that boasted of casts of thousands, its core cast is minuscule: Anne Stanton, Jack Burdens beloved, improbably becomes Willie Starks mistress; Adam Stanton, Jacks old friend, is improbably the sole doctor in the state capable of running Willie Starks dream hospital, though he seems to have had no administrative experience and his medical speciality is the long-since discredited quack procedure pre-frontal lobectomy).6 The Stantons father, aristocratic ex-Governor Stanton, was a friend and political crony of the corruptible Judge Irwin, Jack Burdens father. After a football injury, Starks son Tom is operated on by Adam Stanton; and Adam Stanton returns as Willie Starks assassin, to be shot down by Sugar-Boy, Starks bodyguard. Warrens model for such claustrophobic hyperactivity may have been Greek tragedy but his execution is sheerly melodramatic. One is left with a sense of the faintly absurd, as in a low-budget theatrical production in which a very small cast of energetic actors must perform multiple roles.




IN THEORY, the restoring of classic literary texts would seem to be an excellent, even heroic effort. In recent years literary scholars have given us not one but two competing corrected texts of James Joyces Ulysses, neither of which has come into popular usage, let alone replaced the 1922 edition of the novel, and a misguided if well-intentioned newly assembled text of F. Scott Fitzgeralds unfinished final novel, The Last Tycoon, awkwardly retitled The Love of the Last Tycoon: A Western. To peruse these earnest texts is to feel oneself in the presence of Nabokovs Charles Kinbote of Pale Fire, the madman-scholar who re-invents his text as he edits it, intruding himself on every page. Is the intention to restore the original work, or to appropriate it? Or defeat it?


In this new, restored edition of All the Kings Men, Noel Polk, professor of American Literature at the University of Southern Mississippi, argues that Warrens original version of the novel, before its considerable editing at Harcourt, Brace, was, or is, superior to the 1946 and subsequent editions:



The typescript (among the Warren papers in the American Literature Collection at the Beinecke Library of Yale University) differs in hundreds of particulars, major and minor, from the published novel, thanks to the original editors who, with all good intentions, altered the novel in ways that made it considerably less than the novel Warren wrote.



Considerably less is a dubious, if not frankly erroneous claim; the more reasonable claim is different. Readers are likely to disagree on the worth of Polks edition, and most admirers of All the Kings Men will probably resent it, for Polks bold re-naming of Willie Stark as Willie Talos.


The manuscript of All the Kings Men, typed by Robert Penn Warren and others over a period of years, in a variety of places and on more than one typewriter, is a ragged composite comprised of different kinds of paper from high-quality bond to the cheapest of yellow newsprint and second sheets of the sort normally used for carbon copies. Both the author and his several editors wrote on the manuscript pages, and many pages are composites, having been glued or taped together, suggesting that Warren never revised the novel from start to finish, but only piecemeal. When he began writing All the Kings Men in 1943, he sent early chapters to Harcourt, Brace, and editorial consultation seems to have been immediate. Among the major editorial changes Polk identifies is the removal of Warrens repeated colons when introducing Jack Burdens speech (I said: What for?) and the substitution of commas (I said, What for?). Polk argues that, collectively, the colons characterize Jack Burdens aggressive narrative style, his cockiness and general attitude; to remove them lessens the impact of Warrens text. Perhaps this is so, though a reading of the new text in tandem with the 1946 text doesnt indicate that much was lost of any significance; indeed, the reader has more than enough of Jack Burdens hyperventilated voice, and ends up wishing that Warrens original editors had blue-penciled more of his prose, including every labored metaphorical conceit and vapid philosophical digression. A paragraph intercalated into the text by Professor Polk, in chapter V, is not only badly written but, in its context, nonsensical:



(But, look here, gentle reader, mon semblable, mon frre, you neednt get upstage with me about it, for you were happy to read that Philip Sidney had pimples, that Jesus Christ may have been sweating from T.B., that Plato was merely defending the interest of his economic class, and that George Washington had false teeth. And Robert E. Lee has never been your favorite hero.)



The scene reads much more smoothly without this passage, which Professor Polk seems to have restored simply because he found it amid the shambles of Warrens manuscript. Warren was hardly a careful writer, let alone a stylist in the mode of Joyce, Proust, Woolf, whose every quirk and swerve of language might be defended as sacrosanct; contrary to Polks criticism of Warrens editors, were left with the distinct impression that they were quite competent overall, if inclined toward the priggish at times (substituting callous-rumped for callous-assed, for instance), and that Warren was prudent in acceding to their suggestions.


The most radical alteration Polk has made to Warrens text is the substitution throughout All the Kings Men of the name Talos for Stark, on the grounds that Warrens initial choice of a name for his character is superior to the name Stark, though its likely that Warren himself chose this name for its sound and symbolism. Polk quotes Warrens editor disapprovingly:



[Talos] represents an ambiguity in pronunciation, and in addition carries a foreign flavor that suggests a different background for the man than is actually the case. I recognize some metaphorical overtones in the word Talos that may be important to you, but I think this criticism of the name has some point on the practical level.



But why is this poor advice? Talos is a pretentious name in the Stephen Dedalus tradition, while Willie Stark is effective without being an outright nudge in the ribs. In the course of writing All the Kings Men, Warren obviously outgrew his interest in the mythological Talos figure, the mechanical man of murderous blankness who lacks human volition as he lacks a soul; Talos simply doesnt apply to Willie Stark the Utopian idealist, grieving father of a crippled son and alleged lover of Anne Stanton. Polk seems not to understand that it isnt uncommon for writers to change the names of characters and the titles of novels as they progress, but a sign rather of their deepening assimilation of their material. Since Warren completed his novel using the name Stark, and since in the course of his long lifetime (19051989) he made no attempt to restore the original Talos, it seems an act of high-handed zeal to bring into print in 2001 what amounts to a text to compete with the 1946 text prepared under the authors guidance. Its naive to assume that even a writer of genius cant profit from the intervention of astute editors; if nothing else, an editors query provokes a writer to re-think something of which he may have had initial doubts. Any serious writer wants to bring into print the very best text of which hes capable; simply to defend what he has written, because he has written it, is hardly the point.


Its a measure of the enduring worth of All the Kings Men that Willie Stark has entered our collective literary consciousness, amid the company of Captain Ahab, Huck Finn, Jay Gatsby, Holden Caulfield, Rabbit Angstrom, and very few others. Set beside this Willie Stark, Willie Talos hasnt a chance.



Notes



1. The first edition of The Great Gatsby sold about 25,000 copies, far less than Fitzgeralds first two, considerably inferior novels, This Side of Paradise and The Beautiful and Damned. By 1927, two years after the publication of Gatsby, Fitzgeralds books earned only $153; by 1929, only $32. Shortly before his death in 1940, Gatsby had been dropped by the Modern Library because of poor sales.


2. Warrens later poetry, from Incarnations (1968) to Altitudes and Extensions (1985) is generally considered his finest work. In 1958 Warren received a Pulitzer Prize for Promises.


3. Introduction to All the Kings Men by Robert Penn Warren (Time, Inc., 1963), p. xi.


4. See the definitive biography Huey Long by T. Harry Williams (Knopf, 1969).


5. Cass Mastern, whose letters and journal Jack Burden has inherited, was a visionary anti-slavery pacifist who nonetheless wore the Confederate uniform and died a hideous gangrenous death as a result of a wound suffered in the Civil War. Positioned midway in All the Kings Men, at a point at which Jack Burden has come to an emotional stasis in his recounting of the enchantments of the past, the Cass Mastern section has the feel of being older material Warren has brought into his narrative for thematic purposes, and has frequently been criticized for impeding the novels movement. Yet Cass Mastern is a more engaging character than Jack Burden; the very antithesis of the activist Willie Stark; hes enigmatic as one of Faulkners doomed yet indomitable heroes, like Colonel Sartoris. Warren seems not to know what to do with Cass Mastern, except to present him as a rebuke to Jack Burden; all that Jack Burden, or Warren, can do is to comment upon Mastern at a respectful distance:



Cass Mastern lived for a few years and in that time he learned that the world is all of one piece. He learned that the world is like an enormous spider web and if you touch it, however lightly, at any point, the vibration ripples to the remotest perimeter


But how could Jack Burden, being what he was, understand that? He could read the words written many years before in the lonely plantation house after Cass Mastern had freed his slavesJack Burden could read those words, but how could he be expected to understand them? They could only be words to him, for to him the world then was simply an accumulation of items, odds and ends of things like the broken and misused and dust-shrouded things gathered in a garret. Or it was a flux of things before his eyes (or behind his eyes) and one thing had nothing to do, in the end, with anything else. [p. 267]



6. In this altogether curious interlude, Dr. Stanton operates on a catatonic schizophrenic with the intention of giving him a different personality. Though lobotomies were discredited as legitimate medical procedures by 1963, when the Time, Inc., edition of All the Kings Men was published, Warren didnt use the opportunity of a new edition to excise this absurd material; nor does he even comment upon it in his introduction. The allegedly admirable Dr. Stanton proceeds in this way:



Adam took a scalpel and cut a neat little cut across the top of [the patients] head and down at each temple, and then just peeled the skin off the bone in a neat flap forward. He did a job that would have made a Comanche brave look like a tyro with a scalping knife. Meanwhile, they were sopping up the blood, which was considerable.


Then Adam settled down to the real business. He had a contraption like a brace-and-bit. With that he drilled five or six holesburr holes they call them in the tradeon each side of the skull. Then he started to work with what he had told me earlier was a Gigli saw, a thing which looked like a coarse wire. With that he sawed on the bone till he had a flap loose on each side of the front of the head and could bend the flap down and get at the real mechanism inside[pp. 4434]











Catherizing Willa



Willa Cather & the Politics of Criticism
Joan Acocella



Willa Cather: The Writer and Her World
Janis P. Stout





W.H. AUDEN SAID IT MOST MEMORABLY, and bluntly: The words of a dead man / Are modified in the guts of the living (In Memory of W. B. Yeats). The metaphor is a striking one, and if we pursue it, disturbing. For art is here perceived as something to be consumed by the survivor, digested, modified, and presumably excreted. The living make pragmatic use of the past, taking what can be modified and appropriated, and discarding the remainder. There is no art in itself, only appropriated art, now an attribute of the living.


How particularly apt Audens metaphor seems to us in terms of literary criticism, in recent decades the most fickle, if not ephemeral and subjective, of academic disciplines. Joan Acocella, not an academic, best known for her dance criticism and her occasional pieces in The New Yorker, has written a cogently argued, persuasive, and often very funny overview of the work of Willa Cather and the congeries of literary critics that have followed in her wake, beginning in the first decades of the twentieth century when Cather published her early work and ending at approximately the present time, when Cather has been rediscoveredif not resuscitatedby theorists armed with feminist and political jargons brandished like clumsy weapons. The problem with these critics writings, Acocella argues, is not that they contain politics, but that they contain almost nothing else.


Acocella, a longtime admirer of Willa Cather, is a reasonable, rational critic. Her claims for this still rather underrated but surely major American writer are not outsized or radical, but rather more gently polemical and illuminating when she writes of Cathers meticulously crafted prose, and amusingly combative when she writes of certain of the bizarre uses which have been made of Cathers prose in the name of political agendas. Acocellas concern isnt only with willful misreadings of Willa Cather but with the purpose of criticism itself. In questioning the relevance and logic of a passage from Judith Butlers Lacan-inspired Bodies That Matter, Acocella asks:



Should we care? After all, most people will read My ntonia without the help of Butlers gloss and will see Cathers scene for what it is. But shouldnt we also worry about literary criticism? Criticism is the story of one imagination (the critics) meeting another (the authors)an enterprise that has been going on for over two thousand years. Surely it does matter if criticism is now redesigned in such a way that the second imagination, the authors, is wholly swept aside and the text used merely, in artfully chosen snatches, to illustrate the critics idea of what is wrong with Western culture.



Willa Cather (18761947), like her younger contemporary Edith Wharton (18621937), had the misfortune, so far as literary reputation is concerned, of being born female in America, and of publishing much of her fiction in an era of robust macho realism. Set beside the foursquare moral realism of William Dean Howells and the subtle, ever-refracted and obsessively masticated prose of late Henry James, Willa Cathers early novels O Pioneers! (1913) and My ntonia (1918) struck critics as great epics of the American plains; set beside the hard-hitting naturalism of such writers as Jack London, Theodore Dreiser, John Dos Passos, e.e. cummings, above all Ernest Hemingway, Cathers ambitious novels of the 1920s (One of Ours, A Lost Lady, The Professors House, Death Comes for the Archbishop) came to seem straitlaced, conventional in concept and execution, well-crafted but rather dull [p. 22, Acocella], spinsterish. One of Ours (1922) particularly infuriated male critics since here Cather dared not only to write from the perspective of a young soldier, but to send this exemplary individual into battle in the Great War and to allow him some measure of unfashionable idealism. The highly influential H. L. Mencken dismissed One of Ours as womens writing, of the level of a serial in Ladies Home Journal, while Edmund Wilson and Heywood Broun were even more critical. Young Ernest Hemingway, roused to indignation by a woman writer trespassing into the war zone, wrote to Edmund Wilson in a letter frequently quoted by Cathers biographers:



Wasnt that last scene in the lines wonderful?


Do you know where it came from? The battle scene in Birth of a Nation. I identified episode after episode, Catherized. Poor woman, she had to get her war experience somewhere.


[Willa Cather: A Literary Life, James Woodress]



One of Ours was a bestseller and won a Pulitzer Prize, for which a generation of male literary commentators never forgave Cather.


There were reasons other than misogyny for the abrupt decline of Cathers reputation, as Acocella indicates. Cather was middle-aged when she began to publish her serious fiction, while her male detractors were at least two decades younger. She was old enough, Acocella points out, to be their mother. And it was mothers, even more than fathers, against whom the Lost Generation was rebelling. Though Cathers austere, lyrical, and elliptical prose could never be mistaken for the overripe sentimental prose of nineteenth-century womens romance, yet the nobility of her characters and a certain stolidness and predictability in their behavior suggested the psychology of an earlier, less cynical and therefore naive Victorian era. Perhaps the most striking contrast between Cather and her male coevals is the absence in her entire oeuvre of erotic, sensuous, sexualized behavior. At times, her fiction suggests the sanitized quality of young adult writing. Even when Cathers characters are presented as fecund, like the rhapsodically idealized ntonia, they seem somehow incomplete, unconvincing:



[ntonia] lent herself to immemorial human attitudes which we recognize by instinct as universal and trueIt was no wonder that her sons stood tall and straight. She was a rich mine of life, like the founders of early races.



Yet these very qualities of reticence and prudery made Cather attractive to large numbers of readers, the majority of whom were, and are, women, who read fiction not to be disturbed, shaken, or offended, still less to admire stylistic virtuosity, but for comfort of one kind or another. Heartwarming short stories like Neighbor Rosicky (1928) and Old Mrs. Harris (1932), as well as Cathers bestselling, rather statically composed Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927) and Shadows on the Rock, both of which celebrate an idealized, non-politicized Roman Catholicism, would hardly seem to have been written during the same years as the great works of modernism by James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, William Faulkner, and Hemingway. That Cather was also capable of writing powerful works of fiction like Pauls Case (her best, and most anthologized story, 1905), The Song of the Lark (1915), and the idiosyncratically structured The Professors House (1925), seems to have been ignored by her hostile critics. Despite a dark vision of the contemporary, debased world, Cather was labeled early on as an affirmative writer; she celebrated what is known in some quarters today as family values. Could any label be more damning-dull? Equally reprehensibly, Cather disdained literary experimentalism as she disdained Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal. Her 1936 essay collection was titled Not Under Forty: a defiant warning that no one under forty need trouble themselves to read it. With age she became grumpily conservative, if not reactionary, even as her affirmative books were championed by the right-wing, piously Christian press.


Catherized is a cruel but not inaccurate term to suggest the curious commingling in this writer of sharply observed, lyric detail and narrative richness with a rigidly controlled, censorious denial of imagination. Cathers fiction seems often to
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