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Introduction

This collection of essays is a successor to The Uses of Error, published in 1990, and contains a selection of the pieces I wrote in the course of the next decade. Most of them were written for the London Review of Books, but some were New York Review commissions, and one appeared in The New Republic. What these journals have in common, besides their generosity in asking me to write for them, is an interest in the review-essay, anything from 2,500 to 4,500 words. Newspapers commonly want briefer notices, and lectures call for anything up to double the length of the review-essay, which occupies a comfortable middle ground.

It is in my view a satisfactory genre, for the writer can be moderately expansive and please himself, as well as modestly explanatory and willing to please, with due amenity, the sort of reader who reads these journals. It is almost true to say that this middle ground between the barbarous jargons and swollen books of the modern academy and the quick satisfactions of the newspaper review is nowadays cultivated only by a few journals like these, and it is just as well for our intellectual well-being that they should exist. The understanding between writer and reader is that the former will perform as an educated audience has a right to expect, and that the latter will, under those conditions, take pleasure in what may from time to time be a mildly strenuous bit of reading, justified by a faith that authors who write for these papers on the whole know what they are talking about, but are not so proud of that accomplishment that they cannot refrain from vainglorious displays of their professional prowess.

Fortunately it sometimes happens that one is asked to write about matters outside one’s usual beat, so that the task becomes, gratifyingly, part of the reviewer’s education. I daresay I am not alone in finding this kind of work especially enjoyable. James Buchan, for example, gave me a reason to meditate about money, an interesting topic on which I was entirely ignorant; I have to say I remain so, but can now associate my dullness with the pleasure of reading and expounding Buchan’s book. Both Alain Corbin and Jonathan Raban revived ancient memories of the sea, for which, despite some fairly alarming maritime experiences in my youth, I still have the remnants of an infantile romantic attachment. Then again I have included some as it were extra-curricular pieces about painting, philosophy, and, in one instance (the notice of James Kugel’s book), Judaica. So I educate myself in public, which I take to be the reviewer’s privilege.

I thought it right and pious to put poets first, and, because to treat them in chronological order seemed as sensible as any other arrangement, the collection starts off with a recent piece about Beowulf and what the translators, who include the Nobel laureate Seamus Heaney, have made of it. After that come certain divagations, for example John Jones and Zachary Leader on poets’ revisions, to me a deeply interesting subject. In one case hereabouts I have included a review which, though respectful, as one always tries to be, condemns practices I want condemned. After the paintings and the philosophies and so forth, a few novelists bring up the rear: the curious case of Sylvia Townsend Warner, William Golding, whose posthumous novel – even more a victim of changing fashion than the rest of his work – seems to have been generally ignored, and finally Philip Roth and the novel which introduced the latest and finest phase of this great novelist’s work.

Most of my working life has been spent in universities, and most of my work has been addressed primarily to academic audiences; that sort of thing is not represented here, though I think I have occasionally allowed academic prejudices to intrude into these lighter exercises. It is true that for forty or more years I have had a second career outside the academy as a literary journalist and editor, so leading a double life which was, at its best, made possible, made fruitful, during my years at University College London. I have never had an extensive acquaintance in what Dr Leavis used to excoriate as ‘the London literary world’; nevertheless I have sometimes written about people I happened to know and like – Henry Reed, for instance, and Roy Fuller. I knew William Empson at least as well as either of us wanted, and Adam Phillips is a friend, though I don’t think I’d have written about him differently if he hadn’t been. The piece on Ern Malley contains a bit of autobiography, for it is virtually certain that no other living English critic was as close as I was to the wicked plots of literary Sydney in 1945, and, while that may not be thought much of an occasion for boasting, the temptation to cry ‘I was there!’ was simply too strong. As I remarked above, one virtue of the review-essay is that it offers writers opportunities for such self-indulgence, surely permissible so long as they don’t break their tacit contracts with the author under consideration and the readers of the review: both of which require that they provide a fair account of the book and write decently about it.

As usual, I now feel sorry about the exclusions and uncertain as to the reasons I found for them. This could have been a very different book. But out of so many fugitives only a few souls can be saved, and we all know better than to think we understand the operations of grace. Of course it is to be remembered that in these cases election is not only intermittent but also impermanent. The afterlife in these circumstances is to be sought only in the pleasure, necessarily transient, of readers. And, if I may repeat the remark of Lord Chesterfield I quoted in the Introduction to The Uses of Error, that result will best be achieved by reviewers, especially donnish reviewers, who attend to this admonition: ‘Speak the language of the company you are in: and speak it purely, and unlarded with any other.’ This advice I have tried to follow throughout.
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The Modern Beowulf

The Old English poem Beowulf tells, in a little over 3,000 lines of verse, the story of a great hero of the Geat tribe, which long ago inhabited what is now part of Sweden. Beowulf hears of the protracted sufferings of the neighbouring Danes at the hands of a monster called Grendel, a wildly destructive and cannibalistic ogre who bursts, night after night, into the great hall of Hrothgar, the Danish king, and tears both the place and its defenders apart. Beowulf, seeing an opportunity for heroism, resolves to go to the aid of Hrothgar and crosses the sea with the intention of taking on Grendel singlehanded. On arrival at the Danish court he does the required amount of boasting and feasting, and when Grendel arrives that night Beowulf, scorning to use a weapon, wrestles with the intruder and tears off his arm. Grendel dies, but a greater ordeal lies ahead, for his mother, a monster even more frightening to ordinary mortals though not to Beowulf, sets out to avenge him. She and Beowulf have a phantasmagorical struggle in her underwater lair, which ends when he happens to find a sword in her cave and uses it to kill her. Loaded with gifts and praise, he returns home and tells his story to his own king, Hygelac. There follows a fifty-year gap in the story, and when we meet Beowulf again he is an old man and has himself long been the king of the Geats. Now his own kingdom is threatened by a terrible firebreathing dragon who guards a hoard, quite in the manner of Wagner’s Fafner. Beowulf fights the dragon; all but one of his supporters flee, but the King, with this single helper, prevails, though at the cost of his own life. The dragon’s hoard is appropriated, and Beowulf is given a ceremonial burial, along with the treasure, in a conspicuous barrow on a headland. So the basic structure of the poem consists of three episodes – Grendel, Grendel’s mother and the dragon – though with a good deal of ancillary information concerning Danes, Geats and other Scandinavian tribes and customs.

If you are prepared to admit that it was written in English, Beowulf is by far the oldest poem of its length in our language. When struggling through it as a student I preferred to call its language Anglo-Saxon, regarding the official description, Old English, as a trick, a means of getting into an English Literature course a work in a remote Germanic dialect. My instructors could be thought to have a vested interest in the poem and the language; they had gone to a lot of trouble to learn a lot about them and, since teaching it was to be their chief means of support, they were clearly in favour of making their study compulsory. Or so it seemed, no doubt unfairly; the poem is, after all, in the language spoken in England for centuries, and the greatest poem in that language must be a legitimate object of historical and philological inquiry.

The interests of the teachers were indeed exclusively philological and antiquarian. Beowulf provided them with a great variety of complicated scholarly problems, and it was in these that they wanted to involve their students. They rarely found it necessary or desirable to speak of Beowulf as a poem, and when they did so they were quite likely to say it was not a particularly good one. Moving house a while ago I found an essay of mine, some sixty years old, on ‘The Fight at Finsburgh’. This is a poetic fragment, preserved by chance, of some forty-odd lines, some baffling, from a lost longer work, not a part of Beowulf though obscurely related to it. Somebody must have believed that an attempt, however callow, to understand the problems of that relationship would somehow sharpen my wits. Of course I was not required to do any literary criticism.

Nobody knows, for sure, the date of Beowulf Conjectures range from the early eighth to the late tenth century. Possibly it was composed in Northumbria but written down by monks in the south, perhaps long afterwards. The culture of the time of writing was Christian, but the poem, though it includes some pious Christian sentiments, looks back to a pagan past, to heroic deeds performed in another country by men who could perhaps be thought of as remote ancestors. Wyrd, which is untranslatable but means something like ‘fate’, is a stronger idea in the poem than Christian providence. During much of the period when the poem was written down and read, Danes of a later vintage were persistent and successful enemies of the Anglo-Saxons, which suggests that it was possible to distinguish, in poems, between dangerous, ugly modern Danes and old-time Danes whose antique heroic virtues belonged at least as much to the tradition of the inhabitants of England as to that of the modern raiders. There is a question as to whether the Christian material in the poem was there from the start or intruded into it later, which is not impossible, considering that the practice of writing came in with Christianity. And of course, as R. M. Liuzza suggests,1 the poem may have undergone changes during its life of oral performance – changes of which we can know nothing – before it reached the hands of the final author.

At that time it presumably took its place along with many other writings of the same sort, but the extant body of Anglo-Saxon literature is quite small; we can say that such poems as ‘The Battle of Maldon’ and ‘The Seafarer’ have a good deal in common with Beowulf, but it remains historically rather isolated. For a long time so little was known about the culture that produced such a poem that it must have seemed that all its talk of splendid gold ornaments, rings, cups and swords and the like was mere fantasy, until the discovery, just before the outbreak of war in 1939, of the rich seventh-century ship-burial treasure at Sutton Hoo; the effect on our sense of the civilization that produced it might be thought comparable to that of Sir Arthur Evans’s excavations at Knossos on the understanding of the Homeric world. We may even think the rich trappings of Beowulf’s burial chime with those of the Sutton Hoo treasure, but the experts warn us not to make too much of such parallels.

The unique manuscript of the poem dates from the tenth century. It is written out continuously, with no break between the verse lines, and it survived centuries of almost total neglect until Sir Robert Cotton acquired it early in the seventeenth century. In 1731 it was damaged by fire, but it is now in the British Library, legible except for a few charred lines. Interest in it was slight until early-nineteenth-century Romantic nationalists claimed the work as an early English epic, comparable to Homer, the Nibelungenlied and the Chanson de Roland, and gratifyingly older than the last two. Scholars – by no means just the English but learned men and women of many nations, German, Danish, Icelandic, British and American – have worked on it ever since. It has often been translated into modern English, in the nineteenth century by Longfellow and William Morris among others. But on the whole the versions made in recent years are better, a development that may be explained, at any rate in part, by a rather striking scholarly event that occurred in 1936.

This was the publication of J. R. R. Tolkien’s lecture ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics’. It would not be easy to think of a parallel to this occasion, a professorial lecture that changed a generation’s attitude to a document of national and historical importance. Tolkien noted that previous scholarship had treated Beowulf less as a poem than as matter for archaeological and historical inquiry. ‘The shadow of research has lain upon criticism,’ says Tolkien; the current of interest had been antiquarian rather than critical. An unhappy consequence had been the erroneous assumption that the poem was ‘primitive’ when in fact it looks back, from a much later civilized period, on to a primitive heroic age long past. More important, the experts, obsessed with the idea of its primitiveness, had simply neglected the poem as a poem, or criticized it for its ‘thin and poor’ story: Beowulf sees off the ogre Grendel, then he defeats Grendel’s ogre mother, and then, after fifty years have elapsed in a few lines, he kills a fiery dragon and dies of injuries sustained in the fight. Apart from anything else, the structure of the tale, looked at in this way, looked weak, ‘primitive’.

Tolkien, however, has no difficulty with the episodic structure and finds in the poetry a high seriousness, a grim understanding that monsters are evidence of what cannot be denied, the potential of evil in the world; they are the enemies of men and gods (and God). The poem is a celebration of the necessary defeat of even the greatest human valour, of the tragic truth of mortality – a theme always valid, though in the poem set in a pagan past by an author whose Christianity is attested by the scriptural references, to Cain (ancestor of the monsters who like him, bore the wrath of God, godes yrre) and to the war of the giants against heaven.

Tolkien commends the metre of the poem (the lines ‘more like masonry than music’) but particularly loves those monsters, ‘the evil side of heroic life’. Beowulf himself can be seen as a hero in a more general and more impressive way, not merely as a Germanic adventurer: ‘he is a man, and that for him is sufficient tragedy’. And Tolkien endorses W. P. Ker’s resonant account: these heroes of the north offer ‘absolute resistance, perfect because without hope’. The mood is that of the lines, better remembered than most Anglo-Saxon verses, in the tenth-century poem ‘The Battle of Maldon’, originally in the same manuscript as Beowulf but destroyed in the fire, though fortunately somebody had made a copy of it: in a version of the lines by W. H. Auden, ‘Heart and head shall be keener, mood the more/ As our might lessens.’

Beowulf on this view, is to be described not as an epic or a lay but as ‘an heroic-elegiac poem’, its climax the death and funeral of the hero in the last lines. Somebody else had said Beowulf was ‘small beer’, but Tolkien, in what became a famous phrase, described it as ‘a drink dark and bitter, a solemn funeral ale with the taste of death’. And after this the poem, we were counselled, should never be treated as it had been hitherto; it was henceforth to be studied as great literature: ‘There is not much poetry in the world like this.’

Naturally some of Tolkien’s views have been called into question over the years since 1936, but we can assume that translators coming after him will have his work and his estimate of the poem, or at least some resonance of them, in mind. He offered his own views on the problems of translation. First he ruled out prose translation, except when legitimately used by a student as a crib, and that is surely right; without the strange, strong, halting movement of the verse, its ceremonial, archaic quality, the solemnity of the boasts and promises, the rituals of the mead hall so stiffly recalled, there may be very little left to interest us, only a fairy story of ogres and dragons, of repetitive boasting and drinking and gift-giving.

So the translators must use verse; but here there are fearful obstacles, such that Seamus Heaney tells us that for a while he gave up the attempt.2 Anglo-Saxon verse resembles nothing in modern English prosody, and attempts to imitate it with any exactness may seem barbaric, unless managed with the virtuosity of Auden in The Age of Anxiety. Each verse is divided by a






















A Note on the Author

Sir John Frank Kermode was a British literary critic best known for his work The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (1967) and for his extensive book-reviewing and editing.

Kermode was born on the Isle of Man in November 1919, and was educated at Douglas High School and Liverpool University. He served in the Royal Navy during World War II for six years in total, much of it spent in Iceland.

In 1947, Kermode began his academic career as a lecturer at Durham University; he later taught at Reading University, followed by a stint at the University of Bristol. In 1967 he was named Lord Northcliffe Professor of Modern English Literature at University College London, a position he held until 1974, when he took the position of King Edward VII Professor of English Literature at Cambridge University – he resigned from this post in 1982. He then moved to Columbia University in the New York City, where he was Julian Clarence Levi Professor Emeritus in the Humanities. From 1975–76 he held the Norton Lectureship at Harvard University. He was knighted in 1991.

Kermode died in Cambridge on 17 August 2010.
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