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What was all the talk about?

This was something to decide.

It was not that I had died.

Though my plans were new, no doubt,
There was nothing to deride.

I had grown away from youth,
Shedding error where I could;
I was now essential wood,
Concentrating into truth;
What I did was small but good.

Yvor Winters
"A Dream Vision®
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

He is not a tall man, and his frame, once lean and vigorous, has grown
stout as the years advance. Dark brown hair, combed straight to the left sidey
frames a pleasant, benign face; the brow is expansive, the heavy features
quietly set sbove a comfortable chin. But the kindly jowls of age do not
completely mask a serious intensity in his eyes and mouth, an almost grave
seriousness, which colors his every thought and action. His name is Arthur
Yvor Winters, but not many realize this, since he uses only the last two
names to sign his writings.

The citizens of Los Altos, California, where Winters lives with his wife,
know him as & community man, head of the local Civil Defense unit during the
last world war, active on committees against racial and religious prejudice.
And in his spare time, Winters breeds dogs, prize-winning Airedales, which he
once showed in as many as eight competitions yearly. He is widely read in
world history, keenly interested in politics, and an avid boxing fan. But his|
primary interest is English poetry, and his primary occupation is teaching
students at Leland Stanford University how to read, write, and understand
English poetry. For his work there, Winters has won the respect of students
and fellow teachers alike; but the respect has been slow in coming.

Although Winters has taught at Stanford since 1928 and took his Ph.D. de-
gree there in 1933, it was not until 1949 that the administration granted him

1
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full professorship. The department heads under whom he first served did not
know what to make of the man. He was a productive scholar; he wrote and
published frequently, both as reviewer and independent critic. But Winters huﬂ
a way of winning & new enemy for every sentence that reached print. As far as
one department head was concerned, he was a "disgrace" to the universit.y.l Ags
far as Winters himself was concerned, the rancor dealt him merely proved "the
essential confusion of the literary mind of our period. n2 He has always
taken a certain pride in these literary enmities which he calmly describes as
"enmities more intense, enduring, and I think I may fairly say unscrupulous,
than I should judge have been enjoyed by any other writer of my generation.
It was all quite unintentional on my part,® Winters adds simply; "I merely
took literature ser.‘i.cusl;r."3

winters took literature seriously in four principal books. The first
appeared in 1937 under the title Primitivism and Decadence. It presented a

theory of poetic composition and criticism, and in terms of this theory

evaluated the structural techniques and artistic development of American

lyvor Winters, The Function of Criticism: Problems and Exercises
(Denver: Swallow, 1957), P. 13.

2Yvor Winters, In Defense of Reason: containing Primitivism and
Decadence, Maule's Curse, The Anatomy of Nonsense, and "ihe Significance of
i‘l‘;‘-t"e__m__aggisby Hm'ﬁrme""mew'—f%o : ow Press and William Morrow,
7)s P 3.

3Quoted in Twentieth Cent Authors: a Biographical Dictiomrﬁ of
Modern Literature, edited by ey J. Kunitz and Howard Haycrolt (New York:
Wilson, 1942), p. 1535.
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experimental poetry during the early twentieth century. All of Winters'

subsequent work is based on this same theory of criticism. Maule's Curse

followed Primitivism and Decadence by & year. It contained seven essays on

American writers, from Hawthorne to James, and attempted to trace the origins
of the obscurantist state of mind which Winters believed vitiated much of

contemporary verse. In the four essays in The Anatomy of Nonsense, published

in 1943, Winters tried to delineate the origins and essential nature of the
muddleheadedness of American criticism--a muddleheadedness stemming principal-
1y from the work of Henry Adams, T. S. Eliot, Wallace Stevens, and John Crowe

Ransom. In 1946, Winters published a shorter book, Edwin Arlington Robinson,

for "The Makers of Modern Literature Series." The work, for the most part, is

]

& close criticism of Robinson's poetry. Winters champions the poet as heartil]
as he condemned the obscurantists and experimentalists in his earlier volumes.
In 1947, Mr. Winters' first three works appeared in a large single volume

called In Defense of Reason, with no revision except for the addition of a new

"Foreword" and a final essay on Hart Crane. The Function of Criticism, ten

years later, collected five subsequent essays in book form as a companion to
In Defense of Reason. He is presently finishing a history of the short poem

in English, a work which will be his seventh hard cover volume of criticism,
but only the fifth to offer a large body of new material.

What was it in these critical writings which so antagonized the reviewers3
Winters' opinions were luniqm and unpopular. They were expressed in a style

whose cool and clear directness occasionslly lapsed into sarcasm. Consequently

-

the hasty reader, confused by the new ideas and offended by the acid clarity,

was often unable and unwilling to grasp what Winters was actually saying, and




k
80 merely lashed out against the way some of the ideas were put, or against
isolated critical judgments he could not agree with. This has been the
typical approach taken in the frequent essays and reviews that havé found
fault with Winters'! work. One of the longest of these appeared in Stanley

Edgar Hyman's The Armed Vision.

Hyman devotes very short space in his long critique to Winters' theory
of criticism, an inexcusable failing which is largely responsible for his
missing the point of Winters' practicel evaluations. Confronted, for example,
with the idea that poetry is the moral evaluation of human experieznce,h
Hyman professes inability to understand what "moral® could mean. He quotes
snatches of sentences in which Winters explains the word, or in which he
describes the consequences of morality in literature. Hyman obtusely asserts
that all these snippets, out of context as they are, are meant to be
synonymous with "moral." Understandably enough, he concludes that the word
"means almost & dozen things, some of them completely in.consistent with
others."s

Hyman does attempt & survey of Winters' critical works, but deals in
detail with only & few of the essays in Maule's Curse, which he feels is

Winters' best work. From the poetry criticism, Hyman is content to excerpt

nothing but adjectives of praise or blame, which sound suitably absurd strung

hThe basis of Winters' critical theory. Below, p. 36,

SStanley Edgar Hyman, "Yvor Winters and Evaluation in Criticism," The
Armed Vision: a Study in the Methods of Modern Literary Criticism (New York:
Wsm: p. O4.
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together into several paragraphs and removed from the context of the critical
analyses which would have given them meaning. Furthermore, since Winters has
a2 way of challenging "approved" opinion, Hyman seems confident that‘ gll he need
do is indicate that in Winters' mind "Bridges' poetry is superior to that of

T. S. Eliot, Hart Crane, William Carlos Williams, /and/ Marianne Hoore,"6 and
the knowing reader will quickly conclude that Winters is clearly incompetent.

This is a rather indirect way of refuting Winters, and one Hymen resorts to
constantly.

William Barrett, in his review of In Defense of Reason, is equally wary

of grappling directly with Winters' practical critiques, and also professes
inability to understand his theory of criticism. He cannot find, he tells us,
Winters' criterion of critical judgment. He is baffled by Winters' assertion
that poetry is moral evaluation. "What does it mean?" Perhaps Winters masks
an "unconscious desire to make literature more than it is, to extract from it
something that has to be learned elsewhere."7

T. Weiss, in an unmannerly review of The Anatomy of Nonsense, handles

Winters' critical principles in sweeping generaligzations, and levels unsupported
and meaningless objections: "Winters overestimates the significance of the

intellect;" he is a "theologian without re.'Ligie:m."8 After a list of Winters!

61bid., p. 50.

Twilliam Barrett » "Temptations of St. Yvor," Kenyon Review, IX (Autumn,
1947), p. 5L3.

8, Weiss, "The Nonsense of Winters' Anatomy," Quarterly Review of
Literature, I (Spring, Summer, 1944), pp. 212, 316.
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critical evaluations, Welss offers as refutation, "Interesting. . . . I do not
s8¢ it.."9 ‘1_‘!1_2 Anatoy 9_1_.’_ Nonsense also drew contemptuous response from Delmore
Schvartz, who titles his short review "A Literary Provinciasl.” "'v!hét
ﬁinters_'] view comes to, in the end," Schwartz concludes, "is a preference for
the correct platitudes of statement; and this is just where his predecessor
Irving Babbitt soon arrived. “10

The list of Winters' critics could be extended; the method of castigation)
however, remains largely the same. Having dealt very casually with Winters!
critical theory, Hyman, Weilss, Barrett, and the others, quote heavily Winters!'
most unorthodox critical judgments; and rather than examining the principles
that could explain these judgments, or even offering a critique of their own
to counter them, they releasc a chorus of epithets which are presumably meant
to be the final word on Winters! competence as 8 critic. He is "an excessively
irritating and bad critic," ' "unable to read . . . to write . . . to understand
poetry.“lz He is a "doughty provincial," guilty of "grotesqueries of

interpretations," aud "fmnblinga;"lB "wrongheadedness, idiosyncrasies, /and/

?Ibid., p. 225.

10pelmore Schwartz, "A Literary Provincial," Partisan Review, XII (Winter,
1945), p. 142,

unymm, p. 72.

12weiss, Quarterly Review of Literature, I, p. 225.

L1vid., pp. 212, 300.




rancorous eccentricities.?
These comments merely echo the general tone of the reviews in 1937 when

Primitivism and Decadence first appeared., The Saturday Review found the work a

'collection of individual remarks rather than a rational sequence of
thought-“ls The Nation observed: Winters is "narrow, dogmatic, parochial; . .

. intelligence and sensibility are put to rout before the antics of a dis-

16

tinctly tipsy intellect." The New Republic uced metaphor: "He climbs onto

his standard and hauls tight while he whips: the standard, like all standards,
rears, paws, and stands still, lathered for nothing."17 The Times Literary

Supplement regrets that in "seeking to analyze and condemmn the lawlessness of
modern poetry, /Winters/ has condemned originality. n18

Such accounts of Winters! criticism are in no way adequate. Some have
been the result of misunderstanding and misreading; others have been motivated
by deliberate bias and characterized by name-calling and personal abuse. It
cannot be denied that Winters' own forceful writing and occasional sarcasm
have been partly responsible for the heated rejoinders on the part of his
critics, DBut such reviewers, by returning sarcasm for sarcasm, by lllowing
their capacity to understand to be dulled by their eagerness to fight back,
have done no one a service. Very little has been clarified and many issues

iparrett, Kenyon Review, IX, p. 551.
ISSaturdzy Review of Literature, XVI (August 14, 1937), p. 18.

16jation, CXLIV (February 21, 1937), p. 216.
17Richard P. Blackmur, New Republic, XCI (July 1k, 1937), p. 28S.
187imes (London) Literary Supplement (August 7, 1937), p. 572.
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have been obscured. But the issues are important ones. Winters' contribution
to literary criticism deserves our careful understanding. This present ac-
count of his critical method has been written a&s a coutribution to this careful
understanding.

I do not mean to imply that Winters has never before been treated
sympathetically or honestly. He has had his defenders, and some of them,
besides offering praise, have offered essays endeavoring to explain and even
defend his critical principles. In 1941, John Crowe Ransom devoted over sixty
pages of The New Criticism to an account of Winters' work. Ransom's sincerity

is unquestionable, but unfortunately he has only added to the confusion
surrounding Winters' critical principles.

Ransom has high praise for Winters' grasp of the importance of structure
in poetry and for his sensitive analyses of the structural methods of
contermporary verse. But Winters, in his opinion, has fallen a "victim of the
moralistic illusion."? Ransam cannot see why Winters insists upon the "moral
relevance" of form."zc Winters, it would seem, regards poems without visible
ethical content, such as nature descriptions, as essentially seccnd-rate, "“off
the real line of poetry. w21 Winters actually does no such thing, as I hope

subsequent chapters will make clear. Ransom's confusion in this matter stems

1t’aJc\hn Crowe Ransom, The New Criticism (Norfolk, Conn.: New Directions,
91), p. xi.

20rbid,, p. 229.

2l1pid,, p. 213.
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from his univocal concept of "morality." Morality in literature, in Ransom's
mind, is literal didacticism, & kind of "lesson for the day." This is an
acceptable, if narrow, notion of "morality," but it is not Winters! ‘notion.
Ransom concludes his article by reducing Winters' criticism to a structural
theory of poetry, disposing of all moral implications.22 In other words, he
tells us what he thinks Winters should have said, but not what he actually did
say.

Some of Winters' other defenders have been more alert to his ideas and
more sensitive in discussing them. The brief essays written by Donald
Drumxuoud23 and Geoffrey Stom,ah and two longer studies by Keith McKean25 and
Marshall Van Deuaen26 are very helpful to the student of Winters' critical
method. These essays, however, would have gained in clarity had they
considered Winters' mature theory in the light of his earlier thought about
poetry, and traced the line of development from those early years. Winters!
critical principles are all the more impressive and understandable when we see

them as the result of ideas which developed slowly and logically over the

22Ibid., p. 267.

23ponald F. Drummond, "Yvor Winters: Reason and Moral Judgment,"
rizona Quarterly, V (Spring, 1949), pp. 5-19.

%eo.t‘frey Stone, "Poetry and Morals: a Defense of Both," American
Review, IX (April, 1937), pp. 58-79.

25Keith McKean, "Yvor Winters," The Moral Measure of Literature (Danver.
mw, 1961), Pp. 98"125

26lumhall Van Deusen, "In Defense of Yvor Winters," Thought, XXXII
(A'utmmg 1957)’ PP. L09-36.
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course of years, with the urgency of personal search. His principles are also
more impressive when they are generously complemented by examples of his
critical practice. Critical prineiples, it goes without saying, are ultimately
proven in performance. Though they often seem rigid and narrow in the abstract)
their very inflexibility might enable them, in practice, to pry with all the
more strength into individual poems, revealing facets otherwise unseen. But on
this count too, Winters' defenders have been negligent.

A third defect, which one observes in both sympathetic and unsympathetic
accounts of Winters' criticism, is the attempt to assess too much of his work.
Not only are his principles enunciated and his poetry criticism surveyed, but
his critiques of novelists are also taken up, together with his evaluation of
other literary genres, or his frequent controversies with other critics. This
failure to limit one's scope of attention results in oversimplificsation and
even the distortion of Winters' ideas.

The particular goals of this present essay should therefore be apparent.
Besides adopting & more objective approach to Winters'! work than his
detractors have taken, I shall try to make up for the few inadequacies I have
{noted in the critical accounts written by his defenders. First of all, I will
limit my attention chiefly to Primitivism and Decadence, Winters' fundamental

work, in which appear the principles that have guided all his later criticism.
But since my second objective is to trace the evolution of this book, I shall
also have to devote some time to Winters' earlier essays and reviews, and to
the principles which guided them. Finally, in providing examples of Winters!'
critical method in action, my third objective, I shall limit my selection of
examples to Winters' critiques of lyric poetry. It was because of his
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extensive work with this genre, as critic, poet, and teacher, that his princi-
ples of criticiam first materialized; and it is in the criticism of poetry,
quite understandably, that both critic and method show themselves to best

advantage.




CHAPTER II
THE EARLY WRITINGS

Yvor Winters was born in Chicago, in mid-October of 1900. Before he was
five, his family moved to Seattle and later to southern Californis, where
Winters spent his boyhood years. Toward the end of World War I, he again
moved with his family back to the midwest and began his college career at the
University of Chicago, & career which terminated temporarily when Winters
contracted tuberculosis a year later. He convalesced for three years in Santa
Fo, and remained there for two more years teaching elementary and secondary
school classes in & school for the children of the workers in the coal camps
south of the city. His consuming interest in lyric poetry must surely have
been maturing during these years, for he published his first book of verse,

The Immobile Wind,l in 1921, and wrote his first eritical reviews for Poetry

in 1922, even before he resumed his education.

In 1923, Winters matriculated at the University of Colorado, where after
three years he received the Master of Arts degree in Romance languages. For
the next two years, Winters taught Spanish and French at the University of
Idaho, during which time he married Janet Lewis, an aspiring novelist whom he

1Y¥vor Winters, The Immobile Wind (Evanston, Illinois: Monroe Wheeler,
1921). The book was thirty-iwo pages long, stapled rather than bound. It is
mot readily available.

12
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had met through mutual acquaintances in the Poetry Club &t the University of
Chicego. He retummed to California in 1927 where he began teaching and studying
for the doctoral degree at Stanford University, beginning an association with
that institution which has lasted to the present.

Of these years it is the period from 1920 to 1929 that primarily interest
the student of Winters' critical theory. These are the ysars during which, "in
a relatively desultory manner, w2 he began the close study of the French and
English lyric which culminated in Primitivism and Decadence.

We have little record of Winters' thought during the first half of the

twenties. He published about half a dozen critical reviews in Poetry; but
these essays, though they indicate a general familiarity with the poetic craft
and a somewhat discerning taste, fail to reveal any consistent critical method
and seldom offer very illuminating comments on the poetry under discussion.
Winters simply indicated whether he liked the poetry, and then attempted to
define the qualities which recommesnded it. The attempts do not thrust home.
"Mr. Robinson's greatness," we are told, for example, "lies not in the people
of whom he has written, but in the perfect balance, the infallible precision,
with which he has stated their cmes."B Winters'! abiding concem for pre-
cision and balance is evident here, but he does not say exactly what is

precise. He praises & certain unity between Robinson's images and his use of

2I‘vcn' Winters, Primitivism and Decadence (New York: Arrow, 1937), p. xi.

3tvor Winters, "A Cool Master," Postry, XIX (February, 1922), p. 281.
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meter and rhyme, but ascribes the unity vaguely to a "basic philosophy and
emotional vieupoint."h

Later that same year, in & review of William Carlos Williams! Sour
Grapes, Winters speaks with a more definite critical vocabulary. Williams
concerns himself with certain phases of American life. . . and up
to date is not the dupe of his material. That is, he knows that

stenographic reports of snowbirds or hawthorns do not suffice. . » »
He looks for relations, and the sharpest way to get them down.5

The relaticns the poet looks for are those existing between image and "mean-
ing."6 This is a more definite articulation of the need for poetic balance
enunciated earlier. Winters has assigned names to the two elements whose
relationéhip must be kept in proper focus; but unfortunately, the terms are not
further clarified, and the grounds for their "sharp" relationship are not
discussed.

Although Winters did not formulate & critical method during these years
prior to 1925, his vast reading of verse made him acutely aware of what
happens in a poem, and acquainted him with the new techniques and artistic
goals of the contemporary poets. In his Master's thesis for the University of
Colorado, he proposed, ambitiously enough, to provide a "complete analysis of

the mechanical structure of the lyric," in order to "extend the renge of a
poet's technique and to provide the critic with a critical viewpoint fruitful

thido’ po 28’4.

» Bsrvor Winters, "Carlos Willisms' New Book," Poetry, XX (June, 1922),
p. 218.

61bid.
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of accurste judgments." The thesis does not wholly fulfill its promise. It
concentrates almost entirely on poetic technique, and devotes but little
attention to critical evﬁ.mtiou or to the relationship between technique and
evaluation.

The opening section of the work, whose thirty pages constitute a third of
the thesis' total length, describes minutely the "Mechanics of the Poetic
Image." The bewildering detail with which images and "anti-images,” sense and
thought perceptions, are described, and the exhaustive snalysis of the
different ways in which they can be joined, seems more & display of scholarly
virtuosity than a practical aid to poetic understanding or criticism. Some of
the image types described are so subtly distinguished one from the other as to
have only one or two extant examples in the whole of English literature.® In
such instances, we are left not with a useful definition of & new rhetorical
device, but with only an abstract, and more or less inadequate, description of
a single poet's use of metaphor or meter. The ultimate value of these an-
alyses, however, need not concern us here; for it is an issue Winters dropped,

7"Ivor Winters, "A Method of Critical Approach to Works of Literature,

Based Primarily on & Study of the Lyric in French and English" (unpublished

aster's thesis, Dept. of Romance Languages, University of Colorado, 1925),
* 10

80ne type of image, for example, is "composed of two physical facts, each
fused with the sound, and, while neither fused with each other nor commenting
upon each other, altering and defining each other's value quite definitely,
simply by the juxtaposition of their physical qualities or by the action of the
one upon the other: 'The maidens taste/ and stray impassioned in the
uttemg leaves, " (Ibido’ P. 22.)-
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after two subsequent unpublished revisions, "since their interest appears to be
one purely of rhetoric.“9

The second part of the thesis, "Notes on the Mechanics of the Mood in
Lyrical Composition,® together with the "Specimens of Analysis," comprises &
much more important part of Winters' development as a critic, snd displays &
‘more profitable use of his snalytic skills. This is the first draft of the
analysis of structural methods, an analysis which will pass through two
revisions to play a very important role in Primitivism and Decadence.

Winters distinguishes five methods of lyric composition: the "Scattered,!
which develops a single idea through repetition or rephrasing; the'"Logical," in
which image and idea proceed according to an inevitable, reasoned development;
the "Psychological," in which the connections between the parts of the poem are
"lowered" so that the ordered movemsnt is similar to a dream or revery; the
"Double Mood," in which two states of mind are played against each other within
a single structural method; the "Double Method," in which two methods are used
altemtely.m A detailed consideration of these methods will be more
fittingly undertaken when the whole analysis is treated in its final revision
as an integral part of Winters' fully developed critical method. The
important thing to observe here is that Winters presents these structural
methods without considering their relative value. No single method, nor any

poem used to illustrate a method, receives a trace of adverse criticism. With

FWinters, Primitivism, p. xii.

mwmters » "A Method of Critical Approach,” pp. 31-39.
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equal enthusiasm Winters praises the traditional techniques of Thomas Nashe or
John Donne, and also the dream-like melancholy of an experimentalist like
Rimbaud, or the chaos and irony of Gautier, LaForgue, and Eliot, who habitually
alternate the logical with the psychological method in a dialogue of self-
mockery. We will find subsequent revisions of this essay greatly altered in
this respect.

Since Winters does not pause to evaluate the poetic structures he
describes, the analysis does not offer a great deal of help to the evaluative
critic. Winters, as a matter of fact, devotes only five pages to critical
jevaluation, and does not say anything incisive on any of them. "In judging the
value of & lyric it is necessary, first of all, to judge of its originality,
and if it be not original . . . the degree to which it improves upon or alters
the original."! Along with originality, the good lyric should be free from
"verbosity and cliche;" its rhythm should have an "emotional rise and fall;"
images and anti-images must be handled "successfully," and the image value
should be "definite, and not of a facile nature."2 (Consideration of these
criteria enables us to make an evaluative judgment, since "as a poem approaches
gerfection in all these areas . . . some ﬁoems wil_1_7 strike us more than

Eothers. « « « These have exhausted more the possibilities of the mdimn."13
These criteria of artistic value are more fully developed in a review of

Marianne Moore's Observations which Winters wrote for Poetry the same year he

111pid., p. 60.
121bid.

L31bid., p. 61.
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completed his thesis. The poem which most fully exhausts the possibilities of
the medium is one "which contains the greatest possible imegic and symbolic
intensity.“m The successful poem is one whose images, sense perceptions, &nd
sound perceptions ¥"set into harmonious action and reaction the widest possible
range of life-connotations in the smallest possible space--it is purely a
matter of specific density.“ls

Statements like these, and others from the same review, especilally when
read together with certain "Miscellaneous Notes" which constitute the last
section of his thesis, reveal finally a certain consistency in Winters!
critical orientations during these early ysars. He prefers poetry
characterized by the particular, the concrete; "the metaphysical can attain

imagic existence and hence the greatest possible intensity only when expressed
17

should strive to present in the poem his "fusion . . . with his material, "18

in terms of the physicd.“16 The poet, "preoccupied with his object,"

in a style "not clouded by unessentials, . . . & speech without idiom . . .
without mannerism."lg Winters, in other words, though he is able to analyze

lhyvor Winters, "Holiday and Day of Wrath: Review of Marianne Moore's
Observations," Poetry, XXVI (April, 1925), p. hLO.

15&%

16_1_9_5_._9_., p. 41,

17winters, "A Method of Critical Approach," p. 8l.
B1big., p. 79.

191bid., p. 8k.




19
the structural techniques of more traditional poets and is appreciative of
their verse, personally prefers the poetic techniques of the imagist experimen-
talists, such as Miss Moore, Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams. Pound's threq
principles of composition ("direct treatment of the thing; . . . to use no word
that does not contribute to the presentation; . . . to compose in the sequence
of the musical phrase . . . not the metronome") ,20 have influenced Winters!

criticism as well a8 his own writing of poetry.21

20Quoted in a later essay of Winters, "The Extension and Reintegration of
the Human Spirit Through the Poetry, Mainly French and American, since Foe and
Baudelaire," The New American Caravan: A Yearbook of American Literature, III
(New York: Macauley, 1929), p. 305. Winters also speeks of his early admira-
tion of Pound's theories in The Function of Criticism, p. 12; and of the influ-
encesois? Pound, Moore, and Willfams on his poetry in Iwentieth Century Authors,
p. 1535.

i 21n an issue of Stanford's literary magazine, the Sequoia, especially
dedicated to Mr. Winters (VI /Winter, 19617), Don Stanforg writes that Winters
poetry, written under the imagist influence, was "remarkable for its precise
irhythms and for an imagery of electric vividness.! ("The Language and the
Truth,” p. 21) He offers the following poem as an example, on which Winters
first published in Poetry, XX (September, 1922), 318-19. It has never
appeared in any of Winters' subsequent collections of verse.

A Requiem for the Memory I.% Bees
Lake Michigan

A brown flowering tree
On twilight
Was but & farther spinning of
the sprinkled blackbirds.
A wvoman walking,
The evening dying,
Her dress among low blossoms.
Among low blossoms
Lake water humming.
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After completing his graduate studies at the University of Colorado,

winters continued writing critical reviews for the literary megazines, but
devoted most of his attention to his own verse. He was, as he would describe
himself later, "a minor disciple of William Carlos Williams, doing little
impressionistic notes on 1mdscapea."22 By 1927, however, when he resumed
studies, this time at Stanford, Winters was beginning to see serious limitationsg
in the imagist techniques he was using. When he had first learned them from
Ezra Pound, they had "seemed new;" but now Winters realized that they were
theories of poetry which merely restated "principles which had been flourishing
for over two centuries: the corrosive principles of eighteenth century
sentimental-romanticism /sic/ and associationism."?3 He had exhausted such
principles; they offered no further room for poetic development. Imagic

intensity was turning into madness, "Winters' free verss was becoming

22fvor Winters, "The Poet and the University: A Reply," Postry, LXXV
(December, 1949), p. 176.

23w1nt.ara, Function, p. 12.
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irrational to the point of hysteria. “zh

Winters turmed now to postic forms that were more traditional, "particu-
larly the sonnet, the heroic couplet, and the iambic line of three or four

: feet-"25 The demands of such forms became for him a msans of disciplining and
| controlling experience, of confronting the temptation to hysteria without

2istanford, Sequoia, VI, p. 22. The following is an example of Winters'
jlater free verse, to illustrate what Stanford means. The title is "See Los
Angeles First." It appeared in Transition, IX (December, 1927), p. 130, and in
Winters' small collection, The Proof, "songs of Today Series, 1930," (New York:
Coward-McCann, 1930),mp. 17-18."

Rosyfingered cocklehouses
burst from bwrning

rock red plaster hollyhocks
spit crackling mamas
tickled pink

on tiptoe
yawm into the dewy dawn
dark wettish plushy lawn

MIZPAH
The Temple glittergates
Ask God He Knows
o pyramid of Sunoil Dates

The mockingbird is singing
eighty languages & minute
swinging by his toes from
highpower

Jagged geometric currents
roar along aluminum gashed
out of gulleys rending
night to one blind

halo for your cold

concrete Egyptian nakedness
0 watertower of cleanliness

2SStanford, Sequois, VI, p. 22.
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! giving in to it. Furthermore, the use of abstract statement, so common in
traditional forms, enabled him to handle more serious and complex material.
d These were discoveries Winters made as a poet trying to come to terms

!with humsn experience in the modern world of the late Tuwenties. But such

‘discoveries also affected his reading, teaching, and eriticism of literature.
EA lengthy essay which Winters published in the American Caravan Yearbook for

1929, clumsily titled "The Extension and Reintegration of the Human Spirit
;Through the Poetry, Mainly French and American, Since Poe and Baudelaire,"
vreveals this new critical mentality.

Winters no longer believes that it is enough for a poet to be intensely
"preoccupied with his object.” This emotional and sensory relationship with
%the world must be brought under the guidance and control of a mature, rational
gunderstmding of that world. When such an act of understanding is present in
gtha poem, the process of composition can be described as an act of "spiritual
?ch‘.:'.ci.plzlm,"26 a "moral lssertion,“27 a "subtls and powerful manifestation of
:the spirit.”za Rather than yielding to revulsion or despair in the face of the
«chaos of modern times, the artist reduces this chaos to order, "organizes it

linto a dynamic attitude or state of mind,"?’ proving that he is "morally

26w1nters, "Extension and Reintegration," p. 361.

271bid., p. 363.

Brpid., p. 367.

29Ibid. s P. 362,




23

; 30 .

: superior to the facts of life." The creation of & poem is a "moral evalua-
tion, n3L and a triumph of spirit over matter--a triumph available only to the
; poet who is willing to struggle toward understanding, which struggle will be

‘evident in the discipline and spiritual control of the poetic line.

Such & "manifestation of the spirit" camot be attained with every

technique of composition. In the second section of the American Caravan essay,
g}Winters again enalyses the "Mechanics of the Mood;" but what in the Master's
éthesis had been a "sympathetic elucidation of the methods of the Experimental
§poets“ was now "an elucidation of their short-conﬂ.ngs."32 Some of these

;;msthods, Winters asserts, betray a spiritually weak attitude of mind on the
part of the poet:

The psychological or dream method is definitely subversive unless
modified by & strong intellectual substructure as well as a rigid
technique. . . . The alternation of mood as a consistent system
is a trifle childish . . . /and/ tends to an interpretation of the
universe in black and white and without perspective.33

s

et

Winters devotes special attention to the weaknesses he finds in the

i"naive" principles of "the imagist program." Pound's imsgist theory was
3L

‘"concerned with nothing more than a few elementary principles of style."
2

H

301bid., p. 363.
31bid.

32yinters, Primitiviem, p. xi.

3winters, "Extension and Reintegration," pp. 403, 392.

Mrpid., p. 397.
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:It prcduced poems that dealt "with a simple concrete experience that has no
;ulterior significance~-that is, its meaning is purely literal, regardless of
the amount of related but not obviously included experience that may be awak-

ened by it.‘-’35 Great poetry, however, should not merely intensify & concrete

%emerience » but should "organize experience into something finer, more accurate

36 It should offer "that most important of artistic phenomena,

than it was."
‘the relation of the balanced and unified individual to the facts of

existence . n37

During this same year, 1929, Winters began publishing his short-lived

§
e

i

(four issues) quarterly, the Gyroscope, in which he plsnned to exemplify the

ffliterary ideals described in the American Caravan essay. Its editorial policy
iEdacl.l.racl open warfare against "all forms of spiritual extroversion . . . and
;emotional expansionism,® and promised to present the works of young poets and
%prose writers whose "stylistic precision" manifested their "spiritual precision
‘and strength."3®

; In a short essay entitled "Notes on Contemporary Critlcism," published
in the third issue of the Gyroscope, Winters described the philosophy of life

361p1d.

371bid., p. Lol.

AR ST, RS S T

: 38yyor Winters, Janst Lewis, and Howard Baker, An Untitled Statemsnt
by the Editors of the Gyroscope, Gyroscope, I (May, 1929), p. 19.
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%grounding his critical principles. The Greeks, he tells us, and especially
%Aristotle, have shown that man can rationally determine Good and Evil and rule
ihis life accordingly. "Good rests in the power of rational selection in
%action." But to gratify desires which one knows to be unjust is to "cease to
;live as a man." To live by emotion is to live mechanistically.39 Though he
écannot yet explain precisely what he means, Winters believes that there is a
édirect correlation between a poet's submission as an artist to a traditional
itechnique of composition and his submission as a man to a rationally deter-
émined standard of moral conduct. For not only human reason, but also "the formsg
%of art are . . . satisfactory means of evaluating the phenomena of life."ho
Further on in these same "Notes," Winters stresses that he does not wish
%to be considered a disciple of the neo-humanistic movement sired by Irving
éBabitt. Although he would later admit a "general indebtedness" to Babbitt,hl
%the indebtedness reveals itself only in Winters' concern for a "controlled and

L2

%harmonious life,"
i

ftheory, two convictions which may well be due to Babbitt's influence. But with

and in his distrust of Romantic philosophy and critical

?respect to literary criticism, Winters and Babbitt adopted fundamentally

%different viewpoints. Winters' primary interest was literature and the ability

i
i

! 39vor winters, "Notes on Contemporary Criticism," Gyroscope, I
!(November, 1929), pp. 26-28. EALERR S

LOyinters, Lewis, and Baker, Gyroscope, I, p. 19.
Wlyinters, Primitivism, p. xii.

hZ'Winters, "Notes," Gyroscope, I, No. 3, p. 27.
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of literary form to clarify and evaluate human experience. Babbitt was
prmnrily a humanist, concerned with literature secondarily as propaganda for
ét.he furthering of proper ethical principles. He was not particularly sensitive
to fine poetry. His ventures into practical literary criticism were heavy-
éhanded, literal-minded attacks on a poet's ideology, with little reference to
éthe poet's artistic 1',«5t:11rr.i.cmtse.,43 Babbitt, in other words, judged & man's

_poetry by his ethics. Winters would "prefer to judge & man's ethics by his

.poetry. nhls

And yet how should this judgment be made? How does the ethical imagina-

13
4

‘tion enter poetry? These questions do not receive satisfactory answers in

;either the American Caravan essay or the "Notes on Contemporary Criticism."

;;The new ideas of spiritual discipline and moral evaluation are tossed about
fimprecisely; they receive repetition instead of development, and do not really
fprovide & basis for principles of practical criticism. These essays are
étransit;ional and possess a muddied mixture of past and present ideas. Winters

§

Shimsel:t‘ has described "The Extension and Reintegraiion of the Human Spirit" as

%redundant and full or (—Jrror.")'ls

;
; Both essays, however, together with the Master's thesis, retain historical

’43Cf. Keith F. McKean, "Irving Babbitt," The Moral Measure of Literature
(Denver: Swallow, 1961), pp. L49-69, especially pp. 60-69. CF. also Winters,
JThe Function of Criticism, p. 12: "Babbitt had a way of saying stupid things
iabout great poems. . . . /] _e] all too often misunderstood fine poems."

thint.ers, "Notes," Gyroscope, I, No. 3, p. 28.

UWinters, Primitivism, p. xii.
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value as a part of the slow development of Winters' mature critical theory.

fThay indicate that his principles of moral criticism evolved from a careful,

écritical analysis of the poetic structure and from his own conscientious work

as & post. Winters did not approach literature as & dogmatic moralist who

! Judged poems on the basis of their correct morsl platitudes. He was a

jpractical critic who gradually discovered that poetic form is an inevitable

manifestation of the human spirit, and that poetic excellence is directly

dependent upon the excellence and maturity of that human spirit we call the

Poet.

R




CHAPTER III
THE CRITICAL THEORY: POETRY AS EVALUATION

‘ From 1929 to 193k, Yvor Winters continued teaching English at Stanford

’ University, and at the same time worked toward his doctoral degree. This
latter endeavor demanded, of course, that he write an acceptable dissertation;
while the teaching commitment made it necessary for him to clarify in his own
mind the new literary principles he had been formulating for the past several
years, In 1933 Mr. Winters completed the work which fulfilled both exigencies
. In "A Study of the Post-Romantic Reaction in ILyrical Verse," he clarified the

: literary ideals of the Gyroscope and the American Caravan essay and outlined a

fully developed theory of poetic composition and criticism.

| In the foreword to his dissertation, Winters defines the post-Romantic
Experimentalists as poets who were making & "conscious effort to correct the

i laxity and shallowness of Romantic style and sentiment, without any clear

. understanding of the defects in Romantic thought which gave rise to that style
~ and sentiment."l Winters, however, tried to be more attentive to these
defects. In the dissertation itself he does not pause to explicate them,

: stating simply that "my objections to romantic philosophy are generally of a

: lyvor Winters, "A Study of the Post-Romantic Reaction in Lyrical Verse angl
' Incidentally in Certain other Forms" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Dept. of
' English, Stanford University, 1933), p. L.

28
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sort made familiar in recent years by such critics as Irving Babbitt, Ramon
| Fernandesz, T. S. Eliot, Julien Benda, and Allen Tate."” In the foreword to

- In Defense of Reason, however, Winters explains more fully these defects of

Romanticism. We might profitably consider them here.

The defects in Romantic thought, as Winters saw them, were serious ones.
Based largely on the philosophy of the German trenscendentalists, the
. Romantic view of life regarded man as a self-sufficient creative force,
according to whose impulses the transcendental world-soul expresses itself
externally in a material, pantheistic universe. By reflecting on itself as
objectified in the changing face of that universe, this world-soul comes to
: understand itself. In the same way, the human spirit understands itself
through communion with the natural universe and achieves selfhood by living
according to natural desires. As a result of such a theory, we find, quite
. understandably, an exaggerated reverence for the noble savage, the cult of
primitivism, and & morality based on sensibility. Implicit in these Romantic
preoccupations is the belief "that if man will rely upon his impulses, he
will achieve the 'good life."3
‘ In the theory of literature arising from this view of man and the
f universe, & poem is simply the expression of the poet's powerful feelings,

and "is valuable because it enables us to share the experience of a man who

2Ibid., p. 10.

3w1nters, In Defense, p. 8.
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has let himself go, who has expressed his feelings, without hindrance, as he
has found them at a given mcment."h Analysis and evaluation of the poem can
be nothing more than the elucidation of its adequacy to the poet's state of
mind about something. Thus M. H. Abrams finds "the persistent recourse to the
poet to explain the nature and criteria of poetry," to be one of the unifying
elements among all the nineteenth century Romnticisms.s Romsnticism is a
form of subjectivism. In the hands of its best artists, the theory can lead
to works of lasting value; but in the hands of weaker men it leads to puerile
optimism, sentimentalism, and moral degeneracy. Unfortunately, the Romantic
theory itself may not castigate these failings. This would bring an objective
norm upon the scene, a criterion outside the poet, thus denying the fundamen-
tal tenets of the theory.

In opposition to the Romantic view of life, Winters offers his own

. philosophy, based on "ethical prejudices" which, as we have already discovered

from his essay in the Gyroscope, "are of an Aristotelian-Christian variety. w6

He proposes that the only way to escape the deficiencies of Romanticism would
be to assert the existence of objective norms according to which human life

must be lived. His position is that of the "aliaolutist.,“ who "believes in the

bIbid., p. 8.

SMeyer Howard Abrams, The Mirror and the L_g_xgz Romantic Theory and the
p‘ .

Sinters, "The Post-Romsntic Reaction," p. 10.
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7

. existence of absolute truths and values." He does not, however, believe
"that he personally has free access to these absolutes and that his own
Jjudgments are final; but he does believe that such absolutes exist and that
it is the duty of every man and of every society to endeavor as far as may
| be to spproximate them.

Since truth and goodness are objective realities, life is the process of
' understanding them and of meking choices according to one's understanding.
- This sort of absolutism, Winters admits,

implies & theistic position. . . . I see no way to escape this
conclusion. I merely wish to point out that my critical and

moral notions are derived from the observation of literature and

life, and that my theism is derived from my critical and moral
notions. I did not proceed from the opposite direction.?

& The sentences just quoted conclude Winters' foreword to In Defense of
Reason. They reaffirm a point made in the preceding chapter: 10 that Winters
is first a postry critic, and only secondarily a moralist. I{ was the defects
: in Romantic style that led him to discover the defects in Romantic thougl:t;
and similarly, his own search for a better style of composition led him to
formulate his "absolutisa,"” and ultimately, his "theism." Even though, in the
interests of clarity, and following Winters! own lead, I have discussed his

view of life first, we may not forget that Winters' work proceeded

TWinters, In Defense, p. 10.
81big.

?Ivid., p. 1h.

104vove, p. 26.
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inductively: from rhetorical analysis, to poetic theory, to a philosophy of
life.

Now that we have secured a footing in Mr. Winters' universe, we can more

. profitably scrutinize his poetics. The first chapter of the dissertation,

- whole of the 1937 edition of Primitivism and Decadence.

« « of human experience."

"The Morality of Poetry,” presents the theory itself; the following four

chapters concern the practical use of the theory and its critical implications

| With some minor alterations and rearrangements, these chapters constituted the

n Winters has often

. restated his poetical principles at the outset of his more important critical

essays; so I have drawn on some of these capsule statements in the following

2‘ presentation, since they occasionally clarify what Winters is saying in "The

i Morality of Poetry."

In the most elementary terms, Winters'! fundamental assertion, and I

f think it a highly defensible one, is that a poem "offers us new perceptions .

12 The implication behind these words is that the

: poet has had & personal understanding of, or insight into, an area of human
experience, 8s well as the creative intelligence and patience required to ex-
- press the insight in the poetic medium. But just as any insight, whether

nThroughout this discussion I will refer to the reprint of Primitivism
and Decadence appearing in In Defense of Reason, pp. 15-150. This is ihe more
readily available text. The only exceptions will be the occasional references
to the short introduction to the 1937 edition, pp. xi-xiii, which was not
reprinted in the later book.

leinters, In Defense, p. 17.
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scientific or artistic, is understood only in the process of conceptualization
or objectification, so the poet's insight is not perfectly grasped at once,
only to be copied down on paper. The process of shaping or expressing the
"new perception® in the form of & poem is itself the poet's act of understand-
ing human experience; and that perception is not fully grasped until the
expression is complete: "The very exigencies of the medium as [fhe poe§_7

employs it in the act of perception should force him to the discovery of

values he never would have found without the convening of all the conditions

of that particular Qct.“l3 (Italics mine.)

A poem then is the formulation of a "rational . . . statement in words
about & human experience."m At first glance, this is a painfully bare and
imperceptive description of ihe creative process, one which fails to distin-
guish poetry from a psychological or ethical treatise. The awesome reality of
man's mortality, for example, might be expressed in a declarative sentence of
no great length; or it might be expressed in several sentences, beginning
"Because I could not stop for Death,” as Emily Dickinson has done. If we call
! both utterances "statements," we have not said very much about the nature of
the poem as distinct from an ordinary sentence. On the other hand, if you
wish to call Thomas Hardy's short lyric, "New Year's Eve," a statement in

words, you are nonetheless prevented from calling that statement wholly

rational, unless you wish to adopt a theology of pessimistic fatalism, and to

T Ry
NS TOW,
/@\N C/p

Li1big.
~ LovyorA ©
mWinters, Function, pp. 161, 26. UNIVERSITY
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assert that the only intelligibility in the universe is its absurdity. Not
everyone is prepared to do this; Winters surely is not, although "New Year's
Eve® is a poem he values highly. It should be at once evident, therefore,
that Winters cannot mean "rational™ and "statement" in their most ordinary
sense. We shall have to come to some understanding of the words as Winters
uses them.
Consider first the term "statement," a word Winters uses "in a very

inclusive sanse."15 Literary works as diverse as the Iliad, Macbeth, "To the

Virgins to Meke Much of Time," are all statements. That is, all three are
composed of words which present some rationally apprehensible content. The
same is true of a poem like Stevens' "Domination of Black," or Pound's A

Draft of Thirty Cantos, even though in these works the order of the words and

images is not always logical, the content not clearly paraphrasable. Poems,
Winters means to say, &re words about something. Insofar as poems tend to be
about nothing, they fall short of perfection and become trivial or valueless.
Winters is careful to distinguish these poetic statements about human
experience from scientific statements about the optic nerves or ethical
principles about social justice. The poet does not present the simple factual
content of the poem for its own sake; he is not concerned merely with para-
phrasable ideas. He objectifies in the work of art his feeling--his total

human response of intellect, will, and emotion--toward these facts or ideas he
has experienced. The poet objectifies what it is like to experience humanly;

15Tuid., p. 26.
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he offers a way of feeling about something.

This unique expression of the poet is possible because words, besides
being able to denote rational meaning, also possess powers of connotation.
Words have a feeling content, which together with meter, rhyme, and other
mechanical devices of prosody, allow the poet to fashion a "new word," a total
experience.

Such a word . . . is composed of an almost fluid complex . . . of
relationships between words, a relationship involving rational
content, cadences, rhymes, juxtaposition, literary and other
connotations, inversions, and so on, almost indefinitely. These
relations, it should be obvious, extend the poet's vocabulary
incalculably. They partake of the fluidity and unpredictability
of experience and so provide a means of treating experience with
precision and freedom,16

Since there are two aspects to the completed poem--what it is ebout, and
the poet's response to that "what"--we will discover the "rationality" of the
poem in the proper balancing of these two aspects.

In each work there is a content which is rationslly apprehensible,
and each work endeavors to communicate the emotion which is
appropriate to the rational apprehension of the subject. The work
is thus a {gggmnt , rational and emotional, of the experience--that
is, a complete moral judgment insofar a= the work is successful.l?
(Italics mine.)

This evaluative relationship of the motive, or content of a poem, with its

16Wint.ers, In Defense, p. 19.

17Winters, Function, p. 19. Winters uses "moral® here as the Christian
philosopher understands the term: a moral Judgment is one made with advert-
; ence to an absolutely obligating norm of living. The "norm" is the natural
law, those principles, known by right reason, by which man achieves his per-
fection, or the fulness of humanity--natural beatitude, and ultimately the
Beatific Vision. Winters has called Thomistic Christian philosophy “the most
thorough and defensible moral and philosophical system that the world has
known." (In Defense, p. 37L.)
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emotion, as embodied in the form of the poem, is itself the poet's perception,
his insight, his poetic objectification of a human experience. Wwhen motive
and emotion are balanced, the experience is rational; when emotion is inade-

. quately motivated, the experience is sentimental, false s Or even insme.le
Poetry then is moral evaluation.

The moral imagination "gets into poetry"19 by way of fom. The search
for the proper words, for their proper arrangement, for the proper meter, and
for the necessary deviations from that meter--this is the shaping of the
human response, the act of evaluation. It can be stated further that a poet's
characteristic formal excellence is the reflection of his mature ability to
evaluate experience, to understand it for what it is worth; and "it may have
been an important means by which the poet arrived at a realization of

spiritual control® in the first place.zo

Thus we see that the post, in striving toward an ideal of poetic form
at which he has arrived through the study of other poets, is actually
striving to perfect a moral attitude toward that range of experience
of which he is aware. Such moral attitudes are contagious. . . .

The presence of Hardy and Arnold, let us say . . . should make it
ecasier to write good poetry . . . by providing standards of sound
feeling, to test the soundness of our own poems, /and/, since their
range of experience is very wide, they should aid us, as we are able
to enter and share their experience, to grow into regions that

18¢cr. Jesuit theologian Robert W. Gleason: "The adult should be able to
integrate his emotions into his personality, keeping them firmly under the
control of reason and in contact with objective values." And again, "The
emotions play an important role in man's life. Most mental diseases, for
instance, are based upon an excess or a deviation of emotion." (To Live Is
Christ /New York: Sheed and Ward, 19607 pp. 69, T71.) -

1%/inters, Primitivism, p. xii.

ZQWinters, In Defense, p. 21.
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we had not previously mastered or perhaps even discovered.zl
It would be & mirsunderstanding, however, to accuse Winters of naively
: adopting a dvalistic creative process in which a poet first chooses his subject
matter and then proceeds to treat it "morally," adding an emotional coloring
of motivated emotion. Rather it is in one act of composition, in one search
for form, that the poet both defines the content of his poem and discovers the
Jjust evaluation, creating in that single act the objectification of a human
i experience. We cannot separate form from content; it is the content which is
formed. Even before the poet begins to write, content and form exist together
in his first vague inspiration, waiting to be precisely set down.

The pcet has, for example, a certain subject area: death, envy, the
sight of Madrid, delirium, the taste of tobacco—anything in the vast
complexus of human experience--and an "emotional response created by the
original experience . . . immediate, provisional, and con:t‘used."22 In forming
the experience, the poet "simultaneously" clarifies the emotion, because it is
inseparable from the form which embodies it.23 The shaping of the experience,

| the search for form, the evaluation of the experience--all are the same act.
And so, formal defects are defects in moral evaluation. As Geoffrey Stone put

| it, "/If the evaluation/ manifested in the verse is repugnant to reason and

experience, the poetry has a serious defect, not only morally, but also

21l1bid., p. 23.
221pid., p. 521.

23Tbid., p. L6L.
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technically, for the poet has, so to speak, either failed to use certain
chords he might have struck, or has struck them in an inept mlrmer."2

It will be helpful to examine two poems at this point to demonstrate con-
cretely two different poets' evaluation of experience, and to indicate how
formal elements can contribute to such an evaluation. For the sake of brevity
and clarity, oversimplification will be inevitable. Consider first a poem we
have referred to earlier: Thomas Hardy's "New Year's Eve."

®*1 have finished another year," said God,
"In gray, green, white and brown;
I have strewn the leaf upon the sod,
Sealed up the worm within the clod,
And let the last sun down."

"And what's the good of it?" I said,
"What reasons made you call
From formless void this earth we tread,
When nine-and-ninety can be read
Why nought should be at all?

*Yea, Sire; why shaped you us, 'who in
This tabernacle groan'--

If ever a Joy be found herein,

Such Joy no man had wished to win
If he had never known!*

Then he: "My labors--logicless--

You may explain; not I:
Sense-sealed I have wrought, without a guess
That I evolved a Consciousness

To ask for reasons why.

"Strange that ephemeral creatures who
By my own ordering are.
Should see the shortness of my view,
Use ethic tests I never knew,
Or made provision forl*

Zl‘Geoffrey Stone, "Poetry and Morals: a Defense of Both," American
Review, IX (April, 1937), p. 67.




He sank to raptness as of yore, ¥
And opening New Year's Day

Wove it by rote as theretofore,

And went on working evermore
In his unweeting way.

What is "New Year's Eve" about? What is the poet's central idea, and how
does he handle it? He does not write simply about God, or about creation, or
about lack of trust; he attempts to present the experience of hopeless,
fatalistic pessimism. The value of the poem does not &t all depend upon the
objective grounds for such a religious conviction, but on the evaluation of
that conviction. Is the experience of pessimism validly presented? Although
the poem's evaluative attitude is hardly translatable in terms of percentages
(nine-tenths despair, one-tenth defiance), I believe that the poet has his
subject matter in perfeci conirol; his "new perception® is valid, in proper
focus.

To begin with, the poet does not claim comfort from his religious philos-
ophy; nor dosa he try to avoid the bitter consequences of his position by
seizing the upper hand in his short dialogue with God. Having conceived a
God of loveless, unconcerned, and total power, he evokes that God consistently
and compellingly in the cold haughtiness of the first, fourth, and fifth
stanzas. The terse phrases in lines sixteen and seventeen are brutally
crushing, and reminiscent of the smug "gray, green, white and brown" of the
second line. The click of the unnerving, heavily emphasized rhyme scheme
further adds to God's aloofness; so does the Creator's reference to man as a
mere "Consciousness," an "ephemeral creature."

The second and third stanzas are & peculiarly subtle combination of the

protagonist'!s bitter anger at the injustice of the situation, and his calm,

reasoned self-control in the face of his inability to alter the situation.
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The bitterness is evident in the triple repetition of his question (lines
five, six, eleven), in the almost sarcastic hyperbole of lines nine and ten,
in the spiteful quoting of Scripture in God's face (lines eleven and twelve),
and in the terrible, but seemingly irrefutable, logic of the argument in lines
thirteen to fifteen. The self-control, on the other hand, is conveyed in the
formal precision of the lines. Although the placing of the caesura, the
phrase lengths, the basic iambic foot are all greatly varied throughout these
two stanzas, the meter holds together and the stanzas remain clear units. The
diction is straight-forward, matter-of-fact; and, with the exception of line
eight, there are no wasted words or vague connotations.

The poet's attitude in the final stanza adequately concludes the poem.
Here is neither weak submission nor unmotivated definace, but a controlled
acceptance of the situation as he sees it, with the hint of an angry, but
suppressed (as it ought to be in the face of such & God) retort in the betweent
the-teeth grind of "rote" and "his unweeting way."

William Ernest Henley's "Invictus" offers an interesting contrast to
Hardy's poem. Both works present their author's basic religious conviction,
but Henley'!s is one of hearty optimism.

Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the Pit from pole to pole,

I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul

In the fell clutch of circumstance
I have not winced nor cried aloud.

Under the bludgeonings of chance
My head is bloody, but unbowed.
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Beyond this place of wrath and tears

Looms but the horror of the shade,
And yet the menace of the years

Finds, and shall find me, unafraid.
It matters not how strait the gate,

How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am the master of my fate:

I am the captain of my soul.

The rousing vigor of these lines stems principally from the poet's heavy
diction and flamboyant rhetoric (e.g., lines two, five, eight, twelve,
fifteen, and sixteen). After several readings, however, the heroic courage
the lines may have at first conveyed by the novelty of their noise dwindles
to bombast., The ideas in the poem are too vague and confused to hold the
rhetorical devices together; there is really nothing underngath all the fury.

The poet, for example, shouts his firm defiance with the words "clutch"
and "bludgeonings"; but the shout is a bit silly against things as inade-
quately designated as "chance" and "circumstance." "The fell clutch of
circumstance® evokes nothing more frightening than harsh consonants, yet the
poet is proud at not having "winced nor cried." Bravery remains spineless
unless we know what one is brave in the face of. "Wrath and tears," "the
horror of the shade," the "menace of the years," are not difficult to face;
they are hollow, undeveloped references. The poet does not understand the
struggle he faces; his courage is unmotivated and unconvincing.

The place of the "gods" in the poem is sadly ambiguous. In the first
stanza, the poet professes to believe in his origin from some sort of fate or
divinity, though he is not sure about that divinity's power or significance.
By the last stanza, however, having done little more than stamp his foot

sbout the matter, he convinces himself that he alone is the captain and
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master of his existence. Now poetry can be written about the religious ex-
perience of the believer, the atheist, or the skeptic, but not about all
three at the same time. Had Henley made up his mind, his poem might have
made more sense, and its feeling have been more explicable.

"New Year's Eve," then, is a successful poem. The experience is
balanced, in focus. "Invictus,” however, lays claim to heroism in the face of
inadequately defined perils and draws spiritual security from what is at best
an ambiguous relationship with a supreme deity. The poet deceives himself;
the experience is not fully human. The poem is out of focus, and might be
termed "immoral."

But a qualification is in order. A post's failure to adjust emotion (or
form) to subject matter will not always be an evaluation as seriously
inadequate as Henley's in "Invictus." Very often formal imperfections are
slight matter: & poorly chosen word, the use of a cliche, or an occasional
mishandling of meter. There are few works over which some critic or other
could not quibble; but surely none of them would argue that a small flaw
vitiates the whole.

Again, perhaps the experience evaluated is one that is morally in-
different--the human response to a rural landscape, for example. The result-
ing poem might be thought sentimental by some, or childish, or obscurely
melancholy. The judgment of the critic may depend heavily on taste, depending
on his antecedent bias in the matter of rural landscapes. There should be,
however, no arbitrary evaluative bias in more serious matters. Things like
love, death and immortality, God, human happiness, moral choice--these are

not indifferent matters, and the poet who wishes to deal with them is limited
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by the very nature of his chosen subject; just as the painter who wishes to
work with yellow and mauve and purple is limited in his arrangement of the
colors by their intrinsic values, and the musicisn writing in D major must be
very careful about inserting chords in D sharp minor. In dealing with subjectr
such as these, no haphazard choice of meter or image will be sufficient.
Coming to understand and give artistic form and evaluation to such experiences
will be a difficult matter; yet the resulting poem, if it is successful, will
be much more valuable than the simple nabure idyll. Such poems have great
power over us because they embody & human experience that is both important
and also difficult to understand without the poet's insight. I would not
want to call Shakespeare & didactic poet, but I think there is much truth in
the statement that we learn more about the evil of murderous ambition from
Hacbeth than we do from a textbook in moral theology.

And how, one may wonder, can Shakespeare evaluate these actions truly

except from the position of a moralist? To evaluate a particular sin,

one must understand the nature of sin; and to fix in language the

feeling, detailed and total, appropriate to the action portrayed, one

must have a profound understanding not only of languege, for

language cannot be understood without reference to that which it

represent:, not only of the characters depicted, but of one's own

feelings as well; and such understanding will not be cultivated very
far without a real grasp of theoretic morality.25

If a poet, therefore, evaluates human experience, what is the role of the

critic? In an introductory chapter to The Anatomy of Nonsense, Winters has

stated explicitly the five steps of the critical process. The first threse of

these are not unusual; most thorough peetry explications would follow them.

25Winters, In Defense, p. 516.
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The first step demands an investigation of "such historical or biographical
knowledge as may be necessary in order to understand the mind and method of
the writer." The second consists in an analysis of his literary theories,
insofar as this helps us "understand and evaluate what he is doing." The
third step is a paraphrase of the poem, and & "rational critique" of the
paraphraseable content. That is, Winters stresses that we know not only what
is said, but how important the ideas may be.2®

The final two steps in the critical process are the distinctive points of
Winters' method. The fourth demands & "rational critique of the feeling
motivated-~that is, of the details of style, as seen in language and
technique." Depending on how thoroughly this and the three prior investiga-
tions are carried out, the critic can judge, in the fifth step the poet's "own
final and unique judgment of his mat.ter.”27

To see more clearly what is involved in these last two parts of the

critical process, we must return to Primitivism and Decadence, where Mr.

Winters demonstrates in detail the moral implications of poetic form. I will
present his analyses of "language and technique®™ in the following chapter.
But in passing on to examine Mr. Winters' more explicit critical method,

we must be careful not to suppose that his theory of poetry and the view of
life it implies have been left behind. Winters' highly-praised close

analyses and perceptive interpretations of poems are actually his poetic

261pid., p. 372.

271bid.
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theory and philosophy of life at work in the concrete. As he himself warns at
the end of the first chapter of his dissertation, the transition from theory
to critical method "translates my discussion wholly out of the terms of
general morality and into the temms of poetic technique, but I trust that the
reader will keep in mind that I have merely made a translation and not a

change of subject."28

28yinters, "The Post-Romantic Reaction, p. 39.




CHAPTER IV
THE CRITICAL METHOD: FORM AS EVALUATION

The remaining four chapters of Primitivism and Decadence are titled: "Thq

Experimental School in American Thought ,"1 "Poetic Convention," "Primitivism
and Decadence, " "The Influence of Meter on Poetic Convention.® There is not
space to deal thoroughly with each chapter, so I shall limit myself to those
parts of each one which are most central to Mr. Winters' critical procedure.
These I will present in an order slightly altered from their presentation in
the book, an order which seems to me more systematic. I shall begin with
"poetic convention," and then consider the two different kinds of convention
and the ways in which meter and structural methods establish convention.

By the term "convention" Winters does not wish to designate a literary
technique, such as the pastoral convention; nor does he have in mind the
overtones of banality and artificiality often suggested by this word, as in a
conventional chord pattern, or conventional rules of conduct. He uses the
word to name something else: a concept he considers "fundamental to any
discussion of poetry," but an elusive concept, "a quality, and not an objec-
tively demonstrable ent.ity."2

subtitled, "An Analytical Survey of Its Structural Methods." This is thel
final revision of the analysis originally called "The Mechanics of the Mood."

ZWinters, In Defense, p. 75.

L6




L7

The evidence for this quality is the fact that poems often do not seem to
be "all poetry," as Coleridge put it..3 There are moments when the work seems
to rise to a brilliant pitch; but surrounding these moments, leading up to
them and perhaps away from them, are lines less intense, not characterized by
important thought or perceptions, providing little else than necessary infore
mation. Nonetheless, if one concentrates on the brilliant lines in isolation,
their brilliance either diminishes considerably or appears artificial. The
lesser lines, however, when taken alone, either disintegrate into prose state-
ments, or possess a trace of lingering emotion, due perhaps to metrical
variations or diction, which is out of character with the meaning of the lines
Obviously the two sorts of passages need each other. Despite the difference
of intensity, the lines have something in common, "something essentially
poetic /which/ suffuses the entire structure." That "something" is conven-
tion.l

Convention is not something obvious and handy, like the meter or struc-
tural method of the poem (although both play an important part in establishing
& convention, as we shall see later on). Convention is nothing you can
designate explicitly in the poem. It is that which underlies all the poetic
materials and mskes those materials significant, poetically "right." Winters

defines it best as the "basic assumption of feeling in eny poem, from which

3In the Biographia Literaria, Chapter XIV.
Erep

l‘Wint.ers, In Defense, p. 79.
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all departures acquire their aigniﬁcance.“s He illustrates the concept by
analyzing a poem by William Carlos Williams,

By the road to the contagious hospital
under the surge of the blue

mottled clouds driven from the
northeast--a cold wind. Beyond, the

waste of broad muddy fields

brown with dried weeds, standing and fallen

patches of standing water
the scattering of tall trees

All along the road the reddish
purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy
stuff of bushes and small trees
with dead, brown leaves under them
leafless vines--

Lifeless in appearance, sluggish
dazed spring approaches--

They enter the new world naked,

cold, uncertain of all

save that they enter. All about them
the cold familiar wind--

Now the grass, tomorrow
the stiff curl of wildecarrot leaf

One by one objects are defined--
It quickens: clarity, outline of leaf

But now the stark dignity of
entrance--Still, the profound change
has come upon them: rooted they
grip down and begin to awaken.

Winters comments:
Consider the opening lines of the poem by Williams. The nervous

meter, words like "surge," "driven," "mottled," suggest an in-
tensity of feeling not justified by the actual perceptions in the

5Ibid., p. 81.
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lines. . . . More feeling is assumed, or claimed, by the poet . . .
than is justified by his language.®

We can see vwhat Winters means if we imagine, for a moment, that the poem
ended with its thirteenth line. The description would not be less exquisite
or precise, the language less captivating, the physical details of the scene
less complete. But the expectancy, the "intensity of feeling," would be
frustrated, unexplained, unresolved. Another poem by Williams, "On Gay Wall-
paper,™ though composed totally of descriptive elements artfully mnnged,
without comment beyond their own prettiness and pleasing order, is neverthe-
less a perfectly whole poem. These first thirteen lines, however, are not a
whole. They attasin significance only in relation to the next eight lines
where the "greatest power" of the poem is ru.ched.7 Their tempo, their
feeling, the information they convey

are all necessary to, in fact are a part of, the effect of the eight

central lines. With the lines beginning "lifeless in appearance"

the intensity claimed by the opening is at once justified and

increased by the quality of the perception: the initial assumption

prepares one for the exact increase which occurs, and the preparation
is necessary.8

Whether one agrees in every detail with Winters' description of the poem'sg
power is unimportant. The point he makes (and it stands regardless of the
fact that he oversimplified his analysis "for the sake of momentary

6Ibid., p. 79.

TIbid.

8bid., p. BO.
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convanience“9) s> is this: there is a norm of feeling in relationship to which
we can consider some lines of the poem quiet, some intense; some not self-
sufficient in the motivation of their feeling, others perfectly balanced.
This standard of feeling is what makes the poem & unit. It is the guiding
norm, a reflection of the poet's characteristic emotional attitudes and moral
perceptivity, against which every decision in the composition of the poem was
made.

Winters distinguishes two kinds of conventions, the traditional and the
experimental. Poets writing in a traditional convention compose verse accord-
ing to an ideal norm of human feeling which the great poetry of the past has
clarified and expanded for them. The traditional poet's conformity to the
norm cannot be precisely demonstrated. It is surely not a matter of imitating
stylistic mannerisms of the past. But even though we cannot "lay a finger
precisely on the norm, . . . we can recognize the more or less normal,"10

Again, specific examples will be helpful. Greville, Jonson, Herbert,
Bridges, Robinson--these are a few of the poets who Winters would claim work
sccording to the same norm of feeling, the same moral wisdom, although no
single one of them could claim to have originated the convention. The
"Miltonic" convention, however, is an experimental norm of feeling, & con-
scious departure from the traditional, recognizeble in the work of Milton and
also in some of Thomson and Wordsworth. In the same way, & "Hopkinsian" con-
vention easily identifies the work of its creator and of his imitators.

91bid., p. 80.

101bid., p. B82.




51
tinters sums up the particular quelities of traditional verse as follows:
Traditional poetry possesses these closely related qualities: (1)
equivalence of motivation and feeling; (2) a form that permite a
vide range of feeling; (3) & comventional norm of feeling which
mekes for a mindmum of "strain”; (L) e form end a convention which

perrit the extraction from every unit of languege of its maximum
content, both of comnotation and of denotation.ll

Poets vho do not understand the normes of feeling gulding the traditionsle
ists, but who imitate them nonetheless by using their external treits of style
and diction as a kind of check-list of good poetic msnnerisms, are termed
pseudo-traditional poets. These are men impressed by technique, with no
understanding of how or vhy & technique arose, and no ability to meke the
technicue their own. They "come to regard certain words, phrases, or rhythms,
as intrinsically poetic, rather than as instruments of perception or as
clues to generatlive i&eaa."w The resulting verse is self-conscious,
derivative, ornamentel, "iterary."

The experimenmtal poet often works in reaction to 2 period of pseudo-
traditionalism, such as the late eighteenth and lste nineteenth centuries. He
endsavors to widen, alter, or completely avoid traditionsl poetle wisdom by
setting up norms of feeling and morel evalustion which are abnormal, insofar
as they zre consclously new and disjointed from the past. Poetry can
experiment, hovever, without totally sbendoning the traditionsl stresm, and as
such the experimentalist is valusble. He provides new techniques, new and
valid wvays of feeling. Donne, 'filton, Hopkins are successful experimentalists

llmo, Pe 830

12331{1" Pe u&o
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in this sense, and poetic technique and moral perception are indebted to them.
The experimental poet, however, limits his renge of feeling directly in
proportion to the extent to which he abandons tradition; for to this extent he
denies himself the range of experience open to the centuries before him. He
runs the risk of writing himself out quickly, and of having nothing left to do
but parody his earlier works.

Since the experimental poet is easy to imitate (the talented college
student can easily write a Hopkinsian stanza, but only with difficulty can he
produce a meditation in Bridges' style), the existence of much pseudo-experi-
mental poetry is not hard to explain, and not difficult to recognize.

Whether traditionalist or experimentalist, the poet establishes a conven-
tion through his choice of & method of composition. The poet might choose
his structural method prior to composition, or during the course of composi-
tion; he might make the choice many times or only once, as the search for and
attainment of a characteristic method. Winters describes seven structural
methods, three of which establish a traditional convention. The chapter
describing these methods is the final revision of the analysis we saw begun in
the Master's thesis in 1925 and continued in the later essay, "The Extension
and Reintegration of the Human Spirit.”

The simplest structural method, formerly termed "Scattered,” is here
renaned "The Method of Repetition,® after the terminology of Kenneth Burke in

his Counterststement. 13 "It conaists in a restatement in successive stanzas

;3Kenneth Burke, Counterstatement, 2nd edition (Los Altos: Hermes, 1953)/)
p. 125.
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of & single theme, the terms, or images, being altered in each restatamnt."m
wWinters offers as examples Nashe's "Adieu! farewell earth's bliss," and
Raleigh's "The Lie." The method is also common in modern verse, forming the
basis for poems as diverse as Frost's "The Pasture," Robinson's "Miniver
Cheevy," and Stevens' "Sea Surface Full of Clouds." Though a fruitful method,
it tends to grow monotonous and diffuse if used as the structure of a very
long poem.

The second method is simply termed "Logical," and is described as the
"rational progression from one detail to anothar."ls The method is most
obviously demonstrated by the Metaphysical Poets, by whom it was very subtly

used and "frequently debauched. n16

But great intricacy of thought is not
necessarily the trait of the logical method. Any poem having & "clearly
evident expository structure,® whether it be a description, a dramatic
monologue, & meditation, or an argument, proceeds according to a logical
stmctum.17 Besides poems of the Metaphysical school, much modern verse,
such as Frost's "Window Tree" or Housman's "Cherry Blossoms," illustrates this
technique.

A third structural technique, which Winters fommerly considered as a sub~

division of the preceding one, is the "Narrative,® which "achieves coherence

iwinters, In Defense, p. 31.

15Tbid., p. 35.

16Ibi d.

Y 1bid.
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largely through a feeling that the events of a sequence are necessary parts of
a causative chain."la Narrative structure quite often supplies the background
for individual stanzas which themselves are chiefly logical (Housman's "To an
Athlete Dying Young"); but there are many examples in which the dramatic
element far outweighs any reasoned progression or commentary (Robinson's "Eros
Turannos,” Frost's "Out, Out . . .").

These traditional structural methods employ a regular, not a free verse
psttern; and the metric foot is most often the iambic. Curiously enough, the |
simpler the meter and stanzaic form, the more complex the rise and fall of the
emotional intensity. The reason for this is that the iambic foot, the normal
meter of poetry, provides a norm of feeling so standardized that any variation
from it is at once significant.

A man who speaks habitually at the top of his voice cannot raise his

voice, but & man who speaks quietly commands attention by means of a

minute inflection. So slaborately and emphatically joyous & poem as

Alisoun, for example, can be only and exclusively joyous; but Hardy,

Tn the more level and calmer song, During Wind and Rain, can define

a joy fully as profound, indeed more profound, at the same time that
he is dealing primarily with a tragic theme.l?

It is the iambic foot therefore, and the traditional structural methods
described above, which provide a convention capable of expressing the widest
range of human experience. The poet using, let us say, a logical structure,
has a framework in which the slightest turn of thought can hardly pass

unnoticed. He has at his disposal the full denotative as well as connotative

181pid., p. 36.

19Tpid., p. 130.
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power of all his words. If he works at the same time in the heroic cowplet,
seemingly the most straitening stanzaic form available, he will find himself
able to

move in any direction whatever, and his movement will be almost auto-

matically gradusted by the metronomic undercurrent of regularity; and

if he chooses at certain times to devote himself to prosaic

explanation, /the meter is/ capable of giving his prose an incisiveness

possible in no other form.20
Such & poet is not confined by his commitment to & traditional technique, but |
is, rather, free to objectify the subtlest feelings, provided that he proceed
carefully, conscious of the meaning, feeling, and metrical length of each word
he uses, fully aware of the technique's demands upon him. "The poet who
suffers from such difficulties instead of profiting by them is only in a
rather rough sense & poet at a11,#21

In the hands of a powerfully original, yet balanced, personality, tradi-
tional structural methods can be the basis of precisely controlled experimen-
tation; and in this way the traditional norm of feeling can be expanded. The
jolting images and meters of John Donne, Crashaw's habit of pushing metaphor
beyond reason, the splendor of Milton's blank verse--these are all inventions
which would be impossible without a norm from which to vary. This is experi-

mentalism "under full control," and "subject to the check of a comprehensible

philosophy."22 It broadens our capacity to understand human experience

207pid., p. 2.
21pid., p. 17.

221pid., pp. 133, 102.
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without distorting or sbandoning traditional values.

During the past half century, however, many poets have attempted to expang
the range of feeling by an experimentalism cut off from traditional conventiong
This attempt Winters feels has been "in the main regrettable."23 He errived
st this opinion, as we have seen, after reading the experimentalists
extensively and even using their methods in his own verse. Winters often
displays sensitive awareness of the goals of such poetry, according successful
works the praise they deserve. But although such poetry has "ineliminable
virtues, wah Winters wishes to stress that it is also intrinsically limited,
unable to deal with the most important areas of experience, and in certain
cases built on forms which are fundamentally imbalanced.

Of the four methods Winters describes as those most commonly used in
establishing an experimental norm of feeling, one is not at all the exclusive
property of the experimentalists, and might have been better placed among the
traditional methods. I refer to the "Alternation of Method,“zs which is
nothing more than the use of two or more of the methods described elsewhere.
Such & method is experimental if the methods used in alternation are experimen

tal, but the alternate methods might just as well be traditional. Marvell's

"To His Coy Mistress" uses the repetitive method in each stanza, though the

231bid., p. 30.
2U1pid.

25Ibid., p. &h.
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three stanzas themselves follow a logical progression. "The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner" alternates passages of logical description and discourse with
passages of pure narrative.

The three remaining experimental methods are more properly new techniques,
and Winters is more thorough in dealing with them. Omne of these, "The Double
Mood,* while not precisely a new structural method, is experimental in that it
uses a traditional method without a traditional norm of feeling. Two moods
permeate the work, either in opposition to each other or combined without
clearly defined alternation. Although & long poem might understandably
involve many different types of feeling, it is & modern tendency to combine
two moods in a short poem, and to make the one an ironic comment on the other.

Winters notes this phenomenon in "Yeux Glacques"™ and "Sienna Mi Fe, Disfecimi

Marerma®" from the sequence Hugh Selwyn Mauberley by Ezra Pound.

The two attitudes at variance in /Mauberley/ are a nostaglic longing
of which the visible object is the sociely of the Pre-Raphaslites
and of the related poets of the nineties, and a compensatory irony
which admits the mediocrity of that society or which at least
ridicules its mediocre aspects. Even in the midst of the most biting
comment, the yearning is unabated.26
This irony should not be confused with the classical irony of Dryden or
Pope, who criticized others' failings from their own tenable philosophical
position. This is rather the romantic irony of one who ridicules himself for
an attitude he can neither avoid nor approve. The emotional quandary is at
least superior to "the uncritical emotionalism of such poets at Hugo or

Shelley, in so far as it represents the first step in a diagnosis."27 But

261bid., p. 68.
27Ibido, po 930
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when pushed too far, such an approach to poetry presents a view of life that
is naively black-and-white, the result of careless thinking, careless feeling,
and ultimately careless writing. "Instead of irony as the remedy for the un-
satisfactory feeling, /Winters/ recammends the waste-basket and & new
beg:i.m'xing."28

The two genuinely new structurel methods the experimentalists of this
century have evolved are named "Pseudo-reference" and "Qualitative Progres-
sion," the second term replacing the earlier designation, "Psychological
Method," again after the example of Kenneth Burke.2? Both of these structural
methods are distinguished by an extreme reduction of rational coherence,
which makes the whole meaning of the poem depend upon a certain coherence of
emotion. The only difference between the two techniques is that the first
retains "the syntactic form and much of the vocabulary of rational coherence,
thus aiming to exploit the feeling of rational coherence in its absence or at
least in excess of its presenco."3° Any poem written entirely according to
this method is nothing but pretense; something seems to be going on, but
actually nothing at all is heppening. Ideas seem present, but no two readers
can decide what they are. Images appear in striking combinations, but after
the initial shock, we realize that they appeal to a non-existent symbolic

28Tbid., p. 73.

29Burke, p. 12k.

3inters, In Defense, p. LO.
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value, or to a purely private symbolic value. The power of the poem dies as
its novelty dies. Eliot's "The Waste Land" is, in Winters' mind, the typical
example of such poetry.

The argument is often advanced that a world of confused ideologies and
near madness will inevitably produce what T. S. Eliot has called "difficult®
verse. "The poet must become moré and more comprehensive, more allusive, more
indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into his
meaning.“31 It cannot be easily denied that modern times are confused, nor is
it unreasonable to expect that poetry which deals with human experience in
such times will likely be difficult to write and require intelligence and
sensitivity to read. But the reader's difficulty should arise from the
profundity and complexity of the thought and feeling of the poem, not from the
obscurity of its allusions and dislocated language. As Winters observed,
commenting on Eliot's words, "If one cannot be profound, it is always fairly

easy to be difficult,” in the sense of obscure or confused.32

Though there is
reason to expect honestly difficult poetry in a confused world, this is not an
excuse for confused poetry. We do not expect & poem that treats of sleep to
be somnolent, or a poem about erotic love to be suggestive. "It is an example
of . . . the flllacy of expressive, or imitative form.“33

Qualitative progression, because it does not pretend to a rationality

317, s. Eliot, Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt, 1932), p. 2l8.

32vinters, In Defense, p. L7k.

331bid., p. Lil.
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beyond that of emotiona&l coherence, is not the fundamentally imbalanced
technique that pseudo-reference is. Ezra Pound's Cantos &are fine examples of
this form at its best. Though each statement in the poems, or at least many
of them, is rational in itself, the progression from statement to statement
proceeds only by emotional "logic." nIt is the progression of random con-
versation or of r:awrcztx';vr.“"},4 Rational progression might be implied in such
verse; and if it is, one can usually spot it and follow it along without
difficulty. In a long poem, however, the implicit rationality must elther be
supported by logical exposition or disappear entirely.

Since the poet using this technique has no fixed principles by which to
select meter or rhyme scheme, and only an emotional coherence to satisfy with
his choice of images, he hi»s limited himself seversly. His poem can "refer to
a great many types of actions and persons, but . . « it can find in them
little variety of value.”3s Having asbandoned the denotative power of words,
together with traditional methods of progression, the poet can increase
intensity only by multiplying words; he can emphasize only with exclamation
points or sudden changes in line length. This makes for diffusion, impreci-
sion. Organization is casual; one could often alter the order of lines with-
out seriously changing the poem's meaning, Although “the loveliness of such

poetry appears . . . indubitable, n36 the renge of experience it can handle is

3l‘f[bicl. s P. 57,

35Ibid., p. 58.

361pid., p. 59.
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extremely narrow. The poem can treat of melancholy, but not despair; fear,
but not tragedy; longing, but not love. "The feelings attendant upon revery
and amiable conversation tend to great similarity notwithstanding the subject
matter, and they simply are not the most vigorous or important feelings of

vhich the human being is ¢:o.plble."37

Mr. Winters' final estimation of experimental structural techniques is
that they almost invariably preclude the possibility of a writer's achieving
major poetry. Major poetry is that which deals with an important human
experience with perfect formal success. Experimental poets, though they may
achieve formal precision, cannot handle a wide range of experience. If they
realize this limitation in their poetic technique and do not attempt to step
beyond the bounds of what they can handle, they can be successful poets, but
necessarily minor, or "primitive" poets. Experimentalists, however, who
endeavor to deal with material of great moral importance, produce poetry which
is "decadent;" that is, poetry which "is incomplete formally (in the manner of
the pseudo-referent and qualitative poets) or is somewhat but not too
seriously weakened by & vice of feeling (in the manner of the better post-
romantic ironists)."3%

From what we have seen of Winters' structural analyses and his emphasis
on the distinct advantages and limitations of each, it should come as no

surprise that he believes that "the primary function of criticism is

371bid., p. 145.

387bid., pp. 90-91.
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evaluation.“” Critical evaluation, furthermore, is not a mere record of
personal preferences. Poems can be evaluated objectively on their intrinsic
merits. To say otherwise, Winters believes, would be to profess a debilitatin
relativism. What we should demand of a critical method, therefore, if it is tI
be valuable, is that it provide a "usable system of evaluation.":C

It is such a system that Winters wishes to provide with his descriptive
analyses of form and of the ethical implications of form that we have just
surveyed. For it is only by means of a thorough formal critique that a poem's
success can be determined. And since formal relationships within a poem are
unintelligible unless we consider at the same time the rational meaning of the
words of the poem and the relationship between form and meaning, formal
explication necessarily reveals the balance or imbalance between motive and
emotion. Critical elucidation and moral eveluation are inseparable.hl

The ultimate value of Winters' critical theory, however, and of the five-
point critical method he has elaborated, cannot fully be shown in an abstract
discussion of terms and principles. As Allen Tate has remarked of Winters!
critical spparatus: "One must remember not the formula itself, but what it

enables him to do. No formula is any better than the application and

39w1nters, Function, p. 17.
LOrp14,

Llgelen Gardner, in The Business of Criticism (Oxford: Clarendon, 1959),
discusses the critical tasks of elucidation and evaluation, and decidss that
"the torch, rather than the sceptre, would be my symbol for the critic.
Elucidation, or illumination, is the critic's primary task." (p. 1) Winters
sees no opposition between these tasks. To carry the torch is to wield the
sceptre.
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discoveries that the critic is able to make with it." We must, therefore,
devote some attention to Winters' critical essays, where his concern will be
totally directed to the poet and his work, rather than to the illustration of
certain critical principles. But before passing on to these ¢ssays, I wish to
offer a brief summary of Mr. Winters' critical position, lest the details of

Primitivism and Decadence be allowed to obscure the central viewpoint which has

guided the work.

In cautioning against a poetry of uncritical self-expression, in
seriously questioning the value of postry without rational content, in implying
a hierarchy of values in human living, Mr. Winters affirms a style of poetry
and a style of life for which he had searched for over ten yesars. Human
action, he believes, must be guided by a rational standard of living, a
standard based ultimately on a divine absolute. Life is therefore a process
of moral decisions. The writing of poetry also is a process of moral
decisions framed against the rational standards of human feeling embodied in
traditional postic forms.

Winters speaks in defense of poetry in which every metrical foot is
precisely planned, every rhyme carefully considered. He demands poetry in
which every word supports all the weight it cen bear, in which every word is
used to the full extent of its denotative and connotative powers. There is no
room for excess verbiage, the charecteristic of half-formulated poetry, fuzzy
thinking. Winters wants poetry at its best to deal honestly with important

42;31en Tate, "Homage to Yvor Winters," Sequoia, VI (Winter, 1961, p. 3.
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experiences: uan's relation to God and Lo his fellow men, moral choice,
courage in the face of difficulties. The poet therefore not only must devote
careful attention to rhyme, meter, and images, but must consider maturely the
rational progress of the poem as well.

The result of such careful composition should be poetry so satisfying
that not a single word could be changed without damage to the whole. This is
poetry of total artistic and moral responsibility, poetry which

should offer a means of enriching oneb awareness of human experience

and of so rendering greater the possibility of intelligence in the

course of future asction; and it should offer likewise & means of in-

ducing certain more or less constant habits of feeling, which should

render greater the possibility of one's . . . acting in accordance

with the findings of one's improved intelligence.}3

Such poetry mirrors as well as shapes the life of a man who lives accord-
ing to an external absolute, and who grows by Judging his every act and desire
in terms of this absolute. It is "a perfect and complete act of the spirit;
it calls upon the full life of the spirit; it is difficult of attainment, but

I am sware of no good reason to be contented with 1eas."w‘

U3uinters, In Defense, p. 29.

Wiyyi4., p. 150.




CHAPTER V
THE METHOD IN PRACTICE

A scattered survey of the whole of Winters' practical criticism might
give us a vague impression of his scope, but would offer little indication of
his skill and thoroughness in handling individual poems. I plan, therefore,
to confine attention to only a few close readings from representative essays,
and then to offer some concluding comments on the limitations, fictional and
real, of the critical aspproach we shall see demonstrated.

Mr. Winters' gradual disillusionment with post-Romantic experimentalism
not only prompted him to investigate the possibilities of writing in more
traditional styles, but also led him to teke new interest in the history of
English verse to discover older examples of the traditional convention. In an
essay published in Poetry in 1939, called "The 16th Century Lyric in England,™*
Winters displayed & sensitive ability to locate and catalogue poems of great
merit, many of which had long lain unnoticed.l From among these poems,
representing so many distinct schools-- the Petrarchan, Cavalier, Metaphysical
--he discovered the "major tradition of the century," the "plain" style of

Gascoigne, Greville, Raleigh, Jonson. The essay is largely literary history:

lyvor Winters, "The 16th Century Lyric in England," Poetry, LIII-LIV
(February, March, April; 1939), pp. 258-72, 320-35, 35-51.
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“inters makes an elaborate, end I think successful, effort to provide a
tdifferent view of the century from thet which we shall obtain by regarding es
primery Sicney, Spenser, and the song-books, /o the neglect of the great
lyrics/, profound, complex + « o sombre and disillusioned in tone," written in
the plain style.? Though the essay is heavily illustreted with titles and
examples, there is not a great deal of space cevoted to the detailed close
reading of any single pm.s

In 1958, however, ¥inters delivered s lecture at the Johns Hopkins Poetry
Festivel in which he wes sgain concerned with the plain style., On this
occagion, Vinters used fewer illustrative examples, and consequently commented
more extensively on each cne. Hia remsrks on two of Een Johnson's poems are
significantly 1llustretive of the results his critical method can achieve in
practice. I will present both criticues here, topether with Vinters' comments
on two poems in & more ornate style, by way of contrast.

“inters begine by praising Jonson for qualities of craftesmanship we have
already seen outlined in Primitivism and lecsdence: "/Fis/ language is
sccurate and concise wlth regard to both idea and feeling; there iz an exact
correl ation between motive and feeling which may easily be mistaken for cold-
nass and mechanical indifference by the reader accustomed to more florid

%a’mtars, m6th Century Lyric," Poetry, LIV, p. 51.

3The brief anglyses of Gascoigrne's ".oodmenship! and Sidney's "Highway,
since you my chief Parnasus be" (LIII, pp. 269-72, 328-29) should be noted,
however, as among the most impressive of VWinters' close readings.
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Winters then proceeds to describe this correlation between

motive and emotion in a poem called "An Elegy."

Though beauty be the mark of praise,
And yours of whom I sing be such
As not the world can praise too much,
Yet is't your virtue now I raise.

A virtue like allay, so gone <
Throughout your form, as though that move,
And drew and conquer all men's love,

This subjects you to love of one.

Wherein you triumph yet: because
'Tis of yourself, and that you use
The noblest freedom, not to choose

Against or faith, or honor's laws.

But who should less expect of you,
In whom alone love lives again?
By whom he is restored to men,
And kept, and bred, and brought up true?

His falling temples you have reared,
The withered garlands tane away;
His altars kept from the decay

That envy wished, and nature feared.

And on them burn so chaste a flame
With so much loyalty's expense
As love, t'acquit such excellence,
Is gone himself into your name.

And you are he: the Deity
To whom all lovers are designed,
That would their better objects find:
Among which faithful troup am I.

Who as an off'ring at your shrine,
Have sung this hymn, and here entreat
One spark of your diviner heat

To light upon a love of mine

l‘Yvor’ Winters, "Poetic Styles, 0ld and New," Four Poets on Poetry, ed.
Don Cameron Allen (Baltimore: Johns iiopkins, 19597, p. 62.




Which if it kindle not, but scant
Appear, and that to shortest view,
Yet give me leave t'adore in you

What I, in her, am grieved to want.

The structural method of the poem is obviously logical: the argument is
tightly knit; each stanza proceeds inevitably from the one preceding; "every
word is necessary to the trgumnt.."s As Winters paraphrases it, "this is a
poem in praise of a woman who is a friend, not the beloved; she is praised for
her virtue and her constancy in love, at the expense of the woman whom the
poet loves; and because of these qualities, she is identified with the god of
love."6 This is an unusually subtle idea for poetic treatment, especially
within such short space. Love for the friend; praise for her virtue, a
virtue never wholly distinct from her dignity and beauty; devoted respect; the
delineation of the qualities of the truly virtuous--these are all part of the
central idea.

The form of the poem, supple enough to deal adequately with such
variations of feeling, is itself a combination of several distinct poetic con-
ventions.! As Winters notes (and it is his central insight into the poem),
"It is a fusion of two kinds of poetry: the song and the didactic poem."8 In
discovering such a combination of forms, Jonson discovered the adequate
expression for the idea in his poem, and simultaneously its appropriate emo-

tion. Winters' analysis of the interplay of the song-feeling with the

5Ibid., p. 65.

6Ibid., p. 63.

TThe word is not used here in Winters' specialized sense.

8@., p. 63.
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didactic element is quite thorough and warrents full quotation.

It is & poem in praise of virtue in love; and, in connection with
love, the machinery of the old Religion of Love (in which virtue
as here conceived was scarcely an element) is employed discreetly.
The stanza frequently suggests a song stanza as it opens, and
then seems to stop the song with a didactic close, as if strings
had been plucked and then muted; and this effect, more or less
inherent in the form of the stanza itself, is sometimes stressed
and sometimes softened. In the first stanza, for example, the
effect of the single-hearted love song is suggested in the first
three lines, but qualified by %rgg, and by the harsh rimes such and
much; and in the fourth line the tone is brought down firmly To the
tic., The second stanza suggests a song-movement throughout,
and the subject of love in the second and third lines reinforces the
movement; but the treatment of the subject is moralistic, and the
song quality is softensd by this fact. The third stansa is one of
the most explicitly moralistic, yet the first clause suggests
anocther tone, that of the triumphant love song; and this tone
dominates the first three lines of the fourth stanza and is only
partly muted in the fourth line. The fifth stanza resembles the
fourth, but here the Religion of Love, which has been introduced
quietly in the fourth, emerges strongly; and in the first two lines
especially the accented syllables are heavy and lone s 8nd the
unaccented are light, in such a way as to suggest a triumphal chant.
In the remainder of the poem the didactic tone dominates, but it has
already been so qualified by the other that the echo of the song is
present most of the time, most plainly, perhaps, in the eighth stanza
and most muted in the last.9

In the final paragraph of Primitivism and Decadence, Winters summarized

his rigorous demands for postry: the understanding of motive should be clear;
the evaluation of feeling, just; and the justice of the evaluation should

persist "even into the sound of the least important &ayl].a.l::le."lo It seems

perhaps, an unduly stringent ideal. However in the above passage, Winters

9Ib1do’ ppo 63"&"‘

mwj.nters, In Defense, p. 150.
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describes that ideal being met, line by line--indeed, almost word by word.

Jonson's "Elegy," with its precise logical argument and abstract dictien,
can be usefully compared with one of the finer examples of "ornate®
Renaissance poetry, Shakespeare's sonnet, "Thy glass will show thee how thy
beauties wear® (LXXVII). This is also & poem addressed to a friend of the
poet, offering along with real affection for the recipient, a clearly
didactic moral.

Although the poem is written in the ornate style of somneteering, Winters
finds the decorative elements in perfect control; the poem is not marred by
the vices of merely ornamental verse. Its images serve as paradigms for a
logical argument and honestly exemplify the argument rather than distract
attention from it. However, the poet who advances his argument with metaphor
rather than abstract diction is able to suggest more than is immediately
explicit on the page. Unlike Jonson's, "Shakespeare's approach to his
subject is indirect and evasive. nil

The sonnet was written to accompany the gift of a blank book:

Thy glass will show thee how thy beauties wear;

Thy dial how thy precious minutes waste;

The vacant leaves thy mind's imprint will bear,

And of this book this learning may'st thou taste.

The wrinkles which thy glass will truly show

Of mouthed graves will give thee memory;

Thou by thy dial's shady stealth may know

Time's thievish progress to eternity.

Look! what thy memory cannot contain

Commit to these waste blanks, and thou shalt find

Those children nursed, delivered from thy brain

To take a new acquaintance of thy mind.

These offices, so oft as thou wilt look,
Shall prsfit thee and much enrich thy book.

llwinters, "Poetic Styles," p. 58.
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The first quatrain presents the literal theme of the Poem: although we
grow older as the years advance, we can record our thoughts on paper and so
be able always to learn from them. The second quatrain re-emphasizes the
passage of time and the approach of death; and the last six lines repeat the
advantages of a blank book. In commenting on these final lines, Winters
displays great sensitivity to Shakespeare's "evasive" approach, and brings
the poem's subtle undertones into clear focus.

He notes that after the second quatrain,

something very strange occurs. The imperceptible coming of wrinkles
displays the physical invasion of the enemy, just as the imperceptible
movement of the dial's shadow displays the constant movement of the
enemy. In the ninth line, however, the enemy invades the mind, the
center of being; it was the figure of the book which enabled the
poet to extend the poem to this brilliant and terrifying suggestion,
yet so far as the development of the theme is concerned, the
extension occurs almost by the way, as if it were a casual and merely
incidental feeling.

Look! What thy memory cannot contain

Commit to these waste blanks. . . .
This command, in isolation, is merely a command to make good use of
the book, and the remainder of the passage deals wholly with the
advantages of doing so; yet the command follows the lines in which
we have observed the destruction of the physical being in time, and
in this position it suggests the destruction of the mind itself.
This terrifying subject, the loss of identity before the
uncontrollable invasion of the imperscnal, is no sooner suggested
than it is dropped. . . . In order to express the invasion of con-
fusion, the poem for a moment actually enters the realm of confusion
instead of describing it. The poem, I think, succeeds; but . . . I
cannot decide whether the success is due to skill or to accident.l2

I want now to pass on to the other of Jonson's plain poems, this one on

& religious theme, and then to contrast Jonson's approach to religious verse

121vid., pp. 59-60.
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with that of Gerard Hopkins. Winters is very clear in describing the adequacy
of each poet's approach.
The poem by Jonson bears the title "To Heaven," and is perhaps the most
familiar of his serious works.

Good and great God, can I not think on Thee,
But it must, straight, my melancholy be?

Is it interpreted in me disease,

That, laden with my sins, I seek for easa?

0 be Thou witness, that the reins dost know
And hearts of all, if I be sad for show;

And judge me after: if I dare pretend

To aught but grace, or aim at other end.

As Thou art all, so be Thou all to me,

Pirst, midst, and last, converted One and Three!
My faith, my hope, my love; and in this state,
My judge, my witness, and my advocate.

Where have I been this while exiled from Thee,
And whither rsp'd, now Thou but stoop'st to me?
Dwell, dwell here still! O, being everywhere,
How can I doubt to find Thee ever here?

I know my state, both full of shame and scorn,
Conceived in sin, and unto labor bomn,

Standing with fear, and must with horror fall,
And destined unto judgment after all.

I feel my griefs too, and there scarce is ground
Upon my flesh t'inflict snother wound:

Yet dare I not complain or wish for death,
With holy Paul, lest it be thought the breath
Of discontent; or that these praysrs be

For weariness of life, not love of Thee.

Winters first discusses the rhythmic structure of the poem. It is
written, of course, in heroic couplets, but of the "post-Sidneyan" variety.
That is, there 1s great variation in the degree of syllable accentuation so
that the line "is flexible and subtle, rather than heavy and mnphmb:‘.c:."l3
The firm regularity of line length and rhyming couplets serves as the support

L1vid., p. 67.
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for a counterpoint rhythm of shifting ceesuras and varied sentence lengths.
But a long quotation of Winters' line-by-line metrical analysis of‘ the poem is
not to the point haro.n‘ Let us rather consider his remarks on the few
rhetorical devices Jonson employs.

Winters cites, first of all, the word-play occurring in the eighth
couplet (everywhere and ever here). This is a kind of ingenuity rife in
Renaissance poetry, often employed for mere prettiness or humor. In the
present context, the device embodies a profound theological assertion: the
great God who is ommnipresent, is by that fact present in my own life. The
word-play is more akin to paradox than pun; it heightens the importance of
the idea rather than merely describes it. It is an emotional device that
"seems not only justifisble but inescapable: it is an essential part of the
argunent."® This 15 a fine example of form correlative with idea, of emotion
perfectly motivated by the paraphraseable content.

Winters points secondly to the three lines of triads which surround the
idea of the Trinity and direct attention to the paradox of the threefold One
(1ines ten to twelve). The triad series "occurs in brief space and rapidly;
it is not forced, but seems a natural series of comparisons; it speeds the
rhythm for a few lines." And to this, Winters adds parenthetically: "(at a

liwinters is & virtuoso at metrical analysis. T call attemtion not only
to this essay, but to the thorough smnalyses of H. D.'s "Orchard" and
Dickinson's "There's a certain slant of light" in In Defense of Reason, pp.
118"‘120, 297"'980 - -

154inters, "Poetic Styles," p. 67.
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moment when the increased speed is a& proper expression of ;'us.-.sion.)"16 There
is, in other words, just motivation for the intensity. The triads themselves
are the rational expression of the motivation: +the Trinity itself, Jonson's
Judge, witness, and advocate; the object of his faith, hope, and love.
Furthermore, the lines are not an isolated rhetorical flourish. They have an
integral part to play in the poem: emotionally, as & "fine preparation for
the slower and more sombre movement of the later lines;" and rationally,
"preparing us likewise for the final series of theological statements . . . in

couplets nine and ten.“l7

Jonson, Winters concludes, has handled a great theme and has mastered an
important experience. "His temptation is 'weariness of life'; his duty, which
he accepts with a semi-suppressed despair, is to overcome weariness."la
Jonson has come to terms with this duty; he has not allowed the poem to
resolve itself in the natural flow of & literary convention, as Renaissance
sonnets often end, their concluding couplet resolving the poem without
resolving the issue. Nor has Jonson given in to a gift for personal drama, or
melodrama, letting the enthusiasm of his religious experience obscure the fact
that he hasn't given it the attention it deserved. This last is s fault

Winters finds in the verse of Hopkins.
“"The Starlight Night! will offer us a very clear example of this

161bi4d., p. 68.
17rpi 4.

181pid.
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stylistic defect. It is one of Hopkins' many poems which describe a landscape
or some natural occurrence and offer a comment on the scene, usually a
religious interpretation. The poem is a sonnet; the octet presents &
typicslly ecstatic description (eleven exclamation points) and the sestet
comment.s,

Look at the stars! look, look up at the skies!
0 lock at all the fire-folk sitting in the air!
The bright boroughs, the circle-citadels there!
Down in dim woods the diamond delves! the elves'-eyesl
The grey lawns cold where gold, where quickgold lies!
Wind-beat whitebeam! airy abeles set on a flarel
Flake-doves sent floating forth at a farmysrd scarel--
Ah well! it is all a purchase, all is a prize.
Buy then! bid then!--What?--Prayer, patience, alms, vows,
Look, look: & May-ness, like on orchard boughs!
Look! March-bloom, like on mealed-with yellow sallows!
These are indeed the barn; withindeors house
The shocks. This piece-bright paling shuts the spouse
Christ home, Christ and his mother and all his hallows.
In the octet, Winters notes, the "description is sometimes extremely

brilliant and is interesting mrywhere."w But the poem provides no
explanation, artistic or rational, for the brillisnce and enthusiasm. An

explanstion is hinted at in the final line of the octet, but the sestet,
which should develop the hint, fails in its task. We are simply told that thg
universe is somehow the home of*"Christ . . . and all his hallows,” and that

we are to "buy" this universe--the "prize." The meaning of the prize, Christ
dwelling in all things, is left undeveloped. Even more important, the price
that must be paid is passed over in half a line (line nine) to allow the poet
to indulge his dsscriptive talents for three lines more. TYet, this price is

19inters, Function, p. 125.
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the real thems of the poem. . . . A devotional poet of the Renaissance
dealing with "prayer, patience, alms, vows," would have a good deal to
say of each and of what each meant in terms of daily life and toward
salvation. The reader who wishes to orient himself might begin by
rereading Ben Jonson's "To Heaven." . . . In no other literary period,
I think, save our own, would & poet who was both a priest and a
genuinely devout man have thought that he had dealt seriously with his
love for Christ and his duty toward him by writing an excited descrip-
tion of a landscape: this kind of thing belongs to the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, to the period of self-expression and the
abnegation of reason.20

It would be unfair to Winters' competence as a critic to presume that his
opinion of Hopkins' "The Starlight Night" constitutes his final word on the
Jesuit poet. Although he disapproves of the approach Hopkins frequently takes
to religious experience, and although he is skeptical of the valus of his
more extreme metrical experiments, Winters still stands in genuine admiration
of much of Hopkins' work. His choice of Hopkins' five best poems, & choice
that "is the outcome of more than thirty years! reading of Hopkins," is a

201p1 4. s PP. 125-26, Thomas P. McDonnell, in a reply to Winters' essay
on Hopkins ("Hopkins as & Sacramental Poet: & Reply to Yvor Winters,"
Renascence, XIV /Kutumn, 19617, pp. 25-33), accuses Winters of insensitivity
thmﬁ doctrine of God's immanence in nature, a belief very
important to Hopkins and one which supposedly motivates his descriptions of
nature. For Hopkins, the world is literally charged with God's grandeur.
"The universe everywhere shouted its identity to him, from 'the dearest
freshness deep down things' to 'Look up at the starsl Look, look up at the
skies!'" (p. 29) Winters "arbitrarily excludes from . . . consideration one
of the major concepts of the work /he examines/." (p. 33) I believe Winters
would answer the objection with two comments.” First of all, the question is
not whether Hopkins believed in & sacramental aspect in nsture, but whether he
succeeds in making this idea a motivating part of his poem. To exhort that we
"Look up at the skiesi" is hardly to convey a sense of the universe shouting
its identity. God's immanence cannot be felt by the mere force of exclamation
points. Secondly, the poem under consideration is not primarily about
sacramental nature, but concerns the price of our being able to find Christ in
all things. I have already noted Winters' comment on the devalopment of this
thene.
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challenging, thought-provoking reappraisal of the poet's achievement. One

of these five, "In Honour of St. Alphonsus Rodriquez," is another sonnet on a
religious theme. Winters' comments on the poem are just and incisive.

Honour is flashed off exploit, so we say;

And those strokes once that gashed flesh or galled shield
Should tongue that time now, trumpet now that field,

And, on the fighter, forge his glorious day.

On Christ they do and on the martyr may;

But be the war within, the brand we wield

Unseen, the heroic breast not outward-steeled,

Earth hears no hurtle then from fiercest fray.

Yet God (that hews mountain and continent,
Earth, all, out; who, with trickling increment,
Veins violets and tall trees makes more and more)
Could crowd career with conquest while there went
Those years and years by of world without event
That in Majorca Alfonso watched the door.

Winters' only adverse criticism of the poem concerns the expression
®gashed flesh or galled shield," which draws undue attention to itself.

The difficulty is not merely one of alliteration, but of difficult
consonant combinations and excessive length of syllables, so that
the phrase is hard to pronounce and receives a forced emphasis; .

. +» One feels, as one does so often in reading Hopkins, that
emphasis has been made & substitute for precision. The phrase is a
kind of habitual holdover from his poems in the more violent meter
and rhetoric and is out of place here.22

But for the rest, the poem is perfectly free of Hopkins' typical

211bid., p. 153. The five: "The Habit of Perfection," "The Valley of
the Elwy,?® "Inversnaid," "In Honour of St. Alphonsus Rodriquez," and "To him
who ever thought with love of me.® A notable omission is "The Windhover."
Winters explains his unorthodoxy in great detail, pp. 127-35.

221pid., pp. 150-51.




78
flashiness and the obscurity of his personal emotions. It is & work rich in
imagery, and it is imagery that counts, that illustrates single-mindedly the
theme at hand. The poem is logical; "nothing is superfluous; and the simile
in the first half of the sestet is not only precisely applicable to the theme,
but is beautifully managed in itself."23

Winters, therefore, does find successful and important poetry written in
styles very different from the Renaissance plain style. He has, as a matter
of fact, recently remarked that the plain style, whatever its other
advantages, necessarily "sacrifices a part of our experience, the sseusor:sr."‘?h
Hopkins recovers sensory experience in his poetry, but mostly in the manner of
the ornate style of the Renaissance. Sensory details, even when they
meaningfully contribute to a rational argument, are nevertheless illustrations
of the centrsl idea; they remain "something added, something attached. w25
Winters believes, however, that there is another way to "embody our sensory
experience in our poetry . . . not as ornament, and with no sacrifice of
rational intelligence."® Sense imagery can become the embodiment of ides; it
can itself advance the argument rether than merely illustrate it.

Winters does not refer here to the method of qualitative progression

231pid., p. 151.
ahWinters, “"Poetic Styles,™ p. 70.
257pbid.

261p14., p. 71.
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vwhich attempts to achieve coherence by arranging imsges according to a logic
of feeling. As we have seen, Winters doubts that imagery can long sustain
coherence on the basis of such a logic. *We get what Frank Kermode has called)
the romantic image--that is, the mindless image, the impenetrable image, which
secms to mean but in reality merely is.“27 Winters is speasking of neither
Romantic imagery or symbolic imagery, but of a "post-symbolist" imagic
tochniqua.za He tums to Wallace Stevens for an example of what he means.
His observations on some of the imagery in Stevens' "Sunday Morning" do much
to illuminate the poem, and furthermore demonstrate Winters! ability to under-
stand a type of poetry very different from the examples so far considered.

/Bunday Morning"7/ deals . . . with the rejection of Christianity

and with the imminence of death in & universe which is at once

infinitely beautiful and perfectly incomprehensible. It is with

this view of the universe . . . a8 the imagery is used to express

this view, that I am now concerned, and I shall discuss only a few

passages of the poem.29

The passages Winters cites are from the first and the last of the eight
stanzas in the poem. Briefly put, the lines are about water and about
pigeons. These are the water images:

She dreams a little and she feels the dark

Encroachment of that old catastrophe
As a calm darkens among water lights.

The pungent oranges and bright, green wings

271bid.

287bid., p. 72. Winters also finds the post-symbolist sensibility in the
work of Paul Valery. Emily Dickinson's verse somewhat foreshadows post-
symboliam. (Ibid., p. 75.)

291bid., p. 72.
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Seems things in some procession of the dead,
Winding &cross wide water, without sound.
The day is like wide water, without sound.

These lines from the first stenza are echoed in the last:

She hes&rs, upon that water without sound,
A voice that cries, "The tomb in Palestine
Is not the porch of spirits lingering.

It is the grave of Jesus, where he lay."
We live in an old chaos of the sum,

Or old dependency of day and night,

Or island solitude, unsponsored, free,

Of that wide water inescapable.

At first the water imsge is a simile: the old catastrophe encroaches "as
& calm darkens amnong water lights;" the stillness and the sameness of the day
is like "wide water without sound." In the line that begins the last stanza,
fShe hears upon that water without sound," the idea of the infinite, incompre-
hensible space in which man lives is very tightly joined to the physical image
of the water separating the protagonist from Palestine. And in the final four
lines quoted above,

infinite space is [i%alics ming7 water--bright, beautiful, and inscru-

table, the home of life and death. Every phrase in this last passage

is besutiful at the descriptive level, but the descriptive and the

philosophical cannot be separated: chaos, solitude, unsponsored, free,

inescapable work at both levels. The sensory detail is not ornament;
it is & part of the essential theme.30

The pigeons I referred to above occur in the final four lines of the poem.

And, in the isolation of the sky,

At evening, casual flocks of pigeons make
Ambiguous undulations as they sink
Downward to darkness on extended wings.

The lines are sombre and lovely; even out of context they are striking

description. But in the context of "Sunday Morning," as the conclusion of the

30Ibid., p. 73.
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argument built in the course of eight stanzas, the passage becomes something
more than Jescription, something more than simile or metaphor.

And the words responsiblc are: isolation, casusl, ambiguous, and
darkness., Out of context, these words would not be suspected, I
imaginz, of carrying ey real weight of meaning beyond the descriptive
meaning. %their significance has becen prepared by the total poem, and
they sum the poem up.31

One can see the point Winters makes especially when one compares Stevens!
pigeons witu the lark from Shakespeare's sonnet XXIX:

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,
Haply I think on thee,--and then my state,

Like to the lark at bresk of day arising

From sullea earth, sings hymns at heaven's gatie.

"The lark is an ornament . . . burdened with the unsxplained emotions of the

32 But in Stevens!

poet . . . not represeatative of any explanatory idea."
poemn,
the pigeons embody an idea as well as & feeling, and the ideea motivates
the feeling. . . . The rational soul and the sensible soul are united
e « o &and there is no decoration. The universe which Stevens describes
is ambiguous in its ultimate meanings, but there is nothing ambiguous
in the style: ambiguity is rendered with the greatest of precision.33
It is interesting to note a further comment Winters offers on this poem.
"Stevens' universe is one which we can recognize as our own, even if we
disagree with Stevens' philosophy."% It is clear, then, that Winters, in

demanding precision and reasoned balance of motive and emotion in modern

311bid., p. 7h.
321bid., pp. 56-57.
331vid., pp. 7h-T75.

b1pid., p. 75.
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poetry, is not closing his eyes to the fact that the modern world is a difficul]
chaotic place. (One might say this of the pre-modern world also.) His
assertion is simply that poetry need not be chaotic to be true to chaos. Such
verse merely exhibits unrest and irrationality; it succumbs to chaos.

But the artist who can feel the full horror, organize it into a dynanmic
attitude or state of mind, asserting by that very act his own life and
the strength and value of his own life, and who can leave that state of

mind completed behind him for others to enter, has performed the
greatest spiritual service that can be performed.35

I wish to make some final observations about Winters' critical practice in
order to forestall some misapprehensions common among those whose knowledge of
Winters has come from hasty reading or from secondary sources. The objection
is often raised that Winters' splendid concern for the serious and traditional
has led him either to neglect less serious verse, or has distorted his
sensitivity to its values. His distrust of modern structursl methods might
arise from nothing more than stodgy dislike.

There is a measure of truth in such an objection, but a small measure, l.ndh
I shall discuss that matter shortly. But I first wish to indicate that neither
Winters' theory nor his practice of criticism has seriously neglected light or
experimental verse. According to his theory, to begin with, no human
experience, however slight, is unsuited to poetry, provided it is dealt with
honestly. Moral evaluation in verse is simply the adequacy of form to subject
matter; it need not always carry the graver overtones of morality in the
properly ethical or philosophical sense. A poem such as Collins' "Ode to

Evening" merits censure not for the commonness of its subject matter, but for

3SWinters, "Extension and Reintegration," p. 362.
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the disproportionate pretentiousness of Collins'! approach to his subject.

Theoretical issues aside, Winters' critical practice has extended
sympathetically and honestly to the work of poets whose sensibility and poetic
techniques are widely divergent from his own. He has praised the work of
Williem Carlos Williams, for example, even though he considers him to be "an
uncompromising romantic" who believes in surrender to the feelings, and who
finds no ideas except in things.36 No matter how sharply Winters might disagre¢
with Williams'! philosophy of life, he cannot disagree with his poetic treatment
of that range of experience his philosophy helps him to understand. Williams'
awareness of the world of sensuous feeling, of direct confrontation with
nature, is "rich and perfectly controlled. n37 guch a sensibility permits him
to deal with the simple events of ordinary human life with a tenderness and
emotional awareness impossible in the poetry of a Jonson or a Bridges. "The
Widow's Lament in Springtime,® for example, is "rich, sombre . . . one of the
most moving compositions" with which Winters is acquainted.38

Mr. Winters also disagrees with the personal philosophy of Robert Frost.
Frost, he feels, places entirely too much stress on the desirability of acting
upon impulse, or retreating from intellectual activity. Frost believes, if
we can trust his verse to reflect his attitude toward life, "that affairs
manage themselves for the best if left alone, that ideas of good and evil need

36yyor Winters, "Poetry of Feeling," Kenyon Review, I (Winter, 1939), p.

104.

31bid., p. 106.

381bid., p. 105.
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not be taken seriously.” His handling of major issues is "usually whimsical,
sentimental, and evasive; and in his latter years his poetry is more and more
pervaded by an obscure melancholy which he can neither control nor tmdarstand?e
Winters cogently argues his case against Frost, and although it may not

be the last word in the matter, he does cite shortcomings noted by other
contemporary critics in recent years.UC The important thing to note is that
Winters neither neglects nor dismisses Frost. In describing the limitations of|

L

Frost's verse, he helps us to a better understanding of the poet and of his par
ticular virtues.

Winters sees Frost as a poet involved in & predicament: he is possessed
of a nostalgic love for the chaotic and the dreamlike but at the same time
hesitates to give in to these longings. His poetry conveys this predicament
fairly and movingly. Winters cites famous examples: "Tree at My Window,"
which is "an acceptable version of the feelings of a man in this predicament;"
"The Last Mowing,® which "deals with the same subject, md even more
beguilingly;® "Spring Pools,” whose "extraordinary sensitivity of execution"
Winters admires highly; and finally "Acquainted with the Night" and "The Most

of It," in both of which especially "the poet confronts his condition fairly

39Winters, Function, pp. 179-80.

hocf. Denis Donoghue, "The Limitations of Robert Frost," Twentieth
Century, CLXVI (July, 1959), pp. 13-22; and George W. Nitchie, WA Momentary
Stay %gainst Confusion," Robert Frost: a Collection of Critical Es s "The
Twentieth Century Views Series," edited by James M. Cox (Englewo 8, Nod.d
Prentice Hall, 1962), pp. 159-76.
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and sees it for what it is.” Frost, Winters concludes, is "one of the most
talented poets of our time,nl2 Such praise is surely genuine, especially when
it comes from & poet and critic so very differeat from Frost in temperanent and|
outlook.

Similarly, we can hardly doubt that Winters is genuine in his admiration
of Pound's use of the qualitative progression technique in the fourth "Canto" 3
in citing the successful and ingenious metrical experiments of H. D. and
Mairanne Moore; in praising Eliot's use of pseudo-reference in "Gerontion."h3
The praise is accompanied, I think, by a sure grasp of what the individual
poets were trying to achieve. It is praise, however, that is also accompanied
by relentless references to the faults and limitations of either the poem at
hand or of other more characteristic performances of the poet. Winters admires
these poems with reservations, with a certain reluctance.

This reluctance is not difficult to understand. Winters' endeavor as a
critic has been to re-establish traditional verse, not only as the finest
English poetry, but also as the surest path by which contemporary poetry can
profitably develop. His dedication to this task, let us remember, arose
primarily from his conviction of the shortcomings of the experimentalism that
jrad replaced traditional methods of composition. Obviously, his effort at
revaluating English poetry is well served by the explication of these

Llyinters » Function, pp. 181-83.
thbid., p. 159'

U3winters s In Defense, pp. 58-59, 118-120, 87.
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shortcomings. Concentration on the virtues of the experimentalists would
distract attention from the principal lssue.

It must also be pointed out that even though VWinters! principal concern
is evalustion, he has no wish to belittle literary works which do not meet his
high standards. He is concerned thet we be aware of relative values, not that
we destroy the less valuable. He has stated in the foreword to In Defense of
Reason that

there are many poems which seem to me obviously imperfect and even

very seriously imperfect, which I have no wish to discard. . . .

I have dealt with few works which do not seem to me to have

discernible virtues, for to do otherwise would seem to me a waste

of time.hh

But ¥inters' evalustive approach to poetry does have its limitations.
Vhatever his sensitivity, for example, tc the 'discernible virtues" of the
poems he finds "imperfect, " his brief, and sometimes half-hearted, attention
to these virtues can distort our ultimate picture of a poet's achievement. To
measure Hopkins or Frost against the standards of Een Jonson and E. A.
Robinson might legitimately show the superior wisdom and greater maturity of
the latter two poets. But it does not sufficiently elucidate the peculiar
gifts of Hopkins and Frost.

Tinters! preference, furthermore, for the lyric form above all others has
caused him to misunderstand the particular gosls snd de-emphasize the
particular merits of the other literary genres. Finally, one can hardly deny

+that the seriousness with vhich Vinters takes his work has led him to state

Wiig,, p. 12,




87

his case sometimes with & vigor that is irredeemably uncharﬁ;ablehs and with
superlatives that are often unfounded or even abaurd.hﬁ

Dut these are not seriocusly debilitating faults. They nelther constitute
the bulk of “inters' poetry criticism (though the lavish attention his critics
pay them would meke the unsuspecting think otherwise), nor do they cbscure the
central thrust of his work 28 we have presented it here. Vinters' personal
preferences and folbles have been indirectly responsible for his having some-
thing distinctive to sey to us, for his being a volce apert from the amorphous
masg of professors and revievers who merely repest the ssms acceptzble things
over ard over sgsin. By limiting his scope, !r, “inters has not weakened

himself, but has defined and chammelled his strength.

U586 has accused Frost, for exemple, of "willful lgnorance® end "emug
stupidity.® (Function, p. 176.)

1‘6‘%3& are told, with little explanation or evidence, that illiam Carlos
+413iems, in The Destruction of Tenochtitlan, "achieved one of the few great
proge styles O our Lime." An even preater surprise is the fact that "Adelaid
CYapsey « o o 18 certsinly sn immortal poet, and « « « has long been one of ¢
most famous poets of our century." (In Tefense, pp. 9L, 568.)




CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

Over thirty years have passed since Yvor Vinters published the Gyroscope
and launched, in relative obscurity, his career as a serious critic. It has
been twenty-five yesrs since the publication of Primitivism and Decadence; the

later collection of his works, In Defense of Reason, has been available for

more than fifteen years. One might expect that the limited influenos Vinters!
writings had at the time of their publication would be very much on the wane
by now. Actually the reverse is true, His ldeas have persisted, and in the
psst decade they have won an increasing number of adherents, If one can judge
from the impressive awards and honors accorded Mr. Vinters since 1958, he may
well prove to be one of this century's most remarkable and most permanent
crities.

In November of 1958, Vinters was chosen one of the eight "foremost poets!
of America vwho would appear as readers and lecturers at the Johns Hopkins
Poetry Festival.l In 1960, Alan Swallow published the second edition of
vinters' Collected Poems, The book was substantially the same as the first
edition published in 1952, but this time it was given both the Bollingen Prize

1pen Cemeron Allen (ed.), Four Poets on Poetry, (Baltimore: John Hopkins,|
1959), P iii.
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and the Brandeis University Creative Arts Award for poetry. A year later,
Stanford University nominated Winters the first professor to oceupy ‘the
endowed Albert Cuerard chair of literature. That same year the undergraduates
published a special issue of the Stanford literary quarterly, the Sequoia, in
Vinters! honor. In December of 1961, the lodern Language Associatlon devoted
one of its meetings at the Chicago convention to Vinters! poetry, criticism,
and teaching. The following year Vinters was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship
for the completion of his projected history of the English lyric.

In 1960, Routledge and Kegan Paul published the first British edition of
In Defense of Reason, and in 1962 they followed this with The Function of

Criticism. Fifteen yeers previously, these works had been regarded as the
nfumblings" of an "excessively irriteting and bad eritic.” But now, London

reviewers were more receptive. The British Journal of sesthetlics found

Vinters! criticism "old, shrewd, and lucids + « « He is the most consistent
and clear-headed critic now writing. 12 The Spectator was in agreement:
Winters is ™onderfully sensitive to the sort of poetry he most reveres." His
criticism 15 "ucid, courageous, dignified," the work of "a major critic.'a

Frank Kermode, in the New Statesman, called In lefense of Reason "the most

2Laurence Lerner, Review of The Function of Criticism, British Jowrnal of
Aesthetics, II (October, 1962), pps 37L=15.

3tony Tamer, Review of The Function of Criticism, Spectator, CCVIII
(March 2, 1962), p. 279.
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important rationalist critique of modern literery theory;" and regarded The

Function of Criticism &s & book which "«eeps up the good work of its predeces-

sor."! e critics in general had & high regard for Mr. Winters' "demand,
imperious yet just. /That literature/ undertske also to understand, evaluate,
Judge . . . ezperience."s In making these demands, "that camnot be made too
often, too vigorously, too crankily, “6 Winters upholds "values and
responsibilities which civiligation neglects at its peril."7

This praise has not been without a realization of Winters' limitations;
one would suspect the thoroughness of the reviewers' reading if they had found
nothing to eriticize. One reviewer lamented Winters' disregard for the
validity and actuality of the irrationsl in human experience. For Winters, he

8 What we have seen of Winters' under-

asserts, "Freud has lived in vain."
standing of the qualitative progression method of composition ought to modify
such an opinion. He does not ignore irrational experience (especially when it

is rendered with “the greatest precision," as in "Sundsy Morning," above, p.

85); nor does he ignore the illogical method of composition, though the latter

hii'x-lmk Kermode, Review of The Function of Criticism, New Statesman, LXIIT
(March 16, 1962), p. 382.

Sl'lnner, Spectator, CCVIII, p. 279.

Skermode, New Statesman, LXIII, p. 382.

Tranner, p. 279.

aLemer, British Journal, II, p. 376.
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he does consider secondary and essentially limited, for reasons we have
already seen. Winters' insistence, however, on interpreting all genres of
literature in the light of his theory of poetic composition does lay him open
to the charge of a "lack of a certain generosity . . . a flexibility of mind
which would allow for the multiple functions of lit.aratum."9 But regardless
of the insensitivity to the novel and drama which such rigidity causes,
reviewers consistently have noted his authority with the short poem, and the
adequacy of his approach to this genre. "No one understands this sort of

poetry better and few have written so well about its qualitiea."lo As Mr.
Lerner has suggested in the British Jourmal of Aesthetics, Winters' own

violent prejudice in favor of the supremacy of the lyric form has been largely

responsible for his lucid understanding and evaluation of that i‘om.u

That mid-century critics in both England and America should grant Mr.
Winters awards and sympathetic understanding in place of epithets and rebuttal
can be attributed to & marked change of critical temper that has taken place
during the past decade on both sides of the Atlantic. The change in American
critical thinking is chiefly evident in the decline of the New Criticism.

Rene Wellek has been one of several eritics to list the causes of this
decline: too narrow a sphere of concentration; too sweeping & neglect of

history; a study of stylistics that remained dilettantish and refused to

9Tanner, Spectator, CCVIII, p. 279.
101b14,

1lpemer, British Journal of Aesthetics, II, p. 37k.
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profit by the gains of linguistic science; no sure philosophical foundation

underlying the aesthetical stmctum.lz

Murray Krieger has noted similar
failings in an essay titled "After the New Criticism." New Criticism,
according to Krieger, in its wish to treat poetry as a self-sufficient
symbolic system, has cut itself off from life and belief; it has asphyxiated
itself with its own straitening doctrine of contextualism.l3

New Criticism's demise has not been surprising. Over ten years ago, R.
S. Crane and the "Chicago Critics" predicted it and began investigating the
possibilities of replacing ite method by developing Aristotelian criticism
"into a flexible and comprehensive method of analysis that would make possible
a more thorough and discriminating study of certain aspects of any work than
our present methods allow. ,,lh The Chicago group replaced casual formal
analysis with scholarly research and penetrating snalyses of plot, genre, and
hero-figures in poetry and prose fiction. Wellek remains dubious of the
ability of the Chicago Critics to make a permanent contribution to criticism.

He finds them guilty of *arid classifications . . . insensitivity . . . ultra-
15

academic exarcises." They have, however, firmly restored the art work to

Lpone Wellek, "The Main Trends of Twentieth-Century Criticism," Yale
Review, LI (1961), pp. 1lh4-15.

13Murray Krieger "After the New Criticism,” The Massachusetts Review, IV
(Autumn, 1962), PP. 188-8

u‘unrtin J. Svaglic, "The Chicago Critics: Yes and Perhaps," Poetry,
LXXXII (May-Jume, 1953), p. 101.

15Wellek, Yale Review, LI, p. 115.




93
its historical setting and stressed a scholarly sensitivity to genre, filling
two wide lacunae in the New Critical method.

Another well-defined effort to provide for gaps in the work of the New
Critics has been a movement which Krieger names Existential Criticism.
Influenced by Cassirer’s analyses of symbolism and myth and by the French
Existentialists' concern for concrete relevance in art and literature, the new
approach seeks "to return literature to history and existence . . . by treat-
ing it as & unique bearer of an otherwise inexpressible and perhaps unavailabl#
historical, social, and moral vision."16 Art and poetry are seen as a "mode
of revealing culture ;“17 or, in the words of Eliseo Vivas, a way of "creating
the values and meanings by which a society fulfills its dastiny."la

In this spirit, Krieger has himself formulated a critical theory which
would account both for the organic, self-sufficient laws of poetic form,
emphasized by the New Criticism, and would yet see the poem "as opening out-
ward to the world and to externally imposed laws of rational order."1? He
acknowledges that Winters' writings have influenced his work. "Yvor Winters

may have been more correct than many of his detractors, in their

161(rieger, Magsachusetts Review, p. 198.

171bid.

laEliseo Vivas, Creation and Discovery: Essays in Criticism and
Aesthetics (New York: Noonday, 1955), p. x.

Murray Krieger, "Recent Criticism, 'Thematics,' and the Existential
Dilemma," The Tr:gic Vision: Variations on a Theme in Literary Interpretation]

(New York:™ Ho nehart, Winston, 1960), p. 236.
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antididacticism, have credited him with being in his insistence that rational
poetic form exerted upon recalcitrant materisls is a reflection f the poet's
moral control of his disturbing experience. n20 Krieger then bases his
"iterary discipline of 'thematics? w2t on the conviction, ™n part borrowed
from Yvor vinters, thot asesthetie and moral reéolutinns are two sides of a
single coine~the work by ite very sesthetic order attesting to an orderly
universe."?? (learly, in a critical climate that refuses to analyze formsl
structure in isclation from history, philosophy, or human worality, linters!
writings are both acceptable and useful.

Another critical trend in America, not unrelated to the work of Vivas
and Krieger, has been an increasec criticsl awareness of the influence of the
popular erts on nstional culture. !orsl concern in these ereas is nothing
newj censorship of films, periodicals, television and theetricel productioms,
has long been a political end religious phenomenon, I bring the matter up at
this point becsuse ethical censorship has recently been giving way to
artistic eriticism; catalogues of suggestive sequences are being replaced by
analyses of the moral Judgment impllicit in artistic forms. As Father 14illiam
Iynch, S5uJe Observed in his recert study of The Image Industries,

%o mist be sble to know when we are playing, when we are dreaming,
when wve are sentimentalizing; we even have a right to be stupid or

mIbid., Pe 239,
rpide, pe 2h1.

gzlfbid- s Te 21&9.
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tawdry, provided there is the slightest element of the deliberate
or conscious judgment in the process. For judgment is &11.23

It is, then, the judgment of the artist that is presented to the reader
or viewer; and this judgment is always transmitted, no matter how unimportant
or seemingly innocent of all moral concern the materials of the art work may
be. Often enough, as Father Lynch has cautioned, it is the "innocent "
"harmless" movie or television production, whose values are warped and whose
view of life is completely shallow and baseless, that can most seriously
delude the public into believing inane fantasy to be real, and life to be
devoid of problems and responsibility.2l pHe who controls "our most intimate
and everyday images," controls therefore

our final attitudes and decisions. . . . For it is by our sensi-

bility, by all our passions, feelings, emotions, that we relate

ourselves to reality, whether accurstely or badly. And it is by

the same instruments that we are always appraising reality,
accurately or badly.25

23yillianm F. Lynch, 8.J., The Imsge Industries (New York: Sheed & Ward,
1958), p. 28. Studies similar to Father Iynch's arriving at similar con-
clusions, have been made by Robert Warshow, The Immediate Experience: Movies s
Comics, Theater, and Other Aspects of Popular Culture (New York: Doubladay,
I9562); and by Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (London: Chatto, 1957).

2UEdward R. Murrow voices the same concern: "Surely we must pay for
using the most powerful instrument of communications /T.V.7 to insulate the
citizenry from the hard and dangerous realities which must be faced if we are
to survive." Quoted in Very Rev. Msgr. Timothy J. Flynn, "Theological
Problems in Mass Communications," Problems and Progress, edited by Robert W.
Gleason, S.J. (Westminster, Md.: Newman, 1962); p. 99.

25Lyn3h, S.J., po lh6n
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Critics of the popular arts, in abandoning simple censorship of the
literal content of the art work and coming to a new critical awareness of the
power of the image to evaluate life, have come to conclusions which Winters
voiced thirty years ago. They see the artist as one "actually striving to
perfect a moral attitude toward that range of experience of which he is aware;}
and they are convinced that contact with worthwhile art "should offer & means
of enriching one's awareness of human experience and of so rendering greater
the possibility of intelligence in the course of future tction."aé

Mr. Winters' warm reception in England, one of the chief evidences of
his growing importance, as I have already noted, is principally due to the
change in the English critical climate caused by the work of F. R. Leavis and
other contributors to Leavis' periodical, Serutiny (1932-1953). Leavis,
whose critical sensibility Wellek describes as a combination of Eliot's
taste, Richards' methods of analysis, and Armnold's humnism,27 revived in
England & vigorous concern for the cultural effects of good literature and
for the evaluative role of the critic. His books, as well as his essays in

Scrutiny,

waged a fierce campaign for critical standards, by both precept and
example, Scrutiny was committed to a critical policy of unrelaxed
vigilance, of & ruthless sifting of the little wheat of good and
serious literature from the abundant chaff of triviality, shoddiness,

26Winters, In Defense, pp. 23, 29.

2Tyellek, Yale Review, LI, p. 114.
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pretentiousness. . . . Its aim was partly to revalue the English

literary tradition . . . and partly to expose the laxity of mogsm
criticism . . . by exhibiting its shallowness and confusions.?

The "good and seriocus literature® which Leavis championed were those works
"in which & genuine morsl vision of experience was communicated through a
fully particularized, fully realized imaginative rendering of life."2? The
parallel with Winters' own convictions and critical preoccupation cannot
escape notice.

Unlike Winters, however, Leavis never explicitly enunciated his critical
theory, nor did he wish to admit any absolute standard on which his judgment
of the moral vision present in the work of art could be grounded. Further-
more, Leavis was in general critical agreement with his contemporaries!
favorable opinion of the post-Romantic experimentalist revolt in poetry. He
reserved his greatest critical energy and originality for the revaluation of

the English nml.3°
It is not, therefore, with Leavis' work, but with the recent essays of a

new generation of British critics for whom Leavis paved the way that Winters!
criticism has most in common. Critics such as Doneld Davie, Denis Donoghue,
Thom Gunn,3l and especially Craham Hough,32 retaining Leavia! interest in

28pavis Daiches, The Present Age After 1920 (London: Cresset, 1958), p.

136.
291bid., p. 137.
3Orp14.

3lMr. Gumn is presently in America, teaching at Berkeley, California, anoj
publishing frequently in Yale Review.

32cf. nis "Reflections on a Literary Revolution," in Image and Experience
(London: Duckworth, 1960), pp. 3-83. - |
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revaluation and in the vital relevance of literature to life, have in the past
few years been asking questions of the modern poetic which Winters ‘himself
raised in the early thirties. How far can poetry go without a rational
structure? What is the ultimate value of the post-Romantic experiment? How
fortile are its methods? Are Joyce, Eliot, and Pound the continuance of the
main-stream of literary tradition in England, or merely a backwater? Can
"The Waste Land" and the Cantos stand close scrutiny? "The real question,”
Frank Kermode has written, "is why we have so much wanted to accept what is
evidently a dublous position--the traditional character of the modern poetic."
These questions are so obvious, "so evidently legitimate, that their suppres-
gsion over all these years suggests & hysterical loss of the critical
fu.nct.:i.an."33

The four critics I have named have explicitly referred to Yvor Winters
as a significant and respected voice in the revaluation movement; Gunn has
studied with Winters at Stanford. Their work has helped to carry forward
Winters' critical ideals and has won for him renewed recognition. He is
acknowledged "the John the Baptist of the Gounter~&evolution."3l‘ He sets for
the counter-revolutionaries standards of clarity, straightforwardness,
dedication to formal excellence, and willingness to set down challenging,

thought-provoking evalustions, unswayed by modish opinion.

33prank Kermode s "Counter-Revolution," Puzgles and Epiphanies: Essays
and Reviews, 1958-1961 (New York: Chilmark, 1962), pp. L5-45.

3h1bid., p. LS.
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The ultimate explanation of Winters' growing reputation, however, rests
not on the similarity of his thought to contemporary critical trends, nor even
on the direct influence he may have had on some of today's younger critics.
These have merely been factors accounting for a greater willingness to grant
& sympathetic hearing to ideas that once seemed cranky and dictatorial.
VWinters'! increased influence rests chiefly on the merits of his own critical
writings. I do not refer to critical theory, nor to his own individual
opinions and critiques, illuminating as they can often be. Winters has more
than information snd opinion to offer. He has provided critical tools of
practical value to anyone interested in understanding poetry, whether one
wishes to agree with Winters' poetic theory or not. Some final gestures to
what I believe to be of greatest practical value in Winters' work are
certainly in order.

His analyses of the structural methods of poetic composition are
particularly useful, even if we do not agree with Winters! own hierarchy of
the best methods. It is only when we are aware of the goals and limitations
of a poet'!s approach to his art that we can understand his work and evaluate
its success or failure, its formal excellence or shoddiness. These general
analyses, together with the concrete examples of Winters' own close readings
of individual poems (there are few critics as clear and careful in line-by-
line snalysis), repay careful study on the part of students and teachers of
literature alike.

Closely related to these analyses is Winters' distinction between
traditional and experimental poetic conventions, and his illuminating
description of what he believes to be the major tradition in English poetry.
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Whether the logical method of composition, in all its rstional plainness, with
its characteristic concern for what Winters would call major human experiences
(moral choice, man's relation tc God and to fellow men, fear and despair in
the face of confusion), need be called the finest strain of poetry, it
certainly is a& recurrent strain, observable in many different centuries, and .
displaying the common moral vision of the race, without sacrificing either the
universality of thet vision or the particular flavor of each individual's
expression of it. In defining this tradition, Winters has made us aware of
new poetic values and has called many lost voices to our attention: Greville,
Gascoigne, the "plain" Jonson, Edward Taylor, Robert Bridges, Thomas Hardy.
He shows us how to observe the history of English poetry in terms of the
continuity of artistic and human values, rather than in terms of passing
schools, fashions, and mannerisms. Finally, in revaluating the works of
individual poets according to these same traditional standards, he has
brought to our attention meny fine poems which were formerly obscured by the
luster of popular anthology pieces.35

Winters has performed a further service by revealing to & new generation

35%inters® ess&ys on Emily Dickinson (In Defense, pp. 283-299), Robert
Frost (Function, pp. 157-88), and his book on Edwin Arl on Robinson
(Norfolk, Conn.: New Directions, 1946), are eXamples of the sort of
revaluation I mean. We find, for example, that Robinson is at his greatest
in "The Wandering Jew," "Lost Anchors," "Many Are Called," "The Sheaves,"
"The Three Taverns," and "Rembrandt to Rembrandt® (p. 39). The list is a
gservice to those who know Robinson only as the suthor of the character
sketches and monologues usually anthologized.
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of poets the range of experience that is available to the poet using tradi-
tional structural methods. The new poets have listened. Open & contemporary
anthology; young writers are more often influenced by Hardy, Robinson, Stevens
or even Winters himself, rather than by Whitmen, Pound, or Eliot.36 They have
returned to the plain style, with its love of abstract statement; or have
investigated the possibilities of the post-symbolist technique, in which
thought and imagery fuse into a rational whole. These styles do not betray
the spiritual snd ideological complexity of our age, but handle it with
startling accuracy.37

A final contribution of Mr. Winters is not so much & critical tool or
method of approach as an attitude that he communicates to his reader. It is
an important attitude, which rises from, but is not necessarily dependent on,
his moral theory of poetry.

Winters describes the poet as & man endeavoring to master his experience,
8
to bring artistic ordsr and evaluation to his vague half-understood faelings?

3670 1ist some examples: Kingsley Amis, Edgar Bowers, J. V. Cunningham,
Donald Davie, Thom Gunn, Ted Hughes, Elizabeth Jennings, Donald Justice,
Philip Larkin, Robert Lowell, Vassar Miller, Alastair Reid, Theodore Roethke,
Charles Tomlinson, Richard Wilbur. Many of these poets are represented in
The New Poets of England and America: an Anthology, edited by Donald Hall,
Tobert Pack, and Touls Simpson, with an introduction by Robert Frost (New
York: Meridian, 1957).

37For their accuracy in expressing the spiritual ambiguity and barrenness
of the contemporary world, Thom Gunn's "In Santa Maria del Popolo" or Philip
Larkin's "Church Going" need fear nothing from comparison with "The Waste
Land"; the latter, however, might appear deficient if all three were
submitted to line-by-line analysis.

38winters, In Defense, pp. 23-29, passim.
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The poet is onc who clarifies life by attaining "tho final certitude of

speech," by saying "what one should say.“39 Poetry, therefore, is not only a

ngans of "commumnication among those who are wholly civilized and adult,"ho it
is itself a humanizing force that can "turn us & little in the direction of
civilization. wbid

This is not & new attitude toward literature. It is much in the traditior
of western liberal education, & philoscphy of education which regards the
humanities as the finest means by which man comes to understand himself,
becomes human. Winters' personal faith in these ancient convictions, however,
bears this characteristic emphasis: he links the spiritual, humenizing value
of poetry with its formal excellence and its rational understanding of major
human issues. He believes that the poet who sacrifices reason and clarity,
who fears to think and speak about what is relevant to his times, ceases to
commmicate, and so removes from socleity & powerful civilizing force. If the
poet and Lis public, therefore, eare estranged today, the reason is not merely
that society has ceased to be interested in poetry, but that the poet has

ceased to be interested in society.

Ivor Winters and William Wordsworth would be perhaps uncongenial

3yvor Winters, Collected Poems (Denver: Swallow, 1960), pp. 131, 90.

hOWinters, Punction, p. Th.

thinters, In Defense, p. 57k.
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companions. Yet both men shuére & fundamentel conviction, one the literary
world too easily loses sight of. At @ time when poetry was preoccupied with
decorative fancy and private reveries, Mr. Winters reminded us that the poet
is above all "a man speaking to men."hz And he has added forcefully that the
poet who wishes to be heard will win his audience only by the artistic
cogency and human importance of what he has to say.

425111 am Wordsworth, in the preface to the Lyrical Ballads, second
edition.
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