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So sick

you couldn’t play Naima

so flat we ached

for song you'd concealed

with your own blood,

your diseased liver gave

out 1ts purity,

the inflated heart

pumps out, the tenor kiss,
tenor love:

a love supreme, a love supreme —
a love supreme, a love supreme —

. “D.e‘ar John, Dear Coltrane” uses many of the techniques Henderson
identifies with the use of black music as a poetic reference: the ‘JHUSiC.)I; to
song titles (Coltrane’s classic composition “Naima”), the use (:F];u-]quau,c
from the jazz life (“funky”), quotations from a song (“a love :uprc;nc’k’)
the generalized reference to a musical form (“the bl;lt‘S”). the 1-nusici n 1;.
subjAcct (Coltrane), and the incorporation of an emotional respomlc t(() tl;cl‘
music (“so flat we ached / for song you'd concealed”). Finally, the poem
incorporates the tonal memory of jazz as a basis of poetic strilﬁcture This
effect is most clear in a passage like “fuel / the tenor sax cannibal / 'he'xrf
genitals and sweat,” where a memory of the complex rhythms of CO]I’]"H“]C.;
music helps the reader to experience the highly synco ated rhyt f h"
i ghly syncop wythm of the
If Coltrane’s music enabled Harper to articulate his vision of history, it
;-1]50 helped him to formulate his own poetic style and voice. The ;1lternatii,0n
nf. vernacular speech patterns (“Why you so black? . . . Why you so funky?”)
with more traditionally lyric language reenacts the harmonic and mcl(‘)t‘iic
cmmterp(?im of Coltrane’s music. At the same time, the use of the call-and-
response format echoes the repetition of Coltrane’s own refrain; in thematic
terms, the call-and-response tradition is linked with the tradition of black
music, and, by extension, of African American poetry. o

C?mpter?
The New Criticism and poetic formalism

In the early 1920s, a group of brilliant young pocts initiated what would be-
one of the mostimportant movements in twentieth-century American
literature: the New Criticism. The oldest of these poets, John Crowe
Ransom, had been teaching at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee,
since 1914. Along with another Vanderbilt instructor, Donald Davidson,
as well as undergraduate students Allen Tate and Robert Penn Warren,
Ramsom founded a literary magazine, The Fugitive. The members of
Ransom’s circle — who contributed both poetry and critical essays to the
magazine — called themselves “Fugitives.”
The Fugitives began as a group concerned with producing and publish-
ing good poetry, and their magazine — which ran from 1922 to 1925 —
was an important literary publication that included in its pages poems by
many of the leading writers of the day. In the course of the decade, how-
ever, the focus of the group shifted from the study of poetry to an explo-
al and artistic problems of Southern writing, and to a
economic and social issues facing the rural
re calling themselves “Southern Agrarians,”

come

ration of the intellectu
still broader examination of the
South. By 1930 the Fugitives we
making the argument that the South’s distinctiveness lay m a

and were
hich stood as a bulwark against the

predominantly agricultural society w
industrial materialism and consumerism of the Northern states. I'll Take
My Stand: the South and the Agrarian ‘Tradition (1930) was a collection

of essays by twelve Southerners, including Ransom, Davidson, Tate, and

Warren.

At the same time that they were turning their
Ransom and the other Fugitives were also leading a movement to legitimize
2 different kind of criticism from th
departments in the United States. Influe
Eliot and by the books of English critics I. A.Rich
Ransom and the other Fugitives increasingly turne
ms instead of the biographical inform
of poetry — often performed by
was a departure from the kind
d. In 1937

attention to regional issues,

at currently practiced in most English
nced by the critical essays of 1L 5.
ards and William Empson,
d their attention to the
ation surrounding

actual texts of poe
their composition. This “close reading”
critics who were poets in their own right —
philological study that had dominated the fiel

of historical and
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Ransom published an essay entitled “Criticism, Inc,” which argued that
literary criticism “must become more scientific . . . precise and system-
atic.” The following year, two of Ransom’ former students — R obert Penn
Warren and Cleanth Brooks — published what would be the single most
influential book of the New Critical movement: Understanding Poetry. That
book, and its companion volumes Understanding Fiction and Understanding
Drama, codified many of the New Critical ideas into a coherent approach
to literary study and revolutionized the teaching of literature. Ransom him-
self published two highly influential volumes of essays — The World’s Body
(1938) and The New Criticism (1941) — the latter of which would give the
movement its name.

In the 1930s, most of the New Critics left Vanderbilt and spread their
ideas to universities across the country: Ransom went to Kenyon College
in Ohio and founded The Kenyon Review; Warren and Brooks both went to
Louisiana State University, where they founded The Southern Review: and
Tate went on to teach at Princeton, New York University, and the University
of Minnesota. The New Critical mode, propelled by influential books of
criticism like Brooks™ The Well-Wrought Urn (1947) and W, K. Winsatt's
The Verbal Icon (1954), would dominate the academic study of poetry until
the end of the 1960s. The success of the New Criticism during these years
is not difficult to explain: as Terry Eagleton suggests, the New Criticism
evolved at a time when American literature programs were struggling to
become professionalized, and when the study of English Literature was
attempting to compete with both the sciences and the social sciences as
an academic discipline. The New Critical methodology, with its emphasis
on the close reading of short poems, provided a “convenient pedagogical
method of coping with a growing student population,” particularly in the
period following World War I1.!

Though each of the New Critics pursued a somewhat different set of
ideas about poetry, the fundamental nature of their mquiry followed similar
lines. In general, the argument of the New Criticism was that the most
successful works of literature displayed an “organic unity” which could best
be discovered through an understanding of their words, images, figures of
speech, and symbols. The New Critics insisted on treating the poem as a
self-sufticient verbal object (the “well-wrought urn” or “verbal icon”), and
in recognizing, in the words of Ransom, “the autonomy of the work it-
self as existing for its own sake.” They warned against critical practices that
distracted the reader from the poem itself, such as the “intentional fallacy”
(the idea that a work should be judged according to the intentions of its
author) and the “affective fallacy” (the idea that a work should be judged
according to its emotional effects on the reader). Finally, they avoided read-
ings that relied on biography, psychology, or historical and social context.
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second and third.

John Crowe Ransom

Ransom was born in 1888 in rural Terlm\;sscf, ?;t siri}i)j 2g[:12tg1§g:;?i?d
i scocious student, he entered vVanderdilt ¢ c
gizgufftfgti;ow(w. Ransom studied classics at Qxford tronlw. ‘}1}‘)}() t:;tllli)Jn“;
before returning to Vanderbilt as an instructor mtth(c }}]Eng 1;1:}16:; e fm.t
He began writing poetry in about 1916, and in 1919 c pu 1; i m;atm.re
vo]umLe, Poems about God. In the early ?92(,)3, Ransom dl.sf(zovirtu ol g
poetic voice, publishing his two most important books o 1:})0&t r};im 01.1 "
Fever (1924) and Tiwo Gentlemen in Bonds (1927). From that p ;
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wrote relatively few poems T i . ’
critical essays t:i;r whlpch h; 1sp Eii‘sl;rfl_;]]i:)ifoCus on his teaching and on the tension with the elegiac form. Even the poem’s title distances us from its
» subject: the girl, whose first name is never given, is referred to only as
“John Whiteside’s daughter.” In the poem itself, the words “astonishes”
and “vexed” suggest that rather than an outpouring of grief at the death
of the little girl, the narrator experiences surprise and vexation at an event
which “has upset our human calculation.” Throughout the poem, Ransom
plays with the discrepancy between the very simple theme and the unusual
diction and phrasing. Ransom adopts a mock heroic language in evoking
“wars . . . bruited in our high window™ and “arms” taken against shadows.
This language, evoking an epic battle rather than a girl’s play, is contrasted
with the humorous scene of the geese who are herded by the girl and
made to “scuttle / Goose-fashion under the skies.” The word “bruited,”
perhaps the most unusual usage in the poem, suggests that the girl’s battles

Ranson i / 3 i
B p;Lstllgrlti:i}ll(slg b€-SL(:‘II as a minor poet of the 1920s rather than
s S R e c:n‘nst era, but he no_netheless wrote a handful of
Sb i tmdi[jonaf‘-’eb la true mastery of poetic form and expression.
! Semibﬂiéy S i s 1mfmth torf'n al"ld :subject matter, yet it displays
. nmdcemh_cemﬁ t; (1) ‘lll(zL‘it’I‘I‘l-lSlll in its biting irony and its refusal
b g Ll bVO-L:S‘E-f[ sf‘11t1111t‘11tallty Stylistically, Ransom’s best
e e -115 ;- illful prosody, its metaphysical wit, and its
s fmﬁous i iterary language with the colloquial idiom.
Pk quim 1 Bells .for John .Whitesidc’s Daughter” (1924),
e s see 1ng‘y sent.lmental_snuation — the death of a young
) Yy to undermine that sentimentality in the poem itself: g

zhzre was _such speed in her little body, with the geese are rumored far and wide, but it also has the less pleasant
It?s ;;‘C‘Ll olxlngdhein}:i El her footfall, 501:11mtal?10n of 4 noise or roar which may have disturbed the speaker in his
Astonishes us all. A iy w‘mdow. ; : . aop T :
The first stanza begins with an evocative portrait of the girl, informing us
&erlwars were bruited in our high window, of her youth, vivacity, and grace (the syntactic parallelism of the “speed in her
W?le?gtii ?;I:)([)(r;g orchard trees and beyond little bpdy” and the “lightness in her f()(.)tf‘all" pr(widin.g a perfectly balanced
S t;?;sizlnst her shadow, portrait). BUF in thft final two 111.1cs of the stanza, this imagery 1s strongly
‘ contrasted with the image of the girl’s body laid out in her coffin (her “brown
The lazy geese, like a snow cloud study”), a sight which “astonishes us all.” The contrast between the almost
']l?:iflg;nggat:sl;z;o?ngn tlhe green grass, vi‘olcntly activc_‘ lictle girlz who “harriqed'j the geese _wi:}.} her “rod,” and the
Whs seiedin goospe, ﬁiassee?y and proud, still bgdy now in the COffl.I.L is very effective. T}ps effect is ;1ccentuatcd’by the
~ 2 final line of the poem, which presents her as “lying so primly propped.” Here
i Z;;h;i:gilszstﬁe?rt within the little ﬂuere is an unnatura}ncss or formality about her appearance: he‘r‘ primnesi
e e s aa pfslif_isri;n; r1s$i : in death contrasts with her boldmtss and recklessness 1n life; her pr‘(‘)pped
Glcse-Fashion under fhe skiss] and scuttle posture in the coffin contrasts ‘w1th her former activity; and the “brown
: study” of her death contrasts with the natural world of orchard, pond, and
iu;::;"ogu‘lfl»:eb::?; tfmdlwe are ready, geese with \Vhi(ﬁ]"l.shc—\.\’z.ls aswciated in ]i’fe. ' )
Tisasors areveked ati:riig\);f:ed The poem avoids tal].mg into patbos in several ways: by its cuntmsis. of
study. tone and language, by its use of epithets that create 1ronic distance (“the

Lying S0 prlmly ropped
e Jittle / Lady with rod”), and by never departing from the perspective of an

uninvolved adult neighbor who appreciates the girl’s innocence and energy
but appears not even to know her name. We can easily see why Randall
Jarrell called the poem “perfectly realized . . . and almost perfect.” The
poem subtly blends humor with pathos, connecting both through a simple
yet elegant imagery. The simile of the geese dropping their white feathers
“like a snow cloud / Dripping their snow on the green grass” suggests the
possibility of natural process into an aesthetic appreciation, but the death of
the girl affords no such luxury, only the vexation of being “sternly stopped”
by her “brown study.” The absurdity of the conceit of the geese themselves

As in man - ’ -
treatment of‘)tzh:ft}l{uig:)i]? s poems, we find the theme of mortality, but his
' elegy, in which the rith‘Ty unmu;ﬂl The poem is certainly not a typical
! e dietie: it tl'I:c Odry ‘PUYPOSC}S to express grief at the death of a
or compensation t:Or thf l(fql:;fn:}::h\]’ssz vpr(’“;ldf{; ‘;10 :t’ﬂse > g
like rhythms : e A oth the somewhat prose-
the events ];eq::'fil:};z Oﬁdl};&hﬁ- dlftlon 8 the POCId ereate o dismncep from
poem is that of e terminology, the structure of the
a traditional elegy, but the fexture remains in an uneasy
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are church bells, but they 5
5, y are also the bells of mortali ' as
Donne put it, for us all. B Bl S

Allen Tate

['he sec ‘me 1 I
: Ll(().lllld poet to emerge from the New Critical nexus was Allen Tate
late’s brilliant intellect and precoci 1 e .
and precocious poetic talent wer
i . : were a match for
L C;n and as an undergraduate he dazzled his classmates and teachers
inc I is F  symabol ) -
uding Ransom) with his knowledge of the French symbolists. On the
recommendati 0. i I '
o n;]ul](c)litllon of Hart Crane — with whom Tate began corresponding in
> early s — he g i t | -
i ty 2( ;_ he 7150 began reading the modernists. Tate and Ransom
not agree about The Waste Land (1 i i
L ind (Tate admired the '
Qi Nokas . , : oem while R:
attacked 1t) and their : i . would
é attitudes toward poetic IS 1
: . : ic modernism in general w
. ’ o : ‘ al would
remain markedly different throughout their careers .
I-]lt]c‘[)l;;t \\/)‘(l/ll‘ldt rbilt in 1924 and moved to New York City, where he lived
until 192 1ile in New York 1 it adll ’
: ork, Tate published h 5 i 2
; 12 1s first collect f S
i ' i . ction of poems
E_;t Poptl and Other Poems), as well as a biography of the Confederate ch-ncr ]
e ( =% T a2 ‘A’ > ; (
o )I);‘\:’?J I Jackson. Tate’s most famous poem, “Ode to the Confederate
ead,” was cc I i I I o
; [h, c\;‘;&:i composed in 1926 and revised in 1930. The irregular form
of the “Ode” is not typical [ate’  the |
al of Tate’s poetry of the 1¢ i
] ) ate’s 1e 1920s, which more
- ‘ i try 20s, which more
N c}oulfornud to the formal style associated with the New Criticism
ever s i 2 s . ) o ’ . .
o tje ess, the “Ode” remains Tate’s most important composition
](){)l;% Ic s poem represented his own “quest of the past,” as he put it in
Z0 letter, 7as ¢ ={ef . : A
o :]L It‘ Was a quest to recover not only the cultural past of the South
also the history of his family, whi \ . :
. s . which had been “scatte {
Ny oy y attered to the four
winds” after 71l War. The is fo ing
sl the F(J‘vll ar. The poem is formally complex: though lacking
a regular verse form, it contains a vari ok ;
re , ains a varied rhyme scheme
T A and makes use
( &) a s 1 ) t
)lf h'equct?t repetition and internal rhyme. The action of the poem tak
blace at the gate of a Confeder: : on.
I : the gate of ‘11 Confederate graveyard on a late autumn afternoon
A lone man views the falling leaves i 1 : l
S alling leaves, which remind him of )
b " e = ? of the “seasonal
eternity of de: - 2y pi e
y of death” as they pile up on the gravestones. In the second stanza

hL man plll‘;L\ to “r] 1t ] t
< d LIE or ate (.'l]]g d b
< d d aro l((_l] 10101 O € vages
qut‘ 1T tati n th ra }12:, h Of‘

Autumn is desolation in the plot

Of a thousand acres where these memories grow
From the inexhaustible bodies that are not

Degd, but feed the grass row after rich row.

Thm.k of the autumns that have come and gone!
Ambitious November with the humors of the ye-ar,
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With a particular zeal for every slab,

Staining the uncomfortable angels that rot

On the slabs, a wing chipped here, an arm there:
The brute curiosity of an angel’s stare

Turns you, like them, to stone,

Transforms the heaving air

Till plunged to a heavier world below

You shift your sea-space blindly

Heaving, turning like the blind crab.

The man experiences autumn’s changesas a -
bled by the “brute curiosity” of the angel’s stare, perhaps because he can
¢ faith” enjoyed by his ancestors. He goes

‘desolation”’; he is deeply trou-

no longer participate in the “activ
through a series of metamorphoses that reflect the torpor of his psyche: he
is turned into stone, descends into “sea-space,” and is finally transformed
into a “blind crab.”

While Tate’s theme of death and the inexorable passage of time 1s uni-
situation is specific to the South. The protagonist, a

versal, the narratve
1 version of Tate himself, is reminded

Southern intellectual who is clearly
by the Confederate military cemetery of how profoundly the South has
changed. As Louis Rubin suggests, the “New South of cities and factories™
has begun to replace the South beloved of the Fugitives and later the Agrar-
ians. “Surveying the heroic past and the empty present,” Rubin notes, “the
young Southerner could only feel himself in isolation from what were now
his region’s ways.”* Later in the poem, the speaker finds that he is unable to
address even the bones of the Confederate dead: “What shall we say to the
bones, unclean, / Whose verdurous anonymity will grow? . .. We shall say
only the leaves whispering / In the improbable mist of nightfall.” The heroic
world of Confederate soldiers is lost to the modern Southerner, who can-
not experience nature in anything other than predatory or alienated terms:
the grass nurtured by the soldiers’ bodies has turned an “insane green’’; the
graveyard is a place where “gray lean spiders come, they come and go™:
and the willow trees growing above the graves form a “tangle” that blocks
out all light. In this haunted place, only the “singular screech-owl’s tight /
Invisible lyric” can be heard.

Tate plays effectively with sound throughout the poem, especially in his
use of end rhymes. In the stanza quoted above, the first four lines have a
traditional rhyme scheme (abab), but in the rest of the stanza the rhymes
are looser in organization. After thyming “year” with “there,” Tate disrupts

the rhyme scheme by adding the unexpected rhymes of “stare” and “air.”
ords are so far removed from each other that we

In other cases, rhyming w
ow” comes eight lines after “row,”

almost forget they are rhymes at all: “bel
and “crab” follows a similar distance after “slab.” The effect of these delayed
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and irregularly repeated rhymes is to create a feeling of anxiety, mirrorin
the attitude of the narrator as he contemplates the eerie graveyard.,

o
t=]

The rhythms are similarly irregular, ranging from three to six beats per
line and working strongly against the fluidity of regular iambic meter. As
Tate himself suggested in his essay on the poem, the rhythm of the poem
was intended to match its theme. Just as the dramatic tension of the poem
resides in the contrast between two ideas — the “heroic theme” of “active
faith” represented by the Confederate dead, and the “fragmentary cosmos”
which results from the solipsism of the modern world — the poem’s rhythm
was meant to be a modulation between a formal regularity and a “broken
rhythm” which would capture the failure of heroic emotion. Thus we find
the alternation between lines of heroic pentameter (““Autumn is desolation
in the plot,” “Think of the autumns that have come and gone!”) — which
evoke a romanticized sense of the past — and the shorter lines toward the
end of the stanza that comment on the modern speaker’ situation. After the
image of the broken statue, “a wing chipped here, an arm there,” the lines
become shorter and less elegiac, suggesting the fragmentary and impotent
nature of the viewer’s experience. The double caesura of “Turns you, like
them, to stone” creates a heavy, stonelike feeling, while the opening trochees
of the final line, “Heaving, turning like the blind crab,” accentuate the 1mage
of the awkwardly moving crab itself.

This second stanza alone gives an indication of the complexity of Tate’s
poem. Yet at the same time it also displays the limitations of Tate’s style.
Tate’s “Ode” does not rise to the level of dense formal achievement found
in Crane’s best work or in Eliot’s Four Quartets, nor does it achieve the ironic
compression of Ransom’s strongest poems. And while the poem contains
moments of lyric brilliance and effective imagery, it lacks the formal and the-
matic possibilities represented by modernist poems such as Pound’s Cantos.
Eliot’s Waste Land, and Williams’ Paterson.

The New Criticism and postwar poetry

Although the New Criticism was an American phenomenon, it was part of
a more general trend toward poetic formalism on both sides of the Atlantic.
During the mid-1930s, volumes by William Empson, C. Day Lewis, Louis
MacNeice, and W. H. Auden helped establish a period style in the work of
younger English poets. The most influential of these poets was Auden,
whose work was formal, casually ironic, and technically accomplished.
Auden’s poetry exerted an influence on an emerging generation of American
poets, including John Berryman, Randall Jarrell, Delmore Schwartz, Karl
Shapiro, Richard Wilbur, Richard Howard, and James Merrill. In 1939,
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Auden emigrated to the United States; he becn_l?ac a United btnitcs ?1“.2.0” 11:
1946. Auden’s presence in American litcr:n'}f life — as a t_cachc-l ;m.( ;L‘turr]:.c
in various colleges and universities, as an actively publishing }?o]ct‘. 1131”1-\ "
editor of the prestigious Yale Series ot Younger Poets — made tu. . ;| - ud
carly 1950s the “Age of Auden.” John Ashbery, \\"hQ wrote his sun‘m , "j;
on Auden in 1949, claimed that when he began reading gmdcrn pc)]L try, 1 \L‘l-
den was “the modern poet,” just as Eliot had been the (11[1_11[655(‘11'[1le.1‘]410% L‘l(_:l]
poet for the previous generation. Auden never became fully A]l'll.l‘lf d-m:;tné-
however, and despite the importance of his influence on a geljlu.{\t‘l?l o
poets, anthologists and literary historians have generally not included h
‘ ¢ the ranks of American poets.
Jm[?ln?Ilz}tfci:;;]\f'()l]()\\'ing \}Vor]}d War 11, many younger poets AdOPTL,{ :hf
formal st\:lc popularized by Auden and thv#Ncw (,1‘1t1‘cs. Mu‘th-;t‘?t }t;w
etry written during the late 1940s and 1950s —a pc_'r]lod ld'L'n'[f.‘l‘LL}{d\bcrt
“.‘\Lf,c“ of Conformity” (Irving Howe) and thg: “tr;mqmlhzcdik?ft‘us ] (m:th()d
L(){\-'cll) — paid more attention to matters of technique a?u._\ -L-)]‘ 1111(1 e
than to novelty of idea or conception. Many poets preferred {m ]-L o
within the relative safety of fixed forms like th.c sonnet or rh_vn?u qul.ltI’.:ﬂ]Ill;
the social and political conservatism of the pcrigd was reﬂ_m‘tcd. m t u{ lpoi:xk;
themselves, which often avoided taking sty‘hst;c. t_hcmat]c, 101‘ tu}md tl;}"ol(;_.
The typical poetry of the period can bc- tom}d in a 11L]11'1-WLI" 0 4;1:““‘11“
gies t]:lflt served to solidify the shared vision (-')‘f an ;u‘ndcm{% mpmia?] !(_)_-;[ 5
style. Such collections as John Ciardi’s :\I:’n’~(,;_‘)i1mry(1;‘(]);::’;‘1“1&/ {a; ,'.~P(\U.d\m‘;
olfe Humphries’s New Poems by American Poets 53), W. H. ‘
l({'f:;]r:;'(ihiimtk of Modern American Ii’r_\'("(l‘}_%ﬁ), and l)(m;qs;l H;(lll,_l{.ob;l_‘lf
Pack, and Louis Simpson’s New Poets of El{qﬁ‘r{rd mid._"lmvnm (_1.-.)?2]1”?‘“:1
duced a new generation of formal poets, including W\lbur..Mcull{ \Wol\lu LI
Nemerov, Anthony Hecht, John Hollander, Donald Justice, and Willian
M%T]lziltzéncrg-xtion of postwar formalists were all born bc-r\\'c‘uj I‘ﬁ({-mi]ﬁi
1930, and they were well educated, well tra\x:]cd, ;1}1(1 k'()Sll](_)}?()l?Ftl‘I]l. : L:]ric]‘,
for example, was the son of a prominent financiet, the p]l}lu‘l}\ﬁd 0: ]‘L‘ '
of one of America’s largest brokerage houses. .As a group, these I}A_n‘x : Ll ]
resent the core of the academic poetry establishment over tht_’ .1.\1t fL,\ tl] J[
decades of the twentieth century, and they have been highly fetec ]w]\ [,1:1
establishment. Merrill received the National Book Award, th‘r B;; ;1_1{-.(-‘1-1
Prize, and the Pulitzer Prize. Justice and Nmuemv‘ both won lhIL‘ ’ iu{tja‘].v
and both Nemerov and Meredith served as 1’-0ct‘1'y )( ,011.\‘1.11l;njt tt) t n- 1 ‘1;;1]111
of Congress. Wilbur was appointed the nation’s Poet Laureate, succeeding
vert Penn Warren. ‘ N .
RUTL]iI‘ttvpiml poems produced by ;lc.‘ademi«; poets of thc\ I]‘)?Hs I”.],df‘]]j_)::: :
reflect st.mngly the influence of the New Critics and of the more form:
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yoets of the TNis i
poets of the modernist generation, such as Frost, Yeats, and Stevens. They
are forma ribtRr : spaall e : i i \ - e
: 1111. witty, and impersonal, seeking an elegance of phrasing and often
a relaxe : of i\
s d or insouciant tone. A good example of such polished writing is
ichard Wilbur’s poem “A Simile for Her Smile™: o

Your smiling, or the hope, the thought of it,
Makes in my mind such pause and abrupt L;asc
As when the highway bridgegates fall, .
Balking the hasty traffic, which must sit

On each side massed and staring, while
Deliberately the drawbridge starts to rise:

Then horns are hushed, the oilsmoke rarefies
Above the idling motors one can tell )
The packet’s smooth approach, the slip,

Slip of the silken river past the sides,

The ringing of clear bells, the dip

And slow cascading of the paddle wheel.

A Wilbur displays a good deal of technique here, but he does so in a see
ingly cfﬁ)r.t‘]mﬁ manner. There is none of the tension hct\\"CCl] fb‘n;:klm_i
r_hcz_nc we tm'd in Ransom’s poetry, and the poem is easily appreciated b‘nltlftj
for its clmrm’mg use of the extended simile and for its [11;1;1ipul-.1tion of for
;11an sound. The end rhymes bring a sense of unity to the \I’l'][‘IZ‘N \1'10'!{;]
.'u:hm\-'%‘ an ideal l‘f;\lancc' between strict iambic pcntn—mctcr ;1.n‘d&‘r‘re;' L;cnt]l:uE
never jarring variation from it. Wilbur makes effective use of '1]1}t(‘1"1ri
(.‘SPL‘(‘]:.l“‘}' in the second stanza, and he makes us feel the nm‘rion.c‘}f (t)in‘
water in lrho “slip, / Slip of the silken river past the sides.” The \il-lllll(_‘ 1ts ]]:
is inventive yet does not strain the powers of the imagination: ti]c \nn'l:Lof
the young woman to whom the poem is addressed is ;.‘omparcd (somewh:
1.11_\(‘.\'pccrcdly) to the rising of a drawbridge which slowly allows [il : : ' ):t
:‘):In!p.l;‘ldlc‘—_\\jhc.cl boat. Finally, Wilbur indulges in bor‘lh \\'orghiplnt.' F(:]:‘tl;:
- T ‘ g . . x
H\i\; ay of similarity between “simile” and “smile™), and paradox (*“abrupt
l)?gplt? all tllw ways in which the poem is successful, however, we cannot
consider it an important poem. [t manages a nice conceit, but it‘ also ';voi Is
any engagement with larger ideas or issues. No specificity is LI]‘L\.’.L’H "ﬂm(.t
the lrc];-ltmnship between the speaker and the woman he [;‘10.})C~§ will ‘\milll
at him; no real emotion is expressed or portrayed, despite thc.'lttcm“at tt
capture the sense of a potentially emotional moment; and no 1'1‘:‘”" } 01
or philosophical statement is made. The use of the u;bm ‘im'w“r:,‘-'u ;(?“‘J
highways, bl:idgvs, and oilsmoke is made to serve no pu‘rpme‘(:ﬁtthc:r (t)l (J]‘S“
an analogy for a moment of personal happiness; as a 1’:‘\11]% such 1 f‘m h
comes to seem almost gratuitous. 1 R =i
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In the 1960s, poets such as James Merrill began adopting formalist,
post-New Critical techniques in more obviously autobiographical poems.
Merrill’s “The Broken Home” (1967), an autobiographical account of his
parents and their divorce, is written in the form of seven consecutive som-
nets. While “The Broken Home relates details about Merrills life, it 1s not
1 “confessional” poem in the way that we will see in the work of Robert
Lowell or Sylvia Plath. Instead, it remains distanced from the rawness of per-
sonal experience both by its formal structure and by its somewhat detached,

‘wit” can be compared to Ransom’s: like Ransom,

ironic tone. Merrill’s
Merrill uses packed phrasing to evoke a complexity of feeling and awareness,
and he makes frequent use of puns and wordplay, especially in his manipu-
lation of familiar clichés. We see Merrill’s technique at work in the second
sonnet:

My father, who had flown in World War I,

Might have continued to invest his life

In cloud banks well above Wall Street and wife,

But the race was run below, and the point was to win.

Too late now, I make out in his blue gaze
(Through the smoked glass of being thirty-six)
The soul eclipsed by twin black pupils, sex
And business; time was money in those days.

Each thirteenth year he married. When he died
There were already several chilled wives

In sable orbit — rings, cars, permanent waves,
Wed felt him warming up for the green bride.

He could afford it. He was “in his prime”
At three score ten. But money was not time.

If, as Don Adams suggests, the speaker’s central quest is “to rediscover who
his parents really were nd are.” this sonnet begins that task by examining
the life of his father.” The sonnet turns on the cliché “time is money,” an
expression associated both with the father and with the era n which he
made his fortune. By the final couplet, the cliché is turned around as the
father’s death ironically suggests that “money was not time”": despite all the

money he has made and the fact that he still claims to be “in his prime’” at
the age of seventy, he cannot buy back the years he wasted in the pursuit of
and a succession of ever younger wives. ‘T he other crucial phrase in

money
* suggesting that the son has failed until now to

the sonnet is “too late now,’
recognize his father’s failures. In these lines, however, he makes up for lost
time by offering a crushing denunciation of his father’s life and values.

The form of the poem contributes to Merrill’s theme of an emotional and

spiritual emptiness in his father’s life: each quatrain contains one full rhyme
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and one rhyme in which the vowel has been changed (one/win, sex/six,
wives/waves). The use of these slant rhymes suggests that the apparent so-
lidity of the father life fails to disguise a hollowness or lack of integrity at
its center.

The most obvious stylistic tendency of the poem is Merrill’s use of puns.
The pun on “cloud banks” turns the father’s apparently solid profession
of brokering and investment banking into an insubstantial and transitory
object. Merrill also puns on “sable” (denoting both the dark color of the
outer space where the satellite wives orbit and the fur coats he has given
them) and “rings” (the orbits of the wives around the father as well as their
wedding bands). The “chilled wives” evoke “chilled” cocktails, suggesting
the father’s superficial and decadent life.

Merrill’s language is packed not only with such wordplay, but also with
metaphors, clusters of imagery, and mythic structures. The father, for ex-
ample, is introduced as having “flown in World War I,”" and the discourse
of flight and air is continued in “cloud banks,” “eclipsed,” and “orbit.”
I'hrough the sequencing of these metaphors, the apparently heroic fact of
the father’s having been a pilot in the war is ironized: now he is no longer
the war hero, but a stadonary figure around whom the various ex-wives
orbit.

Like Ransom, Merrill creates further ironies by playing with the tension
between a highly compressed poetic idiom (“The soul eclipsed by twin black
pupils”) and a more relaxed, colloquial diction and phrasing (“the point
was to win,” “he could afford it”). Like Ransom, too, Merrill places heavy
demands on the reader’s intelligence and sensitivity to language. Such poetry
appeals to the pleasures of the intellect; at times, however, its ironic cleverness
can come to seem strained and almost arch. Merrill’s preoccupation with
style at times prevents the poem from making a direct emotional connection
with the reader.

The poems that made the greatest impact on the development of Ameri-
can poetry during the 1950s and 1960s were not those written in the formal
style of Merrill and Wilbur. By the late 1950s, American poetry was already
undergoing what James Breslin has referred to as a “radical transformation
of poetic theory and practice.” The poetry of New Critical formalism, a
style that had “rigified into orthodoxy™ and begun to feel “limited, exclud-
ing [and| mmpoverished,” was rejected by many poets who participated in
a sweeping “antiformalist revolt.” The dramatic change in postwar Amer-
ican poetry was the result of a feeling of deep dissatisfaction with inher-
ited models of language and form. Robert Lowell, for example, remarked
that while poets had become extremely proficient at writing in set forms,
such writing no longer seemed relevant to the conditions of contemporary
life:
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o ~ o
[T]he writing seems divorced from culture somehow. It's \:ch.omt t’oo
much something specialized that can’t handle much experience. It’s Bt
become a craft, purely a craft, and there must be some breakthrough bac

into life.’
1 11 ade M ala R Ao Stronger
Robert Creeley put this same crifique of formalist poetry 1n even strong
terms:

Poems were equivalent to cars insofar as many COL:]d occur of a s:.lwmllar
pattern — although each was, of course, “singular. .But it u’-'us Ctlhlls .
assumption of a mold, of a means that could be ‘gamcc‘i bcg-.-tm the 1t%rat )
fact of the writing here and now, that had authoruy.‘ I.t is th‘c more 1rfm1c C
think of it, remembering the incredible pressure Qi erch.r;'g in th‘nsc -}sca}'s:
of all that did want “to be said,” of so much confusion and pain wanting

statement in its own terms.’

1 was the sense of a cultural
become “‘disruptive —
8 The desire to enact

What Lowell and Creeley both experiencec :
crisis. a moment when poetry needed once [‘15?’;"1111 t(‘).
L'l’-l[iC.lﬂ of its culture, of its immediate past, of itself. _ le @ feih
some “breakthrough back into life,” as Lowell put it, to crinque \t.\. U\';-I\l
as aspects of American culture and society as a whole,

conventions as well ' . g oo
o force of American poetry in the decades after
o

was the central motivatin
World War LI h .
.rms of its impact on Americ Il's 1959 vo
unzlc} ;:-]f;,l‘lénidim rcp}rcsuntcd such a breakthrough. Not 01_11}' dld‘ Lgl::..\‘tnht‘
contain a number of striking and mcmm'nb_lc poems — mcludmg S 1.;11
Hour,” “Waking in the Blue,” *Memories of West Street and ch]\xf. ) I%‘{m—
and Wif@,” “During Fever,” and “My Last At‘rcnu‘)on with Um‘!c i_)eu"l L]U‘,\
Winslow” — but it marked a dramatic departure from a 5t}'1c‘ of poetry that
ary success. Lowell’s 1946 volume

=11% 1959 vol-
an poetry as a whole, Lowe 1’5 1959 vol

had already earned Lowell significant htu- : : S
Lord Weary’s Castle had won him the Pulitzer Prize, a Guggenheim Ie¢ 1(. )
[ i 5 r of Arts : ‘tters, and the
ship, an award from the American Academy of Arts and }..LF(L]S. nd t
. ant in Poetry at the Library of Congress. ['he
parv’s Castle, such as “The Quaker Grave-
most powerful poems n Lord Weary’s Castle, such as “The Qu aker 1(; 5
vard in Nantucket,” are written in a densely rhetorical and almost Miltonic
S : : = 3 < BT guiy Pt = Jhe “.‘ sea
stvle. In this wartime elegy for his cousin Warren Winslow, who died 1lrs l
I . . 5 > . g b oy N ~eerribhe 7 N
when his navy ship sank, Lowell writes in w hat can be described as a hig

prestigious post of Consult

literary mode:

Whenever winds are moving and their brs":ath
Heaves at the roped-in bulwarks of this pier,
The terns and sea-gulls tremble at your death
In these home waters. Sailor, can you hear ‘
The Pequod’s sea wings, beating landward, fall
Headlong and break on our Atlantic wall
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Off *Sconset, where the yawing S-boats splash
The bellbuoy, with ballooning spinnakers,

As the entangled, screeching mainsheet clears
the blocks: off Madaket, where lubbers lash
The heavy surf and throw their long lead squids
For blue-fish?

The rhyming pentameter lines — broken by frequent enjambment and
caesura — and the highly pressurized energy of the language create an un-
deniable effect. That effect might be described as dizzying: we need to read
the poem several times before We can get past the sounds of the language
(propelled by alliteration and the onomatopoetic descriptions of splashing
boats and screeching sails) and the syntactic complexity. The poem’s literary
modes are traditional: personification (the winds’s breath), metaphor (the
ship’s sails as wings), and the pathetic fallacy (the gulls and terns mourn the
sailor’s death). We might contrast this passage with lines from Life Studies
such as those at the beginning of “Memories of West Street and Lepke™:

Only teaching on Tuesdays, book-worming

in pajamas fresh from the washer each morning,
I hog a whole house on Boston’s

“hardly passionate Marlborough Street”

Here, the line-lengths are uneven and there is no longer a discernable
impulse toward iambic pentameter. The language is more casual and even
colloquial: the speaker is not reading but “book-worming,” and he “hogs” a
whole house. The initial gesture of the poem is a deflationary one: beginning
with the word “only,” Lowell then tantalizes the reader with the alliteration
of “teaching on Tuesdays™ and the somewhat ntriguing image of “book-
worming” before offering the thoroughly flat second line (its verbal flatness
emphasized by the addition of an extra foot). Even the visual appearance
of the poem is more relaxed and prose-like: for example, Lowell no longer
capitalizes the words on the left-hand margin.

The energy Lowell creates in “The Quaker Graveyard” comes largely
from his use of active verbs: “heaves,” “tremble,” “hear.” “fall,” “break,”
“splash,” “clears,” “lash.” and “throw.” The opening stanza of “Memories
of West Street and Lepke,” in contrast, has only two active verbs in eleven
lines, and both of these actions can be read ironically: the poet “hogs™ a
whole house on Marlborough Street, and his daughter “rises” (“like the
sun”) in her “flame-flamingo infants’ wear.” The two most energetic verbs
in the stanza — “h()ok—worming" and “scavenging” — are presented in a more
passive tense (the present progressive), a tendency that continues throughout
the rest of the poem: “telling off the state and president,” “waiting sentence,”
“strolling,” “wearing chocolate double-breasted suits,” “piling towels on a
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rack,” “dawdling oft,” “hanging like an oalsi.sl.” In a poem that is at 1ef1<t. in
part about Lowell’s “lost connections” with h.!é; past, the mo?d ‘0: ‘dl-SSl‘p"-ltll(:I-]i
created by the passive verb tenses conveys his own sense ot‘ use ‘.i;s.m.s:i:;dc
ineftectuality. The poetry of “A Quaker (vaey?id may bt 1115){;/3252“ Lt
more obviously “poetic,” but it is the poetry of* M.cm()r‘:ﬁe ofl “L? i.” tLhC
and Lepke” that comes closer to captu-rmg-the feeling of “real life
postwar era as Lowell and others perceived it.

The New Formalism

The revival of metered and rhymed poetry in the ]‘)8(_?5 iunon}g 1 gfm-updi):
younger poets constituted the third generational wave (-)t .forn]m) x;zsc‘ mF e
twentieth century. Adopting the somewhat pretentious t]tl?‘}t u ' thvl -
malism,” poets disaffected by the urltstructu%'ed free verse f)t t‘]L \;E:m: 1r t}w
lyric (the dominant style in university creative-writing pl.ogm[ils. . )i;,[r :
1970s and 1980s) sought to reinvigorate the practice of Al]]tl‘l(.l»l.‘l EL—( e ] }‘
in traditional forms and meters. Depending on .whcrc one s;pod \]\Tlt.I[I] ’t‘u‘
verse culture of the period, these New Formalists (or nc'o—tor)?m lﬂlts) I\\\]c‘r:
either reactionaries attempting to turn back the clock to thc_d‘ay.s. ;):‘E)].tv ,I.L‘\L,
Critics, poetic revolutionaries seeking to counter thc tld_c o‘t -m‘pu‘ re Lj );tw,
or a small and ultimately negligible thorn in thv.mdc of mainstream }1( p |
The New Formalists, though relatively tew n numAbcr ‘compalrt\l \\?‘n 1t
practitioners of free verse, were a vocal ;m_d ;\rtlculate_ 11111101‘1{'},’. Mt‘ln{‘.i‘t"l& Lz
a generation born in the 1940s and 1950s, many of them \\..‘L'N:‘ Pro Ls‘s-(zt.i
critics, translators, and editors as well as poet.s",'und ‘thcy \w.rc L().llnr-;;;,
with periodicals such as The Hlf{f.\‘{.lf.' Review, The ;\'.:‘_u' {Ar,tf n‘o;, :1;1((;”0”,
New England Review. In 1985, Philip Dacey :1?1f1 I)'AV‘I.C{ _I.?us.s ‘uassu..« miﬁf
Measures: Contemporary American Poetry in ﬁ'(rtirrm{mf Forms, .thc h|:st su, ‘
cant anthology of formal poetry to be pubhshe.d in the United Stlt;.S \Iil]l:li‘
the early 1960s. This was followed by a boo]f of essays ?:(th;th\\ il:)ll 9‘;()
ism, Expansive Poetry, edited by Frederick E“jc‘lrstcrm in 19¢ j lﬂfl I}.ﬁﬁed tlu:
the publication of Rebel Angels: 25 Poets of the New Formalism, ;0 TLI o
“canon” of New Formalist poets. Rebel Angels hr.ought togct. lt‘l' i,lf‘ : (.‘-k
known New Formalists — Dana Gioia, Brad L}‘]thiluscr. .Moll.llz‘ I\L/Iuolt —n.
Mary Jo Salter, and Timothy Steele — along \'.\'l[]'l furmnhs}s ‘[1 :,1 ari i’el.
Hacker and Rafael Campo who had not previously been included unc
> banner of the New Formalism. . _
rhtl"t;‘:‘n:f(:rsforfl"ltthi\lNcw Formalists ranges from the t‘;ai.rly traditional -use of
fixed forms to a more innovative use of Fm.‘m;il tec‘hmqucs ;3{1;1 strzutt;:l:]
An example of the latter would be Brad I_crth‘?usm's smmct’ ngt- 0: "
Tristesse,” written entirely in monosyllable lines. Another strategy is
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ra\;lc‘lltlc tension between traditional forms and more challenging content
! olly ;c‘d.(iof.k s].\lxreeu line “exploded” sonnet “Those Paperweights with
Snow Inside” plays a narrative of d stic vi i o

ays a narr: domestic violence ao: : appare
R S ence against the apparent
S sonnet form. Hacker’s “Cancer Winter” describes in a series
of Italian sonnets the poet’s battle with breast cancer. R_. S. Gwynn’s three-

sonnet sequence ' Bags™ te I ies 1 i
1et sequence “Body Bags™ tells tragic stories in miniature. The sestet of

the second poem is particularly brutal in its use of rhyming iambic meter:

I saw him one last time. He'd added weight

Around the neck, used words like “grunt” and “slope,”
And said he’d swap his Harley and his dope ’
And both balls for a 4-F knee like mine.

This happened in the spring of ’68.

He hanged himself in 1969.

Here the T(-)]‘I]'l is used with ironic intent. When read aloud, the final line
comes out in perfect iambic pentameter; yet the shortness of the line makes
1t appear to be visually cut off, just as the young man’s life was prematurely
ended by his suicide. - L S
‘L,h']forrl'lmtlcl_\'. not all the poems by the New Formalists are this successful
or innovative in their use of form. In fact, many of the poems in Rebel -41;.1 rels
RL‘FIH tol subsﬁtutc the requirement of formal éonsistcmry for any ()riq;llilllkia-'
nf poetic voice or vision. As a fairly typical example, [ qm)tc(t\vol\'t'mz'{\
from Elizabeth Alexander’s “Who [ Think You Are’: =

Baba’s home is different from my daddy’s:
the sofa arms are draped with quiet lac;:,
Does he fix fish with cardamon and mace?
Coupons in a cookie tin. Meat patties,

.S'L.eaming Cream of Wheat and ripe banana,
juice cups with the little paper hats

the guava jelly jars on plastic mats.

We are your children and receive your manna.

”[c(‘hnicnll:\_'. these lines are competent: they rhyme in a neat abba pattern
they sustain a regular though not overly insistent iambic pentameter md.
{h.c‘_\f use caesura to vary the rhythmic effect within the stanzas Hut. {‘)rlc
El‘llg]][ ,ij“ ask what the New Critics would have made of HU.L-'h pors-tr\-'
['here is little of the complexity — on the level of diction, imagery, ti"Lll“lti\-"':
Inng_lmgc_. wordplay, argument, or voice — that formal verse thits;llw:r' mh-lk L‘
pmmbk. Even in terms of what Ransom would call the poc‘m;s ;'t{’xtllll’c*ef
there 1s nothing striking in terms of the manipulation of form. TheAClm‘L:‘;t
the stanzas come to any kind of ironic tension is in the witty rhvnw- (-)F

“ha m « 1) 3 o o
“banana with “manna,” but even here it is not clear whether anv ironv is
intended. i c

wu
|5

The New Criticism and poetic formalist 1

The New Formalism can be usefully contrasted with the other most Vis-
ible poetic movement of the 1980s: the Language Poetry. Both the New
Formalists and the Language Poets rejected mainstream free-verse lyric as
it was practiced in writing workshops across the country. But while the
Language Poets were participants in a poetic avant garde that sought to revi-
talize the linguistic and formal procedures of American poetry (see chapter
10), the New Formalists seemed curiously retrogressive in their attempt to
resurrect the practices of a half century or more ago. The argument of the
New Formalists for a greater attention to poetic form, and more specifically
to traditional metrical forms, no longer seems as convincing as did the argu-
ment made by the New Critics of the 1930s and 1940s for a more rigorous
attention to form. The critical methods developed by the New Critics were
an important advance on the dominant critical practice of the time, and their
poetry can be seen primarily as a logical extension of their critical practice
rather than vice versa. In the case of the New Formalism, on the other hand -
which seems to have evolved as an aesthetically conservative reflex against
what was perceived as the “laxity” of the 1960s and 1970s — the poetry has
developed no new critical or theoretical apparatus to support it. The claims
by the movement’s advocates that it represents a “revolution” in the practice
of American poetry seem at best hyperbolic and at worst demagogic. First
of all, there is nothing revolutionary about writing in sonnets and quatrains.
And secondly, there has been no “fundamental change” in the writing of
American poetry, since the vast majority of published poetry continues to
be in free verse.

All this is not to question whether traditional forms have a place in
American poetry (clearly they do), but rather to ask whether consecrat-
ing a “movement” to the writing of formal verse — far from being an act
of revolutionary potential — is merely to perpetuate the notion that “real”
poetry must include such elements as rhyme, regular meter, and stanzaic
form. Over the course of the century, the strongest American pocets have
shown that poetic language emerges out of the poet’s confrontation with
the texture and meanings of individual words rather than as a result of the
insertion of these words into prefabricated forms. If, as Robert Creeley put
it. “form is never more than an extension of content,” then the decisions
poets make about what forms to write in are ultimately of less importance

than the things they have to say.




