
“are prone to confuse matters by saying that 
since the fiction is good, the ‘facts’ must be cor- 
rect, or that since the facts are incorrect, the 
fiction is bound to be poor.” Brooks explores the 
world of Faulkner in another spirit, which he 
defines in his opening chapter: “Faulkner, to be 
sure, has much to tell us about life in Mississippi 
and in the South generally. He is indeed con. 
cemed with human beings and human values. 
But his novels are neither case studies nor moral 
treatises. They are works of art and have to be 
read as such.” Brooks is consistent throughout 
his volume in reading them as works of art. 
And therefore one feels, as one reads this critical 
examination of the stories about The Yoknapa- 
tawpha Country, that tlheir greatness is not in 
their strange and fascinating local color, hut in 
their universality. 

The conclusions reached by Brooks, after his 
scrupulous tracing of the histories of Faulkner’s 
characters, are consistently bold and challenging. 
He does not find that the violence and abnor- 
mality of these characters indicate cynicism or 
nihilism in the author. The world of Faulkner’s 
fiction “embodies its own principles of order” 
and serves as “an excellent mirror of the peren- 
nial triumphs and defeats of the human spirit.” 
Brooks not only defends the normality and 
universality of Faulkner’s vision, but unhesitat- 
ingly claims that he is  a great religious writer 
and that his characters can be understood only 
on Christian premises. “Faulkner’s work speaks 
ultimately of the possibilities and capacities of 
the human spirit for finding and embodying 
meaning.” I t  will probably take some time for 
students and readers of Faulkner to adjust them- 
selves to this masterly and provocative study. 
But controversialists who disagree with Brooks 
will not find it easy to invalidate his lucid 
and conscientious interpretation. 

Reviewed by LOUIS I. BREDVOLD 

Keats: Poet or Patient? 

John Keats, by Walter Jackson Bate. 
Cambridge : Harvard University Press, 
1963. xii & 732 pp. $10.00. 

John Keats: The Making of a Poet, 
by Aileen Ward. New York: The Viking 
Press, 1963. xii & 450 p p .  $7.50. 

FOR OVER A CENTURY, men labored under the 
impression that Keats was a poet. Then the 
critics found out that he was one of them-not 
merely a poet, but a Critic. Since then Keats’ 
magic casements have held a blackboard scribbled 
with a dreary chalk forlorn. But these prize- 
winning biographies (the National Book Award 
for Miss Ward, the Pulitzer for Mr. Bate) turn 
US back toward the realization that the great and 
enduring words of Keats are those that deal with 
Ruth amid the alien corn, not those that describe 
Negative Capability. 

Miss Ward changes the emphasis, it is true, 
only by returning to Victorian concerns. She is 
far more interested in the letters to Fanny Brawne 
than in the literary letters sent to George Keats. 
She draws an essentially romantic picture of the 
doomed poet, though she tries to give a modem 
and scientific air to the business by using Freud 
rather than an evil Fate as rhe key to this tragedy. 
Keats is cursed with a formidable concatenation 
of psychic, physical and social ailments (Oedipal 
feelings for his mother, inferiority feelings about 
his height, syphilis, and treacherous friends). But 
all this flourishing of the clinical only serves as 
cover for the sentimental. Miss Ward comes as 
Keats’ analyst, but stays to mother him. (Do you 
know why stout Cortez stands on a peak in 
Darien? Miss Ward docs. I t  is because poor John- 
ny was only five feet tall. Presumably, if he  had 
been a six-footer, the Pacific would have been 
described from within a ravine.) 

This is a Keats who is haunted by his Lamia- 
Belle Dame mother, a t  whose deathlbed the young 
poet sat and perhapsaccording to one of Miss 
Ward’s wildest surmises-appropriately caught 
the infection that carried him off twelve years 
later. Not even Amy Lowell had pushed back 
the date of Keats’ illness that far. Naturally, Miss 
Ward hears death in the gratings of that sore 
throat that bothered Keats throughout his twenty- 
second year, though Professor Bate demonstrates 
that the medical evidence tells heavily against any 
connection between the throat trouble and his 
final illness. The former very likely arose from 
the poisons emanated by bad teeth (a  common, 
not very romantic condition in the nineteenth 
century) ; the latter was probably contracted at 
the end of the “soredthroat year” (1818), and did 
not move into its active phase until late 1819, 
when the great poems were all written. 

The crushing tragedy of Keats’ death does not 
have to be played up  with the kind of Fernver- 
bindung with every part of his life that Miss 
Ward indulges in. If Keats was self-conscious 
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about his stature (which was not so terribly short 
for the period), the awareness must have acted 
more as spur than repressant; for Keats was ex- 
traordinarily tough, both physically and mentally. 
He was heavyset, not frail; quick (and efficient) 
with his fists as a boy; surprisingly resilient 
throughout the months when his sturdy frame 
prolonged the struggle with death. When he began 
writing poetry, his long hair was not taken by 
strangers as the mark of an aesthete, but of a 
sailor. During his period as a medical student, 
he served heavy hours in the clinic. When he 
arrived in Rome, already dying, the doctor could 
not believe anyone so energetic and unwasted 
was consumptive. And the disease did not take 
him off until-as tihe autopsy showed-it had 
destroyed both lungs almost entirely. 

The same toughness marks his poetry. Under 
some deceptive romantic softness of vocabulary, 
the most individual marks of this man are rapid 
growth, self-criticism, development of form. This 
“iomantic” was the greatest master since Milton 
of the classical forms in our language-ode, 
sonnet, epic. Though it is interesting (and sad) 
to speculate on what this young man might have 
done had he lived, the only reason why these 
speculations inevitably move toward a comparison 
with Shakespeare-both these books end with 
a reference to Keats as Shapespeare’s peer-is 
the fact that the poet had already accomplished 
such great things when he died. The “unfulfilled- 
promise” theme has its pl’ace, but it often masks 
a sentimentality that is less interested in his real 
achievements than in the myth of the blighted 
hloesom. Miss Ward‘s eves dazzle; he died young. 

Bate’s eyes, however, are clear and open and 
patient, and his book is not about what might 
have been, but what is. Keats is not the mere 
“might-have-been” of English poetry, but one of 
its great masters. This is all he ever wanted to 
he; despite the cruelty of early death, he  accom- 
plished what he set out, with painful effort, to do. 
Who of us can say that? 

Less tears, then, and more effort on our part 
to understand Keats’ victory over time-that is 
the program of Bate’s book. He is properly scep- 
tical about the syphilis, the early premonitions of 
death, the omnipresent ghost of his mother, the 
treacherous friends; (but, since his anger is 
saved up for solid objects, he properly roasts the 
villain who served as guardian and thief over the 
Keats orphans’ inheritance). Prafessor Bate is a 
great Johnson scholar, and appropriate sentences 
from our greatest critic come to him at every 
turn of Keats’ life. Nor is this only a matter of 

Modern Age 

quotes. Something of Johnson’s hard, human 
understanding exists in Bate. Though it may seem 
strange to compare these seven hundred pages 
of exhaustive analysis to the quick pictures John- 
son drew in h is  lives of the poets, there are many 
paragraphs devoted to Keats’ friends which have 
a Johnsonian touch: 

In some respects Severn is not more reliable 
than Haydon. Each was what we should call 
an honest m a n i n d e e d  a good man-unless 
we begin to eliminate most of humanity from 
condideration. But neither Haydon nor Severn 
had a very firm purchase on fact. . . 

Any book so lengthy must in time reveal almost 
as much of the man who writes it as of its sub- 
ject; and it is for qualities in the mind at work 
on this material that we put up with some of the 
digressions, the bits from monographs, the puz- 
zling inclusiveness. (Why summarize the plot of 
Hyperion in twelve pages for people who are tak- 
ing the trouble to read this learned study?) Bate, 
though he is no Boswell, stands very well indeed 
the prolonged exposure to which he has laid 
himself open. 

The apparent inconcinnity between this giant 
volume and the short life it records is explained 
by the fact that the things rhat mattered to Keats 
matter to Bate-the dilemma of the modem 
poet, the need simultaneously to use tradition 
and to escape it, the stroke by which literature 
goes (as in the pivoting from octave to sestet in 
“How many bards” or “Much have I travell’d”) 
from interpreting to becoming man’s natural 
environment. Here a great drama was played out 
in the short years of Keat’s brilliant experiment- 
ing. He found the key problems from the outs&, 
and coped with them in a way that can be ade- 
quately discussed only in terms of the metric and 
mythic and dramatic problems that inhibit the 
modern poet. 

Aristotle called art the poet’s making (poesis) 
of a traditional character’s doing ( p r a x k )  to 
bring about the audience’s seeing (theoria). The 
plight of modem artists is that the traditional 
stories and the audience exist at an almost inac- 
cessible remove from the poet’s nanrowed place 
and resources. His subject is himself contemplat- 
ing himself at work. Poetry itself is the praxis 
as well as the poesis, and its awn theon’a as weu. 
Keats discerned this with something approaching 
desperation; and made attempts upon the ancient 
prazeis of myth, upon the theoriai of the modern 
consciousness, which foreshadow all the best ef- 
forts of twentieth-century poets to use their own 
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plight as a means for bursting out of the con- 
finement of poetry in an irrelevant isolation from 
the broad world’s concerns. It is an exciting 
achievement, here described in detail; and it is 
largely a tale of triumph, not defeat. 

But there is, of course, the inescapahle, intni- 
she, too early death of Keats-which, if it wag 
not his defeat, was certainly our loss. Bate, by 
his sheer control and accumulation of detail, 
makes his final pages far more touching than the 
end of Miss Ward’s book, in which she rails at 
the friends she thinks should have flocked around 
the dying poet in Rome. Here, too, Bate follows 
his great exemplar-in this case, Johnson’s life 
of Savage, where every restraint placed upon 
one’s sympathy makes it cut a deeper channel. 

It is a very great book, the kind Keats deserves; 
and written in accordance with Keats’ own wish, 
expressed with typically classical restraint: “Eng- 
lish ought to be kept up.” 

Reviewed by GARRY WILLS 

A Picaresque Prodigy 

Burton: A Biography of Sir Richard 
Francis Burton, by Byron Farwell. 

New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
1964 xi & 431 pp. $5.95. 

I GATHER from conversations that the remarkable 
Victorian Englishman who is the subject of this 
admirable study is in some danger of popular 
confusion with the living, Welsh-born celebrity 
who now bears the name-an ironic illustration 
perhaps of the influence of Occam’s law of 
parsimony. I t  is another irony, and no doubt a 
commentary on our times, that the fame and 
distinction so ardently coveted and so arduously 
and vainly sought by rhe nineteenth century 
Richard Burton, adventurer, swordsman, soldier, 
explorer, linguist, naturalist, anthropologist and 
translator of exotic pornography, should have 
come almost fortuitously to the twentieth century 
Richard Burton, actor and grand amant. 

In  some ways, though, the older Burton might 
seem the more gifted actor of the two; certainly 
his were the more strenuous performances and the 

more expansive stages. His life-or rather lives, 
for his adventures were so many and varied that 
the plural is almost required-would provide the 
stuff for a half dozen film epics costlier and more 
dazzling than Cleopatra or even Lawrence of 
Arabia There was, for example, his sociological 
investigation, while a young subaltern of the 
Indian Army, of the bazaars and brothels of the 
Sind, made possible by his skill a t  makeup and 
disguise and his mastery of native dialects; there 
was his ingenious though accidentally frustrated 
effort to abduct a beautiful nun from a convent 
in  Goa; there was his audacious journey to Mecca 
and Medina in the guise of an Afghan pilgrim; 
there was his perilous expedition into savage 
Somaliland and his visit to Harar, whither no 
white man had ever been before him; there was 
his quest for rhe secret of the Nile and his dis- 
covery of Lake Tanganyika; there were his ex- 
cursions to the American and Canadian frontier 
West, his sojourn with the Mormons of Deseret 
and his overland journey to the California mine 
fields; there was his mission to Dahomey in the 
days of its Amazon army, his explorations of the 
Andes, his search for gold in the unmapped 
mountains of Midian beyond the Red Sea. 

Burton was also an indefatigable writer, though 
writing was hardly the strongest of his manifold 
talents. His prose is undisciplined, marred here 
by pedantic arrogance and there by labored 
facetiousness and eccentricities of vocabulary 
and spelling; his verse is mostly trite and adoles- 
cent. Yet the list of his published work fills near- 
ly three pages of Mr. Farwell’s bibliography. 
Most of it was indiscriminately thrown together 
from the notebooks in which Burton recorded 
everything that caught his interest. His books 
are cluttered with multitudinous footnotes into 
which he crammed whatever details h e  might in- 
advertentIy have omitted from his text. I t  is 
hardly surprising that mos3 of them were dis- 
paraged by reviewers and ignored by the public. 
It was not until late in life, and then mainly 
through his translations of the Lusiads of the 
Portugese adventurer-poet, Luiz Vaz de Camoens, 
for whom he felt a profound spiritual kinship, 
and by his monumental and often obscene ver- 
sion of The Arabian Nights, that Burton gained 
any literary recognition or financial reward from 
his hooks. Of all his works only the Kasidah, a 
series of philosophic and pseudo-mystical specu- 
lations set forth in quatrains and possibly s u g  
gested by Fitzgerald’s Rubaiycit, remains in print. 

There was a somewhat diabolic aura to Bur- 
ton’s personality, which his contempt of Victorian 
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