
experience and the traditional concept of 
reality. 

In his discussion of stylistic diversity, 
Wolterstorff points out that “a crucial fac- 
tor in shaping our institution of high art is 
thus the demise of the habit of making 
aesthetic judgments by referring to some 
ideal examples within some paradigm 
style, and the replacement of that habit 
with the conviction that within each style 
aesthetic excellence is attainable.” 
Wolterstorff admits that we have a com- 
mitment to works of art as objects of 
perceptual contemplation. At the same 
time he argues vehemently for our 
understanding the nature of artistic crea- 
tion and its important place in the body of 
thought concerning art. Through profuse 
documentation, citing numerous artists, 
writers, and poets, Wolterstorff claims that 
the fundamental context within which to 
consider art is that of the “Christian con- 
fession of creation.” 

One chapter touches on the fascinating 
paradox that exists between what is true in 
the real world and what is included in the 
projected world of an artwork. The distinc- 
tion between these two worlds is frequently 
obscured since there are elements of both 
truth and falsity in the artist’s projected 
world. Although depicted as an alternative 
to our actual world and not one comprised 
within it, the projected world of the artist 
reveals much about the soul of the society 
from which it emanates. According to 
Wolterstorffs critique, we must look upon 
the artist “as one who is allied in fun- 
damental religious convictions with his 
community.” His artistic works “serve more 
as an expression of the religious convictions 
of the artist’s community, and to confirm 
that community in those convictions, than 
to lead it into new ones.” 

In a latter section of the book, 
Wolterstorff succinctly sums up his views 
on the relationships between the artist, 
religion, and the institution of high art. He 
describes the Christian artist as one who is 
capable of assessing priorities and 
recognizing his responsibility to society; 
who strives to attain “wholeness” and in- 
tegrity in his life; who seeks “to bring his 

artistic goals into conformity with his 
Christian commitment. ..In this way his art 
will not be separated from life.” 

Wolterstorff makes a convincing case for 
a reexamination of our approach to the 
arts. The artistic community is today striv- 
ing to become a more integral part of 
society. Wolterstorff emphasizes the im- 
portance of a continually productive and 
vibrant role for the arts in American socie- 
ty. In fusing his thoughts and views on art, 
the aesthetic dimension of reality, and his 
Christian convictions, he advocates art as 
“man’s fulfillment of his calling. ” 

Reviewed by NANCY KLINCHOFFER 

At Whim 

Kipling, Auden & Co.: Essays and 
Reviews, 1935-1964, by Randall Jarrell, 
New York: Famar, Straw and Giroux, 
1980. x i i  + 381 pp .  $17.95. 

THE DUST JACKET says that implicit in Ran- 
dall Jarrell’s Kipling, Auden & Co. is “a 
theory of poetry.” I should be interested in 
knowing what the author of that statement 
conceived the theory to be. Against the 
claim we might set Jarrell’s comment on 
Kipling: he “was a professional from the 
day he first said to his ayah, in the ver- 
nacular -not being aprofessional myself, I 
don’t know what it was he said ...” (italics 
supplied). Jarrell is clearly correct about 
himself he was not a professional, and in 
that negative lies the charm of this 
remarkably readable collection. He has 
about him something of the ironically self- 
effacing British amateur; his comments on 
poetry are less remarkable for constituting 
a theory than as a series of appreciations of 
the sort which British critics excel in. In 
reading this new (and unfortunately final) 
collection of Jarrell’s essays I am reminded 
at times of C.S. Lewis’ capacity to relish a 
poem for its own sake, without regard to 
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theory, literary or otherwise. The tone is 
genial, frequently biting but never without 
humor; and what Lewis said of Spenser 
(and what might be applied to Lewis) is 
true as well of Jarrell: reading him is good 
for our mental health. 

Jarrell understood himself and art: if a 
theory of poetry does emerge in these 
essays, it is a justification of doing without 
a theory- in Jarrell’s metaphor, approach- 
ing a poem naked. He urges us to read and 
write not for the sake of preconceptions but 
purely for the worth of the subject and the 
pleasure of reading and writing. “The true 
reader ‘listens like a three years’ child:/The 
Mariner hath his will.’ Later on he may 
write like a sixty-three-year-old sage, but 
he knows that in the beginning, unless ye 
be converted, and become as little 
children, ye shall not enter into the 
kingdom of art. “ Jarrell’s heart goes out to 
a critic who “once a year ... read Kim; and 
he read Kim, it was plain, at whim: not to 
teach, not to criticize, just for love.. . .”Jar- 
re11 ends the essay (“Poets, Critics, and 
Readers”) with the exhortation: “Read at 
whim! read ut whim?’ 

Kipling, Auden & Co. does not convey 
the impression of having been written at 
whim; the prose is as subtly shaped 
throughout as the buried rhyme on Kim 
and whim. One does, however, receive the 
impression that Jarrell practiced his own 
preaching and wrote less to teach or to 
criticize than for the pure love of his sub- 
ject (though a great deal of art and careful 
craftsmanship go into conveying that im- 
pression). Indeed the book’s most 
memorable quality is its verbal viva- 
city- the sort of rhetorical exuberance 
which stems from a relish for the thing 
said. Here are a few examples-a few of 
many. -. 

Of Yeats’ early lyrics Jarrell remarks that 
“the poetry is intolerably pure; the 
qualities that make Yeats’ later poems 
notable are exactly what these lack.. . .They 
are an odd combination of Pre-Raphaelite 
and f i n  de sikcle poetry-the pre- 
Raphaelite corpse possessed by the deca- 
dent spirit.” The judgment is admittedly a 
commonplace, but what oft was thought 

has seldom been so well expressed. Of Er- 
nie Pyle, in whom Jarrell clearly saw 
something of himself “His condemnation 
of war seems to the reader more final than 
any other, because in him there is no exag- 
geration, no hysteria, no selection to make 
out a case, no merely personal emotion 
unrecognized as such; he has nothing to 
prove” -no preconceived theory to ex- 
pound. Jarrell says almost nothing about 
religion, but his comments on Robert 
Lowell imply an attitude: “a good religious 
poem, today, is ambergris, and it is hard to 
enjoy it for thinking of all those suffering 
whales; but martyrs are born, not made,” 
and Lowell “is a Christian, and conse- 
quently knows that Christianity is true, just 
as physicists used to know that physics is 
true.” Certainly there is no theory here as 
such, but the wed to in reference to 
physicists tantalizes us with the possibility 
that theologies and ideas about history are 
latent. We detect the same mystery in a 
comment on Robert Frost’s “Directive”: 
Frost understood “that each life is tragic 
because it wears away into the death that it 
at last half welcomes-that even its salva- 
tion, far back at the cold root of things, is 
make-believe, drunk from a child’s broken 
and stolen goblet hidden among the ruins 
of the lost cultures.” Jarrell would not care 
to be more explicit; to specify the intellec- 
tual grounds of such remarks would be to 
commit Yvor Winters’ error, who, when his 
“taste is at its best ... is an immediate con- 
tact with the reality of the poem.” Unfor- 
tunately Winters too frequently allows 
theory to usurp upon innocence; then his 
criticism is “purely dogmatic and 
theoretical, proceeding not from his ex- 
perience but from his standards.” 

In such a feast of enthusiastic yet precise 
articulation to complain of any lack seems 
ungrateful; yet I do feel at moments the 
lack of such standards. There is almost too 
much experience, too much taste; one 
wishes Jarrell would sometimes wear 
clothes. Being theoretical when theory is in 
order does not entail being “purely 
dogmatic.” The greatest of our critics, 
while not evading “immediate contact with 
the reality of the poem,” do transcend that 

Modem Age 101 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



immediacy. One thinks especially of T.S. 
Eliot, whom Jarrell considers the best critic 
of the century and who, without losing the 
experiences of poems, pulls those ex- 
periences into a conceptual shape. In these 
essays we move through thirty years of our 
rich and terrible history and of our even 
richer and equally terrifying literature. We 
see it all in Jarrell’s words, but we never see 
it whole. The major writer even in an age 
of fragments, “among the ruins of the lost 
cultures,” discerns patterns which embrace 
and redeem the chaos. Yeats, Eliot, 
Auden- the writers, save Kipling whom 
Jarrell most admires-saw such patterns 
and transcended experience. Jarrell’s 
criticism would ultimately be more reward- 
ing if he showed us what he found with 
Frost “at the cold root of things.” 

Reviewed by HAROLD L. WEATHERBY 

Deconstwtionalism Dismantled 

Literature Against Itself: Literary Ideas 
in Modern Society, by Gerald Graff, 
Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1979. 260 pp. $15.00. 

The Republic of Letters: A History of 
Postwar American Literary Opinion, 
by Grant Webster, Baltimore and Lon- 
don: The Johns Hopluns Unt’ve7sity 
Press, 1979. xvi? + 381 pp. 822.50. 

IT ALL BEGAN when the Romantics con- 
cocted the doctrine of the autonomous im- 
agination: artists or poets apprehend 
higher truths than those furnished by mun- 
dane or discursive reason. A century later 
the New Critics laid stress on the autonomy 
of the literary text, whose meaning is more 
elusive and oblique than that of ordinary 
expression. Both groups, made up mostly 
of traditional humanists, were hoping to 
preserve the dignity and consequence of 

literature against the condescension of 
positivism on the one hand and the con- 
tempt of philistinism on the other. But 
both helped to sunder art from life and, in- 
advertently, to raise doubts about the 
nature and validity of artistic “truth.” Does 
the poet merely impose on existence his 
own subjective visions (or “fictions” in the 
current jargon)? Is the New Critic, ex- 
cogitating his seven or seven-times-seventy 
types of ambiguity, merely playing at an 
intellectual’s game? And so both 
movements prepared the groundwork for 
the present congeries of poststructuralist, 
deconstructionalist critics, the New 
Nihilists for whom all literature, all 
criticism, is but the projection of private 
thoughts on an irrational cosmos. For 
them, there is no core of meaning in a 
literary work. Indeed, such works are “self- 
consuming” - i. e. , they advertise their own 
fictiveness, deconstruct their own supposed 
truths, and so fortify our sense of our own 
subjectivity. Traditional critics, conten- 
ding that literature says something about 
reaiity, are reactionaries, apoiogists for the 
oppressive and exploiting status quo. To be 
truly liberated man must be totally 
autonomous, free to create his own reality 
and unbaffled by any reality (for this is 
merely a bourgeois fiction) “out there.” 
Thus essentially conservative aestheticians 
l i e  Wordsworth or Coleridge, Cleanth 
Brooks or J.C. Ransom, made easier the 
way of left-wing solipsists or deconstruc- 
tionalists, for whom language is a self- 
contained, closed system of signs, arbitrary 
and impressionistic. Far from fulfilling the 
lofty aims of traditionary humanism, 
language and literature are little more 
than a highly sophisticated and intricate 
evolution of vermicular lip-clicks. 

Such is the thesis plausibly expounded 
by Professor Gerald Graff. Modem, 
deconstructionalist criticism, hopeful of 
salvaging literature in a dehumanized 
society, is in fact further detaching it from 
life and, by denying all normative mean- 
ings, trivializing it. Graffs able rebuttal of 
this school can only be sketched. Two 
points are obvious enough: most writers, 
even poets, really are trying to say 
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