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Keeping Pace With Life 

IT wou ld , we suppose, be gran ted wi thou t any 
controversy that though ours is an age of in­
te l lec tual curiosity it is ha rd ly one of in te l ­

lectual speculat ion. T h e masses are too busy l iv ing, 
and the leaders are too busy r a t iona l i z ing , for any 
large proport ion of the people to be indu lg ing in 
abstract theor iz ing . M u c h of our inte l lectual effort 
goes not into phi losophiz ing but into h u m a n i z i n g , 
not into justifying the ways of G o d to m a n hut into 
examin ing the wa}'s of m a n in re la t ion to the gods 
of product ion . 

I t could not wel l be otherwise in a civi l izat ion 
so impetuous and so fertile as tha t of present-day 
A m e r i c a . Speculat ion, a f t e r a l l , except in the case 
of the rare individual who is superior to the jostl ing 
distract ions of the senses, is the concomi tan t of t]uict 
and sol i tude. I t needs the long leisiu'e of i m i n t e r -
rup ted days to be consecuti\ 'e, and to batten it must 
have a m o d i c u m of stability in the condi t ions on 
which it bases its interest . N o w , A m e r i c a n civi l iza­
t ion, at an\ rate A m e r i c a n urban civi l izat ion, and 
we are increasingly becoming a nation of c i t } -
dwel le r s , is the very nega t ion of all that makes for 
rumina t i on . I t is vigorous, it is co lo r fu l , it is 
febr i le , it is impressionistic, it is a n y t h i n g hut brood­
ing . \'onr u rbani te is more and more the prey of 
his senses. Hovi c;m li-,- pruicct i"'s fhiT'l-ino- into 
the abstract , w h e n e\'cr\" m o m e n t and ti 'oni e ' e r \ ' 
direct ion the immedia te aiul the physical ai'e being 
forced upon his consciousness.i^ Sound, l ight , mo\i."-
m e n t bombard h im steadily. H e is beino- vvliirled 
f r o m one place and one obl igat ion to another , the 
bui ldini : he has gazed at today t o m o r r o w ha^ \ielcled 
to a different, the book he was reading \estere!a\' 
next m o n t h is f o r g o t t e n for a la ter , the ver\- busi­
ness he t r embled to establish has been merged into 
a grea ter . C h a n g e is the order of his day, --o how 
can concen t ra t ion be the habit of his thu ik ingr 
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N a t u r a l l y this condi t ion must ha\'e its reaction on 
our l i t e ra ture . I n fiction it has quite ob\'iously 
f o u n d its reflection in the stripped nar ra t ive and 
staccato dialogue so fi 'equent in the con temporary 
novel , whi le in l>ellrs Icitrrs it has shown a negative 
reaction in the absence of the pleasaiitb, diinaii-six'e 
peregr ina t ions into the bvways of observation whicii 
once consti tuted the stuff of oiu' essa\s. . \ l o r eo \ c r , 
it has, we belic\-e had its reflection not a lonr in tlie 
charac ter but also in the number of oiii- n o w i s . T o 
a certain extent it ha.s b rough t about in the fi(lJ of 
fiction a situation ana logous to that which the verit-
ing of free verse iiruaKhieed into rliat of portr \ ' . 
Today ever\-one seems to feel hinirelf competen t 

to wr i te fiction. A n d wh\- not, since fiction is so 
often conten t to be a portra.\-al of external i t ies , a 
mere reportor ia l reproduct ion of scenes and incidents 
un t inc tu red by though t , untran ' -muted b\- a la-.-isoiied 
philosophy f rom a picture of l iving to in oi terpi i ' ta -
t ion of lifer W h e n dialogue can W- reduced to tile 
mere g)\-c and take of intercour<-e, wiu-n eliai-actei-
is supposed to be re\ 'ealed throiigh con'.erMition and 
to be explicable on the basis of li;i] f - imderstood 
psvcliological theories, and when mu- ing î  held to 
weaken na r ra t ion , then the person whose knov\']edge 
of hunianit\- is a niei'e \-eneer of supei'fieial obser­
vat ion, w h o takes n o t ime to see l iv ing in perspecti\-e 
or ponder upon it sufiiciently to see a pat tern to 
existence, can dare to belic\'e that h\ mere]\- s t r ing­
ing scenes toge ther wi th a mcrctriciou-, ar tent ion to 
detai l , c a r ry ing them a long on a thread of clever 
or risque d ia logue, he can produce a novel that is 
w o r t h the read ing . 

Impressions do no t necessarily consti tute k n o w l ­

edge, any more than analysis a n d in terpre ta t ion p re -

Babylon 
liJy LiZETTE WOODSWORTH R E E S E 

H o w man) ' miles to Babylon. ' 
T h r e e score and ten . 
C a n I get there by candlelight.? 

Yes , and back aga in . 
Nursery Rhyme. 

Y O U change , I change , not Babylon 

N o t Babylon at all 

A n d its rich, qm'et loveliness; 

F ie ld , tu rnp ike , wa l l . 

T h e count ry carts in creaking blue 

A t a whip 's crack 

G o up the hill and d o w n the hi l l 

A n d then creak back. 

I n Sunday dusks the smal l girls pul l 

T h e larkspurs there , 

F o r pink whi te wrea ths to set wi th in 

T h e i r books of prayer . 
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•uppose dulness . 'J"o make l i tera ture out of l iving 
requires the solvent of medi ta t ion . A l l the forces 
of our c i \ i l i za t ion are against medi ta t ion . Y e t there 
are a thousand mani fes ta t ions of our social cu l tu re 
tha t cry out for it. T h e problem f o r ou r l i te r ­
a ture seems to be h o w to br ing into p r e g n a n t re la ­
tion the reflective mind that na tu ra l l y shuns confu­
sion and hu r ry , and the hur ry and confus ion so 
prolific of phenomena for considerat ion. T h a t , in 
the last analysis, we suppose, is a p rob lem fo r the 
indiv idua l . 

Ineffable Snark* 
By H. M. KALLEN 

Come listen, my men, while I tell you again 
The five unmistakable marks 

By which you may know, wheresoever you go. 
The warranted, genuine snarks. 

Let us take them in order. The first is the taste. 
Which is meagre and hollow, but crisp: 

Like a coat that is rather too tight in the waist, 
With a flavor of Will-o'-the-Wisp. 

Its habit of getting up late, you'll agree 
tha t it carries too far when I say 

That it frequently breakfasts at five o'clock tea. 
And dines on the following day. 

The third is its slowness in taking a jest. 
Should you happen to venture on one 

It will sigh like a thing that is deeply distressed: 
And it always looks grave at a pun. 

The fourth is its fondness for bathing machines 
Which it constantly carries about 

And believes that they add to the beauty of scenes— 
A sentiment open to doubt. 

The fifth is ambition. It next will be right 
To describe each particular batch; 

Distinguishing those that have feathers and bite. 
From those that have whiskers and scratch. 

For although common snarks do no manner of harm 
^ et I feel it my duty to say 

Some are Boojums 

W H E N D a n t e belonged lo the apothecaries ' 
gu i ld a n d Vi l lon to the goodly f e l l o w ­
ship of thieves, t he i r craft was a h idden 

lore and their t rades o w n e d a re l igious secret and a 
heavenly inspirat ion and protector . C a r p e n t r y was 
no less from the gods t h a n prophecy and w e a v i n g 
than poet ry ; fo r every c r a f t s m a n had his company 
and was the ini t ia ted mas te r of a mystery . T h e 
time is long past w h e n the carpenter , the weave r , the 
smith and the barber surgeon r e f e r r e d the i r a r t s to 
a revelat ion f r o m on high and practised t hem u n d e r 
the inspiration and supervision of the appropria te 
pat ron divinities. T h e mystery has depar ted f r o m 
them. T h e gui ld has been replaced by the t rades -
u n i o n ; the apprent ice by the schoolboy. K n o w l e d g e 
of mate r ia l s and the t rad i t ion of w o r k m a n s h i p a re 
n o w impar ted in the open, w i t h o u t ini t ia t ion a n d 
wi thout r i tua l . Such vestiges of the mysteries of a 
craft udiich survive, survive by vir tue of a n e w f u n c ­
t ion. T h e y serve n o l o n g e r to t r ansmi t a technique . 
T h e y serve only to pay fo r a compan iona te convivi ­
ality or to insure " u n i o n s tandards a n d cond i t ions . " 
A lone rel igion and poetry con t inue to dwe l l by usage 
and consent in the myster ious f a n e . T h a t re l ig ion 
should do so is to he expected. Mys te ry is its voca­
tion and it fights a r ea rgua rd act ion before the 
l ight . C h u r c h e s ins t i tu t ional ize mysteries and 
c h u r c h m e n practice t hem for l ivel ihood. I t has ever 
been so, and so it wi l l r ema in whi le rel igion survives 
a m o n g m e n . 

Mystif ication in poetry has a less consistent his­
tory. T o some degree it flows a n d ebbs like a hack-
wa te r t ide. O n e day the companions of the craft 
wil l be all for scientific n ia t t e r -o f - fac tness , for posi­
t ivism, and ve rba l i z ing efficiency; ano the r day they 
wi l l be all fo r inspirat ion and metaphysics. Bu t on 
the whole , inspirat ion and metaphysics have ruled the 
field. I n spite of the long t radi t ion of empir ica l 
criticism which Ar is to t le ' s " P o e t i c s " began , the 
earl ier , more pr imi t ive P la ton ic sen t iment still over­
rules the scientific insight . Poets f r o m H o r a c e to 
Poe, f r o m Poe to A m y L o w e l l , have in vain laid 
bare the f a n e . Es the t ic ians and psychologists, f r o m 

* A SURVEY OF MODERNIST POETRY. By LAURA 
RIDING and ROBERT GRAVES. New York: Doubleday, 
Doran & Co. 1928. 

CONTEMPORARIES AND SNOBS. By LAURA RIDING. 
The same. 
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Aristotle to Freud and from Ribot to Kostyleif, have 
in vain laid bare the anatomy of the machine out of 
which Dionysus and Apollo illusorily step. Each 
generation rehabilitates the mystery for itself. As 
Emerson writes: " T h e universal nature, too strong 
for the petty nature of the bard, sits on his neck and 
writes through his hand; so that when he seems to 
vent a mere caprice and wild romance, the issue is 
an exact allegory. Hence Plato said that poets uttef 
great and wise things which they do not themselves 
understand." 

The pertnnial notion that the poet is a vehicle 
for something in men called Poetry by whose inspira­
tion and power he is a poet is a notion set forth and 
argued anew in the most recent vindication of poetry 
and derogation of poets by two contemporaries of 
the craft. 

t5* 1^ '^ 

According to Mr . Graves and Miss Riding, 
there exists an Eternal Something which they call 
Poetry or A Poem. This Eternal Something takes 
possession of the poet and utters itself through him. 
W h y it should behave in so peculiar a way they do 
not explain. I t is enough for them that "the poem 
exists before it is written," that it is absolute and can 
neither be born, nor grow, nor decay, nor be better 
or worse, as is the fate of those unfortunate events 
of experience which are not poems. "There is no 
progress of poetry any more than there is a progress 
of time. There is a progress of matter, but this is 
a permanent progress of corruption." Progress in 
the art of poetry, consequently, is an alteration in the 
personality of the poet without any effect on the 
character of his poem. T h e poet is the medium 
through which Poetry becomes manifest to the city 
of the world; the Mother Immaculate in whom that 
Word which is God comes to immaculate concep­
tion and is made print and dwells on earth. T h e 
perfect poet would be an utterly transparent medium 
leaving the white radiance of Poetry unstained: 
"authorship is not a matter of the right use of the 
will but the enlightened withdrawal of the will to 
make room for a new wil l ." 

In itself, this antiquated and curious doctrine is 
so commonplace an antiquity and curiosity that it 
would not need to detain the attention. Croce is the 
last who spoke it as one having authority. Miss 
Riding and Mr . Graves combine with it, however, 
another doctrine which is the antithesis of this one. 
They hold that the poet who should be the trans­
parent, passive instrument of Poetry-with-a capital-
P , must at the same time be a complete and ineffable 
individual, as ineffable as Poetry itself, that he must 
be a sort of Steinerian Ego, even more unashamed 
of his person than Maxwell Bodenheim, and even 
more idiosyncratic in his utterance than Gertrude 
Stein. They do not mention Maxwell Bodenheim 
among the practitioners of modern poetry who are 
signalized as contemporaries or snobs, or both, al­
though none they do mention incarnates their ideal 
Poet. So far as I can see, only a personality who 
lives like Bodenheim and writes like Stein could be 
its enfleshment, their Poetic Mother of their Poetic 
Word made man and dwelling on earth. Everybody 
else, whatever school he may belong to, is a human 
being living in an environment to which he is sensi­
tive and responds. His poems are his reactions to 
the Zeitgeist, to Criticism, to Science, and to all the 
other items of the complex of institutions, traditions, 
and activities of which civilization is made up. Rid­
ing and Graves, in the role of law-givers to poets, 
however, require the poet to be responsive only to 
"Poetry-with-a-capital-P"; and then not really re­
sponsive but simply non-resistent to the transcen­
dental Poetry which syphons itself through his per­
sonality. They declare that he does and must fight 
the Zeitgeist and everything else in defense and vin­
dication of the integrity of the living, unique per­
sonality which he is. Wha t this Poetry would be 
about, could the poet meet their requirements and 
be like God, a Person-in-a-Vacuum, they refrain 
from saying. 
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One cannot doubt the wisdom of this abstemious­
ness, particularly in face of the data and reasonings 
they use to establish their argument. Instead of 
unique poetic personalities working at science, criti­
cism, or poetry and responding to the uniquely indi­
vidual events of time and place and circumstance, 
they marshal a squad of institutional abstractions, 
personified through the pathetic fallacy like figures 
in a medieval morality play, and modern only in 
that the personification is unmarked by capital letters. 
Instead of exhibiting living experiences, they man­
ipulate general philosophic abstractions which are 

not even derived from experience. And they ma­
nipulate them in order to prove and to vindicate the 
very individuality which they set up to oppose to 
these abstractions. By means of metaphysical, soci­
ological discussion of poets and poetry, Miss Riding 
and Mr . Graves purport to nullify the obvious social 
background and social origins of the poetic person­
ality and the poetic imagination. 
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For example, Miss Riding distinguishes between 
civilization and barbarism. T o her, civilization is 
a system of specialization and individuality; bar­
barism is merely collectivism of any sort. Wi th the 
movement from the medieval ot the modern world, 
the place and function of the poet, she notices, has 
been changed. The change consists in the fact that 
the modern poet is not included in his environment 
as were the poets of earlier times in theirs. Today's 
poet has an appeal which is specific and limited: in­
stead of one general audience for all poets, each 
poet now has his own particular audience just as 
each priest has his own particular congregation of 
devotees and each grocer his own particular con­
course of customers. Whether the historical obser­
vation be correct or not—and I regard it as obviously 
false— it is true that there are individual, though 
often overlapping, publics for individual artists just 
as there are individual collections of customers for 
individual grocers. T h e position of the poet in this 
respect is not different from the position of any other 
craftsman—be he doctor, lawyer, merchant, or 
thief, butcher, baker, or candlestick-maker. But 
Miss Riding deduces from this general eventuality 
of modern life a special piece of—to her—bad luck 
for the poet. I t has rendered poetry, she deplores, 
a mere art, an insecure craft in an inimical world, 
ever under the duress of defending itself against 
competitors. Upon the poet the eventuality has im­
posed the task of being critic as well as poet. I t has 
forced him away from reality and imposed upon him 
snobbism and the withdrawal from life. Poetry, 
which to her and Mr . Graves is "not a minor branch 
of civilization but a complete and separate form of 
energy . . . has now," she moans, "assumed the 
position of philosophy," as if no such poets as Lucre­
tius or Horace or Dante or Goethe or Shakespeare or 
Parmenides or Theognis or Tennyson or Fitzgerald 
had ever existed, and no Matthew Arnold had an­
ticipated T . S. Eliot. I t is enough merely to point 
out how thoroughly these conclusions contradict the 
premises they are derived from. T o Mr . Graves 
and to Miss Riding the modern poet is endowed 
with all the attributes of the elusive ineffable Snark; 
and neither their thimbles nor their care, their forks 
nor their hope, their menacing railway share, nor 
their smiles and soap can turn one up. For their 
Snark is a Boojum, and no contemporary fills the 
bill. 

T h e self contradictions which appear in the de­
scription of events—even of poetic events—have, as 
a rule, one of two sources, or both. O f these 
sources the first is a contradiction inherent in the 
fluxful nature of things themselves. Because each 
thirg must be born and grow up and grow old and 
die, its generic name must describe a multitude of 
opposed qualities and combative attributes. Contra­
diction, therefore, is its heart; its biography must 
be a drama of inconsistencies bound by the continuity 
of its living phases from its start to its finish. The 
other source of self-contradiction is a conflict of 
motives in the heart of the observer. This leads to 
confusion in his mind. 
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The biography of poetry as a succession in civili­
zation of events of a certain kind is of its own na­
ture full of enough dramatic confrontations and 
conflicts to satisfy the greediest appetite for con­
tradiction. I t does not require an added embroil­
ment of disturbed emotions in its biographers and 
analysts. Yet, the painful impression comes to me 
that this, rather than insight, is what Mr . Graves and 
Miss Riding bring to their discussion of poetry. 
W h o knows what frustrations and repressions and 
somnambulisms lie behind their morbid insistence on 
"personal reality" and their quarrelsome denuncia­
tions of schools and sects? W h o knows what drives 
them to flight from the really personal experience of 
making poems to a metaphysical world in which 
making poems is an illusion.? I f what they say 
about the nature of poetry is true, what they say 
about the personal reality of the poet and his rela­
tion to the world he lives in cannot be true. If 
their views of the unique personality of the poet and 
his imagination are correct, their views of the na­
ture of poetry are compensatory rationalizations. 

From the point of view of living experience, a poem, 
like a child, is an event in biography. I t is no im­
maculate perfection descended from the empyrean. 
Its conception presupposses the impact of stimulation 
from the surrounding world. Its maturation in the 
poet's mind and its final setting down in words pre­
suppose the idiosyncrasy of the poet's character re­
acting to the impact of all the forces he is able to 
respond to. It 's publication launches it into a com­
petitive free-for-all in which other poems, publica­
tion methods, publicity, and reviewers are potent 
factors. Whether it will survive or perish deter­
mines itself by the same process which determines 
the extinction or survival of every other item in the 
world. No more mystery attaches to its origin and 
struggle for survival than to that of any other per­
son or event. 
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Now a poet is a craftsman who has acquired un­
usual skill in the manipulation of words. Poets' 
mythology and critical tradition to the contrarj' not­
withstanding his sensibilities are not so important as 
his skills. A deaf Beethoven is still a greater musi­
cian than an infinitely more sensitive Pavlovian dog. 
Empirically, the mastery of the medium of expres­
sion has far more significance than sensitive aware­
ness of the causes which give rise to expression. 
Were it not so, every Freud would be a Leonardo. 
One of the most persistent errors of the usual phil­
osophies of poetry and the other arts is the belief 
that the meaning of the poem is identical with its 
cause, and that poetic utterance communicates the 
experience which evokes the utterance. This hap­
pens sometimes, and is often intended by poets. But 
far more often the gulf between that which be­
comes a poem and that which the poem communi­
cates is as deep as the gulf between the bouquet of 
a flower and the fertilizer out of which it grows. 
Empirically, poetry is a highly skilled transforma­
tion of different types of experience into verbal 
experience. Empirically, poetry is not a reproduc­
tion of different types of experience by means of 
verbal experience. 

Now verbal experience is extremely complex. 
I t has always involved the synergy of two abilities: 
the ability to make sounds and the ability to hear 
them. And since the elaboration and spread of the 
art of printing, verbal experience in the western 
world has more and more required the ability to see 
sounds. 

T o the modern, and far more intensely to the 
modernist, verbal sound is conditioned upon three 
activities of the personality: the speech-producing, 
the auditory, and the visual. But it is verbal sound 
for still another reason. And this reason is the 
sense which it makes. No verbal sound—whether 
addressed to the ear or to the eye—exists, which is 
not a sign for something other than itself. I t is 
no news that its function as a sign can be reen-
forced by its nature as a sound or sight; there is an 
element of news in the observation that the intrinsic 
character of verbal sound may conflict with its 
significative purpose and weaken it. Until very re­
cently the height of poetic skill was held to lie in 
the perfection with which sound and sense could be 
fused. And this view still prevails in respectable 
critical circles, in which I with small hesitation in­
clude Miss Riding and Mr . Graves. Their dis­
cussion of modernist poetry ignores precisely the 
specific difference in virtue of which it is modern. 
I feel their analysis of Messrs. E. E . Cummings, 
T . S. Eliot, the Sitwells, Paul Valery, and others, 
to be acute. But I fail to find that a single one 
of the categories which they apply to these contem­
poraries is inapplicable to any poet in the long his­
tory of poetry. I t is because of this generic, unin-
dividualized significance of their categories that 
they are able in specific respects to assimilate Mr. 
E. E . Cummings to Mr . W m . Shakespeare. They 
recognize that both poets aim at a compvenetration 
of sound with sense. And the sense which the poet 
is ostensibly sounding is either some ineffable feel­
ing or some philosophic vision. Sense makes sound 
and sound makes sense. T h e impression which the 
sound sets up in the ear is required to be if not coin­
cident, at least continuous, with the image or mean­
ing it communicates to the mind. 
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I t need not be argued that this can be said of all 
poetry. W h a t can be said of modernist poetry is 
another story. This story has its beginnings in the 
influence of the printer's art upon the poet's tech­
nique. Language used to be something spoken and 
heard. I t is now hardly less something spoken and 
seen. T h e typographical differences between the 
upper and lower case letters, the shape and purpose 
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