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Karlfeldt, Poet of Sweden

By CHARLES WHARTON STORK

UST another Nobel Prize winner.

One senses the first thought of the

average literatus, as Walt Whitman

would have called him, on hearing
that the Nobel Prize has been posthum-
ously conferred upon Erik Axel Karlfeldt,
a Swedish lyric poet. Here is another
writer whom nobody has ever heard of
and whom nobody outside his own coun-
try will hear of very long.

And yet in one respect the present win-
ner was unique. Karlfeldt was the only
man to refuse a Nobel Prize. It was first
offered to him some ten years ago, but he
declined on the grounds that he was un-
known outside of Sweden and that the
number of Swedish novelists would seem
out of proportion, Selma Lagerlsf and
Verner von Heidenstam being already on
the honor role. Also, as he was of the
Swedish Literary Academy which made
the award, its dean in fact, his election by
his fellow members would be doubly sus-
pect. One begins to divine in this clear-
thinking, fame-shy man a character con-
siderably out of the ordinary even among
eminent writers.

But Karlfeldt the man interests us at
present only as we find him in Karlfeldt
the author. How can the English-reading
public pass upon his claims to the high
honor which he alone declined? A novel-
ist has obviously a much better chance of
being read in a foreign language than has
a poet. Hardly any modern poetry is read
to any extent in English translation, which
is a pity. The standard of verse transla-
tion has been greatly improved in the
past generation; instead of metric para-
phrases we have been getting a good many
versions that are poems in their own right,
that render the original emotion and tech-
nique almost, perhaps sometimes quite, at
first hand. The assertion may be boldly
ventured that if any contemporary poetry
can be so rendered into English, it is
poetry such as that of Karlfeldt. The idiom
of Swedish verse is precisely that of Eng-
lish, and Karlfeldt, being a poet of sub-
stance rather than of stylistic novelty,
need lose but little of his original vigor
and charm.

What has the output of Karlfeldt been?
Unlike most poets nowadays, he has
written practically no prose. Neither has
he attempted any long narrative pieces.

He has written only lyrics: lyries of |

Swedish nature and peasant life, with a
small number of a more personal charac-
ter. As to form, the sonnet is not in his
repertory, and rarely the song. He writes
mostly in regular stanzas; of the ten thou-
sand or so lines in his six smallish vol-
umes hardly any are unrhymed. There is
often something rather set and measured
in his accent.

And yet what a false idea all the pre-
liminary facts are giving! To read Karl-
feldt—in his own language, of course—is
to live with exquisite intimacy the rich
and bracing outdoor life in his native
province of Dalecarlia; the region of
bright dresses and dark forests; of calm
lakes and storm-breeding mountains; of
ancient superstitions, droll humor, and
strong individuality. The average modern
poet takes all his time telling us what he
is; Karlfeldt tells us what he sees and
does. He is intensely objective. Neither
filmy vagueness nor dry abstraction are
to his taste. But it is essential to add that,
brilliant as are Karlfeldt's surfaces, they
are never mere surfaces. He chants in
overtones, he opens vistas; if he says
much, he makes us dream more.

Let us hear him speak for himself, at
least in as far as translation will permit.
The opening stanzas of “Mountain Storm”
are typical both of his elemental passion
and of his artistic control:

Rough, heavy hands are fumbling at the
door,

And shoulders rock the beams with sa-
vage glee:

“Out of my path, gray kennel where men
flee

While earth’s heart quivers to the mid-
night’s roar!”

The trolls, weighed down with silence,
now wax bold

To chant their hell-hymns on the moun-
tain crest.

The dismal clouds rush forth in mad un-
rest

And sweep the plain with drooping man-
tle-fold.

This passage combines very precise and
keen observation with an equally re-
markable sense of emotional background.
Karlfeldt describes only what an average
peasant might feel on such an occasion,
but he describes it with the inspired im-
agery of a master. To speak in terms of
music, we have here a folk motif de-
veloped into a symphonic poem.

For contrast we may take the delicate
lines of “The Silent Songs™:

Like the cool of early spring was our love

Ere the joy of earth finds tongue,

Though the spirit divines that the blue
above

Is warm with the breath of song.

Like a swan returned from the south, the
sun

Sang proud on its flight afar;

And the moon, a cuckoo, when day was
done,

Saluted the evening star.

Here again is freshness of impulse and
graceful finality of style. There is “the
breath of song” both in first love and in
early spring, that sweetness of melodies
unheard which was caught by the sensi-
tive ear of Keats. In fact, as one lives
oneself more and more deeply into the
poetry of Karlfeldt, one has the growing
impression that, had the soul of the Eng-
lish poet been transported to Dalecarlia,
his pen would have written lines like
these.

We may summarize Karlfeldt’s person-
ality by saying that he is the highly
trained spokesman of a primitive society,
a man with the heritage of Burns and the
long, careful training of Tennyson. His
strength is less in any one poetic faculty
than in an even development of all. This
makes him less startling on first acquain-
tance but more delightful on long ac-
quaintance. He stays with one as does the
Browning of “Filippo Lippi.”

We should not omit to give a specimen
of Karlfeldt’s more vernacular style. The
following is from “Snake Song”:

But now I think of snakes, I mind another
class of beast,

That’s twice as false and slippery and
dangerous at least.

They say the snake will crouch among the
bushes, and its eye

Can glitter so it fascinates a bird that
comes too nigh.

The girl, though, can go anywhere and
shoot her witching glance

Wherever she takes notice of a passing
pair of pants.

Karlfeldt is in his most characteristic
mood when he combines humor with
earnest in the series of “Dalecarnian
Frescoes in Rhyme.” These are poems on
native wall paintings, where scenes from
the Bible are rendered in terms of the
artist’s own environment. In “The As-
sumption of Elijah,” for instance, the
prophet has “a Sunday hat and leather
coat, a stout whip in his hand, and a
green umbrella by his knee.” Somewhat
like the climax of Vachel Lindsay’s “Gen-
eral Booth” are the final stanzas describ-
ing the heavenly progress of his steeds:

Fire flashes from their nostrils, fire is in
their muscles, too,

And they gallop through the firmament
so fast

That soon they reach the Milky Way, that
golden avenue,

And near the gates of Paradise at last.

Then Our Lord comes out and stands on
the stairway of his hall:

“Thou art welcome, worthy prophet, step
right in!”

And he beckons to an angel groom, who
hastens at his call

And leads the sweating chargers to their
bin.

It is in this combination of sturdy real-
ity and imaginative power that the special
charm of Karlfeldt lies. It has already en-
deared him deeply to his own people, and
whatever of his quality can be transmitted
through another language should win him
a much wider appreciation. The genius of
Burns gave wuniversality to Ayrshire,
which is a much less picturesque region
than Dalecarlia. Conceive the emotions
of a Scotchman on hearing Burns alluded
to as “just another Nobel Prize winner.”

New MACMILLAN Books

Winner of the National Arts Club
$3,000 Prize for the Best Book on
“The Soul of America”

IN DEFENSE OF
TOMORROW

By ROBERT D. BOWDEN

This work was selected by William Allen White,
Ida Tarbell, Hamlin Garland, Henry Goddard
Leach, and Mary Austin to receive the prize of-
fered by Mr. John G. Agar for the book which
would present the best view of America as a whole
—the good as well as the bad in its cultural and
spiritual life. Mr. Bowden gives an able and clear-
cut answer to the critics who decry American civ-
ilization. Everyone interested in the future of
the nation will find In Defense of Tomorrow heart-
ening and stimulating reading. $2.00

Portrait of

AN AMERICAN

By ROBERT P. TRISTRAM COFFIN

All of the characteristics and qualities of the traditional
American were fused to an unusual degree in William
Winship, a man of Maine whose life is recounted in this
hook with charm, humor, and gusto. $2.00

**The Stuff of Great Poetry*>

MATTHIAS
AT THE DOOR

EDWIN ARLINGTON ROBINSON’S
New Poem Third Printing

“In Matthias at the Door, Mr. Robinson has done it again.
It is unquestionably the finest long poem he has written
since Tristram. It glows with a rich vitality and has beauty
of phrasing, shrewd and telling characterization, keen in-
sight into life, and a prodigality of arresting lines.”
~Boston Transcript $1.75

JOHN R. OLIVER’S New Novel

ARTICLE THIRTY-TWO

By the author of Victim and Victor
To be published October 27
When George and Miriam Stanley were married they re-
solved to be free of “the unhealthy mental atmosphere of
a clergyman’s home” in which each of them had been
brought up. What happened to them and their resolution
is the story which Dr. Oliver tells in this new novel with
the power that has marked all of his preceding work. $2.50

Second Printing

THE DESTROYER

By ERNEST POOLE

The kaleidoscopic life of New York — Broadway, Park
Avenue, the Bowery, Wall Street, is the scene in which
Mr. Poole casts this story of Jack Wyckoff, rebel against
the shams and hypocrisies which he sees in America. $2.00

Mistory

A HISTORY OF SWEDEN

By A. A. STOMBERG

A book in the English language which recites the history
of Sweden from the earliest times to the present day has
long been a desideratum. Prof. Stomberg has written that
book in A History of Sweden, which tells the complete
story clearly and interestingly. $8.50

[ 3 [ ]
A History of the United States
[ ] L] L3
Since the Civil War
By ELLIS PAXSON OBERHOLTZER
Volume IV of Dr. Oberholtzer’s history extends the record
from 1878 to 1888, and presents a new view of the period

based on original sources. $5.25

At all bookstores

THE MACMILLAN COMPANY ~ NEW YORK
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CRANMER

Arcehbishop of Canterbury. 1533-1556
By Hilaire Belloe

By the author of <“Richelieu’ and <Weolsey”’

This man was to die . . . He had been Archbishop of Canter-
bury, the cowardly tool of any faction in power, the priest who
wedded a lawful wife, the genius who wrote the Book of Com-
mon Prayer and wrought the cleavage of England from United
Christendom. He had tried to buy his life with seven recantations.
“Repent!” screamed the mob. Now, suddenly, he stood up, faced
the judges and defied them. . . .

16 illustrations.

$5.00

UOTABLE
VOLUME ONE AND TWO¢0EMS

Compiled by THOMAS CURTIS CLARK
In literature, letters and conversation the vogue of quo-
tation grows. Among these more than 1000 *Quota-
ble” poems are the old favorites and the contemporary
writers—Sandburg, Lindsay, Kemp and others. A use-
ful, fascinating set for public speakers, writers, critics,
dramatic readers, teachers and all who know the de-
light of good poetry. Volume One or Volume Two,
$2.50. The set boxed $5.00. “Deserves the attention

of thinking America.” Edwin Markham. »
Magni rcent
Obsesston

By LLOYD C. DOUGLAS
Book lovers are discovering this great story in grow-
ing numbers. Tenth large printing now selling.
\ Mixes mystery, travel, adventure and romance with
? a startling philosophy of “Getting What You
Want.” $2.50
“Shows how one may live powerfully and glori-
ously. The story is told with dramatic effect.”
Saturday Review of Literature.

o

TWO MINUTE
STORIES

by Carl S. Patton

What parent is not continually in need of good
short story-talks which are good stories, and at
the same time are sure to influence character?
A popular Los Angeles minister here tells 53
fascinating stories, and we do not wonder that
the boys and girls who listcned to them came
back for more! $1.2%

WILLETT, CLARK & COMPANY

440 S. Dearborn Street 200 Fifth Avenue
Chicago, Illinois New York, N Y,

3% Jake Zeitlin of the PRIMAVERA PRESS announces a book

b LIBROS CALIFORNIANOS

by PHIL TOWNSEND HANNA

THE BIBLE THROUGH
THE CENTURIES
by Dr. Herbert L. Willett

A readable, engrossing story of what the Bible
is, where it came from, who wrote it, and
why. Written for the average mind, in engag-
ing style, by one of America’s foremost biblical

scholars. $2.50

*‘Comes nearer than any other
book to telling ail that the
average man wants to know
about the Bible.”” The Chris-
tian Century,
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The Mark of
Worthy Books

o

A bibliographical essay on the 25 most important books
on California. 1000 copies. $1 [wrappers], $1.50 [boards].

Jake Zeitlin : 705, West 6th Street = Los Angeles : California
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Points of View

Hatter’s Castle

To the Editor of The Saturday Review:
Sir:

I have just read the fourth review of
“Hatter’s Castle,” and am more than ever
disgusted with the lack of guts manifested
by the present generation of reviewers.

The review I have in mind goes on and
on and on about Victorian novels, the fact
that the book is too long, that many of the
speeches between characters could have
been cut down, and finishes by telling us
that the book deserves a place alongside
“The Old Wive’s Tale.”

Bosh! There is no comparison to be
made. And all this talk about Victorian
novels, and the book’s being too long, is
just a mess of supposedly esoteric tommy-
rot. Reviewers go in for that stuff about
two hundred per cent.

“Hatter’s Castle” is the strongest book
that has come out of contemporary fiction.
And Mr. Cronin comes closer to the genius
of Thomas Hardy than any man writing
today. He has the same philosophical
detachment; the same power of moving
prose; the same preoccupation with the
tragic aspects of life as the master. He
lacks only—or he gains; it all depends on
your attitude towards fiction—the color-
ing of his own philosophy of life. For, so
far as he lets you know, he has none. The
book is written with the majesty of a god.
1t depicts a life, and the lives affected by
it. That is all. And when that is done as
Mr. Cronin does it, completely, richly,
fully, then the objective touch in modern
literature has reached its highest point.
A Hemingway, or a Faulkner, does this
kind of thing. But they, and all the minor
half-wits that ape them, don’t do it ALL.
They try to be scientific, and consequently
leave out about six-tenths of the picture.
Mr. Cronin, on the other hand, gives you
the picture with every completeness. You
don't see it, you feel it. You feel the full
force of the story, the full force of Brodie’s
madness, the full force of tragedies in-

- spired by his madness. But you don’t

know what Mr. Cronin feels about it.
That, I maintain, is a difficult stunt, and
it is the acme of what modern literature
tries to attain. The others haven’t done it,
and in their failure lies our right in in-
sisting that modern literature falls down
just because there is none of the author
in it. But Cronin shows us our fallacy. His
tragedy has the fulness of the Greeks, and
but emphasizes the fact that the moderns,
could they do what they talk of, wouldn’t
be so modern after all.

There is but one false touch in the
whole book. The happy ending for Mary
and the Doctor doesn’t belong. Mary has
been done with, and would have better
returned to London. And the Doctor
should have remained the dispassionate
creature he has been all along.

Brodie, though, is pictured complete.
And, best of all, he is admirable. One feels
no pity for him—he is solid, and even the
contemptible couple who seem to have
bested him would never dare return to
his section of England. But all this does
not belong here. Better to leave it for
the reviewers who look at literature like
a scientist looking at a bug, and who find
the bug wanting because he isn’t as they
are. They're the boys for you!

BErRTRAM ENOs.

Winnetka, Illinois.

Reference Books

To the Editor of The Saturday Review:
Sir:

Mr. Rollins says (Oct. 3) “there is lit-
tle question that all reference books
should be made as slim as possible,” ap-
parently by thin paper. That depends on
who is to use the book, and how much.
Thin paper is all right for a book to
be little used, or for a private shelf
where shelf-room is scanty and the book
will be used only by a man who knows
how to use a book. But if it is an office
library and there are in the office thirty
people who have nothing in common ex-
cept the degree of A. B, I know by ex-
perience that the paper needs to be stiff.
The thin-paper volume, even if it be
only a supplement used much less than
the main cyclopedia, will be rapidly
crumpled into uselessness. For a book
very much used, even if used by a
careful man, there is the further point
that thin paper wastes time in turning
the leaves, because the thinner leaves
are harder to separate.

As to another aspect of slimness, I am
strongly in favor of reducing the num-
ber of pages in a book of reference by
making the pages large. As far as shelf-
room goes the matter may be (to use a
not-inappropriate idiom) as broad as it
is long; but the fewer the pages, the less
of the drudgery of turning leaves to find
the right one among so many.

StevEN T. BYINGTON.

Ballard Vale, Mass.

War Book Reviewing

To the Editor of The Saturday Review:
Sir:

Is it too much to ask that would-be re-
viewers of war books should occasionally
consult J. N. Cru’s monumental “Té-
moins”? If they did, they might dissemi~
nate less blatherdash. What are we to
think of a reviewer who, just after men-
tioning Barbusse as an “honestly realistic
writer,” speaks of a book published in
1931 but “written down . . . in 1917, long
before any literary description of actual
battle scenes could have gotten into print

.. ?” (Italics mine.) “T'émoins” (p.556)
could have told this blurbster that “Le
Feu” appeared in serial form in L’Guvre
beginning with August, 1916, and in a vol-
ume in January, 1917. Incidentally, M. Cru
has some devastating comments on the
“honest realism” of both Barbusse and
Remarque. Of another book, seldom men-
tioned in America, “Jusqu’a 1'Yser,” by
Max Deauville, published in September,
1917, M. Cru has this to say: “Un chef
d’ceuvre parmi les souvenirs des combat-
tants, aussi bien au point de vue littéraire
qu'au point de vue document fidéle.” M.
Cru elsewhere refers to Deauville as “un
des dix meilleurs auteurs de la guerre.”
How long is our patience to be abused by
the proclamation of Barbusse and Rem-
arque as realistic writers of war scenes?
If we cannot save the word realistic from
Babel, we had best consign it to the scrap
pile.

Reed College.

BensaMIN M. WOODBRIDGE.

James Gates Percival

To the Editor of The Saturday Review:
Sir:

I am writing a biography of the poet-
scholar James Gates Percival (1795-1856),
generally recognized as the most learned
man of his time. As a poet, physician,
linguist, and geologist he entered into
correspondence with a wide circle of
friends. These letters, as well as other
Percival MMS and references to him in
diaries and letters, I am anxious to exam-
ine. Will S. R. L. readers who are ac-
quainted with the location of such mate-
rials address me at 2013 Yale Station, New
Haven, Conn.?

Harry R. WARFEL.

Jobn Batley’s Books

To the Editor of The Saturday Review:
SIr:

Christopher Morley’s mention of John
Bailey reminds me that his “Claims of
French Poetry” is the best introduction
to that whole branch of letters, so derout-
ing to the English mind. He stills the gibes
of the partly lettered. Take his book as a
text, and as a reader Belloc’s “Avril”

Morris Bisnop.

Ithaca, N. Y.

On October 23rd and 24th, invited by
the University of Virginia, a group of dis-
tinguished Southern writers meet at the
university for a conference on such prob-
lems as the relation between Southern
writers and their public, and particular
questions relating to Southern literature
in its present very interesting stage.
Among the writers are to be James
Branch Cabell, Ellen Glasgow, DuBose
and Dorothy Heyward, Archibald Hen-
derson, Paul Green, Mary Johnston, Julia
Peterkin, Donald Davidson, Allen Tate,
Laurence Stallings, Amelie Rives, Jose-
phine Pinckney, William Faulkner, Emily
Clark, Isa Glenn, Cale Young Rice, Sher-
wood Anderson, and Struthers Burt.

The Editors of the newly organized
French Book Club announce that André
Maurois, the Comtesse de Chambrun,
née Longworth, and Abbé Ernest Dimnet
will constitute their selecting committee.
The first book will be announced and
delivered in the first week of November.



