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been I shall allow a protest to go to you. 
Was your kindness to the IJiroshima 
Maidens only a matter of political ex ­
pedience, or do you really possess sym­
pathy for human suffering and human 
dignity? 

MARY F . SARGENT. 
St. Augustine, Fla. 

ANOTHER TRY 

WE THINK YOU OWE TO Mrs. Lindbergh's 
thousands of admiring readers, and to 
literature itself, an unbiased review of 
her book. May we suggest one of the 
critics who felt her volume was one of the 
year's best poetry books? 

MAY FORDE. 
Evansville, Wis. 

—Louise Dahl-Wolfe 
Anne Morrou Lindberiih. i'hn (Jiardi. 

CrARDI PEP 

I BELIEVE MR. CiAHDi has, in spite of the 
conceit that leads you into such absurdi­
ties as this review, pepped up the poetry 
department of SR. 

MARION SMITH. 

Grand Rapids, Mich. 

WONDER OF THE YEAR 

IT IS THE WONDER of the year to me how 
any one with the intelligence I supposed 
Mrs. Lindbergh to possess could allow 
such stuff to be offered to the public. 

ISABEL BOYD 
St. Petersburg, Fla. 

THIRTY-SIX "l"S 

IN AN ARTICLE WHICH contains Mr. Ciardi's 
favorite word " I" thir ty-six times, he only 
demonstrates that the most obvious ex­
ample of inflation is his own self-im­
portance. 

WALTE.'. HAYES. 
Claygate, Surrey, England. 

HEAT AND LIGHT 

I BELIEVE THAT Mr. Ciardi's "Close Look" 
gave us a closer look at Ciardi than it 
did at the Unicorn. So much heat! So 
little light! 

ELAINE W . COGSWELL. 
Berkeley, Calif. 

NO DIGNITY? 

IT LEAVES ONE with a sense of degradation 
for having read it and printing it ill b e ­
comes the dignity of The Saturday Re­
view. In the days of William Rose Benet 
one never had to be ashamed of the 
poetry page. 

DANIEL R . HULL. 

Woodbury, Conn. 

REVIEWING PERSONALITY 

MUCH AS I ADMIRE John Ciardi's honest, 
fearless, and often brilliant criticism I 
cannot help regretting that, in the case 
of Anne Lindbergh's book, he gives his 
readers the impression that he is r e ­
viewing the personality of the author 
and not the poems. 

KATHERINE GARRISON CHAPIN. 
Washington, D.C. 

THE REVIEWER'S DUTY TO 

DAMN / A Letter to an Avalanche 

By JOHN CIARDI 

AF E W w e e k s ago I r e v i e w e d in 
these pages (SR J a n . 12) A n n e 
M o r r o w L i n d b e r g h ' s " T h e U n i ­

c o r n and O t h e r P o e m s . " M y basic 
posi t ion in t h a t r ev i ew w a s s ta ted in 
its first p a r a g r a p h , wh ich I q u o t e h e r e : 

Mrs . L i n d b e r g h ' s g r ea t pe r sona l 
d is t inct ion t o g e t h e r wi th t h e p o p ­
u la r i t y of h e r six ea r l i e r vo lumes , 
some of p o e t ry a n d some of prose , 
m a y b e t a k e n as ev idence e n o u g h 
t h a t t he p r e s e n t v o l u m e will sell 
wide ly . P o e t r y , neve r the l e s s , is no 
re l i ab le consor t of e i the r pe r sona l 
d is t inc t ion or of books to re s u c ­
cess. E v e r y o n e is in t r o u b l e w h e n 
h e looks a t t he s ta r s , a n d u n d e r 
t h e s t a r s I a m as h u m a n l y eage r 
to g r a n t Mrs . L i n d b e r g h t h e d i g ­
n i ty of h e r t r o u b l e s as I a m to e n ­
join m y own. One of m y p re sen t 
t r oub le s is t h a t as a r e v i e w e r no t 
of M r s . L i n d b e r g h b u t of h e r 
poems , I h a v e , in d u t y , no th ing 
b u t c o n t e m p t to offer. I a m c o m ­
pe l led to be l ieve t h a t M r s . L i n d ­
b e r g h h a s w r i t t e n a n offensively 
b a d book—inept , j ingl ing, s lov ­
enly , i l l i te ra te even, a n d puffed u p 
w i t h t h e foolish afflatus of a s t e r e ­
o typed h igh - se r i ousnes s , t h a t s p e ­
cies of es the t ic a n d h u m a n fai lure 
t h a t wil l accept a n y sh r i ek as a 
t r u e h i g h - C . If t h e r e is j u d g m e n t , 
it m u s t go b y s t a n d a r d s . I canno t 
apologize for th is j u d g m e n t . I b e ­
l ieve t h a t I can a n d m u s t specify 
t h e p a r t i c u l a r b a d n e s s of th is sor t 
of stuff. 

T h e n c a m e t h e a v a l a n c h e . A s it 
h a p p e n s I a m s i t t ing t h e y e a r ou t on 

a Fe l lowsh ip to t he A m e r i c a n A c a d ­
e m y in R o m e a n d t h e a v a l a n c h e d e ­
scended on t h e N e w Y o r k office. T h e 
cable connects , h o w e v e r ; t h e a i rma i l 
h a s b e e n flowing; a n d I h a v e b e e n 
rece iv ing g e n e r o u s s ample s from t h e 
ava l anche . SR tel ls m e t h a t h u n d r e d s 
of such l e t t e r s h a v e b e e n rece ived . 
T h e sampl ing t h a t h a s b e e n fo rwarded 
to m e shows a r e m a r k a b l e consis tency 
in l anguage . T h e fol lowing p h r a s e s 
wil l s e rve to i l lus t ra te t h e who le 
r a n g e : " shock ing . . . c rue l . , . h o r r i d 
pe r son h i t t ing be low the be l t . . . a 
m e a n low p e r s o n . . . un fa i rness shou ts 
a loud . . . to ta l ly u n j u s t . . . gross d i s ­
cour t e sy . . . lack of p la in h u m a n 
decency . . . pe t t y h a r s h n e s s . . . it 
leaves m e w i t h a sense of deg rada t i on 
for h a v i n g r e a d i t ." 

T h e issues h e r e — t h e first issues a t 
l eas t—are c lear enough , b u t before 
add re s s ing t h e m , let m e a s s u r e t h e 
a v a l a n c h e of i ts o w n n u m e r i c a l 
s t r e n g t h a n d consis tency. Of t h e h u n ­
d r e d s of l e t t e r s m y r e v i e w evoked , I 
h a v e seen on ly t w o t h a t m i g h t be 
cal led favorab le . If t h e r e is r ea son in 
n u m b e r s , t hose w h o h a v e b e e n m o v e d 
to object a r e ce r t a in ly r ight . I a m no t 
ye t p e r s u a d e d , howeve r , t h a t t h e 
a v a l a n c h e s of ind igna t ion a r e a n in t e l ­
lec tua l m e a s u r e I c a n respec t . If t h e 
exce l lence of p o e t ry w e r e d e t e r m i n a ­
ble b y a na t iona l elect ion, I h a v e no 
d o u b t t h a t E d g a r G u e s t w o u l d b e 
elec ted t h e g rea t e s t poe t in t h e E n g ­
lish L a n g u a g e — b y a lands l ide . I d o u b t 
t h a t h e is, a n d I d o u b t t h e p e r t i n e n c e 
of t h e p r e s e n t a v a l a n c h e . 

T h e first i s sue is c l ea r ly e n o u g h t h e 
e v e r - p r e s e n t ad hominem. I h a v e a t -
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tempted to show by principle and 
evidence that Mrs. Lindbergh writes 
not simply bad poetry, but contempti­
bly bad poetry. The answer to that 
proposition, according to the avalanche, 
is: "You are a mean low hoiTid per­
son." The avalanche may be right about 
me. But my character has nothing to do 
with the proposition I have put forth, 
and with the principles I have at­
tempted to introduce as measures of 
Mrs. Lindbergh's poetry. These prin­
ciples are not my invention. They 
would have existed in human reckon­
ing had I never been bom. Clearly, 
therefore, they do not depend on me 
for their validity. It may even be that 
I am unworthy of the principles I have 
offered for discussion. It is still the 
principles themselves that are at issue. 
If I have mis-stated these principles, 
let the statement be corrected; if I 
have misapplied them, let my pro­
cedure be challenged; if I have mis­
used evidence, let my error be shown. 

A second chai-ge, already implicit 
in some of the phrases I have cited, 
is made explicit in the following pas­
sage from one letter: 

Mrs. Lindbergh is (as everyone 
except Mr. Ciardi knows) a sen­
sitive and intelligent person; she 
would have understood a more 
subtly worded criticism; and so 
would the readers of The Satur­
day Review, who are now more 
prejudiced against Mr. Ciardi than 
against Mrs. Lindbergh. . . . It is 
not necessary to use a sledgeham­
mer to demolish a fragile shell. 

I think this would be a valid criticism 
vi^ere it a fact that the premise of my 
review was to make Mrs. Lindbergh 
understand, or that she is indeed a 
fragile shell. I shall have more to say 
below about the fragile shell, but one 
of the main reasons for selecting this 
book for damnation in so many words 
was the very fact that it was obviously 
destined for considerable sale and 
general acclaim; that far from being a 
fragile shell, it was almost certain of 
solid sales and praise, as poetry goes. 
For better or worse I thought it neces­
sary to make my disagreement strong 
enough to counterbalance the general 
vague approval the book was bound 
to receive elsewhere. 

The fact that I have expressed my­
self as contemptuous of Mrs. Lind­
bergh's poetry is, as far as I am con­
cerned, a necessary accuracy. I r e ­
gret—I have already regretted it in 
my review—that my final considered 
judgment leaves me no other choice. 
I think these are slovenly poems. The 
title under which I sent in the review 
was "The Slovenly Unicorn." I do not 
understand why the title was changed 
by other SR editors. Slovenliness, I 
have always held to be the most con­
temptible of esthetic sins. I think I 

have established the existence of slov­
enliness in these poems. If I have 
failed to establish the existence of 
such slovenliness, my charge must, of 
course, fall through. If I have estab­
lished it, and if slovenliness is indeed 
(as I believe it to be) contemptible, 
what choice have I but to consider 
these poems contemptible? I am sorry 
if that conclusion hurts Mrs. Lind­
bergh, but I am even sorrier that she 
writes such stuff. I should, of course, 
be delighted to have her grasp my 
objections and profit by them. More 
urgently, however, I am trying to es­
tablish as a policy of this magazine 
that poetry is a serious, dignified, and 
disciplined human activity which is 
not to be debased in the name of a 
counterfeit sentimentality that will 
not bother to learn the fundamentals 
of its own art. 

It is that line I mean to defend. That, 
and the proposition that the discussion 
must go by principle. I am not aware 
of any compulsion within myself to 
assault the character of persons not 
known to me, and I do not believe 
that I have done so. I chose to affirm 
principles. It is certainly significant to 
me that I was able to find only two 
letters in the total avalanche that 
showed even so much as an awareness 
that a principle was involved. 

l\.N AVALANCHE, moreover, is not 
only a descending mass; it is a release 
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of stored-up forces. "Insulting," says one 
letter and then cites the "idiotic verse'' 
I have chosen for SR since I became 
Poetry Editor. One letter speaks of 
"the animus which darkens" my criti­
cism, then goes on to say that I "should 
have attacked Cummings and Eliot if 
what you crave is clarity of thought 
and meaningful use of words." One 
reader was moved to look up my own 
poems, and concludes that my recent 
poem to Dylan Thomas (SR Dec. 15. 
1956) is no good. Another says prac­
tically nothing about the present re ­
view but gleefully I'eports having 
found an unfavorable review of my 
own last book of poems in the most 
recent issue of The Hudson Review. 
(You missed another in the Yale Re­
view a few issues back.) One argues 
that it is all wrong to "dissect" poetry 
in this way because it is "too living a 
thing for close criticism." (I thought 
that particular bit of nonsense had 
been disqualified even as a topic foi' 
sophomore bull-sessions.) Anothei 
calls my review a "rude piece of 
writing" and goes on to school-marm 
me with the following: "I shall watch 
your pages for a poem by Mr. Ciardi 
and believe me if he doesn't make his 
ideas walk like good tin soldiers (with 
their vizors down) he'll come a crop­
per." (Dear Faithful Reader—I have 
had three poems in SR during the last 
year. I certainly hope none of them 

(Continued on page 54) 

Your Literary I. Q. 
Conducted by .John T. Winterich 

BIRTHYEARS 

Below, in two alphabetical columns, are listed the names of forty American 
authors, two of whom were born in each of the years given in the third column. 
Elizabeth Mills of Springfield, Mo., asks you to assign the right years to the 
right authors, keying the first two pairs of parentheses on Column One and the 
second on Column Two. Birth certificates issued on page 55. 

1. Thomas Bailey Aldrich 
2. Sherwood Anderson 
3. Eugene Field 
4. Hamlin Garland 
5. Ernest Hemingway 
6. William Dean Howells 
7. Sinclair Lewis 
8. Herman Melville 

Edna St. Vincent Millav 
Eugene O'Neill 
Edgar Allan Poe 
Robert Sherwood 
Gertrude Stein 
Harriet Beecher Stowe 
Eudora Welty 
Edith Wharton 
John Greenleaf Whittier 

9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. Kate Douglas Wiggin 
19. Tennessee Williams 
20. Thomas Wolfe 

Stephen Vincent Benet 
Louis Bromfield 
Willa Gather 
Edward Eggleston 
T. S. Eliot 
Zona Gale 
Horace Greeley 
Bret Harte 
Lafcadio Hearn 
O. Henry 
John Hersev 
Elbert Hubbard 
Ring Lardner 
Abraham Lincoln 
Henry W. Longfellow 
Bliss Perry 
Elmer Rice 
Mari Sandoz 
Walt Whitman 
Richard Wright 

( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 
( ) 

( ) 1807 
( ) 1809 
( ) 1811 
( ) 1819 
( ) 1836 
( ) 1837 
( ) 1850 
( ) 1856 
( ) 1860 
( ) 1862 
( ) 1874 
( ) 1876 
( ) 1885 
( ) 1888 
( ) 1892 
( ) 1896 
( ) 1898 
( ) 1900 
( ) 1909 
( ) 1914 PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
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