View of Our Literary Evaluators

Modern American Criticism, by
Walter Sutton (Prentice-Hall. 298
pp. $5.95), advances the need for
an intelligent eclecticism in critical
method. Emile Capouya is a free-
lance writer.

By EMILE CAPOUYA

S IT an optical illusion only? The

closer Walter Sutton comes to our
own 1963 in his excellent survey of
modern American literary criticism, the
more flexible, balanced, judicious, and
generally club-able the critics seem to
be. It would be enough to renew one’s
faith in the idea of progress, except
that they don’t seem to be saying all
that much. From another point of view,
then, the progress since 1900 is a de-
volution. The cranks, hardnoses, radi-
cals, and royalists have tended to give
way to more resigned types, most of
whose passion goes into system-build-
ing. Spingarn, Huneker, and Babbitt
seem, in contrast, giants in the earth.

Not that the giants were necessarily
apostles of light. Irving Babbitt him-
self, and that lesser Babbitt, Paul Elmer
More, were tight-lipped evangelists of
a “New Humanism” that was partly the
old inhumanism and partly a home-
grown Yankee longing to bend the knee
to mace and mitre. For the American
spirit, broad and general as the casing
air, has that element too—the one that
in our time animates the luminaries of
the National Review. I mean, of course,
the enthusiasm for a jumped-up, aris-
tocratical three-in-one of Birth, Wealth,
and Brains, the only trinity of any con-
sequence ever to admit nasty old money
as one of its terms.

Mr. Sutton quotes Santayana’s The
Genteel Tradition at Bay, dissenting
from Babbitt and More: “Call it hu-
manism or not, only a morality frankly
relative to man’s nature is worthy of
man, being at once vital and rational,
martial and generous; whereas abso-
lutism smells of fustiness as well as of
faggots.” And the New Conservatives,
even more than the New Humanists,
remind one of the character in Conrad,
an American, who announces himself
as “Catholique, royaliste, et gentil-
homme,” the point being that if you
have to announce it, it isn’t so. The
classic demonstration of that fact is the
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essay that did for the New Humanism
what Don Quixote did for books of
chivalry—Edmund Wilsons “Paul El-
mer More and the Mithraic Bull.” M.
Sutton does not mention the essay, but
he has absorbed its spirit, as his fair
but faintly ironic account of the New
Humanists shows. This book goes on
to treat the psychological and “myth”
critics (dreadful phrase) who draw
their basic insights from Freud and
Jung; the radical critics of the Twenties
and Thirties (hardly a man is now alive
who remembers that Marxist dogmatism
was connected with Marxist generosity
and desire for social decency, but Mr.
Sutton reminds us); the New Critics
(Fugitives and others) and the New
Aristotelians, who build on such divine
simplicities as “Poetry is more serious
and more philosophical than history”
and “A work of literature must have a
beginning, a middle, and an end”—and
very good principles they are. These
sections are followed by an unsys-
tematic, necessary chapter that deals
with such important maverick works as
Wellek and Warren’s Theory of Litera-
ture, Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of
Criticism, and Stanley Edgar Hyman’s
The Armed Vision. Finally, Mr. Sutton

advances the need for an intelligent
eclecticism in critical method, achieved
not by a synthesis of all methods in the
person of a supercritic, but by a con-
versation among critics who pursue their
special insights while speaking a com-
mon technical language.

Mr. Sutton has written a good-tem-
pered and intelligent survey of the
literary criticism of our period, one that
suggests how the invidious competition
of critical schools can be overcome and
their separate efforts made to con-
tribute to the common enterprise of
talking sense about literature. But one
has that “Yarrow Visited” sensation.
How much more bracing are the prin-
ciples sketched by the young ecritic
Eleanor Hakim: Art is inherently radi-
cal, because its vision of beautiful order
swears at the false order of political and
social institutions. Society protects it-
self in a hundred ways against the radi-
cal criticism of art: the middleman
(publisher, producer, gallery-owner)
establishes a false context for its trans-
mission; the audience is hardened
against its message; and, finally, the
artist’s ability to produce significant art
is sapped by the life we all lead and
that he shares with us. The critic’s busi-
ness, then, is to separate the radical
truth from the yea-saying falsehood and
encourage the audience to open its eyes
and the artist to be brave, employing
the technical equipment that seems
best suited to the specific situation. And
the time for that is now, while we still
dimly remember what art is supposed
to be about.

The Anatomy of a Nightingale

Literature and Science, by Aldous
Huxley (Harper & Row. 118 pp.
$3.50), attempts to mediate the con-
troversy over the “two cultures.” Sir
Herbert Read’s latest books are “To
Hell with Culture” and “The Con-
trary Experience.”

By HERBERT READ

HE SNOW-LEAVIS controversy

about the “two cultures” has left
most people bewildered. It raised so
much passion that the main issue was
obscured, and the partisans of art and
the partisans of science retired to their
respective camps. Now comes Aldous
Huxley with an offer of conciliation, No
one is better fitted to see both sides
of the question; a member of a family

that has contributed so much to our
scientific enlightenment, he himself is
an artist—a writer with a poetic vision,
a sense of reality, and a style distin-
guished for its grace and clarity.

He begins by asking what is the
function of literature, what its psy-
chology, and what the nature of liter-
ary language? How do its function,
psychology, and language differ from
those of science? He answers these
fundamental questions very precisely,
and then goes on to suggest that what-
ever the relationship between litera-
ture and science in the past or the
present, it might well be different in
the future.

Let us first note that Mr. Huxley
unduly simplifies the problem by re-
stricting one side of the controversy,
art, to one kind of art—literature. He

(Continued on page 51)
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—Compiled by Ruta Brown.
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