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Preface

Named “one of the twenty-five most distinguished reference titles published during the past twenty-five years” by Refer-
ence Quarterly, the Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series provides readers with critical commentary and general
information on more than 2,000 authors now living or who died after December 31, 1999. Volumes published from 1973
through 1999 include authors who died after December 31, 1959. Previous to the publication of the first volume of CLC in
1973, there was no ongoing digest monitoring scholarly and popular sources of critical opinion and explication of modern
literature. CLC, therefore, has fulfilled an essential need, particularly since the complexity and variety of contemporary
literature makes the function of criticism especially important to today’s reader.

Scope of the Series

CLC provides significant passages from published criticism of works by creative writers. Since many of the authors
covered in CLC inspire continual critical commentary, writers are often represented in more than one volume. There is, of
course, no duplication of reprinted criticism.

Authors are selected for inclusion for a variety of reasons, among them the publication or dramatic production of a criti-
cally acclaimed new work, the reception of a major literary award, revival of interest in past writings, or the adaptation of a
literary work to film or television.

Attention is also given to several other groups of writers—authors of considerable public interest—about whose work criti-
cism is often difficult to locate. These include mystery and science fiction writers, literary and social critics, foreign
authors, and authors who represent particular ethnic groups.

Each CLC volume contains individual essays and reviews taken from hundreds of book review periodicals, general
magazines, scholarly journals, monographs, and books. Entries include critical evaluations spanning from the beginning of
an author’s career to the most current commentary. Interviews, feature articles, and other published writings that offer
insight into the author’s works are also presented. Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the general
critical and biographical material in CLC provides them with vital information required to write a term paper, analyze a
poem, or lead a book discussion group. In addition, complete biographical citations note the original source and all of the
information necessary for a term paper footnote or bibliography.

Organization of the Book

A CLC entry consists of the following elements:

& The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the original date of composition.

B A Portrait of the Author is included when available.

B  The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.
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8 The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose
works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless
otherwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication.

B Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it ap-
peared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included.

B A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 14th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993).

B Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.
B Whenever possible, a recent Author Interview accompanies each entry.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for ad-
ditional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Thomson Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Thom-
son Gale, including CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also
includes birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC
volume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in Literature Criticism from
1400 to 1800, Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism, Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism, and the Contemporary Liter-
ary Criticism Yearbook, which was discontinued in 1998.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the anthor’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while individual
poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Thomson Gale also produces an annual cumulative title index that
alphabetically lists all titles reviewed in CLC and is available to all customers. Additional copies of this index are available
upon request. Librarians and patrons wiil welcome this separate index; it saves shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable
upon receipt of the next edition.

Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language As-
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sociation (MLA) style. Both the ML A and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the
current standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats

within a list of citations.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 14th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

Morrison, Jago. “Narration and Unease in Ian McEwan’s Later Fiction.” Critiqgue 42, no. 3 (spring 2001): 253-68.
Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 169, edited by Janet Witalec, 212-20. Detroit: Gale, 2003.

Brossard, Nicole. “Poetic Politics.” In The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy, edited by Charles Bernstein,
73-82. New York: Roof Books, 1990. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Yol. 169, edited by Janet Witalec, 3-8.
Detroit: Gale, 2003.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Morrison, Jago. “Narration and Unease in Ian McEwan’s Later Fiction.” Critigue 42.3 (spring 2001): 253-68. Reprinted in
Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Janet Witalec. Vol. 169. Detroit: Gale, 2003. 212-20.

Brossard, Nicole. “Poetic Politics.” The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy. Ed. Charles Bernstein. New
York: Roof Books, 1990. 73-82. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Janet Witalec. Vol. 169. Detroit: Gale,
2003. 3-8.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Project Editor:

Project Editor, Literary Criticism Series
Thomson Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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Mary Karr
1955-

(Born Mary Marlene Karr) American poet, memoirist,
and essayist.

The following entry presents an overview of Karr’s
career through 2001.

INTRODUCTION

With the publication of her memoir The Liars’ Club: A
Memoir in 1995, Karr, already a respected poet, became
a critically acclaimed, best-selling author. The Liars’
Club remained on the New York Times best-seller list
for over a year and won Karr the 1996 PEN Martha Al-
brand Award for first nonfiction. The Liars’ Club, which
takes place in a small industrial East Texas town during
the mid-1960s when Karr was eight years old, conveys
a strong sense of place and effectively evokes the
powerful emotional climate of a family circle character-
ized by alcoholism, mental illness, and strong passions.
Critics applauded Karr’s use of narrative voice, inflected
with the colloquial speech of East Texas and the unique
perspective of a precocious young girl. The Liars’ Club
inspired a spate of memoirs written in the confessional
mode. Cherry: A Memoir (2000), Karr’s sequel to The
Liars’ Club, portrays Karr’s adolescent years of intel-
lectual and sexual awakening. While Karr is best known
for her memoirs, her body of publications includes three
volumes of poetry—Abacus (1987), The Devil’s Tour
(1993), and Viper Rum (1998). Karr has won the
Pushcart prize for both her poetry and essays.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Karr was born January 16, 1955, in Groves, a small
town in East Texas located in the Port Arthur region,
known for its oil refineries and chemical plants.
Although she has given the town in her memoirs a
fictional name, her writing clearly evokes the social and
cultural milieu of this region. Karr’s father worked in
an oil refinery while her mother was an amateur artist
and business owner. Karr’s sister, two years her elder, is
a key figure in her memoirs. Karr developed an early
interest in literature; she told a Publishers Weekly
interviewer that, at the age of eleven, she wrote in a
notebook that her ambition was “to write poetry and
autobiography.” Upon graduation from high school, she
traveled with a group of friends to Los Angeles, where

she immersed herself in the lifestyle of the California
hippie and surfer counter-cultures. Later that year, she
enrolled in Macalester College in Saint Paul, Minnesota,
but left school after two years to travel. Her political '
involvement in the anti-apartheid movement led her to
meet African American poet Ethridge Knight who
became an important influence on the development of
her poetry. Karr eventually entered graduate school to
study creative writing, and earned an M.F A. from God-
dard College in 1979. Among her mentors at Goddard
was Tobias Wolff, whose memoir This Boy’s Life served
as a major influence on Karr’s own writing. She also
studied with noted poets Robert Bly and Robert Hass.
Her first publication was a poem that appeared in Mother
Jones magazine. Karr moved to Boston in 1980, where
she held various jobs in the computer and telecom-
munications industries while continuing to write and
publish poetry. In 1983 she married poet Michael Mil-
burn, with whom she had a son, but the couple divorced
in 1991. Karr has worked as an assistant professor at
several colleges and universities, including Tufts
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University, Emerson College, Harvard University, and
Sarah Lawrence College. She teaches in the department
of English at Syracuse University in Syracuse, New
York.

MAJOR WORKS

The Liars’ Club and Cherry are set in the fictional town
of Leechfield, Texas, based on Karr’s home town. The
events of The Liars’ Club take place during the years
1961 to 1963, when Karr was seven and eight years
old, recounting the traumatic events she experienced
during that period in the context of her dysfunctional
family life. The novel’s title refers to the local American
Legion pool room and bar, as well as the back room of
a bait shop, where Karr’s father and other local men
socialized in their free time. Karr asserts that her father
was the best storyteller, a skill Karr effectively
developed in her own right. Karr’s mother, an alcoholic
and mentally unstable woman whose artistic and intel-
lectual interests were stifled by small-town life, once
burned all of the family’s possessions and called the lo-
cal police station to report that she had killed her two
daughters, a confession that turned out to be untrue.
Against this chaotic emotional backdrop, Karr reports
being raped by a neighborhood boy at the age of seven
and sexually assaulted by an adult male babysitter at
the age of eight. The Liars’ Club explores themes of
truth, lies, memory, confession, and storytelling, a set of
terms that overlap and merge as her memoir develops.
The trope of the “liars’ club” thus comes to encompass
everyone who has ever told a story or recalled a
personal memory, based on the idea that personal
perspective belies the possibility of ever conveying
objective truth. Cherry, the sequel to The Liars’ Club,
follows Karr's adolescent years. Cherry has been
referred to as a bildungsroman, or coming-of-age story,
in which Karr develops a sense of individuality distinct
from her family. While some of the most powerful
scenes in Cherry are concerned with Karr’s sexual
awakening, it is also a memoir of her intellectual
awakening and development as a budding writer. The
first half of Cherry is narrated by Karr in the first-
person voice; the second half of the novel, however,
switches to a second-person narrative address, thus sug-
gesting that her own personal experiences as a teenager
in the late 1960s and early 1970s were characteristic of
an entire generation of adolescent girls.

Karr’s poetry, like her memoirs, has been described as
confessional, due to the frank revelations of self-doubt
and dysfunctional family that are a common subject of
her work. The settings of her poems are primarily of
the same working-class East Texas milieu that is treated
more extensively in her memoirs, and a number of the
characters and incidents related in her poetry are

revisited in her memoirs. Karr’s erudite references to
classic literature are worked into her poetry juxtaposed
against personal experiences of a hardscrabble child-
hood in her blue-collar hometown. Her poetry is
characterized by brevity, clarity, meticulous detail, and
carefu] attention to metrical form. She has developed a
personal style of using the three-line stanza in many of
her poems. The poems of Abacus are introspective
reflections on personal relationships, love, friendship,
and self-questioning. The Devil’s Tour grapples with
broader struggles of human existence and conscious-
ness, exploring themes of death, mortality, evolution,
and existential angst, as well as parenting and family
relationships. The recurring motif of skull imagery in
Devil’s Tour invokes the themes of mortality and
introspection. The poems in Viper Rum include reflec-
tions on Karr’s personal life, her relationship with her
parents, her struggles with alcoholism, and an awaken-
ing to religious sentiment. Karr’s polemical essay
“Against Decoration,” originally published in 1990, is
included at the end of Viper Rum. In “Against Decora-
tion,” Karr launches a critique of the neo-formalist trend
in contemporary poetry, which she faults for lacking in
emotion and clarity. Karr argues that, “[t]o pay so little
attention to the essentially human elements of a poem
makes a monster of poetry’s primary emotional self, its
very reason for being, so that the art becomes exclu-
sively decorative and at times grotesque.” Commenta-
tors have noted that Karr’s own poetry generally lives
up to the aesthetic standards she espouses in “Against
Decoration.”

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Karr has been lauded for her savvy storytelling, lyrical
prose, vivid, sensual detail, emotional honesty, humor,
and ability to capture the colloquial speech of small-
town East Texas in her memoirs. She has been noted
for her frank yet nonjudgmental portrayal of her father
and mother, which effectively expresses both the love
and the pain associated with each parent. Many review-
ers have commented that themes of sexual abuse and
dysfunctional family are handled by Karr without the
bitterness, self-pity, melodrama, or sentimentality that
characterizes many confessional memoirs. Cyra McFad-
den has observed that Karr “is blessed with a sense of
humor that allows her to see whatever happens to her,
good, bad or terrible, as just one more example of chaos
theory at work.” The Liars’ Club is undoubtedly Karr’s
most highly regarded work. Reviewers admired her use
of narrative voice in The Liars’ Club, which convinc-
ingly portrays the perspective of a young girl. M. Joy
Gorence observed that Karr’s narrative voice in The
Liars’ Club expresses “the innocence of a young child
but with the understanding of an adult.” The Liars’
Club also earned admiration for being skillfully written,
powerfully expressive, and entertaining to read. Cherry,
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while generally liked, has been judged by a number of
reviewers as flawed in its use of narrative voice. Such
critics felt that the first-person voice in the first half of
the story is effective, but the abrupt shift to second-
person voice in latter half constitutes a serious flaw in
the narrative. Karr’s poetry, while not attracting a wide
popular readership, is highly regarded by critics. Her
use of language has been consistently praised, especially
her formal meter capturing the rhythms of everyday
speech, her evocative imagery, and her meticulous at-
tention to detail. As with her memoirs, critics applauded
Karr’s ability to express strong emotions and describe
poignant situations without lapsing into melodrama or
sentimentality.

PRINCIPAL WORKS

Abacus (poetry) 1987

The Devil’s Tour (poetry) 1993

The Liars’ Club: A Memoir (memoir) 1995
Viper Rum (poetry and essays) 1998
Cherry: A Memoir (memoir) 2000

CRITICISM

Mary Karr (essay date 1991)

SOURCE: Karr, Mary. “Against Decoration.” In Viper
Rum, pp. 49-72. New York, N.Y.: New Directions, 1998.

[in the following essay, which was originally published
in Parnassus magazine in 1991, Karr expounds her
opinions on modern poetic techniques and presents a
critique of contemporary neo-formalist poetry, arguing
that it lacks both emotion and clarity.]

1

Decoration abounds in contemporary poetry, much of it
marching beneath the banner of neo-formalism. Actu-
ally a mix of strict form and free verse, the new formal-
ist poems juggle rhyme, meter, and various syllabic and
stanzaic strategies. In the last ten years, the movement
has generated a rush of anthologies, such as Robert
Richman’s The Direction of Poetry: Rhymed and
Metered Verse Written in the English Language since
1975. Richman, the poetry editor of the neo-conservative
New Criterion, selects not only distinguished writers
such as the late James Merrill, John Hollander, and

Anthony Hecht (all of whom, by the way, have served
as chancellors for the Academy of American Poets), but
also from the forty-something generation that includes
Michael Blumenthal, Gjertrud Schnackenberg, Brad
Leithauser, and Rosanna Warren. This book produced
one outraged notice by poet-critic Ira Sadoff, who in an
issue of The American Poetry Review called neo-
formalism “A Dangerous Nostalgia,” linking it to the
political conservatism of the eighties. Once a poetry
movement can boast an anthology, a starting date, and a
metaphorically machine-gunning detractor, it qualifies
as a movement—even if it lacks a coherent manifesto.

The fault, of course, doesn’t lie with form per se. The
late Amy Clampitt rarely employed strict forms, yet her
work is almost exclusively ornamental, particularly in
her overuse of historical references, which seem to
increase in their obscurity over the course of her books.
Her Collected Poems came out this year to vague but
unanimous praise. It’s easier to know what Clampitt’s
read than what she’s writing about (the notes for West-
ward consume four-and-a-half pages). Critics have
called her obscure, polysyllabic diction a long-awaited
return to high language, likening her to Hopkins, Keats,
and Milton. But Clampitt’s purple vocabulary sounds to
me like a parody of the Victorian silk that Pound sought
to unravel. This passage could be Swinburne on acid or
Tennyson gone mad with his thesaurus. In it, the sun is
rising or setting:

Seamless equipose of crossing: Nox
primordial half-shape above the treadle,

the loomed fabric of the sun god’s ardor
foreshortened, with a roar as if of earthly fire.

(from “Winchester: The Autumn Equinox”)

Influential critics have cheered Clampitt’s linguistic
intricacy for its own sake. And the appreciation for
ornament extends to others. In April 1990, The New
Republic carried Helen Vendler’s seminal review of
Merrill’s The Inner Room beneath the telling headline
“In Praise of Perfume.” There, she aligned Merrill with
writers “interested in intricacy of form, and a teasing
obliqueness of content.” In Merrill’s “Losing the
Marbles,” Vendler enjoys a kind of crossword puzzle
challenge:

A poem-manuscript has been rained on, and some of its
words obliterated. On its half unreadable “papyrus,”
the poem looks like one of Sappho’s enigmatic frag-
ments:

body, favorite
gleaned, at the
vital
frenzy—

—and so on, for seven stanzas. The game is to deduce
what the poem’s lost cells may have been holding. . . .
We become, with Merrill, scholars of the papyrus, hunt-
ers for lost words—and find ourselves (in a mockery of
classical scholarly reconstructions) wholly mistaken.
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There’s something scary about Vendler’s enthusiasm for
the poem as scholastic game, particularly when her ef-
forts leave her “wholly mistaken.” I always thought that
poetry’s primary purpose was to stir emotion, and that
one’s delight in dense idiom or syntax or allusion served
a secondary one. I don’t mind, for instance, working
hard to read Paradise Lost, because I return to Milton
. for the terror and hubris Satan embodies. If, as Vendler
suggests, the sport of decoding a poem is its central
pleasure, then one would no more reread such a poem
- than one would bother reworking an acrostic already
solved. Indeed, such a poem would become disposable
after one reading, the “game’ played.

Yet the affection for decorative poetry extends beyond
Vendler to other powerful critics, poets, and publishers:

Vendler begat Clampitt and others; Harold Bloom begat
John Ashbery and the poetics of coy adorableness,
- which in turn begat Language Poetry; Merrill begat a
- string of ornament-spouting progeny through his service
at Yale University Press and the Academy, as well as
through his general pull with New York publishers (his
blurbissimo on book jackets was famous); Alice Quinn,
poetry editor for The New Yorker, begat the flowery,
emotionally dim poems that one typically reads in that
magazine; ad nauseam.

The argument against decoration, however, runs as far
back as literary criticism itself. Aristotle called
metaphors of all kinds the mere “seasoning of the
meat,” and believed that clarity resided instead in
“everyday words.” Cicero and Horace basically elabo-
rated this dichotomy between seasoning and substance.
Ancient rhetoricians admonished writers to avoid—
among other things—excessive use of tropes. These
elaborate figures of speech could, it was argued, over-
decorate a work and reduce its power to convey feeling.
In fact, the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poet-
ics tells us that the poet and orator in the early Christian
era had to justify the use of a limited number of tropes
by demonstrating the extremity of his or her own feel-
ing. In other words, unless the orator could convey the
depth and sincerity of his or her own experience, the
use of tropes fell into the realm of mere decoration.
That’s how I often feel about much of today’s popular
work: The poet concentrates so fixedly on the poem’s
minute needlework that he or she fails to notice—Ilike a
blind man with the elephant in the old fable—that the
work involves only one square inch of a tapestry draped
across an enormous beast, and that the beast is moving.

I define two sins popular in much of today’s poetry—
particularly the neo-formalist stuff—which signify
decoration and can starve a poem of value:

1. Absence of emotion. What should I as a reader feel? This
grows from but is not equivalent to what the speaker/author
feels. Questioning a poem’s central emotion steers me beyond
the poem’s ostensible subject and surface lovelinesses to its
ultimate effect. Purely decorative poetry leaves me cold.

2. Lack of clarity. The forms of obscurity in decorative poetry
are many and insidious: references that serve no clear purpose,
for instance, or ornate diction that seeks to elevate a mundane
experience rather than clarify a remarkable one. Lack of clarity
actually alienates a reader and prevents any emotional engage-
ment with the poem.

Again, I do not decry decorative elements in a poem
per se. One can with perfect legitimacy use a reference
or create an elaborately metaphoric or linguistic surface
in a poem. But when those elements become final ends,
rather than acting as a conduit for a range of feelings,
poetry ceases to perform its primary function: to move
the reader. To pay so little attention to the essentially
human elements of a poem makes a monster of poetry’s
primary emotional self, its very reason for being, so
that the art becomes exclusively decorative and at times
grotesque. Like cats in jewelry or babies in makeup, the
ornaments detract from rather than illuminate their
subjects.

ABSENCE OF EMOTION

We can marshal evidence for the emotional vacuity of
ornamental verse with the example of Merrill, who may
well have been the first emperor of the new formalism.
I contend that this emperor wore no clothes—or, to use
a more accurate metaphor, that the ornamental robes
existed, but the emperor himself was always missing—a
surprising state of affairs, since Merrill was among the
most revered and ubiquitous poets of his generation: He
boasted two National Book Awards, the Bollingen, the
Pulitzer, and the National Book Critics Circle Award.

Merrill’s chief talent is his mastery of elegant language.
And in his earlier work, the complexity of language and
metaphor applies to human dramas that are grounded
enough in the world to move a reader. In “Charles on
Fire,” for example, we hear some privileged young men
at dinner discussing the difference between “uncommon
physical good looks,” which are believed to “launch
one,” and “intellectual and spiritual values,” without
which “you are sunk.” In this poem, Merrill gives us
far more narrative data than he bothers with in his more
recent books. Knowing certain physical and social facts,
the reader can become sufficiently engaged in the poem
to marvel at Merrill’s sparing use of ornament. Here is
the final two-thirds of the poem:

Long-suffering Charles, having cooked and served the
meal,

Now brought out little tumblers finely etched

He filled with amber liquid and then passed.

“Say,” said the same young man, “in Paris, France,

They do it this way”—bounding to his feet

And touching a lit match to our host’s full glass.

A blue flame, gentle, beautiful, came, went

Above the surface. In a hush that fell

We heard the vessel crack. The contents drained

As who should step down from a crystal coach.
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Steward of spirits, Charles’s glistening hand

All at once gloved itself in eeriness.

The moment passed. He made two quick sweeps and
Was flesh again. “It couldn’t matter less,”

He said, but with a shocked, unconscious glance
Into the mirror. Finding nothing changed,

He filled a fresh glass and sank down among us.

Charles literally serves, and serves to contrast with his
guests, who seem more foppish than he. In fact, Charles
draws the poet’s pretty diction by bringing out “little
tumblers finely etched,” a phrase that throws in lovely
sideways relief the noise of “filled with amber liquid.”
This diction is juxtaposed with the poem’s plain speech,
something which—Ilike narrative clarity—Merrill rarely
employs in later work. At the instant the liquor catches
fire, Merrill’s staccato suspends us for an instant. Here’s
a wonderful example of a transforming moment that
requires its adjectives and commas and one-syllable
words to hold us at a key instant: “A blue flame, gentle,
beautiful, came, went / Above the surface.” And how
convincing and surprising is the higher diction in the
next lines when Charles, like Cinderella’s footman
“down from a crystal coach,” briefly enters the realm of
fire: “Steward of spirits, Charles’s glistening hand / All
at once gloved itself in eeriness.” After this, the diction
again irons out, becomes plain. “The moment passed.
He made two quick sweeps and / Was flesh again. ‘It
couldn’t matter less,” / He said. . . .” When Charles
finds nothing changed about his outward appearance, he
returns from the consuming to the mundane, from fire
to flesh. In doing so, he literally sinks to the level of
the others. Here the poet never embellishes a line with
blowsy diction or froufrou unless it warrants such decor.

Parts of Merrill’s later work show the old sparkle, but
often the flourishes obscure the central subject, render it
meaningless. Here, from The Inner Room, is “Serenade”
in toto:

Here’s your letter the old portable

Pecked out so passionately as to crack

The larynx. I too dream of “times

We’ll share.” Across the river: MUTUAL LIFE.

Flush of a skyline. Owning up to past
Decorum, present insatiety,

Let corporate proceedings one by one
Be abstracted to mauve onionskin,

Lit stories rippling upside down in thought
Be stilled alike of drift and personnel,
Then, only then, the lyric I-lessness

At nightfall banked upon renew

Today’s unfolder. Whose lips part. Heard now
In his original setting—voice and reeds—

As music for a god, your page

Asks to be held so that the lamp shines through

And stars appear instead of periods.

Merrill never clarifies the central characters in this
memory, or the relation between the you and I. A
serenade suggests a night song played under the balcony
of the beloved. And the poem hints at tremendous feel-
ing—the letter so passionately typed that the periods
have pounded holes in the paper. But never does the
poet furnish the information required by the reader to
understand and, thereby, feel moved. Instead, one small
question after another niggles me. I don’t know who
serenades whom, so I don’t know whether the letter
writer’s larynx cracks or the reader-poet’s larynx cracks.
If the former, typing does not touch the larynx; if the
latter, there’s a sick bathos to having one’s voice crack
while singing one’s own poem. I don’t know what “past
decorum” and “present insatiety” mean, and I very
much want to, because it sounds sexual. Unfortunately,
the only excerpt from the letter is as meaningless a line
as can be found on any Hallmark card, “I too dream of
‘times / We’ll share.”” The idea and tone suggest a
foggy yearning, yet the source of that yearning remains
blurred. Merrill’s peculiar diction, however, seizes our
attention: We guess at some business association with
that official-sounding language; then we slip into gush-
like “lyric I-lessness / At nightfall.” The final stanza
seems to allude to the famous musical duel between
Apollo and Marsyas (the god won, and Marsyas was
flayed and nailed to a tree for his arrogance), yet the
reference seems dragged in (kicking and screaming, in
my opinion) solely to demonstrate the writer’s erudi-
tion. I never understand any clear link between Apollo
and Marsyas and the two characters in the poem, or
between the poet serenading and the letter writer’s star-
studded letter. We guess that a parallel exists, but how
does it illuminate the poem’s human situation?

I can only conclude that Merrill didn’t mind these
obscurities of character and metaphor, which leave us
to gape at the poem’s gorgeous surface—the mixed dic-
tion, the clever double entendre of “MUTUAL LIFE.”
Indeed, this surface seems the poet’s final goal. Merrill,
wants to dazzle us, perhaps, with his dexterity and his
ability to crank out metaphors, yet he doesn’t value-the
ostensible subject here enough to communicate narra-
tive data about it. The subject barely merits his atten-
tion at all, acting only as a backdrop for glittery push-
pins of language and metaphor.

My test for a poem’s emotional clarity is this elementary
exercise: Can you fill in a blank about a poem’s subject
with an emotional word? The Waste Land, for instance,
1s a poem about spiritual despair. It is also about lots of -
ideas, not least of which is a twentieth-century decay of
faith which precipitates that despair. But it strives to
create that despair in the reader. That’s why I return to
it, not to test my knowledge of Greek myth and the Up-
anishads (references to which I had to look up initially
anyway), but to rediscover the gravity of certain ideas
with the conviction that is only born of feeling.
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In my view, emotion in a reader derives from reception
of a clear rendering of primal human experiences: fear
of death, desire, loss of love, celebration of being. To
spark emotion, a poet must strive to attain what Aristo-
tle called simple clarity. The world that the reader ap-
prehends through his or her senses must be clearly
painted, even if that world is wholly imaginary, as, say,
.in much of the work of Wallace Stevens.

In Merrill’s later poems, intricate surface and form
-seem like mere amusements, rather than paths to or
from human experience. Such decoration cuts a great
gulf between form and meaning, with form favored
over an attempt to communicate, word divorced from
world, a kind of brittle cleverness supplanting emotion,
wit elevated above clarity.

Contrast Merrill’s poetry with that of Seamus Heaney,
“who works in form and still attends scrupulously to the
“human and sensory data that ultimately prompt emo-

tion. Heaney proves, as do centuries of formal verse,

that form and ornament do not in and of themselves
diminish a poem’s emotional possibilities. He never lets
linguistic loveliness or metaphoric surface deter him
from the primary task of inspiring feeling, nor does he
seek to mystify facts by draping them in veil after veil
of metaphor. The metaphoric and linguistic prettinesses
balance somehow; they seem carefully chosen to move
us. Heaney’s sonnet sequence about his mother’s death,
in The Haw Lantern, elegantly and economically sends
us all the sensory and social information we need to
enter the poem’s world. Here is the third sonnet from
“Clearances”:

When all the others were away at Mass

I was all hers as we peeled potatoes.

They broke the silence, let fall one by one

Like solder weeping off the soldering iron:

Cold comforts set between us, things to share
Gleaming in a bucket of clean water.

And again let fall. Little pleasant splashes

From each other’s work would bring us to our senses.

So while the parish priest at her bedside

Went hammer and tongs at the prayers for the dying
And some were responding and some crying

I remembered her head bent towards my head,

Her breath in mine, our fluent dipping knives—
Never closer the whole rest of our lives.

Heaney begins the poem with gentle end rhymes,
sometimes settling for mere consonance—Mass and
potatoes, one and iron, share and water, bedside and
head. He doesn’t hit the reader on the skull with the
form at first. Like Shakespeare, who endlessly varied
his iambic pentameter, Heaney doesn’t want the poem’s
noise to weight too heavily on the ear and risk obliterat-
ing the more colloquial noises, for the poem consists of
natural speech: The priest “went hammer and tongs at
the prayers for the dying.”

But after the volta—that space between the big stanza
and the small one that traditionally marks a turn in the
sonnet—Heaney moves to the present reality, his
mother’s deathbed, where he remembers their intimacy
over the chore of peeling potatoes. Here the meter
strengthens, becomes more regular, more heavily
stressed. In doing so, it gathers force. The image of the
two heads bent toward each other as they peel potatoes,
forever near yet forever apart, like saints in stained
glass, is luminous. “Her breath in mine” is also touch-
ing: on first reading because of the physical closeness
that the two almost choose to ignore by tending to their
chore; on second reading because we realize that she
shared her breath with him in utero, then lost that breath
on her deathbed. Yes, the dipping knives are adjectivally
“fluent,” and thereby reminiscent of speech, but the
resulting metaphor—fluent, expressive silence—neither
distracts from nor conflicts with the human drama under
study. Rather the metaphor enhances. The bucket of
water subtly conjures both holy water and the life-giving
fluid of the womb—the waters that cleanse us and slosh
us forth into the world. The fluency of the knives echoes
the way music—in this case potato peels weeping from
a knife into water—"bring[s] us to our senses.” By the
remembered sound of the water, the poet recreates in us
that rare intimacy. And Heaney has no trouble making a
direct statement of feeling at poem’s end. Whereas Mer-
rill would cling to emotional obliquity, Heaney earns
the right to the weighty yet musical directness of his
last line: “Never closer the whole rest of our lives.”

Lack oF CLARITY

All too many contemporary poems, particularly those in
the burgeoning neo-formalist canon, shy away from
passion. For example, the vast majority of New Yorker
poems favor botanical subjects, and seldom travel any
farther than the poet’s flower bed. Or when poets
pretend to more earnest topics, the formal elements—
mere surface, the pattern in the lace, if you will—
replace emotional, rhetorical, and sensory clarity. The
forms of obscurity are many and insidious. I set forth
the following list of those that bothered me when read-
ing Richman’s anthology:

1. Obscurity of character. Who is speaking to whom and why?
What relation do the characters in the poem hold to each other?
How should the reader perceive them? Even in poems that as-
sume the intimate tone of direct speech, with the reader as
eavesdropper, 1 seldom—in the work of Merrill or Leithauser,
say-—understand the relationship between the characters. or even
their identities in the most prosaic sense. Are they male or female;
friends, lovers, or relatives; intimates, strangers; etc.?

2. Foggy physical world. Where are we, and why does the poem
occur here rather than elsewhere? Often physical reality remains
so out of focus, with shifts in locale merely used for shifts in
tone, that it’s likely that the reader will be baffled. Again, I
invoke Stevens’s work to exemplify a wildly imagined series of
overlapping places, yet each rendered precisely and appropriately.



