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This issue of Je5ers Studies mixes chan=e and continuity. Several of the 
chan=es are immediately evident. For one, this is the first issue of the 
?ournal as an o@en-access @ublication. On-line research has become the 
norm, and o@en-access @ublishin= makes the ?ournal’s content more 
visible and more widely accessible—both to researchers and =eneral 
readers. Throu=h the services of Be@ress (our di=ital @latform) @rovided 
by Milner Library of Illinois State University (now our @ublisher) Je5ers 
Studies is now indexed and freely available to be read on screen or 
downloaded and @rinted out nationally and internationally, and the 
analytics (did I ?ust use that word?) Be@ress @rovides shows that the 
articles from back issues of Je5ers Studies that are already archived on 
the site are bein= widely accessed.

A second chan=e is that the ?ournal now has a new editor. After a 
dozen years of leadin= Je5ers Studies with distinction, James Baird has 
@assed the editorial baton in order to focus on other @ro?ects. If there 
were a Je5ers Studies Editor’s Hall of Fame, it would need to include 
all three @eo@le who have led the ?ournal: Robert Bro@hy (1997-2002), 
Geor=e Hart (2003-2011), and Jim Baird (2012-2023). Most of a ?ournal 
editor’s work is behind the scenes, invisible, and thankless. On behalf 
of everyone in the JeAers community, I’m oAerin= this virtual round of 
a@@lause for the years of service and leadershi@ and our thanks for the 
issues of Je5ers Studies that we have on our @hysical and virtual shelves 
because of Jim’s @atient, steady hand—and @lease, another round, for 
Whitney Hoth, Rob KaBa, James Karman, and Paula Karman who 
have over recent years @ut their shoulders to the wheel in a number of 
key roles.

I would also like to acknowled=e and thank the six members of 
the ?ournal’s newly constituted Editorial Board: Brett Colasacco, 
Geneva Gano, James Karman, David Morris, Katie Peterson, and 
Susan Shillin=law.
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This issue of Je5ers Studies also introduces several new features. Over 
recent decades it has become less common for researchers to focus on a 
sin=le author and more common to focus on sets of writers or on to@ics 
that can be analyzed by drawin= on an array of works and fi=ures. As 
a result, some of the most interestin= and si=nificant work on JeAers 
doesn’t focus solely on JeAers or on JeAers as an isolated fi=ure but instead 
@laces JeAers in broader contexts and in dialo=ue with other fi=ures. 
The Robinson JeAers Interview, a new Je5ers Studies feature, is @lanned 
as a series of conversations with scholars, theorists, and @oets who can 
hel@ us ma@ these broader dialo=ues. In this issue, the Robinson JeAers 
Interview is a conversation with Scott Slovic, a @ioneerin= fi=ure in the 
field of environmental literature.

This issue of Je5ers Studies also initiates two new features: Robinson 
JeAers: The Critical Herita=e, edited by Terry Beers and Robinson JeAers 
Close U@ edited by Robert Atwan. The Critical Herita=e series will oAer 
new a@@raisals of ma?or critical studies and other @rimary materials 
from @ast decades that newer readers of JeAers, es@ecially students but 
also youn=er researchers, may not know. Terry’s rea@@raisal of Arthur 
CoCn’s 1971 study Robinson Je5ers: Poet of Inhumanism in this issue 
initiates the series and illustrates the @ur@ose. Terry’s re-review oAers an 
overview of CoCn’s analysis and ar=ument cou@led with an assessment 
of how CoCn’s study  mi=ht continue to matter in s@ite of chan=in= 
critical fashions. If you would be interested in bein= assi=ned to write a 
future entry in the series, @lease let me know (?seditor@robinson?eAer-
sassociation.or=).

Je5ers Studies has always welcomed shorter @ieces that develo@ a 
close readin= of a JeAers @oem. In one sense, then, initiatin= the series 
Robinson JeAers Close U@ sim@ly underscores the ?ournal’s o@enness to 
such @ieces. But it also si=nals an u@dated sense of what such notes and 
close readin=s can be. Historically, analytical close readin=s have been 
ali=ned with the formalism of the New Criticism. Je5ers Studies continues 
to welcome New Critical close readin=s, but the ?ournal is also welcomes 
close readin=s that draw on contexts strict New Criticism would tend 
to exclude as “extra-literary,” as well as close readin=s that include the 
@ersonal, reflective dimension of “essays,” as do William E. Cain’s and 
Geor=e Dardess’s contributions to this issue. Perha@s the sim@lest way 
to characterize this shift in a@@roach is to note that in conventional 
New Criticism the analytical =oal is to determine the sin=le ri=ht and 
definitive readin= of a @oem and thus end the discussion. Underlyin= 
Robinson JeAers Close U@ is the assum@tion that any =ood @oem is 

mailto:jseditor@robinsonjeffersassociation.org
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manifold and that its elements, structure, and @rocess (while fixed and 
set) can be en=a=ed in more than one way and lead to a set of discus-
sions that com@lement each other and create a conversation instead of 
com@etin= with each other. As it ha@@ens, without havin= @lanned for 
it, this issue of Je5ers Studies illustrates this @ossibility. I ho@e you will 
take a moment to @lace Richard A. Rosen=arten’s reflections on “To 
His Father,” included in the set of centennial reflections on Roan Stallion, 
Tamar and Other Poems, in dialo=ue with William Cain’s reflections and 
similarly @lace Derek Mon=’s reflections on “Continent’s End” in that 
same @iece in dialo=ue with Geor=e Dardess’s reflections. Perha@s their 
de facto conversations will lead you to oAer your own Robinson JeAers 
Close U@ note on one of these @oems or another JeAers’ @oem or even 
a @oem where another @oet en=a=es JeAers directly or even indirectly or 
a @oem that mi=ht inform one of JeAers’ @oems (anyone for a discussion 
of Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey” and JeAers’ “Point Joe”?).

The first @riority of Je5ers Studies has been, and will continue to 
be, @ublishin= @eer-reviewed research, analysis, and documents that 
contribute to the study of JeAers and his work. The ?ournal’s Submission 
Guidelines can be accessed here: htt@s://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/?s/
@olicies.html, and submissions can be submitted here: htt@s://ir.library.
illinoisstate.edu/c=i/submit.c=i?context=?s. Queries and comments can 
be sent here: ?seditor@robinson?eAersassociation.or=. 

It’s my sense that, in addition to this first @riority, the ?ournal can 
also—and should—initiate content that mi=ht broaden the critical 
conversation and in some cases oAer a=endas for that conversation. 
One obvious way to do this is throu=h occasional =uest-edited s@ecial 
issues. This issue illustrates a second strate=y. This year is the centennial 
of the @ublication of Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems, the collection 
that established JeAers as a ma?or @oet and ar=uably remains his sin=le 
most im@ortant volume of @oetry. This issue o@ens with two @ieces 
that mark this occasion. The first is a set of comments by twenty @oets, 
scholars, and critics res@ondin= to this occasion that both reinforce the 
im@ortance of this collection while oAerin= new directions for study. 
The second is an overview of the documents that record JeAers’ @oetic 
@roduction from 1917-1923 and that reflect his @rocess of distillin= this 
work into Tamar and Other Poems and then ex@andin= the collection 
into Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems. These documents su==est that 
JeAers’ develo@ment in this @eriod was more com@licated and @erha@s 
somewhat diAerent than we’ve assumed. The documents su==est a 

https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/js/policies.html
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/js/policies.html
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/cgi/submit.cgi?context=js
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/cgi/submit.cgi?context=js
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need for further study of this key transitional @eriod and oAer material 
further critical analysis.

I should also note that Je5ers Studies remains stron=ly committed 
to reviewin= not only books that focus s@ecifically on JeAers and his 
work but also books in which JeAers is a to@ic amon= other to@ics and 
books that are of interest to readers of JeAers. The six reviews in this 
issue reflect this ran=e. Brett Colasacco’s review of the new Centennial 
Edition of Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems not only assesses the 
edition but oAers a thou=htful analysis of “Roan Stallion.” Eric San 
Geor=e’s review of Alan Malnar’s study of the role of birds of @rey in 
JeAers’ work develo@s the si=nificance of JeAers’ interweavin= of @recisely 
observed details, ima=ery, and symbolism in this central feature of his 
@oetic universe. Geor=e Hart’s review of Louise Economides’ Wild 
Anthro7ocene, underscores JeAers’ si=nificance for the field of environ-
mental literature. And the reviews by David Rothman and James 
Karman document how JeAers’ work has entered into contem@orary 
@hiloso@hy and reli=ious thou=ht. The final review in this issue may 
well be the first review in Je5ers Studies of a contem@orary novel. In her 
review of Rachel Cusk’s Second Place, Geneva Gano @robes the ima=i-
native dialo=ue between Cusk and her narrator with JeAers as mediated 
throu=h Mabel Dod=e Luhan’s Lorenzo in Taos. 

I should note that a number of these reviews are the result of 
someone in the JeAers community su==estin= the title. Please, if you 
ha@@en on a book that you think would of interest to readers of JeAers, 
send the title alon=. If you would like to be a reviewer for Je5ers Studies, 
@lease let me know that as well. 

And if you have su==estions for features for the ?ournal, su==estions 
for im@rovin= the ?ournal, or concerns that should be addressed, @lease 
share them with me. A=ain: ?seditor@robinson?eAersassociation.or=.

In closin= I ho@e it’s not amiss to share one @ersonal detail, which 
may hel@ illustrate my sense of the ?ournal. Fifty years a=o, I @ublished 
my first critical article: “The Interactive Voice of Robinson JeAers’ 
Hun8er9eld.” I was then all of twenty-five and fresh out of =raduate 
school. The ?ournal was the Robinson Je5ers Newsletter (the forerunner of 
Je5ers Studies) edited by Robert Bro@hy. RJN brou=ht me into the conver-
sation. Bob brou=ht me into the community. Both the conversation and 
the community only continue if we continue to renew it. Je5ers Studies is 
@art of how we do that.

mailto:jseditor@robinsonjeffersassociation.org
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[Summer 2025 the editor invited a number of @oets and scholars 
to share comments on the occasion of the centennial of the @ubli-
cation of Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems.]

D1*1 G.!.1: T3e G3!,+, !2 De1- P/!2e,,!/,
The centenary of the @ublication of The Roan Stallion, Tamar, and 
Other Poems is a si=nificant anniversary for American @oetry, 
thou=h few will celebrate it. This com@osite collection established 
Robinson JeAers as a @owerful, new voice in Modernist literature. 
His early readers were struck by the ori=inality of both his style and 
worldview; it was a voice and vision never heard before in American 
verse. To his first cham@ions, such as Babette Deutsch, Mark Van 
Doren, and even H.L. Mencken, JeAers embodied the revolutionary 
ener=y of modern art.

A hundred years later, JeAers doesn’t a@@ear in the academic 
canon of Modernist @oetry. His work doesn’t fit the standard defi-
nition of the movement. The formulation for inclusion was based 
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on the “Hi=h Modernism” of @oets such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, 
Wallace Stevens, H.D., and Marianne Moore, who achieved their 
eAects throu=h stylistic density, ima=istic association, and allusion. 
The oCcial version of Modernism also still re?ects the narrative 
mode in @oetry; only the lyric could ex@ress the sensibility of 
the new movement. JeAers was too ex@ansive, @hiloso@hical, and 
narrative to Dualify. His story didn’t fit the master narrative.

Such a narrow definition of Modernist @oetry would have 
@uzzled readers in 1925. They saw JeAers as @art of a com@rehensive 
transformation of @oetic sensibility; it would not have occurred to 
them that this develo@ment was limited to the lyric mode. They 
found his work not merely new but shockin=.

The @ast is always sim@lified. The @resent can’t deal with 
the multi@licity of historical data. This is a s@ecial @roblem in 
education: neither students nor @rofessors can read everythin=. 
(Nowadays they don’t even mana=e the minimal assi=ned readin=.) 
The literary canon allows us to i=nore enou=h thin=s to make the 
@ast mana=eable.

Criticism, however, exists to assess the Duality of acce@ted 
o@inion. The =oal—im@ossible but nonetheless com@ellin=—is to 
identify, @romote, and ex@licate the best works. Mi=ht we hurry this 
@rocess alon= by @ointin= out a few bi= and obvious @roblems with 
our su@erannuated definition of American Modernist verse? After 
a hundred years, mi=ht we admit that Roan Stallion, Tamar, and Other 
Poems still commands the attention of intelli=ent readers? Mi=ht we 
also ask if the @ers@ective by which it was dismissed by the New 
Critics and their successors are still valid?

We mi=ht even broaden our obvious ske@ticism about the 
mid-century consensus. How can we acce@t a canon that excluded 
so much of the last century’s best @oetry? What sane formulation 
of modern @oetry i=nored JeAers, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and 
Lan=ston Hu=hes—three ma?or @oets who articulated worldviews 
im@ossible a =eneration earlier? Their @o@ularity and accessibility 
contributed to their low re@ute amon= New Critics who saw 
Modernism as an elitist van=uard better understood by intellec-
tuals than the =eneral @ublic.

The academic canon also i=nored radical early modern inno-
vators, such as Ste@hen Crane, Carl Sandbur=, and Vachel Lindsay. 
They are minor writers but also ones who hel@ed sha@e the future 
of American verse. Does it still make sense to mar=inalize inno-
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vative anti-Romantic traditionalists such as Robert Frost and E. 
A. Robinson? Frost’s North of Boston may be more accessible than 
Pound’s “Hu=h Selwyn Mauberly,” but it is no less ori=inal. Wasn’t 
much of the core Modernist canon created for the needs of critics 
rather than readers?

The @ur@ose of @oetry is not to @rovide fodder for critical 
ex@lication. Poetry exists to make us more alert to our own exis-
tence. It enchants, awakens, commemorates. In its @ro@hetic mode, 
it also instructs and warns. Poetry is s@eech raised to the level of 
son=. Some of those son=s are com@lex; others are sim@le but no 
less @owerful for their directness. Some son=s tell stories—@erha@s 
their most ancient function. Poems @resent the secrets of existence 
and convey the ?oy of bein= alive. “Tell me, @oet, what you do,” 
Rilke asks. No matter how he @oses the Duestion, his idealized @oet 
re@lies, “I @raise.”

Critics will @refer to analyze some @oems more than others; 
it makes them a@@ear smarter. But most of a @oem’s value is not 
found in a classroom. Poetry s@eaks to all of life. “Man hun=ers for 
beauty,” said Oscar Wilde, “there is a void.” Poetry fills that void 
without askin= for educational credentials or @eer review. To read 
@oetry is to walk amon= the dead. It’s not to be bullied by the =hosts 
of dead @rofessors. Come, let us find JeAers amon= the shades.

[Dana Gioia’s @oetry collections include 99 Poems: New & 
Selected (Graywolf P, 2016), awarded the Poets’ Prize as the best 
new book of the year, and Interro8ations at Noon (Graywolf 
P, 2001), awarded the American Book Award. In addition to 
havin= served as California Poet Laureate, he was Chairman 
of the National Endowment of the Arts.]

C3/.,+!43e/ Be*2e5
Anyone who has made the @il=rima=e to Tor House knows some-
thin= of Robinson JeAers’ self-chosen isolation. From his lonely 
redoubt, JeAers wrote some of the indis@ensable @oems of the twen-
tieth century. Like Robert Frost, whom he sometimes resembles, 
JeAers was a master in both short forms and lon=. Like certain Cali-
fornia @ainters and wines, however, he hasn’t always traveled well 
to the East Coast. It’s time for that to chan=e. His flinty intellect, 
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his unsentimental care for wild thin=s, his fears for the fate of the 
world, all these seem necessary now.

[Christo@her Benfey is Mellon Professor of En=lish at Mount 
Holyoke Colle=e. His books include A Summer of Hummin8-
birds: Love, Art, and Scandal in the Intersectin8 Worlds of Emil: 
Dickinson, Mark Twain, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Martin John-
son Heade (Pen=uin, 2008).]

D16.- M1,!*: A N!+e !* Je22e/,
I =rew u@ in the Pacific Northwest of the United States, dimly aware 
that a @oet named Theodore Roethke lived in Seattle, but otherwise 
convinced that literature was made by @eo@le east of the Rockies, or 
in far-oA Euro@e. So, to find Robinson JeAers’ “Boats in a Fo=” in an 
antholo=y—a @oem describin= a scene I often witnessed myself—
was =alvanizin=. And then to discover narratives like “Roan 
Stallion,” tellin= stories with an intensity akin to D. H. Lawrence, 
o@ened @ossibilities I had not dreamed were @ossible for a modern 
@oet.

In libraries I was able to read some of JeAers’ individual books, 
and at least in my recollection Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems 
had the bi==est im@act on me. Here was Aeschylus reima=ined in 
“The Tower Beyond Tra=edy,” and here were other narrative and 
dramatic @oems of real accom@lishment, includin= “Tamar.”

But I was also struck by the sonnets of “The Truce and the 
Peace,” and by the many fine lyric or meditative @oems, like “Shine, 
Perishin= Re@ublic,” “Divinely Su@erfluous Beauty,” “Salmon 
Fishin=,” “To the Stone-Cutters” and “Continent’s End.” This was 
a @oet of my @art of the world, the Pacific coast, which meant the 
environmentalist consciousness was innate. As my own acDuain-
tance with Greece and the tra=ic sense of life dee@ened, I saw how 
far beyond re=ionalism JeAers’ aesthetic went. He understood time-
lessness.

JeAers’ brief introduction to the 1935 reissue of Roan Stallion, 
Tamar and Other Poems wrestles with tradition and modernity as 
we all do in our way, but he most becomes himself when he for=ets 
such distinctions: “I was @ast my =reen-sickness by that time, and 
did not sto@ to think whether the verses were ori=inal or followed 
a tendency, or would find a reader” (CP 4: 386). He has reached an 
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aesthetic and @sycholo=ical crux such as Yeats did when he wrote, 
“Talk to me of ori=inality and I will turn on you with ra=e. I am 
a crowd. I am a lonely man. I am nothin=.” To @ara@hrase a later 
@oem by JeAers, how beautiful is this nothin=. 

[David Mason’s books include the @oetry collection Paci9c 
Li8ht (Red Hen P, 2022) and the verse novel Ludlow (Red Hen 
P, 2007), which was awarded the Colorado Book Award for 
Poetry and named best book of @oetry in 2007 by the Contem-
7orar: Poetr: Review and the National Cowboy and Western 
Herita=e Museum.]

Te//5 Bee/,
I have s@ent most of my career readin= and writin= about Cali-
fornia literature, es@ecially literature that stron=ly evoked the 
natural world. But I be=an mainly readin= and writin= about 
the work of Robinson JeAers. His lan=ua=e often astonished 
me. Who else could write about “lacin= the suns with @lanets. 
. .”? (CP 1: 189) But what moved me most was JeAers’ evocation 
of @lace, and as the world turned, I be=an to look for that 
same Duality in the works of other writers. And I found it. 
Read John Steinbeck, and JeAers is often somehow @resent. 
Same with many other writers of California and the west. In 
no @articular order, and oA the to@ of my head, I think of 
Gerald Haslam, Walter Van Tilbur= Clark, Bernice Zamora, 
Gary Snyder, William Everson, Edward Abbey, even Kenneth 
Rexroth. To riA oA the late =reat Mo?o Nixon, it’s not ?ust Elvis 
who’s everywhere. It’s JeAers, too.

And that brin=s me to “Roan Stallion.” For me, ?ust as JeAers 
oAers a @ath into the work of so many =reat writers of my state, 
“Roan Stallion” oAers a @ath into other JeAers works, es@e-
cially I’ve found, for students, who are often new JeAers readers 
and who can =et knocked over by the @owerful symbolism, the 
movin= human drama, and the overarchin=, heart-breakin= 
beauty surroundin= that drama. “Roan Stallion,” to borrow 
a @hrase from Clark’s The Cit: of Tremblin8 Leaves, leads “the 
mind out.”

[Terry Beers, Professor Emeritus, Santa Clara University, 
was =eneral editor of the California Le=acy Series. The End of 

https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3D5DcTY9i-fx8&data=05%7C02%7Ctahunt%40ilstu.edu%7C24709b37a94c460f659108dd8c3574ed%7C085f983a0b694270b71d10695076bafe%7C0%7C0%7C638820883995243340%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=lk%2F85tLm4zqg3bn%2BFnN8RlSi6qZx5MLaqpoPFwZ%2BGm8%3D&reserved=0
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Eden: A8rarian S7aces and the Rise of the California Social Novel 
(U of Nevada P, 2018), is the most recent of his six books on 
California literature.]

De/e7 M!*8: O* R!9.*,!* Je22e/,’ 
“C!*+.*e*+’, E*-” 

Robinson JeAers’ “Continent’s End”—a hauntin=, early meditation 
on America’s western shores—revels in balance, at least initially. 
The two @arts of the @oem’s settin=, its time and @lace, both sit 
sDuarely in the in-between. “At the eDuinox,” JeAers writes, “the 
earth was veiled in a late rain” (CP 1: 16-17). So, it’s late Se@tember or 
March; day and ni=ht are eDually lon=. JeAers occu@ies his familiar 
littoral zone, where “the immense breadth of the continent” meets a 
“doubled stretch of water.” And that’s where he’ll remain: between 
land and sea, surf and sky.

This all feels dan=erously druidic, as if—standin= athwart 
these @rimordial forces—JeAers intends to @ull the curtains back 
on the cosmos and @oke his stoney visa=e beyond the stars. With 
his Homeric lines whi@@in= behind him like kite strin=s. With 
his billowy shirt and ci=arette still visible from the sand dunes of 
Carmel.

But isn’t this what JeAers’ fans love about him? (I count myself 
amon= them.) His anachronistic self-stylin=s? His una@olo=etic 
embrace of @ro@hecy and doom? As he watches a storm roilin= 
on the horizon, he addresses the ocean as his “mother”—who does 
that?—and seems @erfectly at home. That’s one of the @leasures in 
readin= JeAers; he’s always out of fashion. That’s because, at least 
amon= the literati, he was never really in vo=ue.

Take, for instance, one of my favorite lines in this @oem. JeAers 
is chattin= u@ the Pacific, ?ust another member of his inhuman 
family. His “we” is our s@ecies writ lar=e: “You were much youn=er 
when we crawled out of the womb and lay in the sun’s eye on the 
tideline.” I love the bombast of that @lural first-@erson. (I’m =uilty 
of de@loyin= it in my own @oems.) I love this casual reminder that 
humans are a late entry onto the earth’s sta=e. That’s another of 
JeAers’ =ifts: he reveals our =eolo=ic insi=nificance—in the eyes of 
oceans, a=ainst the lifes@an of rocks. 
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It’s that fact, I ima=ine, that contributes most to his canonical 
undoin=. More than his anti-modernism or =utsy, WWII resistance. 
More than the backlash that’d inevitably follow a @oet whose face 
a@@eared on Time ma=azine. JeAers decenters humans from what 
we’ve come to think as our world; that tends to freak us out. He 
did so before the word “Anthro@ocene” re=istered as erudite or hi@. 
His title, “Continent’s End,” does more than establish a location 
or allude to Manifest Destiny. It reminds us that our continent will 
end, ?ust as it once be=an, breakin= oA from Pan=aea. “Continent’s 
End” isn’t ?ust a @lace; it’s a @rediction.

It’s no sur@rise then that this @oem’s initial balance sim@ly 
cannot last. As JeAers continues =azin= into the ocean, he sees its 
ori=ins. How its “tides are in our veins.” How it filled its “beds out 
of the condensation of thin va@or.” How its waves followed actual 
“tides of fire.” Never mind that there’s biolo=ical and =eolo=ical 
truth to these statements. (Human blood, Rachel Carson re@orts, 
contains the same elements as sea water.) Never mind that JeAers 
dro@s these observations with seer-like certainty and casual a@lomb. 
The real revelation here is that the ocean’s be=innin= resembles one 
of the continent’s @ossible ends: it =oes u@ in flames. 

Just ask a Californian, who s@ends their summers trackin= wild-
fires and monitorin= the AQI. When Robinson JeAers, the Golden 
State’s unoCcial @oet laureate, @eers into the ocean’s @ast, he winds 
u@ seein= California’s future.

[The most recent of Derek Mon=’s three collections is When 
the Earth Flies into the Sun (Saturnalia, 2024). He is the co-editor 
of the ?ournal At Len8th and Chairs the En=lish De@artment 
at Wabash Colle=e.]

D16.- Le3$1*
It is easy to see why Robinson JeAers was eAectively canceled, 
thou=h the word in that sense wasn’t current when JeAers violated 
the norms. He was a Re@ublican in the 1930s and an isolationist 
in World War II, and his rhetoric =ave oAense. A @hrase like “the 
cri@@le’s @ower-need of Roosevelt” is indecent.1 But we are =ettin= 

1     This @hrase is from “What Odd Ex@edients,” a @oem JeAers initially included 
in The Double Axe but dro@@ed from the collection. The @oem was @osthumously 
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better at se@aratin= the @oetry from the @olitics of writers, and if 
you understand JeAers as nature’s advocate in its @er@etual conflict 
with man, you will a@@reciate the raw @ower of his vision. Like a 
disci@le of Scho@enhauer, JeAers believed that @essimism coincided 
with reality. Man was im@ulsive, destructive, i=noble; “I’d sooner, 
exce@t the @enalties, kill a man than a hawk” (CP 1: 377), he writes. 
America was decadent, flamboyantly vul=ar. Artists are “forede-
feated / Challen=ers of oblivion” (CP 1: 5). The an=er that animates 
the @oems is excitin= because it is unleavened by buoyant irony or 
=allows humor. His vision of his countrymen is scary. They are ri@e 
not for a Caesar but for

Some kindly Sicilian tyrant who’ll kee@ 
Poverty and Cartha=e oA until the Romans arrive. 
We are easy to mana=e, a =re=arious @eo@le, 
Full of sentiment, clever at mechanics, and we love our 
luxuries. (CP 2: 486)

[David Lehman is the foundin= editor and series editor of The 
Best American Poetr:, editor of The Oxford Book of American Po-
etr: as well as a @oet and writer of non-fiction. His most recent 
@oetry collection is The Mornin8 Line (U of Pittsbur=h P, 2021).]

Te/e*0e D.88!/5
I don’t ex@ect a Robinson JeAers Revival anytime soon. As JeAers 
well understood, literary history evaluates a writer’s si=nificance 
in the context of Schools and Movements, and JeAers was a 
determined loner. His isolation was stark rather than @icturesDue, 
like Frost’s. Lackin= critical acclaim or =eneral @o@ularity, JeAers 
will nevertheless retain a @lace in antholo=ies and continue to be 
read by California re=ionalists, environmentalists, and @oets who 
have much to learn from his craft. And @erha@s those of us who 
are accustomed to readin= JeAers will =ain from his work some 
coura=e for facin= the @resent historical moment. “Shine, Perishin= 
Re@ublic”!

@ublished in the 1977 edition of The Double Axe edited by William Everson and 
Bill Hotchkiss. In his final revision to the @oem, a ty@escri@t not available to 
Everson and Hotchkiss, JeAers revised this @hrase to read “the cri@@le’s-vanity of 
Roosevelt” (CP 3: 137). [ed. note]
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[Terence Di==ory is Professor Emeritus at Skidmore Colle=e 
where he was Courtney and Steven Ross Professor of Inter-
disci@linary Studies and Chair of the De@artment of En=lish. 
The editor of The Enc:clo7edia of the New York School Poets, 
his other @ublications include Yeats and American Poetr:: The 
Tradition of the Self (Princeton UP, 1983).]

R!9e/+ V!* H1ll9e/8
It has taken me a lon= time to a@@reciate JeAers, even thou=h I had 
the advanta=e of studyin= Whitman and American @oetry with 
Albert Gel@i, who lon= a=o saw JeAers’ value. Of course, it was the 
Inhumanism that @ut me oA. It is easy now to reco=nize JeAers’ 
wisdom concernin= the destructiveness of settlement. In the early-
1970s his ?ud=ment seemed harsh, @rovincial, abstract, as if he were 
lookin= at his contem@oraries from an im@lausibly distant @erch. 
It is sur@risin= that livin= in one of the most beautiful @laces ima=-
inable he felt the @ertinence of force, violence, and lurid a@@etites. 
I’m thinkin= of “Love-Children,” “Oysters,” and “Memoir” amon= 
the short @oems. Even very diAerent California @oets—Frank 
Bidart, for one, in Golden State (1973), and Larry Levis, in “The 
Oldest Livin= Thin= in L.A.” (1997)—seem to have learned from 
JeAers to reckon with the severity of sunny California. One hears 
daily references to @redatory men, @redatory stares, @redatory loan 
@ractices. No one but JeAers admires @redation. Inde@endence of 
mind came naturally to him. It’s not on oAer everywhere.

[Havin= retired from the University of Chica=o where he was 
Helen A. Re=enstein Professor, En=lish, Com@arative Litera-
ture, Robert Von Hallber= is currently Professor of En=lish at 
Claremont McKenna Colle=e. His books include L:ric Powers 
(U of Chica=o P, 2008) and American Poetr: and Culture, 1945-
1980 (Harvard UP, 1985).]

R103el H1-1,
In my yellowin= little Vinta=e edition ($1.45) of Robinson JeAers’ 
Selected Poems, I found the @ro=ram from the October 2007 
induction of JeAers into the Poets’ Corner of The Cathedral of St. 
John the Divine in New York City. The then Poet-in-Residence at 
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the Cathedral, Charles Martin, contributed a tribute to JeAers; this 
@ara=ra@h merits bein= resuscitated: 

In his later years. JeAers’ re@utation faded somewhat, but recently 
his life and work has found, in the words of John Hollander, “his 
moment of ma?or reassessment,” an event brou=ht about by a 
new =eneration of readers and writers interested in his achieve-
ments as a narrative @oet and @laywri=ht, and by his concern for 
our all-too-human tem@tations toward violence and evil, and his 
@ioneerin= attem@t to reorient us toward a new understandin= 
of the obli=ations of our @resence in the natural world.

I ho@e that what Martin wrote almost twenty years a=o is still true.
We need what is often called eco-@oetry now more than ever; 

some of the best @oets now writin= in En=lish (I’m thinkin= of 
A.E. Stallin=s, Karen Solie, and Alice Oswald, and there are many 
others) have turned their talents increasin=ly in this direction, as 
have @oets from Kiev to Gaza. The classicist Edith Hall’s 2025 =reen 
critiDue of the Iliad, E7ic of the Earth, is another harbin=er of the turn 
in our @oetic awareness and @ractice. JeAers with his tra=ic =randeur 
and =ritty @articularities has always been a com@ellin= voice, and 
there is now no excuse for disre=ardin= him. The lon= narrative 
@oems, like E.A. Robinson’s, are out of fashion now, but fashions 
can chan=e; and the @oems I’ve ?ust been revisitin=—“To the Stone-
cutters,” “Hurt Hawks,” “Love the Wild Swan,” and others—have 
if anythin= =ained in @ower. I want to @ay tribute here to another 
California @oet, Dana Gioia, who has tirelessly cham@ioned and 
antholo=ized JeAers’ work. 

[Rachel Hadas’s collections of @oetry include, most recently, 
Ghost Guest (2023) and Pandemic Almanac (2022), both Ra==ed 
Sky Press, and her translations include three @lays by Euri@-
ides. She is Professor Emerita of En=lish at Rut=ers Universi-
ty-Newark where she was Board of Governors Professor.]

J1,!* S+105
Ed=ar Lee Masters, who dia=nosed so much of what ails @eo@le in 
S7oon River Antholo8:, said of Robinson JeAers: “Well, here’s to the 
@owerful youn= man JeAers, alive with health, and of the sanest 
vision, Dualities so necessary to handle and to treat sick and bewil-
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dered humanity.” There’s no hi=her com@liment from one @oet to 
another.”

[Jason Stacy is Professor of History and Social Science Peda=o-
=y at Southern Illinois University, Edwardsville. In addition 
to his work on Walt Whitman, he is the author of S7oon River 
America: Ed8ar Lee Masters and the M:th of the American Small 
Town (U of Illinois P, 2021).]

D1*.el Hel,.*8: M!/e C!*+e$4!/1/5 T31* 
H., C!*+e$4!/1/.e,

I first heard of Robinson JeAers fairly late in my studies as a doctoral 
student in Com@arative Literature at Lund University. I did not 
read him until I’d finished my de=ree and moved to California, 
however—not with enou=h care and @resence, in any case, to be 
=enuinely absorbed by his work.

Ever since my late teens, readin= Witt=enstein and Thomas 
Mann, I’ve been drawn to, in both my creative and critical writin=, 
the Duestion of what is @ossible aesthetically in our cultural 
moment. “Possible aesthetically” means somethin= alon= the 
lines of: What does artistic inte=rity mean in our (contem@orary) 
(Western, =lobal, Swedish) culture? What kinds of literature in 
today’s world can one (or I) en?oy aesthetically and take seriously 
@hiloso@hically? While I don’t @retend to have found answers to 
these Duestions—I sus@ect that incessant Duestionin= is @art of 
the answer—I at least have a better sense of what I do en?oy and 
what my thou=hts and o@inions are.

I brin= this u@ because JeAers seems to have been wrestlin= with 
similar Duestions in the years leadin= u@ to Roan Stallion, Tamar and 
Other Poems. In his wonderful introduction to the second edition 
from 1935, he recounts a hike twenty-one years @rior, in 1914, with 
Una and their do=, in the Del Monte Forest. On this @articular day, 
a “bitter meditation” on the @oetry of his contem@oraries filled his 
mind and darkened his mood. Rather than beauty, @assion, and 
intelli=ibility, in the style of Milton, Keats, and Shelley, the ideal of 
the day was austerity. JeAers could sense the direction in which @oets 
like Mallarmé and Pound were =oin=: diminution, elimination. He 
couldn’t stomach it: “These austerities were not for me; ori=inality 



Jeffers Studies12

by am@utation was too @ainful for me.” By the end of the hike, he 
had made his “final decision not to become a ‘modern’” (CP 4: 386).

That decision, thou=h, didn’t brin= him instant clarity; he still 
hadn’t found his Inhumanist aesthetics. For the time bein=, he was 
“doomed to =o on imitatin= dead men”—“unless,” he adds, “some 
im@ossible wind should blow me emotions or ideas, or a @oint of 
view, or even mere rhythms, that had not occurred to them” (CP 4: 
386). The rhythms that he could barely brin= himself to ho@e for 
found him on the shores of the Pacific, whi@@in= the rocks, trees, 
and creatures of the central California coastline.

In the Western world, more or less since the end of the nineteenth 
century, it is fair to say that science and technolo=y increasin=ly 
determine what counts as real. If somethin= can’t be measured—at 
least in @rinci@le—it doesn’t really exist. When extra@olatin= this 
meta@hysically, we end u@ with a view of existence in which matter 
and ener=y evolve @ur@oselessly over billions and billions of years, 
across incom@rehensibly lar=e cosmic vistas, to @roduce =alaxies, 
@lanets, life, and mind. Humankind is but a “mote of dust in the 
mornin= sky,” as astronomer Carl Sa=an @uts it in the o@enin= 
seDuence of Cosmos: A Personal Vo:a8e (1980), standin= on a =rass-
covered cliA by the Pacific—a seDuence shot, fittin=ly enou=h, ?ust a 
dozen or so miles south of Carmel-by-the-Sea.

In my view, JeAers ranks amon= the =reatest @oets to =ive form to 
our culture’s cosmic @hysicalism, for want of a better term—a world 
in which humanity is an e@hemeral s@ecies in a universe =overned 
by blind natural laws. By =ivin= u@ the fruitless Duest to become 
“modern” and “ori=inal,” JeAers became more contem@orary than 
most of his contem@oraries. He was never afraid to @lumb the 
de@ths of that indiAerent void in which, as he writes in “Joy,” “at 
len=th Duietness / Will cover [the] wistful eyes” of humankind” 
(CP 1: 117)—a void which seems to be closin= in by the day in our 
time, by way of ever-increasin= fossil fuel emissions, out-of-control 
artificial intelli=ence, or a sudden nuclear a@ocaly@se.

Yet JeAers is not a @oet of abstract theory. To say that Pacific 
winds transformed his writin= is barely meta@horical. Precisely 
this is the most illuminatin= as@ect for me, in relation to my own 
creative work: California’s sensuous @resence, the way in which the 
environment sha@es the form and rhythms of his @oems. Re=ardless 
of one’s @hiloso@hical worldview (I tend to veer closer to some kind 
of a=nosticism than materialism), I see the decision to let a =iven 
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scene or situation decide on form and style as crucial. If literature is 
a kind of mirror of the world, then the rhythms of the world must 
=ive sha@e to the life nerve of the @oem. This doesn’t com@rise an 
answer to the Duestion of what is @ossible aesthetically today; but 
it is to say that JeAers is one of those @oets whose @oetry is both 
beautiful and @ossible to take seriously.

[Daniel Helsin= is a Swedish writer, critic, translator and 
co-editor of the ?ournal Po7ulär Poesi, which in 2024 @ublished 
an issue focused on the work of JeAers. He teaches at Lund 
University.]

Ke6.* He1/le: T3e Que,+.!* !2 
Je22e/,’ Rele61*0e

What do I think of Robinson JeAers? I think he is the Ur =reat 
@oet of California (es@ecially its landsca@es), the =reatest U.S. 
narrative @oet of the 20th Century, the @oet who rescued the lon= 
line from Whitman’s sentimentality and tendency to ramble, and 
an indis@ensable resource for anyone who wants to understand the 
archety@al @ower of tra=ic @oetry. If he doesn’t matter today, that 
would say far more about what we have become as a nation and a 
society than it would about Robinson JeAers or his @oems.

I first heard of JeAers from readin= Yvor Winters. His mistaken 
claim that if JeAers had had the coura=e of his convictions he would 
have done what Winter’s friend Hart Crane had done—namely 
commit suicide by ?um@in= oA the back of a shi@ at sea—cau=ht my 
attention, but JeAers’ @oems held it. The enormous force of “Tamar” 
with its incest, sacrifice, and those lon=, sinewy lines =ri@@ed me 
like a Greek tra=edy somehow s@run= from the rocky coastline 
of my home state. Here was a California @oetry that was stron=, 
embedded in the @lace, and a challen=e. Would I ever be able to 
write similarly @owerful @oems about California?

JeAers’ @essimism about civilization and Inhumanism’s faith 
in the value of the non-human have always resonated with me, 
but—even as I came to love so many of his @oems—I also couldn’t 
kee@ myself from noticin= the si=nificant barriers between JeAers 
and me. However much I reco=nized him as a master, someone 
whose @oems I would come back to a=ain and a=ain for @leasure 
and for techniDues to use in my own @oetry, I never wanted to be 
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one of his disci@les. For the Pittsbur=h native JeAers, California 
was a @lace of esca@e from civilization. For me, California has 
always been civilization. Not only have seven =enerations of my 
family lived here over the last 175 years, but my @arents were dedi-
cated, amateur archaeolo=ists, and I =rew u@ doin= site surveys 
or screenin= for chi@@in= waste and @ottery sherds on weekends. 
Where JeAers saw his characters intrudin= on raw wilderness, I 
can’t hel@ but see beautiful landsca@es where millennia of human 
habitation have been obscured by the mass murder or forced 
removal of indi=enous @eo@les.

The other main obstacle between JeAers and me as @oets is his 
almost com@lete lack of a sense of humor. Perha@s it is a weakness 
of my @oetry that by tem@erament I lean toward dark humor over 
tra=edy, but I can’t hel@ but feel that it would be a =reater weakness 
for me to try to be a tra=ic @oet by su@@ressin= my humor.

I also need to admit that I think I have at times misread JeAers 
in ways that have been detrimental to my develo@ment as a @oet. 
After the relative success (d’estime rather than financial) of my first 
book, I tried to write @oems which were more universal and drew 
on JeAers’ undeniable access to the @ower of the sacred. The results 
have been a mixed ba= at best, and thirty years later I am still 
workin= on that second book of @oems.

[Kevin Hearle’s first collection, Each Thin8 We Know Is Chan8ed 
Because We Know It (Ahsahta P, 1994). An inde@endent schol-
ar, his extensive work on John Steinbeck includes the revised 
edition of the Vikin= Critical Library Gra7es of Wrath (1997).]

A$1*-1 H!l$e, Du225
One of the thin=s I most love about recordin= Read Me a Poem is that 
listeners introduce me to @oets I don’t know. This is what ha@@ened 
when someone recommended “The Purse Seine” by Robinson 
JeAers—“a =rand @oem that s@eaks to us today,” the listener wrote. 

When I read “The Purse-Seine” it blew me away. The authority 
of the voice, the lack of @retension, the clean, clear lan=ua=e. I read 
it aloud several times, ke@t =oin= back to it, needed to know more.

I learned that JeAers ascribed to a @hiloso@hy he called “Inhu-
manism,” believin= mankind was immoral, materialistic and at 



15Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poem,: Centennial Reflections

odds with nature. This was why he took himself oA, alon= with his 
family, and built a stone house overlookin= the Pacific and Bi= Sur.

He and his work stood alone, like stone. He wasn’t interested in 
“@o biz”—didn’t care to schmooze with the @oets of the day. That’s 
what you sense when you read him too. His utter indiAerence to 
a@@roval =ives the work enormous @ower. 

I discovered that he’d fallen out of @rint. But I combed throu=h 
Biblio.com and @urchased a second-hand Vinta=e @a@erback of 
his selected @oems. Readin= “Roan Stallion” I realized Ted Hu=hes 
was certainly influenced by JeAers. Seamus Heaney too. Why isn’t 
JeAers tau=ht? 

Certainly, he was ahead of his time. I was reminded of another 
@oet introduced to me by a @odcast listener—Kentucky @oet James 
Still. No one’s ever heard of him either. He was a =reat @oet and 
@rose writer. His River of Earth is for me better than Steinbeck’s 
Gra7es of Wrath—much more immediate, much more visceral. 

It’s the same with Robinson JeAers. Much more visceral than 
his contem@orary T.S. Eliot. Better than? Perha@s not. But his voice 
is more immediate. His command of the lan=ua=e runs so dee@. It 
shakes you to your soul.

[Amanda Holmes DuAy is widely @ublished short story writer 
and the author of the novel I Know Where I Am When I’m Fall-
in8 (Oak Tree P, 2014). She hosts the weekly @odcast, “Read Me 
a Poem,” for The American Scholar.]

B/e*-1 H.ll$1*
I continued to teach the work of Robinson JeAers over the years, 
es@ecially in my EcoPoetics classes, not only because of his visionary 
Duest and his dee@ly felt relationshi@ to the non-human world but 
also because he took a hard line about human activity in relation to 
the @lanet early in the 20th century before many other @oets were 
takin= this @osition. He reco=nized that civilization was not =oin= 
to =et it ri=ht if humans centered on themselves alone. After visitin= 
Tor House, I understood why he took this stance—he lived in true 
relation to a landsca@e that did not need him as an observer, but 
to which he contributed =reat beauty. Even if he had a sour view of 
humans at times, I so admire his stance toward the non-human and 
his @owerful, turbulent @oetry.
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[Brenda Hillman, a Chancellor of the Academy of American 
Poets, has @ublished ten collections, most recently In a Few 
Minutes Before Later (Wesleyan UP, 2024). She holds the Olivia 
Fili@@i Chair in Poetry at Saint Mary’s Colle=e of California.]

U8! Ge/61,!*.: S!$e T3!u83+, !* Tw! 
Fe1+u/e, !2 Je22e/,’ P!e+/5

It is, very likely, a common reaction for many readers of Robinson 
JeAers’ @oetry, even when they first =lance throu=h any book by the 
Stone Mason of Tor House, to be struck by two of its characteristic 
features: 

1. the abundance of im@ressive ima=es, which forcefully ca@-
ture the attention and seem to stay en=raved in the mind; 

2. the @hiloso@hical relevance of many of his lines and 
stanzas, whose startin= @oint is often the contem@lation of 
Nature. 

This double as@ect is @resent from the be=innin= of JeAers’ 
creative work, and it seems therefore worthwhile to briefly discuss it 
with reference to Roan Stallion, Tamar & Other Poems.

This concise contribution will start by dedicatin= some remarks 
to the second of the two @oints mentioned above.

Many JeAers @oems may @rovoke in readers with aCnity a 
meditative res@onse similar to the one felt after readin= some 
dense @oems by Samuel Taylor Colerid=e,—the ma?or Romantic 
@oet who =ave new life to @hiloso@hical @oetry and who created, 
for exam@le, the unfor=ettable character of Idoloclastes Satyrane 
in “A Timeless E@ita@h”—“The Mocker, or Breaker, of Idols and 
Illusions,” a @owerful alter e8o of himself who honored Tradition 
and hated “The hollow @u@@ets of an hollow A=e, / Ever idola-
trous, and chan=in= ever / Its worthless Idols!” (Sib:lline Leaves, 
1817). It is hardly sur@risin= if readers familiar with JeAers will now 
find themselves thinkin= of the initial words of “Shine, Perishin= 
Re@ublic,” “While this America settles in the mould of its vul=arity, 
heavily thickenin= to em@ire, …” (CP 1: 15). Colerid=e and JeAers, in 
fact, invite their readers to consider the diAerence between @assive 
acce@tance of stereoty@es, which makes @eo@le as worthless and 
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as vul=ar as @u@@ets, and life based on mature and inde@endent 
thou=hts, these bein= the oAs@rin= of =rown-u@ brains. It is note-
worthy that the result, in both cases, is not didactic @oetry, which 
tends to be @edantic and borin=; it is @hiloso@hical @oetry, i.e. lines 
addressed to, and befittin= of, an adult mind. Moreover: the medi-
tative Duality of these lines is achieved by makin= meter, rhythm 
and rhyme ado@t the cadences of colloDuial s@eech.

In “Vices,” from Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems, JeAers 
makes clear that his nature is characterized by coldness “and the 
tenor of a stone tranDuility” in contrast with “s@irited @eo@le” who

make a thousand ?ewels in verse and @rose, and 
the restlessness of talent 
Runs over and floods the sta=e or s@reads its fever on canvas. 
They are skilled in music too, the demon is never satisfied, they take 
to @u@@ets, they invent 
New arts, they take to dru=s … and we all a@@laud our vices 
(CP 1: 112)

After concentratin= u@on these lines, readers may find themselves 
thinkin= about life, about the values that make it noble, and about 
the radical im@ortance of the best intellectual choices available 
to them: the words seem to hint (indirectly, yet @owerfully) at the 
@ossibility of self-im@rovement. The second @art of the line, “and 
we all a@@laud our vices” will kee@ echoin= in the chambers of a 
few studious minds, su==estin= that no man is an island, that there 
is an invisible and inalienable bond amon= men, that vices and 
virtues define and dictate the =eneral behavior of all humanity, 
that men are indeed brothers, as Charles Baudelaire san= at the end 
of the first @oem of Les Fleurs du Mal: “—Hy@ocrite lecteur,—mon 
semblable,— mon frère!”2

“Practical Peo@le,” the @oem which comes soon after “Vices,” 
contrasts the co=nitive blindness of men and women totally 
absorbed in their @resent, hectic tasks—the only ones which, in 
“our scientific, democratic, fact-accumulatin=, hetero=eneous civili-

2      The theme of human brotherhood will be develo@ed , in a darker mood, in 
the @oem “Ori=inal Sin,” included in the collection The Double Axe (1948):

But we are what we are, and we mi=ht remember
Not to hate any @erson, for all are vicious;
And not be astonished at any evil, all are deserved;
And not fear death; it is the only way to be cleansed. (CP 3: 204)
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zation”3 are considered worth @ursuin=, because they yield tan=ible 
results—with the eternal rhythms of Nature, which relentlessly 
re@eat themselves and seem to lead nowhere: it is @ractical @eo@le 
who alienate themselves from this world of beauty and s@lendor, 
and drown in the murky waters of their @itiful i=norance. So-called 
@ractical @eo@le are, in fact, im@ractical:

And all these tidal =atherin=s, =rowth and decay, 
Shinin= and darkenin=, are forever 
Renewed; and the whole cycle im@enitently 
Revolves, and all the @ast is future:— 
Make it a diCcult world … for @ractical @eo@le. (CP 1: 112)

Thus, JeAers’ @hiloso@hical @oetry, as well as Colerid=e’s or any 
other earnest @oet’s, under the a@@earance of denouncin= evil 
and decryin= what is ne=ative, actually always accom@lishes =ood, 
because it contributes to the =ood intentionally. 

With re=ard to im@ressive ima=es—@oint No. 1 above—, the 
followin= lines from Part VI of “Tamar” oAer a =ood exam@le of 
JeAers’ visionary @ower. Beautiful, morbid Tamar is in her bed, 
slowly and @ainfully recoverin= after the ni=ht when she “Danced 
with slow ste@s and streamin= hair, / Dark and slender A=ainst the 
@allid sea-=leam, slender and maidenly / Dancin= and wee@in= …” 
(CP 1: 44):

The afternoon 
Was feverish for so tem@erate a sea-coast 
And terribly full of li=ht, the sea like a hard mirror 
Reverberated the strai=ht and shinin= ser@ents 
That fell from heaven and Tamar dreamed in a doze 
She was hun= naked by that ti=ht cloth banda=e 
Half way between sea and sky, beaten on by both, 
Burnin= with li=ht; wakenin= she found she had tumbled 
The bed-clothes to the floor and torn her ni=ht-=own 
To ra=s, and was alone in the room, and blinded 
By the =reat =lare of sun in the western windows. (CP 1: 60)

The scene is vividly recreated, it @ulses with life and re@ressed 
desires, the @oor =irl yearns for freedom, yet she cannot avoid 
sinkin= into misery and confusion. The hot air, the @itiless sun 
and the shinin= sea indiAerently ra=e on her ex@osed flesh: their 

3      W.B. Yeats, The Poems, Edited by Daniel Albri=ht, Everyman, 1990, @. 619. 
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inhuman =randeur seems to su==est a va=ue @romise of hel@, but 
Tamar will not be able to esca@e from her doom. 

That slim, naked body floatin= in midair haunted my ima=i-
nation; Tamar became as @owerful as La Belle Dame sans Merci, 
and had me, like Keats’s kni=ht-at-arms, “in thrall”. A @ossible way 
out was to try and =ive that dream-ima=e sha@e and color.

[U=o Gervasoni is an Italian writer, artist, and translator. 
His most recent JeAers @ublication is Stallone Roano di Robinson 
Je5ers, his translation of “Roan Stallion.”]

Je,,e N1+31*
The steely lon= lines haunt me. The first =reat @oet of Euro@ean 
ori=in to live in the @lace now known as California. He made a shar@ 
son= of the West Coast. An Archilochus of the American tradition, 
that early and @iercin= voice whose @oetry is @artly a Duality of the 
vine=ar he’s servin=. I’m @robably a @oet of @raise, and sometimes 
I @raise dis@raise. Robinson JeAers’ short @oem “Let Them Alone” 
comes often to mind. A @oet, writes JeAers, should be left alone to 
write: “no @rizes, no ceremony, / They kill the man.” What makes 
“Hemin=way @lay the fool and Faulkner for=et his art” is a failure 
to resist the noise. Sometimes that noise is the invitation of allies: 
“He can shake oA his enemies but not his friends” (CP 3: 427). But 
all these thin=s—@articularly @layin= for status or reward—are a 
distraction and a waste of s@irit, he ar=ued, and a corru@tion of 
the =ift. Makin= @oetry is not a career any more than breathin= is. 
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Fame eats vitality and time. I’ve never met a @oet who doesn’t feel 
under-a@@reciated, but I think of JeAers when I feel vain. 

And while I often don’t care for his versions of masculinity, I 
share his disdain for what Gwendolyn Brooks called “the ridicu-
lousness of man.” I have a ho@e for the s@ecies that JeAers would 
@robably lau=h at. Ho@e for what? he mi=ht say. Or maybe: What’s 
wron= with you? He saw evidence of what humankind would 
do to itself and the @lanet lon= before the extermination cam@s, 
the s@littin= of the atom, or the shock of discoverin= what too 
much CO2 does to the atmos@here. Lookin= out at the Earth, he 
wrote: “What I see is the enormous beauty of thin=s.” And about 
artmakin=: “what I attem@t / Is nothin= to that” (CP 1: 392). JeAers 
loved nature for its immense indiAerence to humankind. The eye of 
the hawk, the harshness of =ranite, the certainty of waves. 

Not me. Nature is @rofoundly beautiful, and I a@@reciate how 
it over and over humbles human @ride, but I loathe the terms of 
this universe, the brutality and unconcern, the inexorability of 
its =rindin= everythin= into somethin= else, entro@y and endless 
chan=e. I love human culture because at its finest it resists those 
terms. And is a defiance of death no less a@@ealin= because it can’t 
@ossibly succeed. A fi=ure of s@irit, and even love. There may well 
be somethin= wron= with me.

[Jesse Nathan’s debut collection E88tooth (Unbound Edition P, 
2023) won the New Writers Award in Poetry, the Housatonic 
Book Prize. He is a Lecturer in the En=lish De@artment at UC 
Berkeley.]

R.031/- A. R!,e*81/+e*
My critical muse is chiefly @rose, and my education in twenti-
eth-century @oetry had been limited to the usual antholo=ical 
worthies: selections from Yeats, Eliot, and Auden, nods to Stevens, 
some Merrill, a little Ginsber= and Plath for s@ice and (in hi=h 
school, of all @laces) Ferlin=hetti. Robinson JeAers was unknown to 
me until an unnervin=ly urbane doctoral advisee, Brett Colasacco, 
declared in his dece@tively understated manner that he @lanned to 
write his dissertation on JeAers. I needed to catch u@, fast, so I turned 
to Tim Hunt’s Selected Poetr: and was immediately transfixed by the 
o@enin= @oem from Tamar, “To His Father”: 
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Christ was your lord and ca@tain all your life, 
He fails the world but you he did not fail … (CP 4: 288)

Even my @rose-formed mind’s eye was brou=ht u@ short. I badly 
wanted a caesura after “fails the world” and JeAers’ @rosody refuses 
it; and so oA I went, hurtlin= into verses @unctuatin= betrayal and 
unambi=uous re?ection redolent of the tenor of the Psalmist yet 
resolutely resistant to the same. This was somethin= at once familiar 
and entirely diAerent—a com@lex yet unambi=uous re?ection of 
the father’s authority achieved via invocation of the (dis@laced) 
Christian authority that did once but does no lon=er mark the 
father’s @ersonhood and the son’s re?ection. This is no “buAered 
self” but an unnostal=ic acknowled=ement that the father’s identity 
cannot and will not be the son’s. Make no mistake: the father’s will 
is known; and his will will not be done.

But the @oem does not allow the reader to be done with Chris-
tianity (as JeAers will not really allow himself to be). Turnin= from 
@rosody to hymnody, “the faith of our fathers” will not, contra the 
son=, be true to death because it cannot be. “Christ was …”—the 
@ast tense references immediately that the father is deceased, but 
also that the work of Christ is no lon=er. JeAers construes Christ 
not as intercessor but as interru@ter, the one who stands—inexo-
rably and everlastin=ly, do=matically fittin= as it were—between 
son and father.

All this bracin=ly acknowled=ed, the son of the @oem none-
theless oAers his own form of filial @iety, @ayin= heed (however 
brief and diCdent) to the work of Christ in makin= his father 
stalwart “throu=h all forms of =rief and strife,” a man “full-armed” 
a=ainst “outward malice” or “the worse-fan=ed snake.” Yet even in 
this tribute the referenced o@enin= notice—“He fails the world”—
lin=ers. What is it, the reader is made to wonder, that 

… coils in one’s own brain a=ainst your calm, 
That =reat rich ?ewel well =uarded for his sake 
With coronal a=e and death like Duietin= balm. (CP 4: 288)

The crownin= achievement of endurance—that eAort at which 
the rocks invariably outlast the humans—is nonetheless =iven 
note re=ardin= the father who has, after all, endured. If the @oet’s 
father is not The Father, he has after all witnessed somethin= to the 
son who is not The Son. JeAers’ re?ection is at once com@lete and 
diCdent, decided and nuanced, barren and resourceful. Folks who turn 
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to @oetry to understand the “crisis of authority” in reli=ion have their 
litany: Arnold’s “Dover Beach” to announce the way, @erha@s Eliot’s 
“Prufrock,” definitely Stevens’ “Sunday Mornin=” and “Blessed Ra=e 
for Order” and, more recently, Larkin’s “Church-Goin=.” All im@ortant 
statements—all to be sure admirable, but all also abstractions when 
?uxta@osed to the flesh and blood of JeAers’ account.

[Richard A. Rosen=arten’s @ublications include Henr: Fieldin8 
and the Narration of Providence: Divine Desi8n and the Incursions 
of Evil  (Pal=rave, 2000). He is Associate Professor of Reli=ion, 
Literature, and Visual Culture in The University of Chica=o 
Divinity School.]

D16.- Ye::.
The centenary of Roan Stallion, Tamar, and Other Poems =ives us 
occasion to recall the sin=ularity of Robinson JeAers’ vision. From 
his @erch on the ed=e of the continent, overlookin= the severe 
ex@anse of the Pacific, he struck a sin=ular note in American 
@oetry. Thou=h he shares with Whitman a =enius for the lon= line, 
JeAers is in some sense the anti-Whitman: where the former found 
a universe within himself, JeAers identifies the self as a transitory 
s@eck in the vastness of time. JeAers’ cosmolo=y o@erates in terms 
of the =eolo=ic, reckoned not in years or eras but in eons. His is a 
vision at once mystical and @ra=matic; @referrin= a hawk to a man 
and a rock to a hawk, he ali=ns himself with eternity.

[David Yezzi’s most recent @oetry collection is More Thin8s 
in Heaven: New and Selected Poems (Measure P, 2022). He has 
served as Poetry Editor of The New Criterion and teaches in 
the Writin= Seminars at Johns Ho@kins University.]

C31/le, Al+.e/.: S+1+e$e*+ !* Je22e/, N!w
I had =iven u@ readin= and teachin= JeAers several years a=o, for no 
=ood reason exce@t that he did not fit my @ro?ects. But now thanks 
to this occasion, I be=an re-readin= him. I now think on the level of 
content at least he is a @erfect s@okes@erson for our social reality. 
I make this claim for two reasons. First, I cannot sto@ thinkin= 
diAerently about humanity since the re-election of Donald Trum@ 
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in 2024. I even @ut in an afterword for a new book of mine sayin= 
that I a@olo=ize for my claims for how the liberal arts mi=ht aAect 
social values. I think the liberal arts can chan=e @eo@le’s values, but 
by directin= them towards certain communities that remain at odds 
with mainstream society. The best we can ho@e for is individuals 
flourishin= in these =rou@s and these =rou@s findin= better ways to 
influence the social order as @resently constituted. So, I now cannot 
not think JeAers may be ri=ht in his assessment of the current state 
of humanity as the basic @roblem for the welfare of the @lanet. It 
does not hurt that his ex@ression of that view often finds brilliant 
fi=ures, as in “November Surf,” or the @owerful direct s@eech of 
“The Answer.”

More im@ortant, JeAers’ nature @oems @rovide rich @ositive 
ex@eriences of how a humbled humanity can en=a=e the @hysical 
world and find dee@ satisfaction in how instances of this world 
unfold. This is “Birds” from Roan Stallion (1925):

The fierce musical cries of a cou@le of s@arrowhawks huntin= on 
 the headland, 
Hoverin= and dartin=, their heads northwestward, 
Prick like silver arrows shot throu=h a curtain the noise of the 
 ocean 
Tram@lin= its =ranite; their red backs =leam 
Under my window around the stone corners; nothin= =racefuller, 
 nothin= 
Nimbler in the wind. Westward the wave-=leaners, 
The old =ray sea-=oin= =ulls are =athered to=ether, the northwest 
 wind wakenin= 
Their win=s to the wild s@irals of the wind-dance. 
Fresh as the air, salt as the foam, @lay birds in the bri=ht wind, fly 
 falcons 
For=ettin= the oak and the @inewood, come =ulls 
From the Carmel sands and the sands at the river-mouth, from 
 Lobos and out of the limitless 
Power of the mass of the sea, for a @oem 
Needs multitude, multitudes of thou=hts, all fierce, all flesh-eaters, 
 musically clamorous 
Bri=ht hawks that hover and dart headlon=, and un=ainly 
Gray hun=ers fled=ed with desire of trans=ression, salt slimed beaks, 
 from the shar@ 
Rock-shores of the world and the secret waters. (CP 1: 108)

JeAers exercises marvelous control over how the se=ments of his 
scene fit to=ether. This becomes not ?ust a @oem about nature but 
the articulation of how the mind can coo@erate in @uttin= natural 
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scenes to=ether by @rovidin= roles for all the elements involved. 
(Indeed “fly” and “come” are @robably im@eratives the @oem issues 
to nature.) First the @oem involves hearin= the cries of the s@arrow 
hawks, so there is a mode of a=ency involved in the activity of 
=atherin= that in turn @roduces an overall Heide==erian sense of 
“dwellin=”—a sense that involves satisfyin= the will to have a home 
in the world. Then the eyes =et involved in the =ulls’ inter@lay 
with the waves, only to have what is seen issue in awareness of 
another noise, the waves, @rovidin= a counter-measure that mixes 
the eye and the ear.

After the s@eaker locates himself as an as@ect of the scene, the 
action moves westward, brin=in= more bird-life into @lay. Now the 
@oem can become the @rimary active a=ent, exercisin= a version 
of Modernist self-reference. But it is crucial that the @oem only 
mentions its own interests in order to shar@en states of awareness 
bred on this sense of need. Both sound and si=ht become inten-
sified, to the @oint that the @oem can s@eculate on a dimension 
of inner life carried by the visible hun=ers of the now com@letely 
active bird life. In =ettin= to animal hun=er, the @oem stresses its 
concern not only with intensifyin= attention to @articulars but 
also to intricate relations amon= those @articulars.

I do not like “secret waters” as a way of concludin= by intro-
ducin= a sense of mystery. For me the mystery is in how so much of 
nature dynamically manifests itself in res@onse to the hun=ers of 
the @oem. “Secret” does add another dimension to the scene, but 
it seems somewhat chea@ to conclude with somethin= not visually 
active. In sayin= this I am @ainfully aware that this remark itself 
is somewhat chea@ in stressin= one @roblem in a @oem that 
otherwise su==est a ma?or shift in how we can understand the 
sublime. Here the sublime is not somethin= we ex@erience because 
of an infinity symbolized by the details. Rather the sublime exists 
in the self-consciousness of what one can call u@ as intricate and 
dynamic structures of relationshi@.

Makin= this snotty observation seems worth it because it @oints 
out two ma?or @roblems that have aAected JeAers’ standin= as a 
@oet who has somethin= to say to contem@orary audiences. One 
is occasionally slo@@y or exa==erated lan=ua=e, a @roblem mainly 
aAectin= his lon= @oems. The second is that his eAort at the end 
to add an aura of mystery can be seen to derive from JeAers’ sense 
that the @oem can ca@ture the feelin= he wants only by @resentin= 
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somethin= more than these @owerful details and relationshi@s. It 
needs a sense of the whole as inte=ral and as @ointin= to @owers 
that cannot be Duite re@resented in descri@tion. For mainstream 
Modernists this su@@lement to the ex@erience was made @ossible 
by attention to how the manner of the writin= mi=ht @roduce a 
distinctive form a@@ealin= to an audience’s self-conscious identifi-
cation with the @assions of the writin=. Poems like Pound’s “A@ril” 
or Williams “S@rin= and All” can celebrate a much more Duiet 
dwellin= in nature because of how the writin= sta=es the event—in 
one case by dazzlin= intricacy of sound, and in the other brilliant 
mani@ulation of syntax.

My ultimate =oal here is not to criticize JeAers but to em@hasize 
how the rest of “Birds” exem@lifies a very diAerent attitude toward 
form in @oetry that may also be more a@@ro@riate to our cultural 
moment than the celebration of writerly intricacy in matters of 
makin= @resent an intricate ex@erience. If we @ose the Duestion 
of how JeAers’ best @oetry addresses contem@orary issues, we can 
say that it is hi=h time matters of form do not de@end on si=ns 
of authorial infusion of si=nificance on otherwise relatively bland 
conditions. Why not celebrate @oetry that has the content itself 
bear the burden of form by sta=in= intricate relations of what is 
there to be seen? “Birds” models such an attitude because the @oem 
literally asks nature to @rovide “multitudes of thou=hts, all fierce” 
and “musically clamorous.” Would that contem@orary @oets take 
this advice.

[Charles Altieri, Professor Emeritus, University of California, 
Berkeley, and was the Rachel Sta=eber= Anderson Professor. 
His numerous noteworthy books include Wallace Stevens and 
the Demands of Modernit:: Toward a Phenomenolo8: of Value 
(Cornell UP, 2013) and Painterl: Abstraction in Modernist Amer-
ican Poetr:: The Contem7oraneit: of Modernism (Cambrid=e UP, 
1990).]

K1+.e Pe+e/,!*
Robinson JeAers’ form of @oetic ener=y was born in the classics 
and raised by wild nature. Ske@tics of the work in 2025 mi=ht 
decry the nativity (the classics and associated forms of storytellin= 
reachin= into the @ast) as retro=rade and call out the education 
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(hi=hly dramatic descri@tions of his chosen landsca@e of Cali-
fornia) as @erformative. The @resent world oozes retro=rade, and 
@erformance these days—nostal=ia for American @atriarchal times 
(reconstructed ima=inations of the 1830’s and 1950’s)—?oins u@ 
with swa==erin= masculinities and nationalisms and Christianity. 
And there is the daily @erformance of social media. JeAers s@eaks 
to me now because he has no nostal=ia, and because his work isn’t 
@erformative—it’s actual drama. 

JeAers identifies the ancient classical material @resent in everyday 
life. He made talkin= back to ima=ined ancestors, whether they were 
writers, or artists, or fishermen, one of the most livin= sub?ects in 
his @oems. He believed that throu=h @oetry such a communication 
was @ossible. Classical “learnedness” and “sources” and alle=orical 
“knowled=e” are almost always revealed to be sha@es of communi-
cation between the @resent and the @ast, between us and those we 
mi=ht ima=ine to have once lived, as in the last lines from “Hands,” 
a @oem in which a cave @aintin= may be a “sealed messa=e” (CP 2: 
4), but also can be made to s@eak by the @oet. JeAers reminds us that 
we can seek relation to our oldest ancestors throu=h @oetry, not to 
by@ass the contem@orary, but to live in it and know it. Ri=ht now, 
the @ro?ect of ima=inin= that other @eo@le exist really does matter, 
and feels unfinished, or—to be o@timistic—like we’re at the start of 
it a=ain. 

Education by wild nature doesn’t have to be @erformative to 
be a @erformance. Buildin= a tower in front of your nei=hbors still 
reDuires you to build a tower. Performance remains @art of how we 
encounter the natural world—and an ar=ument for how we should 
encounter it. When JeAers writes in “Hurt Hawks,” “I =ave him the 
lead =ift in the twili=ht” (CP 1: 378), I hear a moment of o@era, a 
line that deserves a score, if not of music, at least of a@@ro@riate 
human breath. There is res@ect in the distance of @erformance, and 
honor too. Perha@s our false closeness with nature needs its own 
callin=-out in this moment.

Finally, I’d say that JeAers takes on the @roblem of comin= 
towards com@licated truths in sim@le terms. Com@licated truths, 
like the extent to which humankind can consider itself @art of 
nature, a Duestion that lays bare the nature of human consciousness 
in time and s@ace. As a @oet, this refreshes my understandin= of 
two thin=s I think I believe about @oetry: 
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(1) the thinkin= at the base of it actually does matter, and it 
 matters not ?ust how you say what you say but what it is 
 you are tryin= to say;
(2) the work of style is to ex@ress the diCculty of sayin= thin=s 
 within the limitations of lan=ua=e, but the work of @oetry is  
 to find a memorable way to say diCcult and necessary thin=s. 

[Katie Peterson’s six collections of @oetry, includin= Fo8 and 
Smoke (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2024) and Life in a Field (Om-
nidawn, 2021). She is Professor of En=lish at the UC Davis.]
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In A Biblio8ra7h: of the Works of Robinson Je5ers (1933), S.S. Alberts 
notes that Robinson JeAers or=anized several un@ublished collec-
tions between the @ublication of Californians in 1916 and writin= the 
narrative “Tamar.” Alberts also notes an early, @reliminary table 
of contents for Tamar and Other Poems that includes @oems JeAers 
ended u@ not usin= in the collection while lackin= others he even-
tually did use. We have, that is, known for nearly a century that 
JeAers com@iled Tamar and Other Poems as @ublished by Peter Boyle 
in A@ril 1924 @artly from earlier, discarded collections and that he 
considered several alternate or=anizations for it. This history, what 
mi=ht be termed the collection’s =enealo=y, has received relatively 
little attention.1 There are @robably two reasons for this. One 
is our tendency to focus on @oems rather than books of @oems. 
That JeAers included “Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic” in what seems the 
initial construction of Tamar and Other Poems, then @ulled it from 
the collection, then subseDuently =rou@ed it with the Roan Stallion 
material when he ex@anded the collection into Roan Stallion, Tamar 
and Other Poems in 1925 is seemin=ly irrelevant to a@@reciatin= the 
@oem (the @oem is the @oem is the @oem re=ardless of its context—or 
maybe not2). Few of the @oems JeAers didn’t use in Tamar as actually 
@ublished seemed to have survived, and it was assumed that JeAers 
had discarded them Alberts lists the titles of the @oems to have 
been included in these un@ublished constructions, and while the 
@reliminary tables of contents he documented oAer some sense of 
chronolo=y (demonstratin=, for instance, that JeAers wrote “Fauna” 
before “The Coast-Ran=e Christ”), they tell us nothin= about 
what “The Murmansk Landin=,” “Metem@sychosis,” “Peacock 
Ranch,” and the other seemin=ly lost @oems mi=ht have been and 
how—or even if—they mi=ht add to our understandin= of JeAers’ 
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develo@ment (conce@tually and aesthetically) durin= World War I 
and in its aftermath.

We now know, thou=h, that JeAers did not discard these un@ub-
lished @oems. Melba Berry Bennett at some @oint acDuired the 
manuscri@ts, sealed them in two @ackets, and donated the material 
to Occidental Colle=e, sti@ulatin= that the @ackets remain sealed 
until 1987, the JeAers Centennial. These recovered @oems are now 
available in Volume Four of The Collected Poetr: of Robinson Je5ers 
(2000) makin= it @ossible to study the collections JeAers assembled 
between @ublishin= Californians and finalizin= Tamar and Other 
Poems for @ublication in late 1923. These @oems, for one thin=, 
document the series of ex@eriments in form that led to the lon=, 
cadenced verse line of the mature @oems (revealin=, for instance, 
that JeAers initially ex@lored lon= lines as a measure for his lyrics but 
not his narratives). Most im@ortantly, these discarded @oems and 
un@ublished collections dee@en—and @otentially alter—our under-
standin= of the im@act of the so-called Great War on JeAers and 
how his views of the war shifted over time. Without the recovery of 
this material we would not know, for exam@le, that JeAers initially 
celebrated the Russian Revolution (evidenced in “The Dau=hter of 
God in Russia”) as the emer=ence of a new order that would redeem 
the destruction of the old order bein= enacted in the carna=e of the 
trenches, nor would we know how the colla@se of this ho@e as the 
war dra==ed on and was then followed by the com@romises of the 
Versailles Peace contributed to a sense of de@ression in the s@rin= 
of 1919 evident in such @oems as “The Pit in the Pinewood” and 
“Sea-Passions,” nor would we know how the redem@tive violence of 
renewal in the narrative “Tamar” both relates back to and funda-
mentally transforms “The Dau=hter of God in Russia.” 

If our focus is studyin= JeAers throu=h his fully realized, best, 
most characteristic, and thematically most central @oems (“Conti-
nent’s End,” “A@olo=y for Bad Dreams,” “Be An=ry at the Sun,” 
“Hurt Hawks,” “Oh, Lovely Rock,” “Vulture,” and so on), the 
recovered @oems from 1917 throu=h 1919 and on into the early @art 
of 1920 may seem of little interest. But the @rocess of transition these 
@oems document can ex@and our understandin= of how JeAers 
became a distinctive @oetic voice, and this can com@licate, clarify, 
and enrich our understandin= of the “@hiloso@hical attitude” he 
eventually came to term Inhumanism as he first ex@licitly named 
and articulated it in the 1948 Preface to The Double Axe and Other 
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Poems (CP 4: 428-429). And this in turn can @rovide a basis for 
assessin= the im@lications of the choices JeAers made as he sha@ed 
Tamar and Other Poems, ex@erimentin= with which @oems to include 
and how to seDuence them, which in turn can hel@ us understand 
the subseDuent ex@ansion of the collection into Roan Stallion, Tamar 
and Other Poems as both reinforcin= yet alterin= the im@lications of 
the Tamar material. 

We tend to assume that @oets write to ex@ress their thou=hts. 
This casts the @oem as an encodin= of what the @oet has come 
to know or believe @rior to and a@art from the writin= of the 
@oem. But the writin= of @oems can also be a @rocess of discov-
erin= throu=h com@osin=. For JeAers—at least in the crucial 
@eriod of transition from 1917-1920—writin=, I’d su==est, involved 
confrontin= fundamental Duestions and ex@lorin=/discoverin= 
throu=h the eAort to develo@ @oems. And the subseDuent @rocess 
of selectin= and seDuencin= @oems into a collection was a further 
creative, reflective, deliberative @rocess of discoverin= throu=h the 
insi=hts and @ers@ectives o@ened throu=h the writin= of the @oems. 
If so, the chronolo=ically contextualized @rocess of the writin= of 
the @oems and the subseDuent @rocess of sha@in= the @oems into a 
collection can add to our understandin= of both the @oems them-
selves and the collections constructed from them.

The material that follows is oAered as an overview of the 
evidence for ex@lorin= the extent of JeAers’ @oetic @roduction durin= 
the crucial @eriod of transition (both conce@tual and thematic) in 
the years between Californians and the @ublication of Tamar and 
Other Poems and its subseDuent recastin=s in the two editions of 
Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems. This evidence can, I’d su==est, 

• contribute to our understandin= of the im@act of World 
War I on JeAers’ thou=ht and bein=,

• hel@ us understand his transformation from the @oet of 
Californians to the @oet of Tamar by @rovidin= a basis for 
ex@lorin= the develo@ment of his craft and thou=ht,

• enhance our understandin= of Tamar and Other Poems and 
its subseDuent recastin= as the ex@anded collection Roan 
Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems as first @ublished by Boni 
and Liveri=ht in 1925, then ex@anded in 1935 when Random 
House reissued the collection in its Modern Library series.

Perha@s most sim@ly the material that follows is oAered as a way of 
su==estin= that the discarded @oems JeAers wrote from 1917-1921, the 
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various collections he considered and set aside in these years, and 
the alternative constructions of Tamar and Other Poems leadin= u@ 
to the collection as @ublished mi=ht matter for our study of JeAers 
and his work.

 * * *
In assessin= the transcribed tables of contents and charts 

that follow below, one should kee@ in mind that JeAers, durin= 
this @eriod, often chan=ed the titles of @oems, ex@erimented with 
=rou@in=s of shorter @oems, and revised @oems as his style evolved 
and his @ers@ective on such matters as World War I shifted. For 
exam@le, the units of what a@@ears in Tamar and Other Poems as “Mal 
Paso Brid=e” were ori=inally se@arate @oems. More si=nificantly, 
the seDuence of eleven sonnets included in Tamar as “The Truce 
and the Peace” derive from “God’s Peace in November,” a seDuence 
of twenty-seven sonnets initially com@leted November 1918, 
then retitled “God’s Peace” in late 1919 when JeAers deleted some 
of the sonnets, ad?usted a number of @hrases, and reordered the 
units. JeAers constructed the version @ublished in Tamar and Other 
Poems sometime s@rin= 1920 when he further revised the sonnets 
and shortened and rearran=ed the seDuence. Each version of the 
seDuence reflects a distinctly diAerent res@onse to the destructive 
violence of World War I. To understand how JeAers was reactin= to 
World War I as it was occurrin=, one should examine the ori=inal 
seDuence, “God’s Peace in November.” To understand how his view 
of the war’s im@lications shifted as the Versailles Peace was bein= 
ne=otiated, one should read the intermediate “God’s Peace” version. 
To understand how his view of World War I continued to evolve and 
how this contextualized his treatment of nature in his work from 
late 1920 onward (as evidenced in such @oems as “Natural Music,” 
“Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic,” and im@licitly, thou=h less directly, 
“Continent’s End”) one should ex@lore the seDuence as @ublished 
in Tamar. Moreover, the revisions to the individual sonnets demon-
strate JeAers’ evolvin= sense of (and command of) meter and rhyme 
as formal elements. The initial and intermediate versions of this 
sonnet seDuence are included in the entry for “The Truce and the 
Peace” in Volume Five of The Collected Poetr: (CP 5: 273-286). 

In these transcri@tions, the @oems are listed by the title used in 
the actual document. When that title is not the @oem’s final title, 
the final title a@@ears to the ri=ht in sDuare brackets. Where dates 
are included in a column to the ri=ht of the list of @oems, these are 
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the dates of the ori=inal com@osition of the @ieces. When a date 
is followed by an alternate date in sDuare brackets, the alternate 
date indicates the date of a revision that further elaborates or alters 
JeAers’ ori=inal conce@tion for the @oem. 

These transcri@tions @resent only the @rimary form of these 
@reliminary tables of contents. For transcri@tions of the alternate 
and intermediate workin=s related to these documents, @lease see 
A@@endix A to Volume Five of The Collected Poetr: of Robinson 
Je5ers (CP 5: 1055-1062) which includes information on the archival 
sources and other details. The @oems listed in these tables of 
contents that JeAers did not @ublish in Tamar or subseDuent collec-
tions are included in Volume Four of The Collected. For @oems 
(such as “Suicide’s Stone,” “The Truce and the Peace,” and “Salmon 
Fishin=”) that JeAers did include in Tamar but where the Tamar 
version si=nificantly alters or evolves the ori=inal conce@tion, the 
textual entries for these @oems in Volume Five of The Collected 
@resents the ori=inal drafts and any intermediate workin=s. The 
texts for the several unused introductions JeAers drafted in this 
@eriod (noted below) are included in Volume Four of The Collected 
(CP 4: 371-381). Finally, for a survey of the evidence for the datin= 
of these @oems, see the section Chronolo=y in Volume Five of The 
Collected (also available online as a searchable PDF: htt@s://tahunt.
com/?eAers-@oetry-chronolo=y-and-contexts/). 

I. God’s Peace in November, A Woman Down the Coast, and 
Other, Poems (1918)

JeAers a@@arently constructed this collection in late 1918, soon 
after com@osin= “God’s Peace in November.” When he retitled “A 
Woman Down the Coast” as “Storm as Deliverer,” he retitled the 
collection God’s Peace in November, The Dance Toward Sunrise, and 
Other Poems. “The Dance Toward Sunrise” is @lausibly an early title 
for the @oem that survives as “The Dance of the Banner.” Even 
thou=h JeAers had already com@osed “Fauna” in 1917 and included 
it in the @ublished Tamar, he did not include it in this collection. 
This omission and his decision to reduce “Lam@ of the World’s 
Ni=ht” to its final ei=ht lines su==ests that he structured this un@ub-
lished collection to re=ister his understandin= of World War I at 
its conclusion rather than as a record of his res@onses to the war 

https://tahunt.com/jeffers-poetry-chronology-and-contexts/
https://tahunt.com/jeffers-poetry-chronology-and-contexts/
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durin= the war. Similarly, his decision to omit “The Dau=hter of 
God in Russia” from 1918 (CP 4: 464-481) su==ests that he had, as the 
war was endin=, turned decisively away from his momentary ho@e 
that the war mi=ht, by havin= hel@ed make the Russian Revolution 
@ossible, initiate a new world @olitical order and that this mi=ht =ive 
meanin= to the a@ocaly@tic slau=hter. 

GOD’S PEACE IN NOVEMBER, A WOMAN DOWN THE COAST, AND OTHER POEMS

God’s Peace in November [The Truce and the Peace]
A Woman Down the Coast [Storm as Deliverer]
The Dance Toward Sunrise [@robably The Dance of the Banner]

Other Poems
 Beautiful Charm of God [O@en Country]
 To his Father
 Old Ballad Snatches
 Ad?ustment
 Com@ensation
 The Dead Enemy
 Lances [@art 5 of Mal Paso Brid=e]
 A Chorus of the Livin= [last 8 lines of Lam@ of the World’s 
  Ni=ht]
 A Chorus of the Dead [To Death from The Son=s of the Dead 
  Men to the Three Dancers]

2. Brides of the South Wind (1920 and 1921)

In late summer or early fall 1920 JeAers or=anized a collection 
that would have included three new narrative @oems from 1919, 
“Peacock Ranch,” “Sea-Passions,” and “The Coast-Ran=e Christ.” 
JeAers may or may not have titled this collection, but it is usually 
referred to as Brides of the South Wind since he (when he u@dated this 
set in a second table of contents that follows below) desi=nated the 
section of narrative @oems by this title. In this first of the two tables 
of contents for this @ro?ect, the inclusion of @a=e numbers (the ri=ht 
column in the transcri@tion that follows) for each @oem indicates 
that JeAers ty@ed this collection for submission to a @ublisher. 
The evidence for whether he actually did so is inconclusive. The 
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inclusion of the recently com@osed “Divinely Su@erfluous Beauty,” 
“The Excesses of God” and “The Maid’s Thou=ht” (here titled 
“The Maid’s Son=”) show JeAers shiftin= from his reflections on 
the war and the @olitical im@lications of the ensuin= @eace to cele-
brate natural beauty. Perha@s even more than these three @oems, 
“Metem@sychosis” (subseDuently revised as “The Hills Beyond the 
River”) reflects a decisive shift in JeAers’ understandin= of nature 
and the bein= of the self within its more com@rehensive bein=.

Notes for a Preface    1
To the Girls in my Stories [Brides of the South Wind, @art I]   5
Peacock Ranch    6
Dawn [@art 8 of Mal Paso Brid=e] 24
Metem@sychosis [The Hills Beyond the River] 25
Divinely Su@erfluous Beauty  26
The Excesses of God  27
The Maid’s Son= [The Maid’s Thou=ht] 28
Gi@sy Marria=e  29
Storm as Deliverer  3 0
Lances  [@art 5 of Mal Paso Brid=e] 55
Two Garden-Marbles  56
To the Stone-Cutters  58
Suicide’s Stone  59
Danse Macabre [To Death from The Son=s 6 0
 of the Dead Men to 
 the Three Dancers] 
Fauna  62
Mal Paso Brid=e [@art 1 of Mal Paso Brid=e] 8 0
This is the Year  [@art 2 of Mal Paso Brid=e] 81
Iron Is the World’s Want [@art 4 of Mal Paso Brid=e] 82
Dark Pearl  [@art 7 of Mal Paso Brid=e] 83
Dream [@art 8 of Mal Paso Brid=e] 8 4
To His Father  85
Sea-Passions  8 6
The Coast-Ran=e Christ  94
Forest Sorrow [The Pit in the Pinewood] 120
Stars  1 2 2
Lam@ of the West  124
The House of Peace [The Truce and the Peace] 131
The Be=innin= of Decadence   138
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Confession on Caucasus  141
Beautiful Charm of God [O@en Country] 145

Further workin=s on this initial Brides of the South Wind table 
of contents alon= with other lists and notes show that JeAers 
continued to revise and rethink this collection over a @eriod of 
six or more months. (One of these notes include what seems the 
start of a @oem—“Stones in a net of mortar have not built that 
house, all the des@air of the new truce / Cannot destroy it”—that 
mi=ht be read as a su@@lement to “The Truce and the Peace,” the 
final lines of “The Be=innin= of Decadence,” and “To the House.”) 
These workin=s culminate in a second Brides of the South Wind table 
of contents from late s@rin= 1921 or=anized as three titled sections. 
In @articular, it is noteworthy that JeAers o@ens this construction 
with the new @oem, “Natural Music,” in which the war’s violence is 
subsumed within nature rather than bein= treated as se@arate from 
nature. A=ain, the @a=e numbers (the ri=ht column in what follows) 
show that JeAers @re@ared this with the idea of submittin= it to a 
@ublisher.

S!*8, w.+3!u+ R35$e
 Natural Music  1
 The Dance of Death [To Death from The Son=s 2
  of the Dead Men to the 
  Three Dancers] 
 The Dead Men’s [To Death from The Son=s 4
 Son=s to Victory of the Dead Men to the 
  Three Dancers] 

 Salmon-Fishin= [Salmon Fishin=] 6
 The Maid’s Son= [The Maid’s Thou=ht] 7
 Divinely Su@erfluous Beauty  8
 The Excessive God [The Excesses of God] 9
 Mal Paso Brid=e  10
 A=e in Pros@ect  14

B/.-e, !2 +3e S!u+3 W.*-
 Brides of the South Wind  15
 Peacock Ranch  16
 Storm as Deliverer  34
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 The Coast-Ran=e Christ  5 9
 Fauna  8 5

S!**e+, 1*- S+!*e,
 To My Father  [To His Father] 103
 The Truce and the Peace  104
 Forest Sorrow [The Pit in the Pinewood] 111
 Stars  113
 Consciousness  115
 Beautiful Charm of God [O@en Country] 117
 The Hills Beyond the River  118
 Lam@ of the West  119
 To a House  [To the House] 126
 Two Garden-Marbles  127
 To the Stone-Cutters  129
 Suicide’s Stone  130
 The Mother’s Cairn  131

Confession on Caucasus  138

3. Continent’s End? (June 1922)

A Preface that JeAers @re@ared in June 1922 (the o@enin= se=ment 
seems not to have survived) shows that he constructed at least one 
more collection before his initial attem@t to sha@e Tamar and Other 
Poems. An o@@ortunity to have his work read by one or more New 
York @ublishers is @erha@s why JeAers com@iled a collection while 
he was in the middle of draftin= “Tamar” rather than waitin= for 
that crucial narrative to be finished. In The Stone Mason of Tor House, 
Melba Bennett re@orts that Jimmy Ho@@er, a Carmel-based short 
story writer who was a friend of JeAers, took “a @acket of Robin’s 
@oems” to New York in 1922, ho@in= to “interest a @ublisher in 
them” (SM 103). A discarded title @a=e su==ests, but by no means 
@roves, that Continent’s End was the title of this collection. No table 
of contents survives, and the collection’s contents are necessarily 
con?ectural. Plausibly JeAers culled at least some of the @olitical 
@oems from the war years and @resumably added at least some of 
the shorter @oems written after the second Brides of the South Wind 
table of contents (such as “Continent’s End”). What is clear is that he 
included at least some of the transitional narratives from 1917 and 
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1919 (such as “Fauna” and “The Coast-Ran=e Christ” and @erha@s 
as well “Peacock Ranch” and maybe “Sea-Passions”). Toward the end 
of the Preface JeAers remarks, “I am at len=th discoverin= rhymeless 
narrative measures of my own; but the @oems are not finished, and 
not included in this series” (CP 4: 376). “Tamar” is clearly one of 
“the @oems” in his own “rhymeless narrative measures, and JeAers, 
here, may also be alludin= to the initial attem@t at the Point Alma 
Venus @ro?ect that would later evolve into The Women at Point Sur.3 
This comment su==ests two thin=s: first, that JeAers saw “this series” 
of narratives, even thou=h not yet in his “own” newly discovered 
“measure,” as a central feature of this collection; and second, that 
he ex@ected that his next collection would feature “Tamar.”

This Preface oAers one additional insi=ht into JeAers’ develo@in= 
understandin= of his work. He concludes it by Duotin= the central 
lines of “Natural Music”: 

So I believe if we were stron= enou=h to listen without 
Divisions of desire and an=er . . . 
These voices also would be found 
Clear as a child’s . . .

Elsewhere in this brief @oem JeAers fi=ures the recently concluded 
world war as “the storm of the sick nations,” which @laces both 
the war and nations as elements within nature’s bein= rather than 
outside or in o@@osition to nature. In “Natural Music,” that is, 
nature is not a refu=e from human violence, and embracin= nature 
is a way to confront human violence and co@e with it rather than 
sim@ly esca@e from it. Nature does not erase human violence but 
relocates it—a shift in JeAers’ understandin= of nature, emer=in= 
initially in the short @oems he was writin= at the close of 1920.

4. Tamar and Other Poems (early 1923)

What is @lausibly the initial table of contents for Tamar and Other 
Poems survives because JeAers later wrote @.18 of the manuscri@t of 
The Tower Be:ond Tra8ed: on the back of it. This table of contents is 
ty@ed with @a=e numbers entered for the @oems, which indicates he 
@re@ared the set to submit to a @ublisher. It omits nearly all of the 
@oems from God’s Peace in November, includin= the @oems (such as 
“Fauna,” “To His Father,” and “The Truce and the Peace”) that he 
had included in Brides of the South Wind and would include in Tamar 
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and Other Poems as @ublished. This radical cullin= su==ests that 
com@letin= the narrative “Tamar,” at least initially, altered his sense 
of his earlier work. It should be noted that this table of contents 
includes “Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic,” which JeAers subseDuently 
deleted from the collection, then =rou@ed with the Roan Stallion 
@oems when Boni & Liveri=ht @ublished Roan Stallion, Tamar and 
Other Poems in 1925. 

In the transcri@tion that follows, the @a=e numbers have been 
omitted and re@laced by the dates of com@osition (these a@@ear 
in the ri=ht column). The dates of com@osition show that JeAers 
ordered the six @oems that follow “Tamar” chronolo=ically as if they 
record his res@onses to World War I leadin= u@ to and includin= 
the Versailles Peace, then @laces “Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic” to 
function as a @ivot to the final series of @oems. 

Two su@@lementary lists follow this table of contents. The 
first lists the @oems JeAers later added to Tamar and Other Poems 
as @ublished in 1924 and those added to the 1935 Modern Library 
reissue of Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems (@oems, that is, that 
he could have included in this early 1923 version of the collection 
but chose not to). The second lists the @oems com@osed after this 
early 1923 table of contents and subseDuently added to the collection 
as ori=inally @ublished in A@ril 1924. ”

Tamar  s@rin= 1922-early 1923
The Son=s of the Dead Men  1917
 to the Three Dancers
Mal Paso Brid=e  mostly s@rin= 1918
The Dance of the Banner  1918
The Murmansk Landin=  summer 1918
The Be=innin= of Decadence  early s@rin= 1920
Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic  s@rin= 1921-early 1922
The Cycle  @rin= 1921-early 1922
Natural Music  December 1920
Divinely Su@erfluous Beauty  mid 1920
Salmon Fishin=  December 1920 (rev. 1923?)
Not Our Good Luck  s@rin= 1921-early 1922
Suicide’s Stone  s@rin= or summer 1919
  (rev. 1920?)
To the Stonecutters  mid 1920
Continent’s End  March 1922
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Poems JeAers later included in Tamar or the 1935 Modern Library 
Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems but omitted from this version 
of the collection:

Fauna 1917
Ad?ustment 1918
Com@ensation 1918
Promise of Peace 1918
To His Father 1918?
The Truce and the Peace Oct-Nov 1918
 (rev. Nov 1919; rev. 1921)
The Coast-Ran=e Christ late 1919/early 1920
A=e in Pros@ect 1920?
The Maid’s Thou=ht mid-1920
To the House mid-1920

Poems JeAers wrote after this version of the collection and included 
in Tamar as @ublished:

To the Rock That Will Be a Cornerstone summer-fall 1921
 of the House
Wise Men in Their Bad Hours summer or fall 1921
Point Joe s@rin= (March?) 1923
Gale in A@ril A@ril 1923
Point Pinos and Point Lobos fall 1923

5. Tamar and Other Poems (August 1923)

In Au=ust 1923 JeAers com@osed a Preface to the version of Tamar 
and Other Poems that @robably immediately @receded the collection 
as @ublished. In it, he @ro@oses that @oetry is not a “refu=e” from 
“reality” but instead “an incitement to contem@lation” and that 
@oetry should “deal[] with @ermanent thin=s,” notin= “Point Joe” as 
an illustration of this @rinci@le (CP 4: 380). The mention of “Point 
Joe” is the only s@ecific indication of which of the shorter @oems 
this iteration of the collection would have included, but the final 
@ara=ra@h shows that it would have included more narratives than 
the collection’s @ublished version:
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The two earliest of the lon=er @oems in this volume were written 
six years a=o; the manner and versification of the story about 
Myrtle Cartwri=ht [“Storm as Deliverer”], and the Theocritan 
echoes of Fauna, do not much @lease me now; but the latter is 
retained for a =eo=ra@hical sort of richness that closes it, and 
the other because it is @art of a series and seems useful to the 
@ur@ose of the series: to make a@@arent the essential beauty in 
conditions and events of life that from the ordinary @oint of 
view a@@ear merely @ainful, or wicked, or comical. (CP 4: 381)

The “series” JeAers mentions here would, at minimum, have been 
“Storm as Deliverer,” “The Coast-Ran=e Christ,” and “Tamar.” It 
@robably also included “Peacock Ranch” and @lausibly “Sea-Pas-
sions” since their @lots “from the ordinary @oint of view” would 
seem “@ainful” or “wicked.” In the @recedin= construction of Tamar 
(as documented in the earliest survivin= table of contents), two sets of 
shorter @oems—one reflectin= World War I and the Versailles Peace 
and the other fore=roundin= nature—contextualize “Tamar.” In 
this Au=ust 1923 construction, “Tamar” would, instead, have been 
@resented as the culmination of a @ur@oseful series of narratives 
that “make a@@arent the essential beauty…of life” and @robably as 
well a set of shorter @oems from 1917-1923 similar to the set in Tamar 
and Other Poems as @ublished.

6. Tamar and Other Poems (April 1924)

The contextual evidence indicates that JeAers assembled the final 
version of Tamar and Other Poems (as @ublished by Peter Boyle in 
A@ril 1924) late in 1923 or very early 1924. This final version is 
@robably a sli=htly @ared down version of Au=ust 1923 version. 
JeAers’ @lacement of “Suicide’s Stone” su==ests that he seDuenced 
the @oems @ur@osefully and carefully. In the ori=inal 1919 version 
of “Suicide’s Stone,” the s@eaker is one of the livin= who is 
“hun=erin=” for death, yet insistin= on the “covenant of coura=e” 
and refusin= to be “mon=rel @roved” (CP 5: 292). As revised in 1920 
or @erha@s later, the s@eaker is a suicide “addressin=” the livin= from 
the @ers@ective of “we dead,” tem@tin= the livin= with death’s @eace 
and rationalizin= havin= “denounced the covenant of coura=e.” In 
the 1919 version, the s@eaker’s re?ection of suicide is im@licitly Dues-
tioned. In the @oem as @ublished in Tamar, the s@eaker’s decision to 
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commit suicide is im@licitly Duestioned and re?ected, which JeAers 
has reinforced by @lacin= the “Suicide’s Stone” between two sli=htly 
later @oems—“To the Stone-Cutters” and “Wise Men in Their Bad 
Hours”—that further underscore the @attern of acce@tin= life’s 
conditions for the full term of one’s life. 

How JeAers, as well, @laced @oems with an eye toward thematic 
im@lications and @atterns is evident in how little re=ard he @aid to 
chronolo=y. In the first construction of the Tamar collection (noted 
above), the narrative “Tamar” leads directly a series of @oems docu-
mentin= World War I—as if the war is in some way the im@etus 
for the narrative and the narrative in some way a res@onse to the 
war. In Tamar as @ublished, the narrative “Tamar” is followed 
immediately by “Gale in A@ril,” a @oem evokin= nature’s ener=y 
and violence. In the first construction of the collection “Tamar” is 
a naturalized evocation of the “storm of the sick nations.” In the 
@ublished collection, “Tamar” is im@licitly more an ex@ression of 
the storm of nature as it @lays out in a human context. As “Natural 
Music” su==ests, JeAers had come to think of these two storms as 
analo=ues of each other and @erha@s as well as@ects of the “tides 
of fire” that he invokes in “Continent’s End.” In any case, JeAers’ 
decision to distribute the World War I @oems across the collection 
rather than =rou@ them or seDuence them chronolo=ically allows 
these two storms to function dialectically within the collection. (In 
this @resentation of the table of contents for Tamar and Other Poems 
as JeAers @ublished the collection, the ri=ht column is the date of 
com@osition for the @oem in the left column).

TAMAR AND OTHER POEMS (Peter Boyle, 2024)

Tamar s@rin= 1922-early 1923
Gale in A@ril A@ril 1923
Mal Paso Brid=e mostly s@rin= 1918?
The Coast-Ran=e Christ late 1919/early 1920
Divinely Su@erfluous Beauty mid-1920
The Maid’s Thou=ht mid-1920
Fauna 1917
The Son=s of the Dead Men 1917
 to the Three Dancers
To His Father 1918?
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The Truce and the Peace Oct-Nov 1918
  (rev. Nov 1919; rev. 1921)
Natural Music December 1920
Point Joe s@rin= (March?) 1923
Point Pinos and Point Lobos fall 1923
Not Our Good Luck s@rin= 1921-early 1922
The Cycle s@rin= 1921-early 1922
Salmon-Fishin=       [Salmon Fishin=] December 1920 (rev. 1923?)
To the House mid-1920
To the Rock That Will Be summer-fall 1921
 a Cornerstone of the House   
To the Stone-Cutters mid-1920
Suicide’s Stone s@rin= or summer 1919
  (rev. 1920?)
Wise Men in Their Bad Hours summer or fall 1921
Continent’s End March 1922

7. ROAN STALLION, TAMAR AND OTHER POEMS (NOVEMBER 1925)

Because Tamar and Other Poems was @rivately @rinted, it had little 
distribution. It did, however, attract the interest of several influ-
ential reviewers, whose enthusiasm for the collection led Boni 
& Liveri=ht to oAer to re@ublish it. JeAers and Boni & Liveri=ht 
decided to ex@and the collection with two new lon= @oems (“Roan 
Stallion” and “The Tower Beyond Tra=edy”) alon= with the short 
@oems JeAers had been writin= since finalizin= Tamar and Other 
Poems (includin= “Ni=ht” and “Boats in a Fo=”). It is unclear whether 
it was JeAers or the @ublisher who decided to o@en this ex@anded 
collection with the new material. Either way, this decision casts the 
Tamar material as an extension or elaboration of the Roan Stallion 
material rather than a com@lex distillation of his work from 1917 
throu=h 1923 as he moved from recordin= his reactions to the war 
to ima=inin= a retreat to nature as a way co@e with the war (as 
@erha@s evidenced most clearly in “The Be=innin= of Decadence”) 
to reima=inin= nature as a com@rehensive bein= in which societies 
and their conflicts were elements of nature (as in “Natural Music” 
and less directly but more com@rehensively in “Continent’s End”) 
(In this listin= of the Roan Stallion @oems, the ri=ht column is the 
date of com@osition for the @oem in the left column).
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Roan Stallion s@rin= 1925
The Tower Beyond Tra=edy fall-early winter 1924
Ni=ht fall 1924
Birds mid 1924
Fo= mid 1924
Boats in a Fo= fall 1924
Granite and Cy@ress early 1924
Vices mid 1924
Phenomena fall 1924
Peo@le and a Heron mid 1924
Haunted Country mid 1924
Autumn Evenin= Se@t 1924
Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic s@rin= 1921-early 1922
The Treasure Oct. 1923
Joy Se@t 1924
Practical Peo@le mid 1924
Woodrow Wilson Feb 1924
Science mid 1924
The Torch-Bearers’ Race late 1923

8. ROAN STALLION, TAMAR AND OTHER POEMS (1935)

In 1935 Random House, which had become JeAers’ @ublisher after 
Liveri=ht colla@sed into bankru@tcy at the be=innin= of the Great 
De@ression, issued Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems as a title 
in its Modern Library series, addin= an Introduction JeAers wrote 
for this new edition in which he recalls his decision in 1914 not 
to follow the lead of Ezra Pound into Modernist ex@erimentation 
and addin= as well a =rou@ of fifteen uncollected @oems ori=inally 
@ublished in 1927 in Louis Untermeyer’s antholo=y American Poetr:, 
1927: A Miscellan:. In this final form of the collection, what had been 
Tamar and Other Poems is @receded by the Roan Stallion material from 
1924 and 1925 and followed by the Miscellan: set featurin= such key 
@oems from later 1925 and 1926 as “A@olo=y for Bad Dreams” and 
“Credo.” (In this listin= of the American Miscellan: set), the ri=ht 
column is the date of com@osition for the @oem in the left column).
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A@olo=y for Bad Dreams late 1925
Ad?ustment 1918
Com@ensation 1918
Promise of Peace 1918
A=e in Pros@ect 1920?
Ante Mortem late 1926
Post Mortem fall 1925
The Beach summer 1924 or 1925
Summer Holiday summer 1925
Love-Children late s@rin= or summer 1926
Noon summer 1925
Clouds at Evenin= fall 1925
October Evenin= October 1925
Pelicans fall 1925
Credo late 1926

9. A CHRONOLOGY OF THE POEMS INCLUDED IN THE VARIOUS 
CONFIGURATIONS OF ROAN STALLION, TAMAR AND OTHER POEMS 

This final list @resents in chronolo=ical order all of the @oems JeAers 
actually included in Tamar and Other Poems and in the Boni and 
Liveri=ht and Modern Library editions of Roan Stallion, Tamar and 
Other Poems alon= with all the @oems he considered for the collection 
(as documented above) but did not include (the titles of these @oems 
are scored throu=h). “Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic” a@@ears twice, once 
scored throu=h and once not, to indicate JeAers havin= dro@@ed it 
from Tamar and Other Poems while havin= subseDuently included it 
in Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems. The inclusion of “Sea-Pas-
sions” is based on the surmise that it was included in the Au=ust 
1923 construction of Tamar and Other Poems as @art of the series of 
narratives JeAers mention in the Au=ust 1923 Preface.

The Son=s of the Dead Men 1917
 to the Three Dancers 
Fauna 1917
Storm as Deliverer 1917
To His Father 1918?
Mal Paso Brid=e mostly s@rin= 1918?
The Murmansk Landin= Summer 1918
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The Dance of the Banner 1918
The Truce and the Peace Oct-Nov 1918
 (rev. Nov 1919; rev. 1921)
Peacock Ranch A@ril 1919
Sea-Passions s@rin= or summer 1919
Suicide’s Stone s@rin= or summer 1919
  (rev. 1920?)
The Coast-Ran=e Christ late 1919/early 1920
The Be=innin= of Decadence early s@rin= 1920
Divinely Su@erfluous Beauty mid-1920
The Maid’s Thou=ht mid-1920
To the House mid-1920
To the Stone-Cutters mid-1920
Natural Music December 1920
Salmon Fishin= December 1920 (rev. 1923?)
Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic s@rin= 1921-early 1922
Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic s@rin= 1921-early 1922
Not Our Good Luck s@rin= 1921-early 1922
The Cycle s@rin= 1921-early 1922
Wise Men in Their Bad Hours summer or fall 1921
To the Rock That Will Be a Cornerstone summer-fall 1921
 of the House   
Continent’s End March 1922
Tamar s@rin= 1922-early 1923
Point Joe s@rin= (March?) 1923
Gale in A@ril A@ril 1923
Point Pinos and Point Lobos fall 1923

N!+e,

1 A notable exce@tion is William Everson’s edition of Brides of the 
South Wind (Cayucos Books, 1974), his attem@t to reconstruct this tran-
sitional @eriod by combinin= the final versions of the early @oems JeAers 
did eventually include in Tamar and Other Poems with various fra=ments 
that he assumed were from some of the missin= @oems. The limited 
evidence then available resulted in Everson misidentifyin= some of the 
fra=ments and misdatin= others.

2 For a discussion of “Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic’s” shiftin= role in 
Tamar and Other Poems and Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems, see, 
Hunt, Tim (2022) “Why Did JeAers Omit “Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic” 
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from Tamar and Other Poems and How Mi=ht It Matter,” Je5ers Studies: 
Vol. 22, Article 1. Available at: htt@s://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/?s/
vol22/iss1/1.

3 See Hunt, Tim (2018) “‘Tho this is my last tale’: When Did JeAers 
Write the First Version of Point Alma Venus,” Je5ers Studies: Vol. 20, 
Article 4.  Available at: htt@s://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/?s/vol20/
iss1/4.
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Scott Slovic has been a key fi=ure in the develo@ment of Environ-
mental Literature as a field of study. Foundin= President of the 
Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE) 
in the mid-1990s, he served as editor-in-chief of ASLE’s ?ournal, 
ISLE: Interdisci7linar: Studies in Literature and Environment, the leadin= 
?ournal in the field, from 1995 to 2020. His thirty-two mono=ra@hs, 
edited, and coedited books include Seekin8 Awareness in American 
Nature Writin8, Goin8 Awa: to Think, The Routled8e Handbook to 
Ecocriticism and Environmental Communication, Nature and Literar: 
Studies, and Ima8inin8 Ecocatastro7he. Goin8 Awa: to Think has been 
translated into Chinese, French, Arabic, and Turkish, and is forth-
comin= in Portu=uese. Slovic is currently a Distin=uished Professor 
of Environmental Humanities Emeritus at the University of Idaho 
and a Senior Scientist at the Ore=on Research Institute, where his 
@ro?ects include em@irical studies of climate chan=e communication 
in addition to his on=oin= work in the environmental human-
ities. Educated at Stanford and Brown, he tau=ht at Texas State 
University, the University of Nevada, Reno, and the University of 
Idaho before retirin= from teachin= at the end of 2023. He lives in 
Eu=ene, Ore=on.

In the interview that follows, Professor Slovic mentions the 2006 
hike that Rob KaBa led into the Ventana Wilderness in search of 
the s@ecific rock that served as the occasion for JeAers’ “Oh Lovely 
Rock,” and he has kindly shared several @hoto=ra@hs from that 
ex@edition. For a consideration of JeAers’ @oem, the first of these is 
@erha@s most relevant, as it may well be an ima=e of the dolomite 
JeAers res@onds to in the @oem:



Jeffers Studies50

The second is a =rou@ shot of the hikers in front of the rock (left to 
ri=ht: Scott Slovic, Rob KaBa, John Courtney, Lindsay JeAers, and 
Gene KaBa):



51A Conversation with Scott Slovic

The third is a @hoto of Rob KaBa readin= “Oh Lovely Rock.”

Those interested in Professor Slovic’s comments about the rich 
resonance of “Oh Lovely Rock” for the readin= and teachin= 
of environmental literature will want to read “Oh Lovely Slab: 
Robinson JeAers, Stone Work, and the Locus of the Real” (cha@ter 
15 in Goin8 Awa: to Think) as well as John Felstiner’s “’not man / 
A@art’: Ocean, Rock, Hawk, and Robinson JeAers” in his collection 
of essays, Can Poetr: Save the Earth?: A Field Guide to Nature Poems, 
which also considers “Oh Lovely Rock.”

[This interview was recorded Se@tember 1, 2025 usin= Zoom. The transcri@t 
that follows has been edited to account for the diAerence between how the 
ear ex@eriences the real-time interactivity of s@eakin= and how the eye @ro-
cesses writin=.]

T3e I*+e/6.ew

Tim Hunt:  In our exchan=e settin= u@ this conversation you 
noted that Robinson JeAers’ Inhumanism mi=ht connect in some 
way or ways to current discussions about Posthumanism as that 

https://unpress.nevada.edu/9780874177565/going-away-to-think/
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300168136/can-poetry-save-the-earth/
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@ers@ective is bein= ex@lored in the context of Environmental 
Literature and Eco Theory. Mi=ht we start by ex@lorin= that?

Scott Slovic:  One of the facets of JeAers’ work that many @eo@le 
discover when first =ettin= to know his @oetry is the unusual way 
that he writes about the non-human as@ects of the natural world—
and does so with a considerable tenderness and sym@athy for 
the non-human. This often involves either an im@lied or ex@licit 
criticism of humanity. He isn’t necessarily criticizin= human indi-
viduals. More than this, he’s criticizin= humanity as a s@ecies. 
But even so, his tendency to be ske@tical about humans is often 
described as anti-humanist or even misanthro@ic. This was one of 
the first thin=s that I noticed when I be=an readin= him (@robably in 
hi=h school) and encountered some of his most often antholo=ized 
@oems like “Hurt Hawks.” But I also noticed his inclination to feel 
somehow more attached to the non-human world than to fellow 
humans. 

In some ways JeAers antici@ated the movement in Cultural 
Studies in the 1980s and 1990s, labeled Posthumanism, which is 
not so much an anti-human @oint of view as an idea that human 
bein=s exist in relationshi@ to other @henomena, both intelli=ent 
machines and non-human s@ecies, that bear some kind of resem-
blance to human bein=s. In both JeAers’ @oetry and Posthumanism, 
humans are not a fixed and isolated s@ecies but an evolvin= 
(“becomin=”) s@ecies that exists in com@licated relationshi@s with 
other @henomena. I think the Inhumanist @oint of view that I 
have tended to associate with JeAers has a more critical ed=e to 
it than Posthumanism, which @rimarily em@hasizes the fact that 
humans do not exist in isolation from other ty@es of or=anisms. 
In fact, I would say @eo@le like Donna Haraway have continued to 
develo@ and refine notions of Posthumanism to su==est that not 
only are we @art of a continuum, a com@lex multi-dimensional set 
of relationshi@s with other bein=s, but we evolve and chan=e and 
develo@ as individuals and as a s@ecies to=ether with other bein=s. 
In fact, @hrases like becomin8 with have become catch@hrases for 
the Posthumanist community of scholars. So we are not static. 
Human existence is not static. We are chan=in= even if it’s not a 
@hysical chan=e. An intellectual evolution—what Paul Ehrlich and 
Robert Ornstein called “a conscious evolution” in their 1989 book 
New World, New Mind: Movin8 Towards Conscious Evolution—may 
be occurrin= as we continue to dee@en our understandin= of our 
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relationshi@ with other bein=s. So I think there’s some interaction 
between the conce@ts of Inhumanism and Posthumanism. At 
first =lance they may seem to be similar to each other, but in the 
end, Posthumanism is diAerent because it doesn’t have the im@lied 
critiDue of humanity that Inhumanism does. And maybe you can 
hel@ me refine my understandin= of Inhumanism by su==estin= 
whether or not that critiDue of the human is actually inherent in 
the idea of Inhumanism, or is that a misleadin= @ro?ection? 

TH:  It’s a com@licated @ro?ection. The Duestion, I think, is 
whether JeAers is usin= Inhumanism to denounce humankind or 
usin= it more as a strate=y for @roblematizin= our understandin= 
of humankind. One thin= that’s tricky about Inhumanism is that 
JeAers doesn’t coin the term until almost 1948 in the wake of World 
War II. And when he does, he characterizes it not as a @hiloso@hy 
but as a “@hiloso@hical attitude.” It’s almost as if the crisis of the war 
intensifies a need to shock, and instead of labelin= his @ers@ective 
as Transhumanism, which would not be construed as misanthro@ic, 
he labels it as Inhumanism. The Duestion is whether in his mind 
that’s the best term to evoke the @ers@ective or whether that’s the 
best term for the rhetorical im@act that he wants to have. And that 
leads me back to your readin= “Hurt Hawks” in hi=h school and 
wonderin= how that mi=ht enter into what we’re talkin= about here. 

SS:  When I read “Hurt Hawks” I didn’t have much context 
for it. I hadn’t yet read many of the other writers whom we would 
now call nature writers or environmental writers and whose atti-
tudes to the more-than-human world su==est that human aCnities 
are not ?ust for fellow humans but also for the rest of the natural 
world. And @erha@s what I then @erceived as bein= an anti-human 
@ers@ective in JeAers (a line like “I’d sooner, exce@t the @enalties, kill 
a man than a hawk”) may have been unnervin= and even shockin= 
to me as a youn= reader. But over time I came to read many writers 
who had similar attitudes and who meant it Duite literally. They felt 
disdain and dis=ust for the terrible activities of our own s@ecies and 
ima=ined bein= moved to violence a=ainst other humans to @rotect 
non-human bein=s. But what you describe as transhumanism 
sounds like somethin= that could conceivably be related to Posthu-
manism if it has somethin= to do with human nature havin= the 
flexibility to chan=e over time. We may im@rove ourselves, we may 
transition as a s@ecies in order to somehow overcome our foibles 
and disadvanta=es. But in readin= some of JeAers’ @oetry, I have 
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this sense of concern that we’re livin= durin= a time when human 
nature and human civilization are in =reat ?eo@ardy. Of course, he 
was writin= in the immediate wake of World War I and on throu=h 
the Great De@ression and World War II. Really cataclysmic thin=s 
were ha@@enin= in the world, and @articularly in the United States, 
that would’ve =iven him reason to have doubts about the future of 
our s@ecies. So maybe it would’ve been overly o@timistic for him to 
think that we were transitionin= toward somethin= better. 

TH:  Perha@s he didn’t feel that we could, collectively, transition 
to somethin= better, even thou=h he would have liked that. And 
so his focus, the challen=e, becomes how to stay sane in s@ite of 
that. And that’s actually @art of how he ori=inally talks about Inhu-
manism. In his Preface to The Double Axe he calls it a strate=y for 
“maintainin= sanity” that involves ste@@in= back from one frame in 
order to be aware of a broader frame.

SS:  It makes a lot of sense to me that this conce@t would be 
a strate=y for maintainin= sanity. To be overly focused on human 
thin=s, on individual human life, on human social relations, is 
a reci@e for distress and frustration. A lot of the @eo@le who are 
inclined in the direction of environmental writin= and environ-
mental humanities scholarshi@ have concerns about an unnaturally 
human-centered worldview and believe it’s necessary, and healthy, 
to understand how our own s@ecies exists in a much broader 
context. 

In my introductory lectures about ecocriticism I often ask 
students to think about a series of concentric circles. There’s a circle 
focused on lan=ua=e or the text, and it’s within a sli=htly lar=er circle 
of human relationshi@s and the human context, which includes the 
mind of the author in relationshi@ to the text and various socio-
lo=ical ideas that hel@ to contextualize literary works. But then 
there’s also a lar=er circle, a more-than-human context. Addin= this 
lar=er circle to our thinkin= was the innovative, @erha@s even revo-
lutionary, move that ecocriticism be=an ex@lorin= as it develo@ed 
into a scholarly movement in the 1980s and 1990s. Remember how 
Cheryll Glotfelty defined ecocriticism in her introduction to the 
1996 Ecocriticism Reader as “the study of the relationshi@ between 
literature and the @hysical environment.” And now @eo@le are 
continuin= to ex@and that circle and look at not only a @lanetary 
context but also at an astrobiolo=ical context. There are some new 
works of ecocriticism, such as Michael Gormley’s 2021 book The 
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End of the Anthro7ocene: Ecocriticism, the Universal Ecos:stem, and the 
Astro7ocene, that look at outer s@ace narratives, science fiction, and 
other ty@es of narrative as a new frontier for ecocriticism. We are 
constantly tryin= to ex@and the context in order to zero in on a true 
understandin= of human ex@erience and counter the mis@erce@tion 
that we, as humans, exist in some sort of @rivile=ed isolation from 
the universe, sus@ended above or a@art from it. 

TH:  As environmental studies, ecocriticism, and ecolo=ical 
theory ex@and those frames and circles, what ha@@ens to time? 
Does the sense of time chan=e as well? 

SS:  I think there’s more of a future-oriented @ers@ective. Obvi-
ously we’re not s@endin= a lot of time on other @lanets or floatin= in 
s@ace these days, althou=h we have satellite technolo=y that’s doin= 
that. Human technolo=ical creations do exist in that additional 
realm, oA the @lanet, so we do feel as if we have a @resence in these 
other @arts of the universe. I do think there’s this futuristic orien-
tation in ex@andin= the contextual circles for literary criticism.

But to stay with your Duestion about tem@orality, let’s think 
of how this relates to environmental thinkin= more broadly. In 
lookin= at the relationshi@ between human cultural ex@ression 
in the more-than-human context, we often find ourselves remem-
berin= that we are animals, akin to many other s@ecies. We’re not 
alto=ether diAerent from other livin= s@ecies. In a sense, this is a 
retros@ective @ers@ective or an atavistic @ers@ective, reco=nizin= 
our fundamentally animalistic Dualities. We can sometimes deceive 
ourselves into thinkin= we are diAerent than other livin= bein=s, 
but we are mortal. We are @rone to illness and violence that may 
lead to our destruction. 

In fact, another element in fairly recent ecocriticism is this 
focus on human non-exce@tionalism as an antidote to the hubris of 
thinkin= that humans are entirely diAerent from non-human bein=s 
and as a corrective to the belief that we have the ability to outlive all 
our @oor decisions about how we relate to each other and how we 
treat the natural environment. This non-exce@tionalist or anti-ex-
ce@tionalist strain in ecocriticism, includin= such works as Sarah 
E. McFarland’s 2021 book Ecocolla7se Fiction and Cultures of Human 
Extinction, links back to your Duestion about time. Non-exce@tion-
alism is a way of thinkin= that reco=nizes that we cannot stand 
a@art from tem@orality, from mortality. We are individually mortal 
and as an entire s@ecies are entirely susce@tible to extinction, ?ust as 
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other s@ecies are. So I would say that the non-exce@tionalist thread 
of ecocriticism is attem@tin= to remind us of time. We are bound 
by time. We are term limited, so to s@eak—not only as individuals 
but as a s@ecies. We should not be so @roud that we think we can 
behave in a careless way, as we tend to do, and =et away with it. 

TH:  Ri=ht there you’re =ettin= at somethin= that may be central 
to JeAers’ relevance for ex@lorations of environmental literature 
and ecocriticism. For JeAers the natural world, Nature, is divine. 
In @art, his sense of this @erha@s derives from his early interest 
in Emerson and Wordsworth but with a key chan=e. In the 19th 
century vision of nature of Emerson and Wordsworth, nature is an 
ex@ression of divinity. And achievin= an awareness of the divinity 
nature embodies or ex@resses is to become aware of, even enter into, 
timelessness. For JeAers, the violence and destruction of World War 
I seems to have contributed to an altered sense of nature, @erha@s 
a kind of tra=ic Transcendentalism, in which the connection to 
nature brin=s a hei=htened awareness of further dimensions of bein= 
in time rather than a transcendental timelessness. “Rearmament,” 
from the mid 1930s as Euro@e is startin= to move toward what he 
realizes will be a second World War, illustrates this. The middle 
of the @oem enacts a series of @ro=ressive shifts in tem@oral scale. 
If the @oem were enactin= the move from human tem@orality to 
timelessness in or throu=h nature, it should move from the @ainful 
dilemma of bein= human and enmeshed in history to biolo=ical time 
and onward throu=h =eolo=ical and astronomical scales of time. 
Instead, the @oem reverses this seDuence. It be=ins with an almost 
esca@e into a tem@oral scale so beyond the human that it seems 
eternal, then ste@ by ste@ brin=s the @oem back within the realm of 
mortality, decay, @ain, and death. The seDuence ex@ands our bein= 
in time while also com@licatin= our relationshi@ to tem@orality and 
challen=in= himself and us, as the readers, to acce@t that we are 
all tra=ic “atoms” in existence, while also aCrmin= that broader 
=randeur revealed throu=h the ex@andin= scales of time that the 
@oem evokes. There’s a dichotomy between one’s bein8 in time and 
one’s consciousness of time. 

Earlier, you mentioned “Hurt Hawks,” and this dichotomy may 
also be an element in it. The s@eaker and the hawk relate to time in 
fundamentally diAerent ways. The hawk is fully within the @resent 
and ali=ned with it. It doesn’t feel @ity for itself. The s@eaker’s 
consciousness of time includes memory and an awareness of the 
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future, and so he feels “@ity” (and JeAers uses that word in the @oem) 
for the hawk. His @ity is an enhanced awareness of the nature of 
existence (consciousness) but also a tem@tation to evade the reality 
of @ain and death. Conversely, the hawk, fully and necessarily 
within its bein= in the @resent, does not feel @ity for itself. The 
s@eaker and the hawk have diAerent modes of consciousness and 
diAerent @artici@ations in time. The s@eaker’s declaration that he’d 
“sooner kill a man than a hawk” is less a declaration that hawks 
are better than @eo@le than it is a confession that his awareness of 
time, a feature of his humanness, sets him both outside the natural 
order and within it. Sym@athy and @ity are heads and tails of the 
same coin. Nature is the ultimate reality and our relationshi@ to it 
is necessarily bifurcated.

SS:  That’s a fascinatin= distinction between actually feelin= this 
sense of ali=nment with the consciousness of the hawk versus feelin= 
sym@athy, human sym@athy, for another bein=, and thus retainin= 
his humanity. He’s not becomin= a hawk, he knows he’s diAerent 
than the hawk, but he can still em@athize with the hawk. It seems 
to me that that’s often what environmental writers are seekin= to 
understand: How to develo@ the @ro@er co=nitive relationshi@ with 
the other, while still reco=nizin= the fact that the human thinker, 
the human writer, is diAerent than the non-human and balancin= 
those two states of mind, em@athy and a@@reciation of otherness. 
With JeAers this involves the human relationshi@ to time. I think 
some of the @oems that you su==ested that we think about a little bit 
in this conversation, such as the “The Purse-Seine,” are also directly 
relevant to this to@ic.

As I look at “The Purse-Seine,” I feel as if it’s a commentary 
on human com@lacency and obliviousness as thin=s are s@iralin= 
downward and individuals or communities or even civilizations 
are about to be cau=ht u@ in the seine, the net. Peo@le are unaware 
that the net is @ursin= and they’re bein= enclosed in it. I read it 
as a critiDue of com@lacency and obliviousness. This is one of 
the concerns that many environmental writers have attem@ted to 
en=a=e in their work in order to hel@ us overcome our insensitivity 
to the ne=ative im@acts of our lifestyles and our cultural @atterns 
and make us realize that these im@acts are occurrin= and we should 
wake u@ and be more mindful. We should have a sense of how we 
are foreclosin= our future as a civilization if we do not take more 
care. 
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Thinkin= this way is actually a very human-centered @oint of 
view. But it’s also my @ers@ective that a lot of environmental art and 
literature and scholarshi@ is, in fact, on a fundamental level, anthro-
@ocentric. Various collea=ues like Harold Fromm, who coedited The 
Ecocriticism Reader with Cheryll Glotfelty, have occasionally ar=ued 
that our most so@histicated environmental thinkers are anthro-
@ocentric. As he said about Aldo Leo@old, we are fundamentally 
human, @rone to “anthro@ocentric biocentrism.” It’s hard for us to 
=et outside of ourselves, =et outside of our minds. But strivin= to do 
so serves our @ur@ose of lon=evity and sustainability. We need to 
have some sym@athy for the more than human and to care about 
and understand the more than human, but @erha@s we need to 
understand as well that we do this for human-centered reasons. It 
makes us feel =ood. It’s @ractical for us to @rotect the environment 
and take care of other s@ecies, but not to fool ourselves into thinkin= 
we’re truly bein= biocentric or =eocentric and esca@in= the confines 
of our own minds and @hysical lives. We are always encased in our 
humanness, but that doesn’t necessarily sto@ us from bein= keenly 
interested in and em@athetic toward the non-human. That’s what I 
think you described in your commentary on “Hurt Hawks.” 

TH:  With “The Purse-Seine” there’s a lesson we can summarize 
and take from it, but does havin= that lesson re@lace the value of 
readin= the @oem? 

SS:  I don’t think so. It’s a diAerent ex@erience to encounter the 
@oem directly and live it throu=h the @oet’s ima=ination and the 
@oem’s lan=ua=e than it is to =et the CliA Notes version or an AI 
summary. 

TH:  So the @oem im@lies an ar=ument that we debate as ideas, 
but the aAective ex@erience of this ar=ument also matters. The @oem 
asks us to think and to feel, @erha@s even to think throu=h feelin= 
or to feel throu=h thinkin=, and this @erha@s relates to your @oint 
that environmental literature at times asks us to be both outside 
the human @ers@ective and inside the human @ers@ective. In “The 
Purse-Seine” the s@eaker is both ex@eriencin= the im@lications of 
the @ursin= net and yet also ima=inatively standin= aside or above 
lookin= at it from an almost stellar @ers@ective. He’s both ex@eri-
encin= and observin=, enmeshed within and transcendin=, and the 
tension between the two is @erha@s @art of the aAective @ower of 
this @articular @oem.
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SS:  That’s actually a =ood meta@hor for the ex@erience of 
readin= a work of literature and readin= literary criticism. When 
you read the @rimary literature, if you’re dee@ly attentive to it, 
you become enmeshed in the ex@erience of the text itself or the 
ex@erience that is re@resented in the text. But it’s also valuable to 
read studies of the text that can facilitate our en=a=ement with 
the @rimary text. I believe the best literary scholarshi@ or textual 
scholarshi@ doesn’t ever seek to re@lace the text itself but attem@ts 
to dee@en our en=a=ement with the ori=inal text. But readin= 
certain kinds of scholarshi@ and criticism can also be a literary 
ex@erience. I have friends, collea=ues, and mentors who write so 
beautifully about literature that there’s a literary Duality to their 
@rose. Their writin= @resents a human ex@erience of what it’s like 
to en=a=e a literary or artistic text. The analysis becomes a dee@ly 
movin= cultural ex@erience. I was trained by @eo@le who wrote in 
that way, @eo@le like my under=raduate advisor, Albert Gel@i. And 
my su@ervisor in =raduate school, a Dickinson scholar, Barton Levi 
St. Armand, was a very literary writer who really as@ired to write 
@oetically, with vi=or and dee@ en=a=ement. John Elder, one of the 
foundin= voices of contem@orary American ecocriticism, is also 
this kind of scholarly writer. I ?ust finished rereadin= his beautiful 
article “The Poetry of Ex@erience,” which eloDuently challen=es the 
idea of readin= @oetry @urely as an intellectual activity and ar=ues 
that we understand @oetry—@erha@s all art—more dee@ly when 
we brin= it into our lives in the world, when we “cultivate, in our 
@hysical ex@erience, and a@@reciation of the soil from which the 
art has s@run=.” Whenever I encounter the work of certain literary 
scholars, I feel as if I’m readin= a kind of literature, and it ins@ires 
me to dive dee@ly into the text that they’re analyzin= and into other 
ty@es of materials that I may want to ex@lore in my work. 

TH:  How mi=ht “Oh, Lovely Rock” fit in here? It’s from the 
same era in JeAers’ career as “The Purse-Seine,” but the environ-
mental ar=ument is @erha@s less ex@licit. Yet it’s informed by an 
intense awareness of the natural, non-human world.

SS:  That’s a @oem that I’ve been @articularly interested in 
for Duite a few years. About twenty years a=o I was writin= about 
JeAers’ unusual thinkin= about rock—about the biolo=y of rock, if 
you will, its livin= ener=y. The vitality of rock has fascinated me for 
a lon= time. In 2006, I was @art of this ex@edition led by Rob KaBa 
to visit the ru==ed mountains behind the Bi= Sur, the Ventana 
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Wilderness, to try to come directly into contact with the @oem’s 
ori=inal =eolo=ical ins@iration. I doubt we’ll ever know if the rock 
we eventually found was the very rock that JeAers and his sons and 
their friend were cam@ed near durin= that ni=ht in 1936, but the 
rock in the @oem is described as bein= childlike, like his sons, and 
this relates to your @oint about time and whether feelin= connected 
to the natural world somehow reinvi=orates our own vital ener=y 
throu=h that @sycholo=ical or even @hysical sense of connectedness 
to nature. In the @oem JeAers looks at the face of the rock with 
the li=ht from the cam@fire reflectin= oA of it and thinks about the 
rock’s youthful Duality. It’s childlike. It’s @owerfully ener=etic. It has 
what the Chinese mi=ht call Qi, a kind of atomic life ener=y, even 
thou=h it’s stone. 

But when we actually found the rock, found a rock let’s say, and 
@hoto=ra@hed it and @osed for @ictures with it, and measured it, 
and did a lot of @seudoscientific thin=s with it, the rock looked old. 
It was covered with moss. Our ex@edition was seventy some years 
after JeAers himself was in that area lookin= at a rock wall, and the 
rock we found did not look childlike. It was bearded, so to s@eak. It 
had “lived” a human lifes@an almost exactly since JeAers had been 
there himself. So I found myself thinkin= about human mortality 
and the diAerence between the stone’s s@an of existence and the 
e@hemerality of a human life. It was very movin= for all of us who 
were on that tri@, very evocative, as I wrote about in the JeAers 
cha@ter in my book Goin8 Awa: to Think. I don’t know that there’s 
a sim@le answer to why it is that we find it meanin=ful to somehow 
measure ourselves a=ainst somethin= non-human like stone, exce@t 
that it is @oi=nant to think about the meanin= of our existence in 
relationshi@ to the more than human as we reco=nize its otherness 
and come to =ri@s somehow with what it means for us to have a 
relatively brief existence on the @lanet and to ex@erience this in a 
more direct and observable way than if we’re merely musin= about 
it in abstraction or in our studies or in our daydreams. To stand 
literally beside the lovely rock that JeAers has written about in such 
an emotional way in “Oh, Lovely Rock” hel@s us know how to stand 
beside a @henomenon that is not us—not only that one rock in that 
one @lace, but all of the @henomena that we encounter in our daily 
lives: the weeds we’re @ickin= in the =arden, the hummin=birds that 
dart here and there as we’re sittin= in the chair at evenin=. The 
@henomena that we ex@erience daily in our lives are all @otentially 
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meanin=ful to us if we know how to take a dee@ breath and look at 
them, @erceive them, think about them. 

So when I read a @oem like “Oh, Lovely Rock,” it hel@s chan=e 
how I exist in relation to @henomena that exist alon=side me in 
the world. In a broader sense, it’s one of the thin=s that draws me 
to environmental literature. It always instructs me. It =uides me, 
ins@ires me to try to think about my own life in its context and in 
the innumerable relationshi@s that I have in my daily ex@erience. 
This hel@s me not to take these relationshi@s for =ranted—to slow 
down and notice thin=s and become aware of how we’re constructed 
@sycholo=ically and @erce@tually. We’re always =oin= to miss the bulk 
of sensations that are available to us in our lives, but we can start 
to take the time to notice more and more if we’re moved by certain 
kinds of literature that demonstrate how to @erform that action. I 
think that is what’s ha@@enin= in “Oh, Lovely Rock.” Rather than 
=oin= to slee@ with the kids, JeAers stays awake, looks at the stone 
wall, thinks about it, and is @robably takin= either written or mental 
notes for a @oem that he mi=ht eventually write. He’s re=isterin= the 
ex@erience. Likewise, I am constantly challen=in= myself to emulate 
the literature that I find so movin= and tryin= to re=ister the world 
I’m ex@eriencin=.

TH:  When you’re doin= that, it strikes me that you’re doin= 
somethin= similar to JeAers. You’re observin= and simultaneously 
relatin= to what you’re observin=—and doin= so in multi@le 
frameworks which hei=htens both your relationshi@ to what you’re 
observin= and your relationshi@ to yourself. In JeAers how we 
are situated in time and s@ace and @hysicality is always multi@le. 
Instead of narrowin= to a sin=ular @erce@tion, JeAers be=ins with 
a @erce@tion or claim, then ex@lores and ex@ands it as the @oem 
develo@s. This, I think, is @artly why his @oems can be relatively 
sim@le and direct on the surface (in contrast, say, to Ezra Pound’s 
The Cantos) yet still have de@th, resonance, and com@lexity. With 
Pound, solvin= the @oem’s surface o@ens the @oem. With JeAers, the 
surface is like a stream in the Sierras. Lookin= at the surface, the 
water is so clear it seems @erha@s two inches dee@, but stick your 
hand in and it’s over your head. This may be one of the reasons 
JeAers doesn’t com@ute for certain modes of academic literary 
criticism, even as his work resonates for non-academic readers as 
well as informed, thou=htful readers like yourself and Albert Gel@i, 
who you mentioned earlier, and others. It’s a diAerent @oetic. With 
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Pound the world beyond the @oem is drawn into it, and the @oem 
becomes a self-contained, self-suCcient ob?ect. With JeAers, the 
@oem is a mediation that leads out to the world beyond the @oem. 
The @oem is a lens or it’s a @rism. It’s a @erce@tual and reflective 
@rocess rather than a lin=uistic ob?ect.

SS:  That resonates with what I would call the environmental 
analytical @ers@ective: to understand that the text is never only the 
text. This =oes back to that dia=ram I mentioned earlier and the 
layers of context. Any act of human ex@ression, what we would 
call a text, exists within layers and layers of context. And one of 
those contexts, if not the ultimate layer, is the broader context of 
the @hysical world. Any text, even Pound’s, can be (and needs to be) 
read in that broader @hysical, environmental context. I often @lay a 
kind of Q & A =ame when I’m =ivin= lectures to new audiences. I ask 
them to challen=e me by mentionin= a literary text that they don’t 
think can be read ecocritically. No one has ever found such a text. 
Any text, I think, has its environmental context and its environ-
mental resonances and im@lications. Years a=o, for instance, when 
I was =ivin= a talk in Kuala Lum@ur, Malaysia, a student o@ened 
her textbook and @ointed to Wilfred Owens’ “Dulce et Decorum 
Est.” This @oem has nothin= to do directly with nature. There’s no 
ex@licit mention of nature. It’s a World War I @oem about a @oison 
=as attack. But it’s also all about mortality and @hysical suAerin=. 
In a sense, it’s an anti-exce@tionalist @oem. Humans exist in the 
@oem as animals. They live and die. The @oem is also about loyalty, 
es@ecially loyalty to the fla=. Is it sweet and decorous to die for 
one’s country, for one’s fla=? Or should we be thinkin= diAerently 
about our alle=iances and maybe understand that we all belon=, 
ultimately, to the earth. Do we owe more to the @lanet than we do 
to the countries that we wave fla=s for? So that’s ?ust an exam@le, 
but certainly Pound can be studied environmentally—I realize, 
of course, that Pound moved in diAerent directions as his @oetry 
matured, but I recall readin= “In a Station of the Metro” when I 
was a youn= student and thinkin= that it was an extraordinary 
evocation of a @articular moment in a @articular @lace, which shows 
a dee@ly “environmental” sensibility. I would say any @oet who’s a 
human bein= and exists on the @lanet is @roducin= work that can be 
understood in the context of the @hysical environment. 
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TH:  If you were teachin= a course in environmental literature 
and introducin= JeAers, what @oems would you use? What’s your 
canon for introducin= @eo@le to JeAers? 

SS:  My touchstone, so to s@eak, is always “Oh Lovely Rock.” 
I like the fact that it’s so accessibly narrative. You can =o into the 
woods and find yourself besides somethin= in nature. It doesn’t have 
to be a rock wall. I used to think that “Oh, Lovely Rock” referred to 
the kind of rock you can @ick u@ and hold in your hand. Only later 
did I realize, well, it’s actually a cliA wall there in the wilderness. 
But any kind of @henomenon that you encounter in the world can 
ins@ire contem@lation. To me, that’s so fundamental in our human 
ex@eriences and in the @ossibilities that all of us have, whether we 
live in one @art of the world or another, in cities or in rural areas, 
to encounter somethin= vastly diAerent than ourselves and allow it 
to ins@ire wonderment about it and about ourselves and our rela-
tionshi@ to that @henomenon. So, I find “Oh, Lovely Rock” to be 
@owerfully teachable in that way. Even before we discuss the @oetic 
nuances of JeAers’ lan=ua=e, how the text develo@s from the more 
concrete narrative lan=ua=e toward its @hiloso@hical discussion 
of livin= rock, for exam@le, I would sim@ly en=a=e students in a 
discussion of the @oem’s “story,” which is wonderfully common-
@lace and accessible.

In the later years of my teachin= career, I tau=ht a lot of envi-
ronmental writin=. One of my favorite exercises early in the class, 
workin= mostly with @eo@le who didn’t think of themselves as 
writers, was sim@ly to ask them to =o outside and find a stone that 
they could hold in their hands. And then I would =ive everyone a 
chance to sit with that stone for about half an hour, lookin= at it 
carefully, and eventually writin= about it for maybe 20 minutes or 
so. I asked the students to describe the rocks in =reat detail after 
lookin= at them in ways that they had not @reviously been able to 
do because no one had @rom@ted them to study anythin= so closely. 
The students would often, at first, think this is such a waste of time. 
“Why would I ever want to ?ust @ick u@ a nondescri@t stone, a stone 
that’s not s@ecial or valuable in any way,” I ima=ined them thinkin= 
to themselves. But they’d find this ex@erience mind bendin=. 
Invariably, they would come away from this ex@erience of slowin= 
down, findin= lan=ua=e to describe somethin= other than them-
selves—somethin= small and mana=eable, not a hu=e rock wall, 
but somethin= they could hold in their hands—havin= ex@erienced 
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a new view of the world. And this ex@erience, I think, could be 
related to a text like, “Oh, Lovely Rock.” I @robably wouldn’t have 
students read the @oem before that ex@erience. I would have them 
ex@erience the @rimary relationshi@ to a stone first, then dee@en 
that ex@erience and refine it by readin= a @oem like “Oh, Lovely 
Rock” to see the de@th that can be achieved in contem@latin= some-
thin= like a random rock wall or other natural ob?ects. 

Also, “Hurt Hawks” is a really @owerful @oem. It su==ests that 
the human intervention in the existence of other lives can be a 
dee@ly meanin=ful thin= rather than somethin= to take for =ranted. 
It hel@s us realize that when we see an in?ured animal we shouldn’t 
?ust let it =o or @ush it out of mind. It hel@s us ex@erience our res@on-
sibility toward that animal, even thou=h the animal may not care. 
As you said earlier, the hawk has a very diAerent in-the-moment 
and non-self-@ityin= way of thinkin= about its existence. Or so we 
assume. But why is it that we may be driven to act in one way or 
another with re=ard to another animal, in?ured or not? Relation-
shi@s to other s@ecies are really im@ortant for us to contem@late, a 
fundamental as@ect of our relationshi@ to the natural world. 

I also think the @oems you mentioned before our conversation, 
like the “The Purse-Seine” and “Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic,” 
demonstrate JeAers’ ability to observe thin=s in the world and then 
meta@horize them into a much broader meanin= for our civili-
zation. This demonstrates the need to look at the world and then, 
by ex@andin= our situation symbolically, a@@reciate our historical 
context and then better understand the @resent moment throu=h 
that ex@anded @ers@ective. This is an im@ortant thin= for students 
to a@@reciate. It’s es@ecially im@ortant ri=ht now when world events 
are so turbulent and worrisome, and @otentially catastro@hic, in our 
country and beyond. I think readin= the Duasi-a@ocaly@tic @oems 
that JeAers was writin= durin= turbulent eras of his own century 
can be very meanin=ful. It hadn’t occurred to me that I should be 
turnin= to JeAers to try to a@@reciate the state of mind that I’m in 
as I live throu=h this moment—and the state of mind that so many 
@eo@le I know are in at this time. I didn’t realize that his words 
could be Duite so relevant. 

This also relates to what we ex@erienced durin= the COVID 
@andemic a few years a=o when I found myself thinkin= a lot about 
ideas like the @sycholo=y of ur=ency and the @sycholo=y of com@la-
cency. How do we achieve an a@@ro@riate level of ur=ency at a time 
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when thin=s seem to be very dan=erous all around us? The human 
mind seems to subside so naturally into com@lacency and normalcy. 
I found myself noticin= this durin= the COVID Pandemic—the way 
@eo@le were so vi=ilant initially with masks and social distancin= 
and washin= our =roceries and all these thin=s that we did at the 
be=innin= of the @andemic. Our initial sense of vulnerability. And 
then in a sur@risin=ly brief @eriod of time, we started to take all 
that for =ranted and sto@@ed maintainin= our sense of caution. 
And I found myself wonderin=, well, what is the role of literature 
in ins@irin= us to be a@@ro@riately vi=ilant, self-aware, mindful? It 
seems to me that certain ty@es of literature have the @otential to 
teach us somethin= about a@@ro@riate mindfulness, not @aranoid 
obsession, but mindfulness or awareness of the im@ortance of reco=-
nizin= that we always live with a certain de=ree of vulnerability. 
We need to be mindful with re=ard to our daily behavior and our 
lar=er lifestyle and the social @olicies that we su@@ort throu=h our 
@ublic oCcials. There’s a reason for bein= careful about all of this. 
Pandemic literature, which often shows how @eo@le aren’t aware 
that disaster is nearby and then all of a sudden there’s a full-blown 
@andemic and a des@erate situation that is either survivable or not 
survivable, can be Duite a valuable thin= to read, even when there’s 
not a @andemic ra=in= around us. Likewise, I think @oems such as 
“Shine, Perishin= Re@ublic” and “The Purse-Seine” oAer that kind 
of benefit. They hel@ us see that there are reasons to be attentive 
to the world. Our a@@arently thrivin= society may very well be on 
the ver=e of dramatic chan=e that we ?ust can’t @erceive because 
we’re in the net and not u@ on the hill lookin= down at the city or 
down at the net bein= retrieved from the sea. These @oems oAer 
a kind of self-awareness that is, I think, absolutely necessary for a 
functionin= society not to become overly com@lacent. 

TH:  And this self-awareness has both an intellectual and 
ex@eriential com@onent. We feel, as well as understand, the @oem’s 
ar=ument because it dramatizes the s@eaker ex@eriencin= what he 
is observin= and thinkin=. And this mode of @oetry may be more 
ali=ned with our need for the self-awareness you’re describin= than 
other modes of @oetry. It’s not to say that other modes of @oetry 
can’t be inflected this way, but rather that certain modes of @oetry 
are more directly, @erha@s even more @roductively, ali=ned this way. 

SS:  Yes, and that’s one of the reasons I feel such aAection for 
JeAers’ work. The narrative element in @articular a@@eals to me. It 
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has that ex@eriential dimension that is relatively accessible, and 
maybe that’s the ty@e of literature I =ravitate toward in =eneral, 
because it resonates with my ex@erience. I tend to see it as teachin= 
me somethin=. I welcome the lessons, I can learn from them, but I 
also feel as if I’m relivin= the ex@erience that the s@eaker of such a 
@oem is articulatin=. 

TH:  “Si=n-Post,” another often antholo=ized JeAers @oem, 
starts out “Civilized, cryin= how to be human a=ain; this will tell 
you how,” and =ets very @reachy. The manuscri@t, thou=h, o@ens 
with a deleted verse @ara=ra@h where JeAers is chastisin= himself 
for havin= become overly absorbed in the @olitical chaos of the 
mid-1930s. In this ori=inal draft, he’s the “Civilized” fi=ure “cryin=,” 
and he’s haran=uin= himself, not the reader. The deleted material 
o@ens the @ossibility that he was writin= the @oem less to @resent a 
s@ecific messa=e and instead more as a way to confront, @robe, and 
come to terms with somethin=. Instead of the @oem startin= from an 
answer, the @oem starts from the need to find or recover or acce@t 
an answer. In these didactic @oems of JeAers, if we look closely, 
there’s usually a dramatic tension and meditative @rocess. And if 
this is so, @erha@s it has somethin= do with why we can en=a=e the 
@oems conce@tually—as ar=ument, even @ronouncement—while 
also bein= drawn into them as ima=inative ex@eriences. 

SS:   I actually don’t mind literary @reachin=. I have a soft s@ot 
for didacticism in literature. The whole @henomenon of didac-
ticism and literature is really fascinatin= because I do think we 
need =uidance as a society. Des@ite the number of church=oers in 
American society, @eo@le are not really enactin= the @ractice of dee@ 
thinkin= as @art of their s@iritual @ractice. I think we need wisdom 
s@eakers. We need @eo@le to demonstrate what it means to derive 
meanin= from ex@erience. Much of what we’ve been sayin= about 
JeAers has to do with this eAort to have @oi=nant ex@eriences and 
then to try not merely to re@licate them or re@roduce them in @oetic 
lan=ua=e but to develo@ new ideas throu=h the @athway of the ex@e-
rience and the @ractice of findin= the lan=ua=e for that ex@erience. 
That’s @art of what I’m ho@in= will ha@@en when my students hold 
a stone. They’re not ?ust holdin= it and lookin= at it. They’re findin= 
lan=ua=e to somehow describe and develo@ their relationshi@ with 
that ob?ect. And I think that that act of usin= the lan=ua=e and =oin= 
throu=h the crucible of both the co=nitive and aAective @rocesses 
that you’ve mentioned and establishin= this connection with the 
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world is what ha@@ens in some of the best literary art. When we’re 
trained as readers and =ive ourselves the time to slow down and 
truly meditate on a literary text rather than ?ust =lancin= at it and 
Duickly liftin= a messa=e from it, we can establish a connection 
with the world throu=h the text. Our en=a=ement with literature 
becomes much more meanin=ful throu=h the @rocess of the takin= 
time to establish a connection with the world or with the text or to 
try to describe that in a conversation as we’re doin= ri=ht now. 

TH:  What have I failed to =ive you a chance to talk about? 
SS:  I s@oke about disaster and about Posthumanism. And 

I s@oke a little bit about vulnerability and @recarity, one of the 
overarchin= themes of contem@orary ecocriticism. We didn’t really 
touch on human ri=hts, environmental ?ustice, and thin=s like that. 
But I was =oin= to ask you whether you think any of JeAers’ work 
feels as if it’s relevant to these themes which are so common@lace in 
contem@orary criticism—human ri=hts, social ?ustice.

TH:  Yes. But not always fore=rounded. For JeAers, I think, a 
central dilemma is resolvin= how consciousness @roblematizes our 
relationshi@ to the world. It enables our awareness of the world, but 
it can disru@t our @artici@ation in the world if we fail to see our bein= 
as contained within its bein=. But he’s also aware of human in?ustice 
and its im@act. In “Memoir,” a @oem that’s received little attention, 
he mentions concentration cam@s in Euro@e and =enocide and the 
terrible thin=s that human societies do. He acknowled=es @olitical 
violence and in?ustice. In “Memoir” he @oses the Duestion of how 
we should res@ond to this reality. I=norin= it isn’t an o@tion. That, 
in the ima=ery of the @oem, leads to sin=in= “ha@@y son=s” and only 
“fools,” he writes, can sin= those son=s. To re=ister the world’s @ain 
and violence and res@ond is to sin= “tra=ic son=s,” and these are 
the only real son=s. He doesn’t @ro@ose a strate=y for amelioratin= 
social in?ustice, but social in?ustice is @art of the landsca@e—the 
emotional, @sycholo=ical, ex@eriential landsca@e—that has to be 
en=a=ed. How to co@e with social and @olitical violence—with 
war—fi=ures @rominently in Be An8r: at the Sun (1941) and The 
Double Axe (1948), which collect the @oems JeAers was writin= in 
the lead u@ to World War II and then durin= the war. The @oems 
in these two collections document the s@ecific context for JeAers 
introducin= the term Inhumanism.

SS:  It makes sense to me that JeAers is indicatin= his awareness 
of these events of in?ustice and human crisis while tendin= to take 
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a somewhat arm’s len=th, @hiloso@hical view of them. It seems to 
me, and I mean this in a =ood sense, that he’s lookin= at the dee@er 
meanin= and the broader historical s@an in which these events 
occur. 

TH:  To tweak that sli=htly: @erha@s the @oems mi=ht be seen as 
attem@ts to achieve that more distanced view, but are insti=ated by, 
driven by, his dismay at the human situation. This, I think, is the case 
with some of the @oems he chose not to @ublish from 1917 to about 
mid 1919. In one, “The Dau=hter of God in Russia,” JeAers ima=ines 
God’s Dau=hter, Liberty, su@@lantin= the Son of God. Instead of 
Peace as salvation, she oAers salvation throu=h destructive renewal. 
In the @oem JeAers ima=ines Liberty manifestin= herself throu=h 
the Russian Revolution and redeemin= history by =ivin= meanin= 
to the violence of World War I. The character Tamar can be seen as 
an avatar of Liberty and Tamar’s story seen a naturalized recastin= 
of “The Dau=hter of God in Russia” without the Revolution as its 
occasion. “Tamar,” @ublished in 1924, can be read, and often is, as 
a res@onse to Jazz A=e hedonism. But it was written in 1922 at the 
same time that Eliot was writin= “The Waste Land” and it can also 
be read as a @oem confrontin= the war and searchin= for a @eace 
beyond it—a counter@oint or com@lement to Eliot’s @oem.

A final Duestion if I mi=ht: There’s a tendency for @eo@le to 
think they value JeAers’ @oems for the ideas they articulate. Yet 
@erha@s they also value the @oems for the ex@eriences they oAer as 
we en=a=e them—a diAerence, if you will, between what the @oems 
say and what they do, which is @erha@s the diAerence between 
Inhumanism as a conce@t and Inhumanism as an ex@erience. Is 
this @erha@s one of the lessons we learn from considerin= JeAers in 
the context of environmental literature? Or @erha@s an element in 
how JeAers mi=ht matter for the study of environmental literature?

SS:  Thanks for this final @rom@t. I was actually tryin= to say 
somethin= related to this in some of my earlier remarks. I believe 
JeAers can be read and a@@reciated on many levels. The @oems of his 
that I es@ecially like—works that I’ve written about and sometimes 
tau=ht, includin= the @oems I’ve mentioned durin= this conver-
sation—have both reco=nizable ex@eriential/narrative Dualities 
and @owerful conce@tual de@th. The ex@erience of readin= JeAers’ 
work from an ecocritical @ers@ective challen=es me to en=a=e in a 
@rocess of self-reflection, self-evaluation even—what would I think 
about if I were havin= a similar ex@erience, watchin= a cam@fire 
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reflect on an ordinary cliA wall in the wilderness, if I encountered 
an in?ured animal, if I saw fishin= boats at sea @ullin= in their nets? 
How many of my other daily ex@eriences could I res@ond to in a 
JeAersian way, tellin= the stories in detailed, tan=ible ways, under-
standin= the symbolic resonances of such encounters with the 
world, and wei=hin= the human-nonhuman relationshi@s at the 
heart of such ex@eriences? 

In much of JeAers’ writin= I find a com@ellin= roadma@ to a 
dee@ly reflective way of livin= in the world—@atterns of thou=ht 
that I seek to emulate in my own life. I believe other ecocritics are 
likely to find his work similarly ins@irin= and @rovocative, if they 
take the time to reread it.



Jeffers Studies70



71Poet of Inhumanism

Je..e(, Stu)&e, &' (&(&)) 71-76.
© &(&) Te//5 Bee/,. All R.83+, Re,e/6e-.

Te//5 Bee/,

A/+3u/ B. C!22.*’, Ro-&n,on 
Je..e(,: Poet o. Inhuman&,m

Arthur B. CoCn’s 1971 book Robinson Je5ers: Poet of Inhumanism 
oAers an extended ar=ument that JeAers’ verse and his ideas of 
Inhumanism—that is, his @articular take on the idea that humanity 
is @art of and not se@arate from the natural world—can be @roduc-
tively understood to have develo@ed in three sta=es across his career 
with each sta=e, accordin= to CoCn, reflectin= in some way the 
influence of the work of Friederich Nietzsche. 

CoCn’s ar=ument seems at least @artly aimed at refutin= an 
earlier one oAered by RadcliAe SDuires in his 1956 book, The Lo:alties 
of Robinson Je5ers, wherein SDuires says that “the diAerences between 
JeAers and Nietzsche are more si=nificant than the likenesses” (46). 
CoCn, like SDuires, de@lores the lack of critical res@ect for JeAers’ 
work at the twili=ht of the New Criticism, but he disa=rees with 
SDuire’s @remise, writin= that in “seekin= to rehabilitate JeAers’ 
literary re@utation by ex@lorin= his intellectual back=round, 
SDuires is forced to sha@e his evidence to fit an a @riori ima=e of 
the @oet” (6). But this assertion feels like a bit of @ro?ection. SDuires 
writes that his a@@roach to JeAers is in service to constructin= a 
“cosmo=ra@hy from both his @oetry and intellectual back=round” 
(ix), and that insofar as he’s buildin= his cosmo=ra@hy, he’s also 
not advancin= a theory of influence but rather oAerin= “studies 
in literary =eo=ra@hy” (ix). SDuire’s a@@roach, then, would actually 
seem less constricted than CoCn’s insistence on the @rimacy of 
Nietzsche and @erha@s more con=enial to current scholars stee@ed 
in unearthin= intertextual networks amon= texts and who mi=ht, 
thus, be sus@icious of com@aratively narrow influence studies like 
CoCn’s. 

Frederick I. Car@enter, reviewin= CoCn’s book, writes that 
“. . . inter@retin= JeAers in terms of Nietzsche leads the reader 
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into the house throu=h the back door.” He feels this a@@roach is 
mis@laced because it values Nietzsche over Emerson, who “ins@ired 
both Nietzsche and JeAers, and whose formative influence on JeAers 
has been ex@lored by Brother Antoninus.” Still, in buildin= his 
ar=ument, CoCn oAers some com@ellin= readin=s of JeAers’ work 
alon= the way,  as he @rosecutes his ar=ument for the im@ortance 
of Nietzsche’s work to JeAers @oetry and the intellectual orientation 
of Inhumanism. Moreover, CoCn eventually shows how JeAers 
transcends Nietzsche’s influence to @erfect his @hiloso@hical @oint 
of view. In a way, he and SDuires wind u@ in similar @laces.

CoCn’s book falls into three main sections. The first essentially 
sets u@ his ar=ument for the @rimacy of Nietzsche’s influence on 
JeAers. The second divides JeAers’ work into three @eriods and seeks 
to demonstrate how Nietzsche’s influence is embedded in JeAers 
develo@in= oeuvre, and the final section looks beyond Nietzsche to 
incor@orate as@ects of an intellectual tradition that hel@ed to round 
out the idea of Inhumanism.

After a chronolo=ical list of JeAers’ work (which ends with 
the 1963 volume The Be8innin8 and the End and Other Poems) and a 
brief introduction, comes the first main section, which includes a 
cha@ter called “The Poet and the Poetry,” featurin= a bio=ra@hical 
sketch, a review of criticism, and a section on JeAers’ @oetics, where 
CoCn em@hasizes JeAers’ thou=hts about “the ca@acity of @oetry to 
en=ender @assionate res@onse.” Here, CoCn links JeAers’ ideas to 
Milton, Duotin= some notes @enned by JeAers: “Poetry, by Milton’s 
definition, must be ‘im@assioned;’ @oetical s@eech has little value 
and no likelihood unless it is born of @assionate feelin=” (23-24). 
Endin= the cha@ter, CoCn writes that “JeAers believed that @oetry 
should synthesize and focus the ex@erience of man” (33). It is in this 
cha@ter that CoCn first ske@tically confronts SDuires view that 
Scho@enhauer, rather than Nietzsche, is the stron=er influence on 
JeAers. Accordin=ly, the next cha@ter in this section, “JeAers and 
Scho@enhauer,” builds that ske@ticism into a full-blown ar=ument.

The structure of this cha@ter feels a bit labored. CoCn oAers a 
refutation of SDuires, =rounded in his overarchin= @ur@ose to show 
that Scho@enhauer could not have been an influence to the extent 
that SDuires thinks. CoCn follows a three-@art structure, based on 
three as@ects of Scho@enhauer’s thou=ht: “(1) the will, its character 
and function, (2) Nature, and (3) death. Such a scheme is destined 
to leave thin=s unsaid and certain of Scho@enhauer’s ideas uncon-
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sidered, but my method is dictated by the relevance of the material 
to the central sub?ect matter” (37). By com@arin= JeAers’ attitudes to 
will, nature, and death as ex@ressed in his @oetry, CoCn finds some 
facile similarities but also distinct diAerences stron= enou=h to re?ect 
the thesis of Scho@enhauer’s overarchin= influence. CoCn cites 
JeAers materialistic views—for exam@le his wonderment in “The 
Be=innin= and the End” that life ultimately =rew from a “chemical 
reaction” (58)—a view, which CoCn says se@arates JeAers from 
Scho@enhauer, whom CoCn considers ultimately less materialistic.

Embedded in the ar=ument, thou=h, are some very fine readin=s 
of some of JeAers’ narratives @oems, includin= “Give Your Heart to 
the Hawks.” His readin= of “Thurso’s Landin=” is es@ecially =ood. 
Althou=h CoCn doesn’t oAer as much as readers mi=ht like on 
JeAers’ artistry within this cha@ter, he does em@hasize that, 

It is abundantly evident in JeAers’ @oetry that he seeks identity 
with a Nature that re@resents reality, @eace, and @ermanence. 
When, in Rock and Hawk, JeAers seeks to unite the symbols of 
“bri=ht @ower” (the hawk) and “dark @eace” (the rock)—“Fierce 
consciousness ?oined with final / Disinterestedness”—he 
reveals vividly the Duest that directs so many of his @oems. But 
the stone will endure; that is why, JeAers says in Tor House, he 
made his house of stone to @ermit one to “look for this @lace 
after a handful of lifetimes. (45)

I think CoCn is ri=ht to em@hasize that JeAers @uts the natural 
realm outside of human consciousness. It’s out there, not a romantic 
@ro?ection. Contem@orary scholars mi=ht wish for a more nuanced 
discussion about that idea, not so much to challen=e JeAers’ “not 
man a@art” ethic but to add com@lexity to CoCn’s discussion, =iven 
that “nature” has become a contested term in an era where the idea 
of Anthro@ocene is better understood, and we see human bein=s 
as a keystone s@ecies. Of course, those ideas wouldn’t have been 
in CoCn’s critical tool box at the time he was writin=. I also wish 
he would have delved a little more dee@ly into how JeAers’ @oetry 
can move a reader, which would be consistent with the @revious 
cha@ter’s ex@loration of the artistic connections between Milton 
and JeAers, and thus better em@hasize the emotional dimensions 
that accom@any how human bein=s confront the reality that we are 
all embedded into a =reater whole.
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I should mention that CoCn’s lan=ua=e throu=hout, @erha@s 
because he is so sure of his thesis, can be direct and bracin=, as 
if he is a lawyer @rosecutin= a case. There is little eDuivocation, 
which may feel odd to readers who inhabit an academic world on 
the other side of the @ost-structuralist turn. 

The second @art of CoCn’s book oAers the core of his ar=ument 
in three cha@ters, an im@ortant virtue shared by all of them bein= 
clarity of @ur@ose. The first, “JeAers and Nietzsche the Be=innin=,” 
@rimarily introduces the idea of usin= as an inter@retive frame the 
idea of the “Will to Power,” which CoCn describes as “the stru==le 
toward @ersonal transcendence and the @erfection of oneself” (65). 
CoCn oAers readin=s of ma?or narrative @oems, includin= “Tamar,” 
“Roan Stallion,” and “Cawdor.” He ends the cha@ter with a consid-
eration of shorter @oems, includin= “A@olo=y for Bad Dreams.” 
CoCn ar=ues that the focus in much of this work is on individuals’ 
self-mastery. This “@eriod of trial and examination” (123) next led 
JeAers to consider “in the lar=er context of society, the examination 
which he be=an in the twenties with the individual” (122).

In “JeAers and Nietzsche, the Middle Period,” CoCn ar=ues 
that “Thurso’s Landin=” marks the be=innin= of JeAers’ second 
@hase of develo@ment wherein “JeAers is still @reoccu@ied with the 
Will to Power as it is manifest in Overcomin= oneself. . .” (132) but 
with im@ortant diAerences, namely a@@lyin= his ideas to a broader 
se=ment of society.  In his analysis, this @oem serves as a frame for 
thinkin= about the less symbolic but more realistic narratives of 
this @eriod, es@ecially, “Give Your Heart to the Hawks,” the story 
of the Frasers and the le=al @eril faced by Lance Fraser, who has 
killed his brother whom he had cau=ht with his wife. The Duestion 
of buryin= the news of the murder or re@ortin= it creates the central 
dilemma of res@onsibility to self and family a=ainst the res@onsi-
bility to the social order. Accordin= to CoCn, this is a Nietzschean 
dilemma, a “stron=er em@hasis on society and its concern for the 
Frasers and that of the Frasers for society [that] is intended by JeAers 
to be a descent from the isolation of any stone or ivory tower” (135). 
CoCn’s analysis feels more com@ellin= in these cases, @erha@s 
because his frame works better with the more realistic narratives of 
this @eriod than in earlier narratives more de@endent on symbol. 

In “JeAers and Nietzsche, the Final Period,” CoCn examines 
how JeAers finds that the Will to Power frame, somewhat modified 
in the second @eriod to authorize “firm inde@endence and the intel-
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lectual fulfillment of the individual,” is further challen=ed by the 
@ress of current events (162-63), includin= the Second World War. 
CoCn’s analysis of the @oetry in this @eriod includes es@ecially 
fine discussions of “The Double Axe” and “Hun=erfield,” which 
tellin=ly swerve from the com@arative realism of the narratives 
of the second Nietzschean @eriod to include the su@ernatural: the 
reanimated cor@se of Hoult Gore in “The Double Axe” and the 
s@ecter of Death in “Hun=erfield.” In the former, Hoult Gore dies in 
combat but, as CoCn ex@lains, he “returns to his father’s farm to 
denounce the @arent’s American Le=ion en=endered ‘insane talk / 
About coura=e and honor’” (174). If the Second World War @ower-
fully @ressed JeAers to res@ond to current world crises, the death 
of JeAers’ wife Una in 1950 was @erha@s an even more @owerful 
stimulus, a @ersonal crisis that led JeAers to create a narrative 
centered on Hawl Hun=erfield’s fi=ht with Death to save his ailin= 
mother, with the narrative framed by lyrical ele=ies for Una. CoCn’s 
analysis is com@ellin=, but I wish he’d s@ent more time on it. In this 
final section, the sometimes brittle three @art Nietzschean structure 
is more flexible and thus richer and more convincin=, es@ecially as 
CoCn ex@ands the frame for analysis to include Lucretius, ar=uin= 
that JeAers’ Inhumanism, at least in “The Double Axe,” is essen-
tially a Lucretian doctrine.

Three final cha@ters—“The Idea of Culture A=es,” “The Greek 
Tra=edians,” and “The Order of Nature”—build out JeAers’ ideas 
@artly throu=h discussions of the work of Oswald S@en=ler and 
Havelock Ellis, ex@andin= the Nietzschean frame even more than 
he had done in the last cha@ter discussed. In his final cha@ter, 
CoCn =ives additional consideration to Lucretius, ar=uin= that 
“Inhumanism de@ended on Nietzscheanism to clear away certain 
@reconce@tions, but it drew ins@iration from Lucretius’ =reat @oem 
De Rerum Natura” (242). The cha@ter ends with a useful summary 
statement: “That Nietzscheanism was a useful—thou=h sometimes 
limited—tool for JeAers is now obvious. That his Lucretian-derived 
Inhumanism and its insistence u@on transhuman ma=nificence 
flourished from the ince@tion is eDually clear” (257). 

Thus CoCn seems to end in a similar @lace as SDuires, with 
a cosmo=ra@hy of sorts, albeit with a diAerent center of =ravity, 
ultimately demonstratin= how JeAers articulates a habit of thou=ht 
called Inhumanism, which is not a system but an attitude toward the 
@lace of humanity within the world, and one that ultimately finds an 
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ex@ression—@erha@s throu=h disa@@ointment in the civic and social 
world and =rief over the death of Unt—of humanity’s worth that is 
finally more acce@tin= of human life but still relentless in facin= the 
terrors and beauties of sentience within the lar=er cosmos.

CoCn’s a@@roach leads back to a distinction once oAered by 
Mercedes Cunnin=ham Mon?ian. Is JeAers a @hiloso@her @oet or @oet 
@hiloso@her? Obviously both, but =iven his interests, CoCn leans 
into the first, which makes sense =iven his interest in what he sees as 
the Nietzschean influence on Inhumanism. But there are @laces in his 
book where he seems to refuse the choice, as when he says of “Roan 
Stallion,” that the @oem “is one of JeAers’ most memorable @oems; it 
is movin= @oetry. . .” (86). I do wish, however, that CoCn would have 
done more with the lyric @oems, which often fore=round throu=h 
symbol and ima=ery nature’s im@act on the observin= sub?ect. And 
it’s interestin= to @uzzle on what he mi=ht have done with @rimary 
sources available lon= after the @ublication of Robinson Je5ers: Poet 
of Inhumanism, such as  The Point Alma Venus Manuscri7ts and The 
Collected Letters of Robinson Je5ers.

Overall, this is a closely ar=ued critical study that rewards readers 
interested in JeAers’ world view and the sha@e of its develo@ment.
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There’s an early @oem by Robinson JeAers that has a stron= hold on 
me, the sonnet “To His Father.” He included it in an un@ublished 
collection, God’s Peace in November (1917-1918), and later in Tamar and 
Other Poems (1924), and a=ain in Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems 
(1925). I’m interested in the @ers@ective of the s@eaker, or=anization 
of the lan=ua=e, and dual @resence in this @ortrait of esteem and 
ambivalence:

T! H., F1+3e/

Christ was your lord and ca@tain all your life, 
He fails the world but you he did not fail, 
He led you throu=h all forms of =rief and strife 
Intact, a man full-armed, he let @revail 
Nor outward malice nor the worse-fan=ed snake 
That coils in one’s own brain a=ainst your calm, 
That =reat rich ?ewel well =uarded for his sake 
With coronal a=e and death like Duietin= balm. 
I Father havin= followed other =uides 
And oftener to my hurt no leader at all, 
Throu=h years nailed u@ like dri@@in= @anther hides 
For tro@hies on a sava=e tem@le wall 
Hardly antici@ate that reverend sta=e 
Of life, the snow-wreathed honor of extreme a=e. (CP 4: 288)

JeAers’ father, Dr. William Hamilton JeAers (1838-1914), was a 
Presbyterian minister and Biblical scholar. This devout and austere 
intellectual made sure his son received an excellent education in the 
United States and abroad. But he was stern and demandin=, and he 
died when JeAers was in his mid-twenties. 
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Early on, Jeffers had in mind a different title, not “To His Father” 
but “To My Father.” “My” intimates that the speaker is taking the 
reader into his confidence, a private message he allows the reader 
to overhear, whereas “His” makes the poem more distanced, less 
immediately personal.

“Christ” as the first word is a bold choice. John Milton, Henry 
Vaughan, and other poets use this holy name in their titles or first 
lines. But I can’t recall another poem that opens with it. “Lord” 
is familiar, “captain” less so, echoing Hebrews 2:10: “For it became 
him, for whom are all things, and by whom are all things, in bringing 
many sons unto glory, to make the captain of their salvation perfect 
through sufferings.”

The first line makes clear, twice, the direct address: “your.” The 
tone is intriguing. It could be straightforward praise. But it might 
imply a rebuke or accusation, that the father has erred, gone down 
a wrong path: this is what you believed; I do not.

Probably we pause at the end of this first line, for it’s a complete 
sentence. But Jeffers uses not a period, but a comma, so that somehow, 
we should stop but also keep going, into line two, where there’s an 
accusation, or a judgment. It’s a shocking one—that Christ “fails 
the world,” a failure, present tense, that’s happening now. I sense 
here the frightful specter of World War I, its catastrophic, God-an-
nihilating death and destruction. Jeffers pays tribute to his father, 
“you he did not fail.” The word “not” is stressed. It’s a mystery: why 
would Christ, who fails the world, single out this father for better 
treatment?

Christ was the father’s lord and captain, and his guide, leading 
him through “grief and strife,” through sorrow for losses and amid 
bitter and difficult struggle and disagreement, “all forms,” none 
omitted.

The run-on third line lands us on “Intact”; the rhythm puts 
weight on the second syllable, but I hear the two syllables as a single 
unit of inviolate wholeness. “Intact,” from Latin intactus, in- “not” + 
tactus (past participle of tangere, “touch”). The speaker’s father was 
a Christian knight, a warrior. This is an image from Ephesians 
6:13-16, with its injunction to don the “armor of God,” “the breast-
plate of righteousness,” “the shield of faith,” an edict common in 
hymns, sermons, and poems from the Middle Ages onward.

The repetition of “he” in the first four lines builds up the 
authority of Christ as he exercised protective watch. In a way, 
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he wasn’t eDui@@in= the father to do somethin= but, rather, he 
ke@t others from doin= somethin= to him—not allowin= them to 
“@revail.” This line takes a moment to fi=ure out because there’s 
a comma after “full-armed,” where there should be a colon or a 
@eriod. 

I wasn’t sure at first how the syntax functioned. I read the line 
out loud a cou@le times, and then I sensed the movement, the flow, 
the continuity in what Christ did for this father that he didn’t do 
for the others whom he failed. Perha@s this failure wasn’t accidental, 
wasn’t a si=n of inadeDuacy in Christ, but instead was (and is) delib-
erate, a matter of choice. 

There are external dan=ers—“outward malice.” But what’s 
worse, in a sinister, demonic meta@hor, is the shar@-toothed ser@ent 
that coils, curlin= into the next line, windin= in rin=s and circles, in 
the father’s “brain.” 

“Fan=ed”: “fan=” is the tooth of a venomous snake, by which 
@oison is in?ected. It comes from Old En=lish fan8, “somethin= 
cau=ht or seized,” and Old Norse fan8, “a =ri@” or “hold.” This 
@re@ares for “coils,” which is better than the verb “lurks,” which 
JeAers had used in an earlier version. That word doesn’t fit with the 
ima=e of the snake and lacks the entwinin= motion of “coils.” 

We assume it’s the father’s brain, but “one’s own” im@lies it is or 
could be in the s@eaker’s and reader’s, a reality we share, a mali=n 
dan=er. This threat, it is said, is to the “calm,” the com@osure, 
serenity. JeAers then shifts to “your,” returnin= to the father, thou=h 
“your” conceivably could follow as well from “one’s own.” “Calm” 
is a =ood condition to maintain, but, as we move from the snake, it 
feels @recarious.

The next line @rovides assurance, the “calm” transformin= into 
a “?ewel,” hei=htened as both “=reat” and “rich.” JeAers is alludin= to 
the “one @earl of =reat @rice” (Matthew 13:45-46), the incom@arable 
worth of the Kin=dom of God. 

The subseDuent lines are intri=uin=. Are we to credit Christ for 
sustainin= the father’s @eace of mind? And in doin= so until a=e 
comes, with a coronet (“coronal”), a crown, a circlet or wreath worn 
on the head, a symbol of honor or achievement? This term also 
refers to the to@ of the head, and to the =leam of a halo. There’s 
death, which brin=s mental ease, “Duietin= balm,” like a fra=rant 
ointment that heals or soothes the skin. The comfortin= “balm” is 
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made resonant and enriched throu=h the rhyme with “calm,” and it 
summons u@ the embalmin= of the deceased.

The turn in this sonnet comes in line nine with the first-@erson 
sin=ular. JeAers writes “I Father,” the second word ca@italized to 
hi=hli=ht the father’s identity and scale. The @hrase mi=ht have 
been instead: “I, father,”—lower-case, two commas. But JeAers wants 
the “I” and “Father” com@acted, as if they were one. He moves to 
the s@eaker’s admission that he “followed other =uides,” se@aratin= 
himself from the father’s counsel. We don’t know why. An act of 
resistance, of rebellion? If this loyalty was to multi@le =uides, his 
disconnection from his father must have lasted for some time. 

The situation was worse than that: the s@eaker says he looked 
often, and with @ainful conseDuences, to “no leader at all.” Possibly 
he was less mature, willful, determined to =o his own way.

In these two lines, JeAers’ lan=ua=e is stark and @lain, which 
makes unnervin= the intensification that comes next. A=ain, the 
@assa=e of time: “throu=h years.” Then, the visceral verb “nailed,” 
with the s@ectacle of crucifixion, in this @oem launched with 
Christ’s name, =ivin= it woundin= eloDuence. 

“Nailed u@”: the action is already done and still bein= done. 
There’s more, unex@ected, harrowin=, the bloody hides of 
@anthers—more than one, it seems. JeAers doesn’t state ex@licitly 
that these are bloody. His word is “dri@@in=”; he knows we’ll @icture 
the red dro@s fallin= from and streakin= the tawny-colored skins. 
These are new wounds, freshly made. 

JeAers =ave sacred and s@iritual si=nificance to birds and 
animals, and it’s @ossible that he is drawin= u@on the medieval 
bestiary, a literary and artistic =enre that com@iles descri@tions 
of many sorts of creatures, real and mythical, alon= with their 
symbolic and alle=orical meanin=s. These texts were @o@ular in 
Euro@e durin= the Middle A=es (rou=hly 500–1500 CE) and often 
were lavishly illustrated. 

In bestiaries, the @anther freDuently is de@icted as a Christ 
fi=ure—a =entle animal whose only enemy is the dra=on, symbolizin= 
the Devil. However, JeAers here seems both to invoke this associ-
ation and to counter@oint it: the hides are in a “sava=e tem@le,” a 
@a=an settin=, where they have been mounted as “tro@hies,” memo-
rials of victory. “Sava=e” is de@loyed not in reference to a @eo@le but 
to the “wall” of a heathen house of worshi@.
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This is a thrilling, and terrifying, moment in the poem, the 
unforgettable image of the dripping hides resonating with Christian 
and non-Christian—perhaps anti-Christian—implications. There’s 
violence in the feelings that Jeffers is evoking as this son confronts 
his father, but it’s controlled, contained by the vivid precision of 
the language. 

Jeffers is bringing his sonnet to an end, and we catch the 
clinching rhyme of “stage/age,” with echoes of Jaques’s account in 
As You Like It of “the seven ages of man,” which begins “All the 
world’s a stage,” proceeds through the phases of life, and closes with 
a grim assertion of emptiness: “Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, 
sans everything.” 

I can’t tell how active this allusion is or might be. But I’m drawn 
to it, in part because the couplet is complicated, and elusive, and 
a tie-in with the Shakespeare passage would supply context and 
guidance. 

We linger over the indefiniteness of “hardly anticipate”; then 
the eulogizing image, carried from one line to the next, of “that 
reverend stage / Of life,” the stress falling on “life”; the purity and 
coldness of the snow, modifying the abstraction “honor”; and the 
disquieting placement of the adjective “extreme,” signifying that the 
aged figure has gone too far, lived too long, has lost self-command. 

I hear a tonal doubleness in “reverend.” It derives from Latin 
reverendus, “to be revered’ or “worthy of respect.” The term bestows 
value on a person who occupies a religious office and displays spir-
itual leadership, but, at the same time, it has a touch of mockery, for 
it’s a status the speaker declares he himself can “hardly anticipate.” 
Jeffers seems to be saying he can’t look forward to the honor that 
has been conferred on his father, who lived to a revered old age. But 
the father isn’t referred to in these final lines, and his presence has 
been overwhelmed by the image of the “dripping panther hides.” 
The speaker, himself, can’t expect honor, and the tensions in the 
phrasing intimate he may not want it, or, if he does want it, doesn’t 
deserve it.

There’s grave unease in the mood as “To His Father” concludes. 
I discern bitterness, and I’m inclined to add contempt and loathing. 
That may be too strong. But I do register the speaker’s taut compound 
of admiration and antipathy for his father, the attachment and 
abrasion in their relationship as he recalls and characterizes it. 
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The structure of the sonnet and the rhymes: JeAers makes this 
@oem ti=ht. But the emotions he ex@resses are dee@ and searin=, 
about a relationshi@ he’s delineatin= in a world traumatized by war. 

From early in JeAers’ career, “To His Father” is a zone of force, 
internally dynamic in the @ositionin= of each word and ima=e. It’s 
not a @oem we find in antholo=ies, but it’s a @otent demonstration 
of what JeAers set himself to do from the start. He was, and even 
more became, a @oet of fervent beliefs and @rinci@les, bi= ideas 
and forthri=ht ar=uments, and he @ro?ects his meanin=s outward 
to us. But, as this sonnet attests, JeAers is devoted above all to the 
makin= of @oems. He’s @assionate and disci@lined, a writer of hi=h 
intentionality.

N!+e

I’m =rateful to Bob Atwan, Geor=e Dardess, and Tim Hunt for 
their insi=ht, advice, and encoura=ement while I was workin= on 
this essay.

W!/7 C.+e-

Hunt, Tim, editor. The Collected Poetr: of Robinson Je5ers: Volume Four, Poetr: 
1903-1920, Prose, and Un7ublished Writin8s. Stanford UP, 2000.
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Buildin= by hand a stone retainin= wall at the back of our summer 
cotta=e—that was my dad’s vacation @ro?ect one year. Maybe 15 or 
16 years old at the time, I =rumblin=ly a=reed to hel@. For starters, 
the embankment behind the cotta=e had to be du= out at an an=le 
with a @ickaxe, smoothed with a shovel, the loose dirt hauled oA 
in a wheelbarrow, and fortified, finally, with flat stones collected 
from around the @ro@erty and brou=ht to the site, first to be sorted 
for size, thickness, smoothness, and then carefully inserted in the 
canted bank, followin= and reinforcin= its contours.

I’d @ut on enou=h muscle to be able to handle most of the 
@reliminaries, but accordin= to my dad, I wasn’t ready to @lace the 
stones themselves. My dad was very @articular. You had to fit them 
at a sli=ht tilt into the bank behind, ?ust so, constantly ad?ustin= 
their @osition not only in relation to each other but also in relation 
to the elevation and back-leanin= cant of the bank. Heavier, thicker 
stones on the bottom, OK?—No, not thick enou=h, and fit them 
in lower down than that. Can’t you see? No!?!—oh, heck, I’ll do it 
myself. Here, let me show you.…

I a@@reciated my dad’s workmanshi@, but =ettin= the ri=ht 
stones laid in the ri=ht order reDuired a @atient discrimination that 
had not emer=ed as @rominently as my bice@s had. I returned to the 
wheelbarrow, a little hurt but resolved to match him someday in 
care for the @rocedure of buildin=.

I hadn’t thou=ht for years of hel@in= my dad with that wall 
until I be=an browsin= in JeAers’ bio=ra@hy and saw how im@ortant 
buildin= with stone was to him—and then saw how often in Tamar 
and Other Poems (and elsewhere) stone a@@ears in his @oetry as, @ara-
doxically, his most @otent symbol of both @ermanence and chan=e 
(or of @ermanence and chan=e blended in eternal transformation). 
Thou=h not ?ust stone itself in its @ermutations throu=h slow time, 
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but also stone’s almost human consciousness: its fellowshi@ and 
@ersonal su@@ort (as in “To the Rock That Will be a Cornerstone 
of the House”), its solid links to the human @ast (“To the Stone-
Cutters”), and to the human future (“To the House”).

But I also sensed how stone, or rather, the buildin= with it, the 
careful layin= of it in courses, @layed a key role in the way JeAers 
ima=ined writin= @oetry. He didn’t have to mention the word 
stone itself in order to su==est stone’s influence on the way he laid 
out his lines: meticulously, as my dad did, one by one, shiftin= 
them, wei=hin= them, balancin= them, slowly feelin= for the ri=ht 
@ro@ortion and not sto@@in= until he felt the line or course ready. 
JeAers showed his love of stone-layin= in the way the lines them-
selves are sha@ed.

We can see that love in action best, I think, by com@arin= his 
?ottin=s of early attem@ts at layin= down lines with finished versions 
of these lines. In the early and ma=nificent “Continent’s End,” for 
exam@le, we can com@are the @oem’s final version with early ?ottin=s 
JeAers made, of all @laces, on the back of a February 19, 1922 bank 
statement (CP 5: 326-327). It’s illuminatin= to see what JeAers had to 
do to rewei=h, resha@e, and re@lace words in order to @roduce his 
final text.

We’ll look at an exam@le of JeAers’ ?ottin=s later. Let’s first =o to 
the end, the finished @ro?ect, so as to a@@reciate all the better what 
those ?otted lines turned into under the master’s hand:

C!*+.*e*+’, E*-

At the eDuinox when the earth was veiled in a late rain, 
 wreathed with wet @o@@ies, waitin= s@rin=, 
The ocean swelled for a far storm and beat its boundary, the 
 =round-swell shook the beds of =ranite.

I =azin= at the boundaries of =ranite and s@ray, the established 
 sea-marks, felt behind me 
Mountain and @lain, the immense breadth of the continent, 
 before me the mass and doubled stretch of water.

I said: You yoke the Aleutian seal-rocks with the lava and coral 
 sowin=s that flower the south, 
Over your flood the life that sou=ht the sunrise faces ours that 
 has followed the evenin= star.
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The lon= mi=rations meet across you and it is nothin= to you, 
 you have for=otten us, mother. 
You were much youn=er when we crawled out of the womb 
 and lay in the sun’s eye on the tideline.

It was lon= and lon= a=o; we have =rown @roud since then and 
 you have =rown bitter; life retains 
Your mobile soft unDuiet stren=th; and envies hardness, the 
 insolent Duietness of stone.

The tides are in our veins, we still mirror the stars, life is your 
 child, but there is in me 
Older and harder than life and more im@artial, the eye that 
 watched before there was an ocean.

That watched you fill your beds out of the condensation of 
 thin va@or and watched you chan=e them, 
That saw you soft and violent wear your boundaries down, 
 eat rock, shift @laces with the continents.

Mother, thou=h my son=’s measure is like your surf-beat’s 
 ancient rhythm I never learned it of you. 
Before there was any water there were tides of fire, both our 
 tones flow from the older fountain. (CP 1: 16-17)

Let’s talk first about voice and @oint of view, because both under=o 
enormous ex@ansion throu=hout the @oem.

In stanza one, the voice is disembodied, the mark of an 
observin= @resence as yet unformed, as yet unidentifiable, but 
rooted in a @articular @lace, alon= a California coastline like the 
one JeAers lived by, and at a @articular time in the s@rin=, at the 
eDuinox. Why there and then? Probably because the eDuinox is a 
time of shiftin= celestial balance, where what was dark can return 
to the li=ht, where life @reviously obscured can be released at last. 
The dynamic between @assive and active, cautiously o@enin= and 
relentlessly advancin=, @lays out between the shore and the surf. 
The shore is “veiled,” “wreathed,” and “waitin=,” as if in ex@ec-
tation of its uncoverin=, while the “ocean swelled,” “beat,” and “the 
=round-swell shook” as it @re@ared to eru@t u@on the shore. In the 
first line, alliteration adds to the eAect of muted watery a=itation: 
the seDuencin= of w sounds in “wreathed with wet @o@@ies, waitin= 
s@rin=” em@hasizes a flowin=, almost dactylic rhythm. In the second 
line, the sound @attern features ex@losive sounds: the marchin= b’s 
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of “beat its boundary,” echoed by the re@eated 8’s and b in “the 
=round-swell shook its bed of =ranite.” A bur=eonin= world of 
imminent tidal im@act is brou=ht to life in ?ust two lines.

Stanza two at first seems to confirm the reasonable sus@icion 
that this will be a @oem in the Romantic vein, a Shelleyan ode to 
the =lory of untrammeled nature. For lo! A s@eaker materializes 
out of the =hostly @resence in stanza one, a s@eaker who becomes 
an I. But this s@eaker isn’t merely =azin=, that is, lookin= intently, 
consciously, with admiration and sur@rise out to sea. For at the 
same time the s@eaker is sensin= behind him (or her?), “Mountains 
and @lain, the immense breadth of the continent.” So if the s@eaker 
@reviously could be seen as a sensitive Romantic soul out for a stroll 
in a cinematic landsca@e, he now shows himself to be somethin= 
more, much more: This s@eaker is aware of forces both seen and 
unseen, those embodied in the seasca@e he is =azin= at but also 
those of an entire continent @ressin= at his back—an area so vast 
he couldn’t @ossibly =aze at it even if he were to turn around. His 
@articularity as a lone observer, situated at a certain @lace at a 
certain time, becomes unsustainable. He seems to have swelled, like 
the waves, to become as ca@acious as the continent itself.

But if in stanza two the s@eaker swells immeasurably in size, 
beyond all =ender and @ersonal attributes, in stanza three and 
throu=hout the rest of the @oem the s@eaker swells beyond mere 
human reckonin= alto=ether. The s@eaker does this by o@enin= his 
mouth in direct address, no lon=er s@eakin= in the third @erson 
to us, his mortal audience, but to the ocean itself—or rather 
herself—as “you,” for the ocean in the fourth stanza is named as 
mother. We, the human listeners, now shrink in im@ortance and 
relevance. We have become @rivile=ed s@ectators and auditors of 
this confrontation between would-be Titans—between a mother 
identified by her child as the watery source of all life on earth and 
that same child also claimin= birth out of the hardness of a coolin= 
@lanet. But even further, this same child now s@eaks on behalf of 
an us that includes all children of the mother. And even further 
still: a child that has also not for=otten its even earlier ori=in in 
the fire of ancient stars. It is the mother, the child asserts, who has 
for=otten that earlier, starry ori=in, so that the @oem becomes, at its 
conclusion, a rebuke and a self-?ustification, the child’s declaration 
of inde@endence from the maternal embrace of the sea. And in 
the last stanza, the @oem becomes somethin= even more still: the 
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child’s =esture of reconciliation with the mother, a =esture made as 
the child evokes their common indebtedness to “the tides of fire,” to 
“the older fountain,” the vast creative ener=y that has enabled them 
both to become world sha@ers, world scul@tors, world builders, 
world masters of measure and rhythm—in a word, to become @oets, 
in its literal meanin= of makers.

Amazin=ly, this entire ex@ansion of voice and @oint of view—
an ex@ansion that brin=s us from a moment on a California 
beach to the boundary of the universe, and allows us to hear one 
=reat, su@erhuman voice address another—all of this ex@ansion is 
conducted within the confines of a @oem of ?ust ei=ht stanzas. How 
could JeAers have @roduced such a feat of rhythmic com@ression? 
Answer: Not by accident! He does it by sha@in= the @oem’s structure 
to echo the breakin= of waves u@on a shore—a shore vast beyond 
our ima=inin=. For by @oem’s end we’re @ersuaded that the child 
earth, and the mother ocean, aren’t the only ones who have learned 
their son=’s measure from the older fountain. JeAers himself has 
learned it there too.

As for what I’ve called com@ression, I think that’s best seen 
in the way JeAers sha@ed and reali=ned words to fit other words 
within a line. The diAerence between one of his ?ottin=s and its 
final version as stanza five of “Continent’s End” demonstrates this 
@rocess. Here’s the final version:

It was lon= and lon= a=o; we have =rown @roud since then and 
 you have =rown bitter; life retains 
Your mobile, soft, unDuiet stren=th; and envies hardness, the 
 insolent Duietness of stone.

Here’s the corres@ondin= ?ottin= from the February 1922 bank 
statement:

 The mobile soft unDuiet stren=th of water, the hard insolent 
endurance of rock; our ori=in from the sea, our as@iration to 
the mountains (CP 5: 327)

Just from this one com@arison of a finished line with a ?ottin= 
(other com@arisons =ive a similar result), we see that in the ?ottin= 
JeAers has not yet clearly envisioned the dramatic tension he would 
later sha@e his lan=ua=e around—the tension between child and 
ocean. Water and rock are contrasted in the ?ottin=, but not yet 
@ut in a dramatic relationshi@. The tension between them remains 
slack. But in writin= the final version, JeAers has ti=htened that 
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relationshi@, even made it anta=onistic, by settin= oA “we” a=ainst 
“you” and “@roud” a=ainst “bitter.” But, for me, the masterstroke, 
a sure si=n of @oetic craft, is JeAers’ bindin= child and mother 
by usin= forms of the word Duiet as an attribute of both: “Your 
mobile, soft, unDuiet stren=th” as a=ainst “the insolent Duietness of 
stone.” The eAect of usin= @arallel forms of Duiet—res@ectively, as 
“unDuiet” and “Duietness”—hel@s ex@lain why the mother becomes 
bitter. She cannot match the rhetorical force of the ne=ative form of 
the ad?ective “unDuiet” a=ainst the forceful use of the ad?ective now 
made @ositive and @laced in climactic @osition at the end of the line 
as “the insolent Duietness of stone.”

But it’s not ?ust by @layin= with forms of Duiet that JeAers ratchets 
u@ the adversarial relationshi@ between sea and shore. The word 
“insolent” needed ad?ustment as well. In the 1922 bank statement, 
JeAers @uts “insolent” before “endurance,” in the @hrase, “the hard, 
insolent endurance of rock.” But in this final draft of “Continent’s 
End” he’s found an even better home for the word. Now it modifies 
not “endurance” but “Duietness.” What diAerence does this make? 
Well, for one thin=, “insolent endurance” is easily @ictured, even 
anthro@omor@hic: it su==ests an adversary’s brazenly stubborn, 
defiant resolution. But “insolent Duietness”? The combination 
unsettles an easy @ersonification of the s@eaker’s attitude towards 
the shore. This is not a reco=nizably human scorn, but a =rievance 
coldly @rovoked by an almost unconceivable =rud=e. So the Duestion 
is: What ?ustifies such a violent ?uxta@osition of ad?ective and 
modifier? What titanic =rievance is fuelin= the s@eaker’s crescendo 
of animus a=ainst the very source of his bein=, a=ainst the life force 
thunderin= towards him with the incomin= tide? Is such a bein= 
even reco=nizable in human terms?

I can’t see how those Duestions can be a@@roached without 
movin= finally to the real masterstroke of word-layin= in this @oem: 
rhythm. Attachin= the ri=ht ad?ective to the ri=ht noun is one 
thin=. Gettin= @hrases to flow in ways that su==est the ex@andin= 
dimensions of a @oem is another. I would ar=ue that JeAers has been 
an=lin= for this result all alon=, startin= out in the tra@@in=s of a 
Romantic @oet lettin= the tidal rhythm of his lon= lines evoke a 
very human sea, with its wet @o@@ies and beds of =ranite. And then, 
ste@ by ste@, wave by wave, enlar=in= the scene until, by stanza four, 
we are no lon=er standin= on earth but somewhere in the cosmos, 
@rivy to a =rievance that recalls divine wran=les between Hera and 
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Zeus in The Iliad, Ju@iter and Juno in The Aeneid. But this time the 
=odly =rievance isn’t over favored humans (or semi-humans). It’s 
over @oetry itself: s@ecifically over the true source of the s@eaker’s 
own @oetic measure. It doesn’t derive, as mother ocean thinks, from 
her own tidal heartbeat but from a force far =reater than her own, 
which she has, in her arro=ance, for=otten—a force that binds them 
both. Her @ro=eny, her oAs@rin=, and the stone itself have emer=ed 
at last to remind her of their common ori=in in the clinchin= last 
stanza:

Mother, thou=h my son=’s measure is like your surf-beat’s 
 ancient rhythm I never learned it of you. 
Before there was any water there were tides of fire, both our 
 tones flow from the older fountain. 

Can such @oetry be scanned? Yes, like a wave as we watch it 
advancin= to the shore: rhythmically the same yet always sli=htly 
diAerent, line after line throu=hout the @oem. Here, in the first 
lon= line above, the wave eru@ts with a stron=, em@hatic trochee, 
“Mother,” then =lides to s@ondees, in “my son=’s measure,” in a 
kind of shallow crestin=, followed by heavier iambs, “is like your 
surf-beat’s ancient rhythm,” then @unctuated as if with a comma 
by a caesura  that creates a @ause sli=htly before the hard crashin= 
iambic thunder of “I never learned it of you,” a hard, stony rebuke 
that the shore delivers at the line’s end. And all to defend @oetic 
@recedence!

And then, as if with the dama=e done and the messa=e delivered, 
the s@eaker can allow the final line, or wave, to be the calmest of 
all. Smoothly iambic throu=hout, the caesura mid-line neatly and 
symmetrically divides and balances what is really an a@@easin= 
eAort of reconciliation on the @art of the shore towards the ocean. 
As far as the shore is concerned, it seems, the strife is over. Scores 
have been settled. Presumably, mother ocean a=rees. How would we 
know otherwise since the s@eaker, the shore, commands the @oetic 
sta=e? But this cosmic world is one where @oetry is the source and 
meanin= of life, and its hi=her source is absolute. Accordin=ly, both 
ocean and shore bow eDually and in rhythmic unison to the stars, to 
the tides of fire from which flow indistin=uishably water and rock.

But the =enius of the @oem isn’t solely in ima=inin= cosmic 
reconciliation. Its =enius is in includin= us, mere humans, bits of 
stone and water, in the @oem’s heavenly rhythms, by virtue of 
JeAers’ careful layin=-out of human words, one attached to the other 
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in ?ust the ri=ht order, to enable a voice to emer=e ex@andin= in 
size and @ower yet still within our ran=e of hearin=, in stanzas that 
always retain their reassurin= links to the tidal rhythms that @ulse 
in our veins.

One final Duestion: the title, “Continent’s End.” It wasn’t the 
first title that occurred to JeAers. On the back of the bank statement 
JeAers had scribbled “The Ocean—the Sea” or @erha@s “The Ori=ins 
of the Sea” (CP 5: 326). The distance between these tentative titles 
and the one JeAers settled on is extreme, but their diAerences do 
su==est the direction JeAers was =oin= in. “The Ocean—the Sea” 
tells us little exce@t for his initial focus of interest. “The Ori=ins of 
the Sea” reveals JeAers’ desire to look beyond the immediate reality 
of the sea to the forces @roducin= that reality. We know where this 
desire took him: to the tides of fire birthin= all reality. But why, 
then, entitle your @oem about reachin= the =oal of this strivin=, 
“Continent’s End”?

The first, most obvious answer must be because the continent’s 
end—the California coast—was where JeAers chose to live: literally 
a liminal s@ace where the @ressure of the tide meets the @ressure 
of the land. But JeAers wasn’t interested in scenery, however 
ma=nificent. He wanted to share in that liminal @ressure, because 
as a created bein= he was already a @roduct of it. So he be=an by 
choosin=, sha@in=, and layin= stone from that land to build a house, 
transformin= su@@osedly dead matter into a livin= structure. Such 
a @lace, its @arts sha@ed and tensed and directed by human hands 
and human ima=ination, could become the center of the world that 
it mirrored. A site from which JeAers could sense the links amon= 
all the ener=ies of creation and destruction he saw at work around 
him locally and in the stars above. Words were no diAerent from 
stones. A @ile of stones can become a wall, a home, a tower. Words 
in the ri=ht combinations can do the seemin= im@ossible: su==est 
the sounds of the sea, or s@eak for the tide and shore themselves, 
or even for the starry vault beyond them both. All mediums of 
communication are connected. The tide cannot form without land 
to resist it. Neither can exist without star fire s@ittin= matter into 
s@ace to start the conversation =oin=. And creatures, all of them 
to some de=ree conscious, take their @art in the resultin= chorus, 
imitatin= and challen=in= each other in their need to discover their 
@ur@ose, their com@letion, within and from their interactions with 
each other.
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Layin= one stone and then another, like layin= one word and 
then another, creates a @er@etual tension between the unDuiet and 
the Duiet: @roducin= from that tension a @oem—a makin=—that 
@ro?ects a reality beyond both sea and shore onto the stars them-
selves, where, as JeAers reminds us so beautifully, all matter and all 
life be=an in the tides of fire.

W!/7, C.+e-

Hunt, Tim, editor. The Collected Poetr: of Robinson Je5ers: Volume One, 1920-
1928. Stanford UP, 1988. 

---, editor. The Collected Poetr: of Robinson Je5ers: Volume Five, Textual Evidence 
and Commentar:. Stanford UP, 2000.
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Je..e(, Stu)&e, &' (&(&)) 93-104.
© &(&) B/e++ C!l1,,10!. All R.83+, Re,e/6e-.

Robinson JeAers. Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems: 
Centennial Edition, 1925-2025. Edited by Tim Hunt, Tor House 
Press, 2025. 233 @@.

Re6.ewe- 95 B/e++ C!l1,100!
Tim Hunt’s keynote address at the tenth annual Robinson Associ-
ation conference, @ublished as “The Work of the Edition” in issue 
6.4 of Je5ers Studies (fall 2002), introduced a heuristic distinction 
between JeAers’ a@@roach to @oetry and that of his Modernist 
contem@oraries. “For Pound and the modernists,” Hunt ar=ued, 
“the @a=e became, at root, a s@ace to inscribe writin=, a @lace to 
show. For JeAers the @a=e became, instead, a s@ace to enact s@eech 
and remained a @lace where one mi=ht enact a drama of tellin=” (37).

Accordin= to Hunt, Modernism’s @ervasive influence on 
American literature and literary criticism was @artly res@onsible 
for JeAers’ continued unfashionability. It had caused at least one 
twenty-first-century critic, Brad Leithauser, to com@letely overlook 
(or underhear?) the essence of JeAers’ artistry:

[H]is assum@tions about @oetry and the kind of @oetry he has 
learned to read and value lead him to look for JeAers’ craft rather 
than to hear for it. The momentum of the lon= lines, the eAect of 
@ace and rhythmic modulation, and how these create dramatic 
and conce@tual nuance reDuire that we hear the @oems throu=h 
the voice JeAers has carefully crafted and controlled and that we 
attend carefully to the way JeAers @ositions the act of s@eakin= 
(in the lyrics) and narratin= (in the lon= @oems). (44)

This ar=ument su==ests that the visual-s@atial arran=ement of 
JeAers’ words on the @a=e—in contrast to those of Pound, Eliot, et 
al.—is lar=ely irrelevant to the ri=ht way of readin= and inter@retin= 
his work. Only by closin= our eyes (fi=uratively) and focusin= our 
mind’s ear on the sound of JeAers’ “lon= lines” can we understand 
and aesthetically a@@reciate what the @oet is u@ to. How the lines 
a@@ear before us is, by im@lication, immaterial.
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Tor House Press has @ublished a beautiful centennial edition 
of JeAers’ most celebrated collection, Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other 
Poems, with a brief foreword by Tor House Foundation @resident 
Elliot Ruchowitz-Roberts and a substantial afterword by editor 
Hunt himself. Amon= its many virtues, this @ublication @resents an 
intri=uin= counter@oint to Hunt’s earlier ar=ument. At a minimum, 
it com@licates the dichotomy between a visual hermeneutic born of 
Modernist @oetics and an aural-rhetorical hermeneutic a@@ro@riate 
to JeAers.

As Ruchowitz-Roberts observes, JeAers’ “@oetic line… in many 
cases could not be @rinted as a sin=le line of ty@e but had to be 
@rinted as two and sometimes three lines of ty@e de@endin= on the 
width of the @a=e” (i). The centennial Roan Stallion’s chief attraction 
is that it “retains the inte=rity of the @oetic lines as he wrote them”: 
The @a=es are @rinted and bound horizontally, in the manner 
of a @hoto album or coAee table book (i). A few fine, limited-run 
@ublications have done this before—most famously William Ever-
son’s monumental, and monumentally ex@ensive, 1975 Granite and 
C:7ress—but the centennial Roan Stallion re@resents “the first full 
volume of JeAers’ @oetry” to be released in such a layout (i).

The result is, in a word, revelatory.
Clearly, I am not alone in thinkin= so. Albert Gel@i, in his 

endorsement of the new edition, says that ?ust as the “wide format” 
of Everson’s Granite and C:7ress “was a revelation because it released 
JeAers’ free verse line to run with full swee@ and force without line-
breaks,” the centennial Roan Stallion “=ives us the @oems at last in 
their full form.” Katie Peterson comments on the “landsca@e format” 
of the edition: “I did not know it was @ossible to make this verse 
seem wilder and bolder.” For Robert Hass, too, this edition recovers 
the “shock” and “ener=y” of the ori=inal volume—which he sees 
as exem@lifyin= an alternative version of “modernist aesthetics” as 
o@@osed to an alternative to modernism. And Dana Gioia writes 
that the centennial Roan Stallion “makes it @ossible to see (as well as 
hear) the stran=e, tra=ic music that made JeAers famous,” recallin= 
the “startlin= clarity” he, Gioia, ex@erienced u@on first encounterin= 
Granite and C:7ress.1

The Duestion I have been askin= myself is… wh:? Why should 
seein= JeAers’ lines laid out in their full, unbroken len=th come as 

1 These endorsements are Duoted from the @ublisher’s @romotional half sheet to 
reviewers for this edition of the collection. [ed. note]
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a shock and a revelation? Why does it matter, if the @oet’s art is 
fundamentally an aural-rhetorical one, and not visual-s@atial?

One @ossibility is that we, like Leithauser, have been so condi-
tioned to read @oetry with our eyes, and not with our ears, that we 
are actually inca@able of se@aratin= the lines’ a@@earance on the 
@a=e from our inner-aural ex@erience of their “momentum.” Try as 
we may to float freely on the waves and tides of what JeAers termed 
his “rollin= stresses,” we cannot hel@ but @erceive and receive each 
line break, however accidental, as an interru@tion, a forced @ause in 
the @oem’s natural flow.

Hunt, in his afterward, notes how the new edition’s “@resen-
tation better conveys the @ace, rhythms, and inflections of the 
lon= lines in JeAers’ @oems” (218). It “accords with JeAers’ claim 
that his lines were not free verse or @rose arbitrarily cho@@ed into 
lines but verse or=anized by a @atterned, consistent number of 
beats @er line” (218). It also “more clearly communicates” the @oet’s 
“attention to the ex@ressive @ossibilities of @ace and inflection” and 
“verse @ara=ra@hin=” in the narratives; internal rhymes, @ulses, 
and conce@tual relationshi@s between and amon= elements within 
a @hrase that mi=ht otherwise be missed; and JeAers’ techniDue of 
alternatin= lon= lines with shorter ones, es@ecially in his lyrics, as 
well as his intermin=lin= of lon=-lined and shorter-lined @assa=es in 
the narratives and the subtle yet meanin=ful mix of verse and @rose 
dialo=ue in the Aeschylean-Euri@idean drama “The Tower Beyond 
Tra=edy” (218).

All of which is absolutely true. At the same time, I would ar=ue, 
there are two diAerent ways of conceivin= of, and articulatin=, the 
value of this @resentation. On the one hand, Hunt convincin=ly 
ascribes a sort of ne8ative value to the centennial Roan Stallion’s 
renderin= of the JeAersian text. By eliminatin= the disturbance 
of line breaks unintended by the author, the edition’s formattin= 
removes a ma?or obstacle to our listenin= to JeAers’ verbal music. 
The horizontal layout, by this lo=ic, is a means of movin= beyond 
our too-easily-distracted sense of si=ht so that our sense of hearin= 
can do the real work these @oems reDuire.

On the other hand, Hunt =estures toward another, more 7ositive 
conce@tion of how this layout au=ments our ex@erience of JeAers’ 
@oetry. The visual-s@atial @resentation does more than merely 
better convey or clarify what is ha@@enin= at the aural-rhetorical 
level. In some cases—as in the variation of lon=- and short-lined 
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@assa=es in the narratives—the visual ex@erience reveals em@hases 
and thematic connections that it would be virtually im@ossible 
for the reader to discern via a @urely aural en=a=ement with the 
lan=ua=e.

Take the first of the two title @oems, “Roan Stallion,” which 
JeAers @laced at the head of the 1925 collection, usur@in= the @osition 
“Tamar” had held in its @rivately @rinted @redecessor volume, 
Tamar and Other Poems (1924). “Tamar” is marked by freDuent shifts 
between lon=- and short-lined @assa=es, both within and across the 
narrative’s seven numbered sections. Those shifts are far from arbi-
trary or ha@hazard. Nevertheless, the later “Roan Stallion” dis@lays 
a more skillfully controlled use of the len=th-variation techniDue.

Scansion of JeAers’ lines is often somewhat sub?ective. But unlike 
“Tamar,” “Roan Stallion” definitely has a dominant visual @attern. 
The @oem be=ins with a seDuence of very lon= lines unfurlin=, 
uninterru@ted, for three and a half @a=es. Each of these lines has 
rou=hly ten beats or stresses (some ar=uably as few as nine, others as 
many as eleven or twelve). The @oem ends similarly. From be=innin= 
to end, the @re@onderance of these @a=e-width-a@@roachin= lines 
builds the im@ression of an all-but-im@re=nable wall of text. Indeed, 
JeAers interru@ts the @attern and breaches the wall on only four 
occasions. That alone si=nals these moments’ im@ortance—and 
their interrelatedness.

The first set of interru@tions ha@@ens when the @rota=onist, 
California, is returnin= home on Christmas Eve from Monterey, 
where she has bou=ht @resents for her dau=hter Christine—and at 
her abusive, alcoholic husband Johnny’s insistence, bottles of whisky 
for him. She and the mare Dora find themselves in a terrible storm, 
in the dark of ni=ht. Dora refuses to cross the ford. California =ets 
oA the mare’s back, and as she tries to make it move, JeAers =ives us 
two short lines (of six stresses each): “Then California thou=ht of 
a @rayer: ‘Dear little Jesus, / Dear baby Jesus born to-ni=ht, your 
head was shinin=…” (4). For the rest of California’s @rayer and what 
immediately follows, the default lon= @oetic lines resume. Yet ei=ht 
lines later, we =et another, standalone short line, after California 
has seen a vision of the Christ child and what she inter@rets as the 
“li=ht of heaven,” which “Fri=htened @oor Dora. She backed; swun= 
u@ the water…” (4).

The second breach in JeAers’ wall of lon= lines is a sin=leton. It 
arrives in the middle of a sentence s@lit across four lines. California 
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is contem@latin= the @oem’s titular roan stallion, which Johnny 
won =amblin=:

She hated (she thou=ht) the @roud-necked stallion. 
He’d lean the bi= twin masses of his breast on the rail, his red-brown 
 eyes flash the white crescents, 
She admired him then, she hated him for his uselessness, servin= 
 nothin= 
But Johnny’s vanity…. (5)

Here the @oet abstracts and accentuates the content of the one 
shortened line—“She admired him then, she hated him for 
his uselessness, servin= nothin=”—by bracketin= the s@ecifics 
surroundin= it. The eAect is to su==est a @hiloso@hical statement 
about the sense of beauty itself, one that undoubtedly derives from 
Kant’s Third CritiDue: the notion that aesthetic @leasure is tied to 
disinterestedness, that it de@ends, in other words, u@on the aesthetic 
ob?ect’s lack of any @ractical utility. JeAers =enerously ex@ects the 
reader to be able to sus@end this thou=ht until almost the end of 
the @oem.

The third, extended series of interru@tions occurs at the climax 
of the narrative. It is ni=ht a=ain. California a@@roaches where 
the roan is roamin=; earlier in the day it mated with Jim Carrier’s 
mare there. As California draws near, the lon= lines narrow into a 
seDuence of mostly shorter ones, like those that related California’s 
@rayer to the baby Jesus and Dora’s terror:

… she heard him 
Blow the shinin= air out of his nostrils, she saw him in the 
 white lake of moonli=ht 
Move like a lion alon= the timbers of the fence, shakin= the 
 ni=ht-fall 
Of the =reat mane; his fra=rance came to her; she leaned on 
 the fence; 
He drew away from it, the hooves makin= soft thunder in the 
 trodden soil. 
Wild love had trodden it, his wrestlin= with the stran=er, the 
 shame of the day 
Had stam@ed it into mire and @owder when the heavy fetlocks 
Strained the soft flanks. “Oh if I could bear you! 
If I had the stren=th. O =reat God that came down to Mary, 
 =ently you came. But I will ride him 
U@ into the hill, if he throws me, if he tram@les me, is it not 
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 my desire 
To endure death?” (7)

Previously JeAers established an eDuation between California 
and Dora, as the former ima=ined the storm-en=or=ed river as a 
meta@horical stallion seekin= to mate with the latter. Here Cali-
fornia is identified, and identifies herself, with Jim Carrier’s mare. 
She ima=ines matin= with the roan, awed by its natural beauty 
and @ower, thou=h she knows that a cross-s@ecies sexual union is 
im@ossible: “No way, no hel@, a =ulf in nature” (8). She decides to 
ride the horse to the to@ of the hill. As she rides, we are treated 
to a seDuence of inters@ersed lon= and shorter lines, a @assa=e of 
trans@arent beauty and thick, naturalistic descri@tion:

She murmured, “Come, 
We will run on the hill. O beautiful, O beautiful,” and led him 
To the =ate and flun= the bars on the =round. He threw his 
 head downward 
To snuA at the bars; and while he stood, she catchin= mane 
 and withers with all sudden contracture 
And stren=th of her lithe body, lea@ed, clun= hard, and was 
 mounted. He had been ridden before; he did not 
Fi=ht the wei=ht but ran like a stone fallin=; 
Broke down the slo@e into the moon-=lass of the stream, and 
 flattened to his neck 
She felt the branches of a buck-eye tree fly over her, saw the 
 wall of the oak-scrub 
End her world: but he turned there, the matted branches 
Scra@ed her ri=ht knee, the =reat slant shoulders 
Laborin= the hill-slo@e, u@, u@, the clear hill. Desire had died 
 in her 
At the first rush, the fallin= like death, but now it revived…. (8)

Next, the @oet =ives us six almost identically lon= lines in a row, 
followed by a sin=le short one. California, havin= dismounted the 
stallion and tethered it to an oakwood bush on the hillto@, stands 
“Shakin=. Enormous films of moonli=ht…” (8).

This seems an odd line for the @oet to have set a@art. One 
could even consider it an unsatisfyin=ly crafted one, insofar as it 
@airs a modifier, “Shakin=,” which is divorced from its noun on 
the @revious line, with a noun @hrase, “Enormous films of moon-
li=ht,” divorced from its verb on the succeedin= line. But the line’s 
shortness is a si=nal, a visual cue. It @oints us back to the first short 
line that stood on its own—“Fri=htened @oor Dora. She backed; 
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swun= u@ the water”—which reinforces the identification between 
California and Dora and, by extension, Jim Carrier’s mare. This, 
in turn, clues us into the link between the short-lined @assa=es that 
foreran each of these standalone lines: California’s @rayer to the 
anthro@omor@hic God-child, on the one hand, and her ride on the 
stallion’s back, on the other.

Her @rayer to Jesus @reci@itated a vision accom@anied by the 
“li=ht of heaven,” which California @erceived as terrifyin= “@oor 
Dora.” In fact, it is unclear whether that vision was ob?ectively 
real at all. California had acknowled=ed that Dora could see in 
the darkness already, without the aid of any heavenly rays; only 
California’s human eyes could not see. Likewise, the mare was 
already, Duite literally, scared stiA by the turbulent water. What 
matters, however, is California’s belief that she ex@erienced a 
theo@hany that ni=ht—an irru@tion of the @ersonified divine into 
the @lane of the @rofane—and that Dora ex@erienced it too and 
was fri=htened by it.

California’s ex@erience with the stallion is much more drawn 
out, and tentative at first. In the last line of the initial, @redominantly 
shorter-lined =rou@in=, she utters a sort of hybrid sexual-reli=ious 
@rayer, from “Oh if I could bear you!” to “is it not my desire / To 
endure death?” (The Wa=nerian love-death theme connects this 
scene even more closely to the wakin= dream of the meta@horical 
water-stallion from the ford.) Notice that the seDuence of shortened 
lines is @enetrated by a sin=le lon= one: “If I had the stren=th. O 
=reat God that came down to Mary, =ently you came. But I will 
ride him.” Form mirrors content, as California references the vir=in 
birth of Jesus and envisions herself as a @arallel vessel of the divine.

The mutual @enetration of lon= and short lines durin= the 
horseback ride fulfills what California’s second @rayer foreshadows: 
the comin= to=ether of her human consciousness with the inhuman 
reality of the animal beneath her and the @recisely described details 
of the sensuous world around them both. It is a sensual union, but 
not a sexual one. The meetin=, without ever totally inte=ratin=, of 
two distinct worlds is visually de@icted by JeAers’ interweavin= of 
diAerent line len=ths. And ?ust as the anthro@omor@hic theo@hany 
terrified the horse Dora (in California’s ima=ination, at least), this 
inhuman revelation leaves the human California Duiverin= in the 
moonli=ht. Her desire is extin=uished, then rekindled, @urified.
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There are, of course, !assages of remarkable !hysical descri!tion 
earlier in the narrative, though they serve as background to the 
action. Here they are foregrounded, the !rotagonist and the reader 
alike !ut into contact with wild, inhuman nature in a radically 
different, more direct way.

When California attem!ts to !ray a third time to God—who 
has by now merged with the image of the stallion for her—the 
!rayer is formulated in the !oem’s ordinary long lines, not em!hatic 
shorter ones. That !rayer is ineffectual. Yet in the next two verse 
!aragra!hs, we get another sequence that, like the horseback ride, 
!regnantly combines multi!le !oetic line lengths. As the stallion 
grazes indifferently over California’s !rone body, Jeffers shows and 
tells us what is going on inside her brain:

The small dark head under his nostrils: a small round stone, 
 that smelt human, black hair growing from it: 
The skull shut the light in: it was not !ossible for any eyes 
To know what throbbed and shone under the sutures of the 
 skull, or a shell full of lightning 
Had scared the roan strength, and he’d have broken tether, 
 screaming, and run for the valley. 
The atom bounds-breaking, 
Nucleus to sun, electrons to !lanets, with recognition 
Not !raying, self-equaling, the whole to the whole, the microcosm 
Not entering nor acce!ting entrance, more equally, more 
 utterly, more incredibly conjugate 
With the other extreme and greatness; !assionately !erce!tive 
 of identity…. (9)

That the !oet ex!licitly characterizes this activity as not !rayer is 
highly significant. Without !erha!s herself realizing it, California 
has transcended the need for !rayer, which is nothing if not an 
effort at verbal, human communication directed toward an anthro-
!omor!hized deity.

The extraordinary, long-lined vision that ensues—blending reli-
giously, sexually, and cosmologically charged imagery and entirely 
restricted to California’s consciousness (inaccessible, that is, to the 
stallion chewing aloofly above her)—brings the narrative climax 
to closure. That vision is a consequence, an aftereffect, of Califor-
nia’s having turned outward, esca!ing, albeit im!erfectly and only 
tem!orarily, the !sychological confines of her domestic, socially 
constructed, anthro!ocentric world. The shower of s!arks after the 
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iron has been struck—or, to @ara@hrase the @oem’s most Duoted 
@assa=e, the mould broken awa: from, the crust broken throu8h, the coal 
broken into 9re. California’s human, all-too-human consciousness 
has been fooled, as JeAers @uts it, out of its limits. It is almost more 
than the mind can bear; as we will soon see, it is more than her 
mind can bear.

We encounter ?ust two more line-len=th interru@tions in “Roan 
Stallion,” near the conclusion of the narrative. The first ha@@ens 
immediately after California has fled her husband’s drunken sexual 
advances; he “Followed in silence. She ran down to the new corral, 
she saw the stallion…” (10). The last one, a very short line by the 
overall standard of this @oem, occurs after California witnesses 
the stallion tram@lin= the husband in the corral. She screams. 
Christine mana=es to brin= her the heavy rifle from the house. 
California rests the =un “On the to@ rail, without doubtin=, without 
hesitance…”—and shoots the do= (11). She lies, claimin= her willed 
act was a miss and blamin= that miss on the moon’s insuCcient 
li=ht. The stallion, meanwhile, finishes what it started. Johnny lay 
dead, his body brutally mutilated. At last, “moved by some obscure 
human fidelity,” California fires three shots and kills the roan (11).

 The closin= two and a half @a=es of “Roan Stallion,” like the 
o@enin= three and a half, manifest as an im@osin= wall of lon=-lined 
text—broken u@, in this case, exclusively by those two shortened 
lines. Certainly, JeAers’ com@ression of these lines has a kind of 
dramatic and rhetorical eAect, the one communicatin= California’s 
turnin= away from her bad husband and toward the inhuman 
reality embodied by the stallion, the other conveyin= the cool, calm 
clarity of California’s mind as she @assively commits mariticide. 
But it does more than that. It demands that we draw a connection 
between these lines and the other em@hatically shortened ones that 
stood a@art earlier in the @oem. Two of those—“Fri=htened @oor 
Dora. She backed; swun= u@ the water” and “Shakin=. Enormous 
films of moonli=ht”—had fear and tremblin= as their sub?ect. The 
horse Dora was fri=htened (or so California believed) by the “li=ht 
of heaven.” The human California shook, in the moonli=ht, after 
her transformative ride on the stallion’s back. In each case, creature 
and/or character is confronted with a theo@hany, with the awesome 
and terror-inducin= @resence of the divine. Now, JeAers wants us, 
his readers, to tremble at the awe-full im@lication of California’s 
e@hemeral inhumanist transfi=uration. That California invokes 
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the moonli=ht to ex@lain her in/action at that decisive moment 
dee@ens the resonance further still.

In allowin= her (awful) husband to die—somethin= that is 
evidently within her @ower to @revent—California trans=resses 
human, social conventions of morality and s@ecifically Judeo-
Christian ethics (“Thou shalt not kill”). From a more sym@athetic 
and flexible moral-ethical @ers@ective, hers could be re=arded as a 
?ustifiable, even a ri=hteous act: Johnny is a wantonly cruel indi-
vidual. He is sin=ularly res@onsible for his wife’s @ain and suAerin=. 
California has taken advanta=e of the situation and ridden herself 
of her tormentor. 

Exce@t that nowhere in the narrative does JeAers articulate a 
@ractical @hiloso@hy, a theory of action. What he does allude to 
is a theory of aesthetics, in the one other em@hatically shortened 
line that arrested our attention earlier: “She admired him then, 
she hated him for his uselessness, servin= nothin=.” Recall that 
this line, strikin=ly cli@@ed, echoes a com@onent of the Kantian 
definition of beauty—the most famous definition in modern 
@hiloso@hical aesthetics—whereby aesthetic @leasure, the sense 
of beauty, is intrinsically tied to disinterestedness, to the sub?ect’s 
state of detachment from the ob?ect under consideration. Here that 
notion finally comes to the fore. We are reminded of it and alerted 
to its relevance by corres@ondences in line len=th that may sound 
dimly throu=h the “@ace, rhythms, and inflections” of the @oem but 
that shine brilliantly on its material surface; they and their si=nifi-
cance are @rinci@ally o@en to visual, not aural, discovery. Throu=h 
these corres@ondences, the hi=hly educated and @hiloso@hically 
literate JeAers encoura=es his ideal reader to inter@ret and to ?ustify 
Johnny’s death—alon= with, lest we for=et, that of the do=, the very 
first creature mentioned in the @oem—not morally or ethically, 
but aestheticall:. The ex@erience our @rota=onist has under=one 
(and that we, as readers, are su@@osed to have under=one with her) 
@roduces a detachment from self, society, and s@ecies on the basis of 
which death mi=ht be acce@ted as a sacrifice for the sake of aesthetic 
@leasure, an oAerin= at the altar of inhuman beauty. “[D]eath,” we 
are told, in the final line of “Ni=ht,” also in Roan Stallion, Tamar, 
and Other Poems, “is no evil,” and the bare fact of the husband’s 
humanity is no more redem@tive than is the do=’s caninity.

California’s @assive but nonetheless willful mariticide is simul-
taneously an act of trans=ression and one of felt transcendence. 
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JeAers’ @ur@oseful varyin= of @oetic line len=th underscores for us 
both the beauty and the deadly seriousness of the vision of life that 
results from that transcendence. It is a vision California herself is 
unable to sustain.

 * * *
I was tasked with writin= a review, not an essay. It has not been 

my intention to @rovide an exhaustive analysis of “Roan Stallion.” 
The narrative invites, and over the @ast hundred years has received, 
a ran=e of sometimes com@lementary, sometimes diver=ent inter-
@retations. In this res@ect, it is a wonderfully rich work of art. What 
I have endeavored to demonstrate is that some as@ects of that 
richness can only be fully a@@reciated via visual en=a=ement.

Such is the nature of JeAers’ “rollin= stresses” that one cannot 
always sim@ly hear where one line ends and another be=ins. One 
must see where JeAers deliberately shortens and len=thens his lines in 
order to =ras@ conce@tual and thematic threads woven throu=hout 
the @oem. This is exceedin=ly diCcult when the lon= lines are 
themselves randomly divided. Seein= those lines s@read before us 
in their full, intended =randeur lets ear and eye work to=ether, thus 
enhancin= our aesthetic ex@erience and understandin= of the text.

Any sin=le mode or method of en=a=in= with a text has 
inherent stren=ths and weaknesses. A strictly visual mode, as Tim 
Hunt ri=htly ar=ued in 2002, ne=lects the dramatic and rhetorical 
nuance that an aural ex@erience of JeAers’ narratives yields. At 
the same time, the visual mode facilitates an a@@rehension and 
com@rehension of hi=her-level relationshi@s between and amon= 
elements within the @oems. Our aural-rhetorical ex@erience of a 
text is necessarily tem@orally bound. The ear can only ever hear 
one syllable at a time, and while our faculties of memory and ex@ec-
tation are constantly in @lay—enablin= us to make meanin= out of 
the current of words, @hrases, and lar=er @oetic units—that @lay is 
inevitably limited in sco@e. En=a=in= with the text visually @ermits 
the free @lay of the eye, and of the mind, u@on the @rinted @a=e. 
Modernist @oetics, with its avant-=arde word-@aintin= and wealth 
of intertextual allusions, is @articularly suited to this ty@e of readin= 
and inter@retation. But JeAers’ work merits and am@ly rewards such 
visual-s@atial en=a=ement as well.

Narrative literature as we know it has its roots in oral/
aural traditions of storytellin= and in the revolution of lan=ua=e 
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inscribed as material culture. The best works of modern narrative, 
whether @oetry or @rose, a@@eal to our sense of hearin= in addition 
to our sense of si=ht: They deli=ht us throu=h their “dramas of 
tellin=” while admittin= seemin=ly endless aesthetic and inter-
@retive @ossibilities throu=h rereadin= and careful, critical study. 
By revealin= the de=ree to which JeAers’ work succeeds on both 
levels, this centennial edition of Roan Stallion may @rove to be one 
of the most im@ortant events in JeAers’ @osthumous @ublication 
history. One sincerely ho@es that Tor House Press, or some other 
@ublisher, will @roduce similar editions of the @oet’s subseDuent 
volumes in the future.

W!/7 C.+e-

Hunt, Tim.  “The Work of the Edition.” Je5ers Studies, vol. 6, no. 4 fall 2002, 
@@. 36-45.
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Alan Malnar. Voices of the Headland: Robinson JeAers and the 
Bird of Prey. Peter Lan=, 2017. 170 @@.

Re6.ewe- 95 E/.0 S1* Ge!/8e
Given the freDuency with which birds of @rey soar, strike, and even 
suAer in Robinson JeAers’ @oems, @erha@s it is sur@risin= that it 
has taken so lon= for a mono=ra@h on such com@ellin= ima=ery 
to a@@ear. Voices of the Headland: Robinson Je5ers and the Bird of 
Pre: studies the recurrin= ima=e of ra@tors, analyzin= the visceral 
@resence of hawks, falcons, ea=les, and other birds of @rey in his 
work. Althou=h many scholars have reco=nized the various func-
tions of JeAers’ hawks in both his s@ecific @oems and collective 
@oetry, Malnar’s commendable close readin= of these ima=es fills a 
=a@ in JeAers scholarshi@ by concentratin= entirely u@on his ra@tor 
symbolism, @ositin= that these bird ima=es are crucial to under-
standin= JeAers’ @hiloso@hy of Inhumanism as articlulated in the 
1948 Preface to The Double Axe: “a shiftin= of em@hasis from man 
to not-man; the re?ection of human soli@sism and the reco=nition 
of the transhuman ma=nificence” (CP 4: 428). Moreover, Malnar 
makes the case that this vital, distinctive ima=ery stems from JeAers’ 
aCnity to the headlands on which he lived, ran=ed, and observed 
countless ra@tors for over 40 years. The first book to en=a=e exten-
sively with JeAers’ hawk ima=ery, Voices of the Headland contributes 
to JeAers studies throu=h its detailed examination of what Malnar 
terms, in the title of the second cha@ter, “words of @rey”: the rela-
tionshi@ between JeAers’ ornitholo=ical knowled=e of ra@tors and 
his @oetics. 

Throu=hout his lyric and narrative @oetry, JeAers sou=ht to 
dis@el the illusions of anthro@ocentrism, neutralizin= human 
si=nificance amidst the course of the abidin= cosmos. Accordin= to 
Malnar, JeAers em@loys birds of @rey as controllin= su@ervenient 
symbols for his Inhumanist vision. They embody the vast, uncarin= 
universe. JeAers’ @reoccu@ation with the hawk’s @redation demon-
strates the si=nificance of violence in his Inhumanist doctrine. 
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As with other forms of violence in his @oetry, @redation is an 
essential, even beautiful com@onent of an im@ersonal cosmic order. 
However, JeAers loathed how humans “often kill for self-indul=ence 
and control”; instead, he admired not only the =race and swiftness 
but also the “motivation” of ra@tors that “kill for sustenance” (10). 
Whether huntin= or hurt, the hawks of his @oems @artici@ate in 
what JeAers saw as the universe’s unbendin= indiAerence to indi-
vidual suAerin=. Perha@s most often in his ra@tor ima=ery, ea=les, 
hawks, falcons, and vultures symbolize transcendence of human 
ex@erience. In early @oems, “a bird of @rey in fli=ht often symbolizes 
the youn= @oet’s desire to transcend his human limitations” (32), 
and as JeAers constructed his Inhumanism, these birds on the win= 
“both @eacefully and ominously” re@resented “the infinite beauty 
of the trans-human divine, and other ideas related to the notion of 
human transcendence” (27). Malnar identifies JeAers’ “lead =ift” (CP 
1: 378) to an in?ured hawk in 1927, memorably rendered in “Hurt 
Hawks,” as contributin= si=nificantly to his transformation from 
a@@rentice to mature @oet, markin= a s@ecific shift in his treatment 
of transience, death, and the cosmic order. In “Vulture,” one of his 
last @oems, JeAers reconciles his own death with his unwaverin= 
Inhumanism. 

When writin= about ra@tors, JeAers often is @ortentous, a @ro@het 
s@eakin= from a @osition of cosmic authority. Yet in Malnar’s 
estimation, JeAers could not envision birds of @rey as Inhumanist 
symbols without closely watchin= their fli=hts, stoo@s, and strikes 
in nature and at Tor House and Hawk Tower. His @oems and 
letters evince that JeAers’s fascination with the birds was the result 
of first-hand observation. His knowled=e of hawks is revealed in 
his intense, realistic descri@tions of them. Studyin= their territory, 
biolo=y, and behavior, in writin= about ra@tors JeAers not only 
develo@ed his symbolism but also exhibited his descri@tive @rowess. 
The realistic de@ictions of birds of @rey contribute meanin=fully to 
their symbolic @ower. The book successfully connects the literary 
and naturalistic dimensions of JeAers’ ra@tor ima=ery, and Malnar, 
himself a falconer, dis@lays his own ornitholo=ical knowled=e 
throu=hout the work, detailin= the anatomical and behavioral 
diAerences between falcons, kestrels, and hawks to account for the 
evolvin= symbolism of JeAers’ birds of @rey. In the cha@ter “The 
Hawks of JeAers Country,” Malnar suCciently describes the hawks 
that JeAers encountered and studied alon= the headland and the 
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surroundin= landsca@e. Extensive footnotes ex@lain hawk habits, 
and am@le illustrations draw attention to the features and charac-
teristics of the birds that =ri@@ed JeAers’ ima=ination. 

In addition to elucidatin= the @hiloso@hical commitments 
sha@ed by JeAers’ dee@ a@@reciation of ra@tors, this book considers 
the si=nificance of birds of @rey in the @ersonal life and @ublic 
re@utation of the @oet. The hawk was his “totem animal,” and 
the cha@ter “The Hawk Poet of the Tower” @resents an interestin= 
study of the ima=e of the @oet himself that has develo@ed over 
time. Contem@orary reviews and critiDues freDuently characterized 
JeAers as “hawk-like” in a@@earance and demeanor. Even today, 
“the @oet’s celebrated hawk fi=ure has become coterminous with 
the @oet himself” (140). To Malnar, JeAers’ controversial status 
durin= the war could make sense only “durin= a time when hawks 
had been vilified in their natural state” (141), and JeAers’ rece@tion 
has coincided with chan=in= attitudes toward hawks and other 
birds of @rey: if, in the more distant @ast, critics @erceived JeAers 
as indiAerent and aloof as the birds of @rey =lidin= above Tor 
House, today the ima=e of JeAers, @erched in Hawk Tower at the 
western end of the continent, su==ests a @ro@het in Duiet reflection, 
attuned with wondrous, wild nature and dedicated to studyin= the 
freedom, @eace, and beauty of hawks and other birds of @rey that 
the American environmental consciousness, comin= to terms with 
vanishin= wildlife and ecolo=ical colla@se, is now better @laced to 
a@@reciate. In the cha@ter “Beasts in Peril,” Malnar ex@lores the 
environmentalist dimensions of the @oet’s work, su==estin= that 
JeAers’ hawk @oems may have motivated re=ional environmental 
stewardshi@ =rou@s. His dynamic @oetic hawks deflate the view 
that animals are @urely instinct-driven or mechanistic, humblin= 
anthro@ocentric denial of animal com@lexity and “[encoura=in=] 
us to become res@onsible and sound citizens and realize that our 
misanthro@ic actions have been detrimental to the ecolo=y of our 
@lanet” (119). 

Malnar convincin=ly ar=ues that no American @oet or writer 
has so consistently drawn from the @ower, ma=nificence, and 
beauty of these ra@tors, let alone =iven such full ex@ression to their 
uniDue, endurin= Dualities, Duite like JeAers. Readers interested in 
one of JeAers’ @revailin= ima=es will find an analysis bolstered by 
careful ornitholo=ical research and reinforced by natural history. 
Althou=h Malnar rehearses critical view@oints of JeAers in the 
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first cha@ter, those seekin= a theoretically =rounded study of the 
@oet’s ima=ery–in, say, ecocriticism, animal studies, or even literary 
theory–will have to look elsewhere. Malnar is deliberate in his close 
readin=, citin= only in @assin= “reader-res@onse critiDue” (xxiii) as 
facilitatin= his individual inter@retation. However, the intense 
concentration on a @recise ima=e is a@@ro@riate =iven that the series 
in which the study is @ublished focuses s@ecifically on themes and 
motifs in literature, and Malnar, in lively @rose, admirably analyzes 
one of JeAers’ most stirrin=, indelible symbols. 

W!/7, C.+e-

Hunt, Tim, editor. The Collected Poetr: of Robinson Je5ers: Volume One, 1920-
1928. Stanford UP, 1988. 

---, editor. The Collected Poetr: of Robinson Je5ers: Volume Four, Poetr: 1903-1920, 
Prose, and Un7ublished Writin8s. Stanford UP, 2000.
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Louise Economides. Wild Anthro@ocene: Literature and Multi-
s@ecies Justice in Dee@ Time. Routled=e, 2025. 196 @@.

Re6.ewe- 95 Ge!/8e H1/+
Althou=h the International Commission on Strati=ra@hy recently 
re?ected Anthro7ocene as the desi=nation of a new =eolo=ical e@och, 
the conce@t is findin= fruitful use in ecocriticism. Louise Econo-
mides’s Wild Anthro7ocene: Literature and Multis7ecies Justice in Dee7 
Time ?oins studies such as Timothy Clark’s Ecocriticism on the 
Ed8e: The Anthro7ocene as a Threshold Conce7t (2015), Lynn Keller’s 
Recom7osin8 Eco7oetics: North American Poetr: of the Self-Conscious 
Anthro7ocene (2018), and David Farrier’s Anthro7ocene Poetics: Dee7 
Time, Sacri9ce Zones, and Extinction (2019), in considerin= how 
literature can res@ond to issues such as =lobal warmin=, mass 
extinction, and environmental in?ustice. Each of these @roblems is a 
matter of scale and interconnectedness, and the conce@ts that such 
ecocriticism sees as eAective are ones that =et readers to see how the 
Anthro@ocene’s massively shiftin= scales and radically ex@andin= 
interconnectedness chan=e how we @erceive time, a=ency, and 
res@onsibility. As its subtitle indicates, Wild Anthro7ocene’s two key 
conce@ts are dee@ time and multis@ecies ?ustice. 

Dee@ time creates a scalar dis?unction that Timothy Clark 
dubs “Anthro@ocene disorder”: the discovery of massive =eolo=ical 
timescales reduces humanity’s si=nificance even as humanity has 
become a =eolo=ical a=ent itself. Action that is insi=nificant on an 
individual level becomes catastro@hic at the s@ecies level, and these 
shiftin= scales disorder how we @erceive and understand a=ency and 
res@onsibility, @otentially debilitatin= @olitical action. Economides 
borrows Di@esh Chakrabarty’s distinction between “anthro@os” 
and “homo” levels of a=ency. Global warmin=, for exam@le, is 
@roduced at the s@ecies (anthro@os) level, and the only s@ecies 
releasin= excessive amounts of =reenhouse =ases is homo sa@iens; at 
the @olitical (homo) level, only certain members of that s@ecies are 
res@onsible for burnin= all that carbon. Wild Anthro7ocene ar=ues 
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that literature can @rovide the s@ace in which the decenterin= of 
humanity in dee@ time can lead to en=a=ement with environmental 
and multis@ecies ?ustice rather than @olitical detachment. As 
Economides observes, “One of the most critical challen=es we face 
today is how to brid=e anthro@os- and homo-level a=ency such that 
human @raxis can interface in a more ecolo=ically res@onsible way 
with the Earth’s dynamic more-than-human systems” (8). 

Most of the literary works in Wild Anthro7ocene are novels 
that =enerally fall into the cate=ory of climate fiction (CliFi): James 
Bradley’s Ghost S7ecies, JeA VanderMeer’s Hummin8bird Salamander, 
Mar=aret Atwood’s Handmaid’s Tale and MaddAddam trilo=y, 
Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of the Livin8 God, Paolo Baci=alu@i’s 
The Windu7 Girl, and Richard Powers’s The Overstor:. Atwood’s 
Handmaid’s Tale is the earliest of these novels, @ublished in 1985, 
and VanderMeer’s novel is from 2021, so the fiction covered in this 
study self-consciously addresses Anthro@ocene issues. The book 
be=ins with two cha@ters on three @oets: one on Robinson JeAers 
and one on contem@orary Canadian @oets Don McKay and Dionne 
Brand. The three @oets are linked by their @ractice of “=eo@oetry” 
(30), thou=h JeAers is mentioned only a few times in the cha@ter on 
McKay and Brand. When the discussion moves to the novels in 
later cha@ters, JeAers is never mentioned a=ain. For Economides, 
JeAers is a “transitional fi=ure” or “thinker” in twentieth-century 
literary environmentalism, so there is no influence, necessarily, for 
Economides to trace in her ar=ument (31, 39). Nonetheless, thou=h 
JeAers serves only as an introductory fi=ure, his lon=time readers will 
be interested in how Economides situates his work in the context of 
Anthro@ocene ecocritical theory. 

At the be=innin= of “Robinson JeAers, Dee@ Time and the 
Geolo=ical Sublime,” Economides writes, “There is nothin= 
@articularly new about literary re@resentations of dee@ time that 
seek to counteract human hubris,” citin= Shelley’s “Ozymandias” 
as the classic exam@le of dee@ time in Romantic @oetry (28). Econ-
omides is concerned with “two key dimensions in JeAers’ @oetics 
that antici@ate the current ‘=eolo=ical’ turn in Anthro@ocene 
theory—namely, his revelation of stone’s vibrant materiality 
and his ex@lorations of strati=ra@hic dee@ time,” as o@@osed to 
astronomical dee@ time, another ma?or interest of JeAers, which 
she brackets here (31). Economides charts these “dimensions” in 
two sections: “Embracin= Stone: JeAers’s Vital Materialism” and 
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“A certain detachment: JeAers’s =eo@olitics in the context of dee@ 
time.” These two sections exem@lify how Economides sees JeAers 
as a transitional fi=ure. JeAers’ “=eo@oetry” is the transition from 
a Romantic sublime in which humanity is decentered in dee@ time 
to a reco=nition of material a=ency. JeAers’ intimacy with stone and 
understandin= of =eolo=y allow him to en=a=e dee@ time both to 
decenter humanity and to realize nonhuman a=ency. This @rocess 
ha@@ens at the anthro@os level, but JeAers’ nonanthro@ocentric 
@ers@ective (that is, his Inhumanism) is too detached from the 
homo level to make the distinctions reDuired for environmental 
and multis@ecies ?ustice, and, Economides writes, “his @ro?ect of 
‘un-centerin=’ the human via what Kirk Glaser terms the ‘=eolo=ical 
sublime’ at times devolves into a misanthro@ic fantasy of wi@in= the 
Earth clean of our troublesome s@ecies so that Nature can rebound” 
(32). Here is where JeAers’ transition to the Anthro@ocene ends 
because the ti@@in= @oints and cascade eAects of extreme climate 
chan=e disallow any kind of “rebound” without the @olitical action 
of humans. 

The first section uses Jerome Cohen’s “=eo@hilia” and Jane 
Bennett’s “thin=-@ower” to frame JeAers’ en=a=ements with masonry 
and =eolo=y as a discovery of stone’s a=ency (33). In close readin=s of 
early @oems (such as “To the Rock that Will Be a Cornerstone of the 
House,” “Tor House,” “Credo”) and “Oh Lovely Rock,” Economides 
demonstrates JeAers’ sense of dee@ =eolo=ical time that comes from 
workin= with stone and the wonder in the later @oem that brin=s 
“=eolo=ical time into a com@lex conversation with human time” 
(38). Whereas this conversation between humanity and dee@ time 
is lar=ely JeAers’ Romantic inheritance, it is his @osition as a transi-
tional fi=ure that makes this “lithic lyricism” si=nificant (30). That 
is, his late Romanticism @ro@ounds “a Holocene understandin= of 
Nature as a transcendent domain that will always remain se@arate 
from humanity,” while it also “strives to deconstruct (‘decenter’) 
anthro@ocentric hubris in the name of a more holistic worldview 
that antici@ates Anthro@ocene-era @ers@ectives” (40). Economides 
combines excellent close readin=s with thorou=h research into 
the abundant JeAers scholarshi@ on stones and =eolo=y (Karman, 
Tan=ney, Hart, Glaser). In her lovely @hrase, JeAers’ “=eo@hilic 
excess” is the reco=nition of nonhuman a=ency by means of a “lithic 
encounter” (34, 38). 



Jeffers Studies112

In the next section, Economides surveys the scholarshi@ that 
examines JeAers’ =eolo=ical sublime in re=ard to his @olitics, findin= 
some critics who ar=ue that it doesn’t necessarily lead to an a@oc-
aly@tic end of humanity (Tan=ney), some who do (Glaser), and 
some who see it ver=in= on ecofascism (Cone). Economides finds 
that JeAers’ =eolo=ical sublime is either “too @essimistic” or “too 
o@timistic” for Anthro@ocene @olitics (41). It tends to discount the 
ability of @olitical action to solve @roblems and to underestimate 
the dama=e humans can do to =lobal ecosystems. She observes,

what we see in JeAers’s @oetic ex@lorations of =eolo=ical time is 
a conflict between a holistic @ers@ective that @erceives human 
and ecolo=ical catastro@he as inextricably linked versus a 
detached, dualistic outlook that @ortrays human destruction 
as e@hemeral com@ared with the @ower and beauty of eternal 
Nature. Thou=h he is never able to resolve this tension, the 
conflict itself has im@ortant im@lications for Anthro@ocene 
@olitics. (42)

Economides reads throu=h some of his @olitical @oems 
acknowled=in= the suAerin= and violence of the time, but finds 
that he returns to that “dualist outlook” consistently, @erha@s “as 
a form of @sycholo=ical distancin= from @otentially overwhelmin= 
and @ainful trauma” (44). I think that this is a fair assessment of 
JeAers’ Inhumanism from the @ers@ective of Anthro@ocene theory. 
Althou=h JeAers mi=ht be “transitional” in the literary ecolo=y 
Economides is trackin=, many of us humans have yet to make the 
transition (if that is even @ossible) from such forms of dualism. As 
Economides notes, “JeAers’s stru==les continue to be our stru==les, 
includin= the stru==le to resist channelin= ra=e and des@air at 
on=oin= eco-social devastation into misanthro@ic fantasies of 
human a@ocaly@se” (32). 

In concludin= this review, I would like to oAer some exam@les of 
how Econimides’s readin= mi=ht be extended by considerin= JeAers’ 
use of narrative. If she finds little connection between JeAers and the 
other @oets in her study, other than an interest in =eolo=ical dee@ 
time, then mi=ht his use of narrative have found some connections 
with the works of fiction that concern the rest of Wild Anthro7ocene? 
As is common in readin=s of JeAers, Economides cites only lyric 
@oems and treats them as direct statements of JeAers’ @hiloso@hy 
and worldview. Narrative, however, as Je5ers Studies readers are well 
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aware, was a ma?or =eneric convention that JeAers used throu=hout 
his career. His use of tra=ic form dominates his ma?or narratives, 
and @erha@s that fact sorts them to the “too @essimistic” side of 
Economide’s eDuation. Nonetheless, three narrative @oems from 
JeAers’ mid-career that have much to oAer her analysis stand out 
in my mind. “The Stone-Axe,” from Give Your Heart to the Hawks, 
would exem@lify the “too o@timistic” side of JeAers’ dualism, bein= 
set in a distant future in which humans have returned to huntin= 
and =atherin= after the colla@se of civilization. The hand axe 
that travels throu=h time and s@ace, from an ori=in in neolithic 
Euro@e to twentieth-century California to a far future, is one of the 
most remarkable exam@les of a “lithic encounter” in JeAers’ work. 
In “The InDuisitors,” from The Double Axe, =eolo=ical dee@ time 
is @ersonified in the uncanny story of anthro@omor@hic moun-
tains assessin= humanity’s @otential threat a=ainst the @lanetary 
ecosystem. By “thinkin= like a mountain,” JeAers indul=es in the 
anthro@os-level distancin= that diminishes human suAerin=, and 
human a=ency, foreclosin= any homo-level distinctions between 
members of the s@ecies less res@onsible for the dama=e. The second 
half of The Double Axe’s title @oem, “The Inhumanist,” is @erha@s 
the most relevant to Economides’s readin=. JeAers uses the fi=ure of 
the caretaker and his @hiloso@hical ruminations to sta=e a number 
of the Anthro@ocene debates that Economides examines. Althou=h 
the old caretaker mi=ht be the ultimate @ro?ection of JeAers-as-mis-
anthro@e if we take him as sim@ly a mouth@iece for the @oet, as a 
character he allows JeAers to dramatize his @osition throu=h debates 
with other characters, includin= not only other humans, but also 
his do=, a do@@el=an=er, and an animated double-bit axe that flies, 
sin=s, barks, swims, and kills on its own (talk about “vibrant matter” 
or “thin=-@ower”). The lack of attention to JeAers’ narratives does 
not undermine Economides’s ar=ument in any way. Rather, narra-
tives such as these widen and dee@en how we understand JeAers’ 
res@onse to the issues @resented by the Anthro@ocene, whether we 
have made the transition to that new e@och or not.
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In Book X of The Re,ublic, Socrates 4oints out that “there is an 
ancient 8uarrel between 4oetr3 and 4hiloso4h3” (Jowett’s trans-
lation). After a len9th3 criti8ue of 4oets as deran9ed liars who 
constitute a threat to the ideal state because the3 cannot tell the 
di:erence between truth and illusion, Socrates throws down a chal-
len9e:

And we ma3 further 9rant to those of her defenders who are 
lovers of 4oetr3 and 3et not 4oets the 4ermission to s4eak in 
4rose on her behalf: let them show not onl3 that she is 4leasant 
but also useful to states and to human life, and we shall listen 
in a kindl3 s4irit; for if this can be 4roved we shall surel3 be the 
9ainers—I mean, if there is a use in 4oetr3 as well as a deli9ht?

In his recent book, A Theolo)y of Creation, Thomas Hibbs takes 
u4 this challen9e seriousl3 and thou9htfull3. Hibbs comes b3 his 
defense of 4oetr3 to the 4hiloso4hers honestl3, for he is one of 
them, the J. Newton Ra3zor Sr. Professor of Philoso4h3 and Dean 
Emeritus at Ba3lor Universit3. In a lon9 and distin9uished career, 
Hibbs has 4ublished widel3 both as a scholar and as a critic on 
sub;ects ran9in9 from film to theolo93, ethics to nihilism, alon9 with 
thinkers as diverse as A8uinas, Nietzsche and Jac8ues Maritain, 
4ainters such as Geor9es Roualt and Makoto Fu;imura, and man3 
more. In A Theolo)y of Creation he seeks to demonstrate the Socratic 
and also Christian utilit3 of 4oetr3 and art in a 4articular wa3, 
focusin9 on Robinson Je:ers, William Everson and 4ainters such as 
Roualt, Mark Rothko, Fu;imora and others.

S4ecificall3, Hibbs is ea9er to demonstrate how artists can fulfill 
what Po4e Francis calls for in his 2015 enc3clical Laudato ‘Si, which 
bears the subtitle “on care for our common home.” Francis takes 
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his title from his namesake saint’s “Canticle of the Sun,” which was 
written in about 1224 (and ma3 be the first 4oem we have in Italian 
b3 a named author). Most of the stanzas be9in “Laudato si mi 
Si9nore,” “Praised be 3ou m3 Lord,” and then describe an ecstatic 
vision of the creation, e.9.:

Laudato sie, mi Si)nore cum tucte le Tue creature,
s,etialmente messor lo frate Sole,
lo qual è iorno, et allumini noi ,er lui.
Et ellu è bellu e radiante cum )rande s,lendore:
de Te, Altissimo, ,orta si)ni.catione.

Be 4raised, m3 Lord, for all 3our creatures,
es4eciall3 for m3 lord Brother Sun,
who brin9s the da3; and 3ou 9ive li9ht throu9h him.
And he is beautiful and radiant in all his s4lendour:
Of 3ou, Most Hi9h, he bears the likeness.
(translation 4osted on The Italian Lan)ua)e Blo) b3 “Serena,”
 10/6/2010)

St. Francis’ 4oem inte9rates the creation with the creator in a vision 
that so man3 since then have found the3 could not follow, from 
Matthew Arnold and Nietzsche to Henr3 Adams, T. S. Eliot in The 
Waste Land and so man3 more. Like these fi9ures, Hibbs conceives 
the modern world to be in a s4iritual crisis that has, amon9 other 
ills, led to and become manifest in an ecolo9ical crisis, in which 
not onl3 is the world 4olluted, but our s4irits are as well. Followin9 
Po4e Francis, Hibbs a9rees that we need “a reima9inin9 of human 
4ersons in the entiret3 of the created cosmos” (x) if we are ever 
once a9ain to achieve the kind of balanced vision exem4lified in 
St. Francis’ 4oem, where human bein9s stand in intellectuall3 and 
s4irituall3 health3 relation to both the world and to the divine.

Hibbs’ articulation of the s4iritual alienation of modern life, 
s4ecificall3 in our relation to the natural world, is com4ellin9 and 
dee4l3 informed. Drawin9 on an extraordinaril3 wide ran9e of 
4hiloso4hers, theolo9ians and critics, his book is a serious attem4t 
to make the case for 4oetr3 and art as the most useful wa3 to 
reima9ine our relation to the creation. It is o:ered with humilit3, for 
“artists have much to teach us…the3 are often wiser than 4hiloso-
4hers and theolo9ians” (xi). The3 can describe for us “the sources 
of our dislocation and…how we mi9ht come to see and s4eak in 



117Rothman

a discourse that recovers a sense of our 4lace within the whole” 
(xiii). One can see how such an a44roach, in which stron9 artists’ 
vision of the divine as manifested in the natural world and in our 
relation to that world, would lead a 4hiloso4her to Je:ers, Everson, 
and other artists who treat the creation as hol3, even if not alwa3s 
in Catholic terms.

Before Hibbs 9ets to the artists, however, there is a lot of 4hilo-
so4hical and theolo9ical business. In his Preface and first cha4ter, 
“Laudato Si, Technocrac3 and the Renewal of Human Makin9,” 
Hibbs follows Po4e Francis in identif3in9 (in Francis’s terms) the 
sources of the “s4iritual crisis of modernit3,” observin9 that “[e]
colo9ical threats are s3m4toms of a much broader 4redicament” 
(2). Francis la3s this 4redicament out as follows: “‘If the 4resent 
ecolo9ical crisis is one small si9n of the ethical, cultural and s4iritual 
crisis of modernit3, we cannot 4resume to heal our relationshi4 
with nature and the environment without healin9 all fundamental 
human relationshi4s’” (Laudato Si’ 119; 8uoted in Hibbs, 2). In other 
words, the ecolo9ical crisis is not merel3 a technolo9ical or even 
broadl3 social 4roblem, but a s4iritual one.

In res4onse, followin9 Po4e Francis and drawin9 (as Francis does 
as well) not onl3 on St. Francis but also on a wide ran9e of Catholic 
thinkers from A8uinas to Romano Guardini (author of End of the 
Modern World) and Maritain, Hibbs endorses Po4e Francis’ “4lea for 
an inte9ral ecolo93 [that] calls to mind Maritain’s notion of inte9ral 
humanism” (4). Such an inte9ral humanism, 9rounded in Catholic 
theolo93, would chart a course between the anthro4omor4hism of 
technocrac3 and the atheist and therefore (in Hibbs’ view) ultimatel3 
nihilistic biocentrism that Hibbs sees as havin9 develo4ed out of 
Romanticism. Perha4s a Homeric analo93 is not out of 4lace here: 
to one side we have a Sc3lla, the terrif3in9 lo9ic of anthro4ocentric 
technocrac3, in which, as Hibbs 8uotes Po4e Francis, “Technolo93 
tends to absorb ever3thin9 into its ironclad lo9ic” (Hibbs 4); in this 
technocrac3 there is a “shift from a conce4tion of the human 4erson 
as rece4tive of the order and beaut3 of the cosmos to one that 
accentuates the human ca4acit3 to transform nature” (3), leadin9 
ultimatel3 to a sci-fi d3sto4ia of machine control. On the other side, 
we have the modern Char3bdis of 4ost-Romantic environmental 
biocentrism, an unadulterated natural sublime in which human 
bein9s are alienated from creation, and we face an o44osition of 
“mali9n civilization” to “beni9n nature” (20; Hibbs a44ears to be 
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8uotin9 William Cronon here). Hibbs ar9ues that “[w]ithout some 
acknowled9ment of the 4eculiar status and role of human 4ersons 
in the natural order, environmentalists cannot make sense of their 
moral 4leadin9 to the human animal to reform its behavior so as 
to avoid the destruction of nature” (20-21, a9ain followin9 Cronon). 

In res4onse to Po4e Francis’ vision of the sources of our linked 
ecolo9ical and s4iritual crises, Hibbs, followin9 Po4e Francis and in 
the s4irit of St. Francis, A8uinas, Maritain and others, ar9ues that 
we can chart a 4ath between the 4ride of anthro4ocentric tech-
nocrac3 and the misanthro4ic alienation and des4air of Romantic 
biocentrism b3 heedin9 the Catholic vision of the relation between 
human bein9s and the natural world. Hibbs draws heavil3 on 
A8uinas to 9round this ar9ument and is worth 8uotin9 at some 
len9th here:

Concernin9 created nature, Thomas holds that God creates 
in order to manifest his 4ower, 9oodness, and wisdom. Because 
God’s 9oodness is infinite, no sin9le created thin9, indeed no 
sum of created thin9s, can full3 reflect the divine. A vast multi-
4licit3 of bein9s is the most fittin9 wa3 for the created order to 
reflect God. Moreover, God 9ives to creatures their own 4ro4er 
4owers to act. These ends are internal to the creatures; the3 are 
not raw material whose 4ur4ose is to be determined or refash-
ioned b3 human whim. In actualizin9 these 4owers, creatures 
become like God. In so doin9, the3 seek and imitate God. Thus 
the ca4aciousness of created bein9 o:ers a 4anorama of the 
divine wisdom. As Elizabeth Johnson states in Ask the Beasts, 
“Biodiversit3 in its own natural wa3 manifests the 9oodness of 
God which 9oes be3ond our ima9ination.” (6; Johnson 149)

The Socratic utilit3 of art in li9ht of this ar9ument de4ends on real-
izin9 that “A8uinas re;ects the notion that the human intellect has 
an3 direct unmediated access to the divine. Instead, it must travel 
an indirect route, throu9h created thin9s, as e:ects, to God, as 
cause” (7). This is wh3 St. Francis’ son9 is so im4ortant. It ex4resses 
“[c]ontem4lative and 4rovidential dominion over the order of 
thin9s” that cannot be otherwise ex4ressed. In this wa3, sound 
Catholic teachin9 mediates between destructive technocrac3 and 
4rofane biocentrism, with art 4ointin9 the wa3. This is the 4ath to a 
“reconciliation” (11) between man and God, with the entire creation 
as its medium. In this view, human bein9s are not alienated from 
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the creation, nor is man’s dominion over nature merel3 a license 
to ex4loit it. Rather, the relation is ultimatel3 contem4lative: “B3 
knowin9 and namin9 created thin9s, human 4ersons come to know 
the creator who has fashioned all created thin9s.” (7, citin9 Michael 
Hanb3, “The Gos4el of Creatin9 and the Technocratic Paradi9m: 
Reflections on a Central Teachin9 of Laudato Si’, Communio 42 
(2015): 724-47). Followin9 Maritain, Hibbs ar9ues that “Like contem-
4lation, art fosters virtues of wonder, silent rece4tivit3, humilit3, 
9ratitude, and awe” (40). Maritain is even more em4hatic, ar9uin9 
that “…the fine arts…like wisdom…are ordered to an ob;ect which 
transcends man and which is of value in itself, and whose am4litude 
is limitless, for beaut3, like bein9, is infinite. The3 are disinterested, 
desired for themselves, trul3 noble because their work taken in 
itself is not made in order that one ma3 use it as a means” (Jac8ues 
Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 36-37, 8uoted in Hibbs, 40).

The challen9e here, one that seems obvious but is rarel3 
addressed directl3 in this kind of work, is the 4roblem of evil, 
both in art and in the lives of artists. What do we do with, sa3, de 
Sade, an artist so 4owerful his name has entered the lan9ua9e as 
a 4s3cholo9ical malad3? What about Pasolini’s Salò? What about 
4orno9ra4h3, which is, after all, a form of art? Slasher films? Ezra 
Pound and Leni Reifenstahl? For that matter, what about Kin) 
Lear, which man3, includin9 Tolsto3, denounced as wicked? The 
rambunctious ener9ies of art should 4erha4s trouble the dreams of 
4hiloso4hers more than the3 do. Plato had a 4oint. We will return 
to this below.

Hibbs’ articulation of the relations amon9 God, the creation, 
and human bein9s’ 4lace in it is what leads him at last to art itself 
and its usefulness. For if, as he ar9ues, we need “a renewed a44re-
ciation of embodiment” to understand our 4lace in the universe, 
it hel4s, a9ain followin9 Po4e Francis and St. Thomas, to have an 
“understandin9 of divine creation as a kind of artistic activit3” (9). 
He is well aware that this 4osition “revives medieval themes” (8). 
It strikes me as an attem4t to reassert not onl3 the ar9uments of 
A8uinas but also, e.9. the values of Henr3 Adams’ Vir9in as a9ainst 
those of the D3namo. Hibbs then turns to artists and modern and 
contem4orar3 visions of art to answer his fundamental 8uestion: 
“The 8uestion for human makin9 is whether it can enhance rather 
than foreclose the discover3 of the natural and the human—that 
is, whether, in addition to ins4irin9 awe at technical artistr3 itself, 
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it can return us to the natural world as a source of wonder and 
9ratitude” (38). This is what motivates his book and leads him to 
the artists he considers. The 8uestion is whether, in addition to the 
thou9htful, dense, and learned ex4osition of his com4ellin9 asser-
tions, he delivers the evidence.

2.
The answer to the above 8uestion is…mixed. Hibbs seems to do 
better with visual art than with the verbal kind, and his cha4ter 
on Roualt and discussions of Rothko and Fu;imora o:er some real 
insi9ht into how an artist can inte9rate the human, the natural and 
the divine. He also does fairl3 well with Everson, as he can 9ra44le 
with the shared theolo93. The 4roblem throu9hout, however, is that 
fre8uentl3, ;ust as he a44roaches the 4oetr3 itself, he skates awa3 
from it, back into ideation and circlin9 waves of commentar3, a 
whirl4ool he a44arentl3 cannot easil3 esca4e. While it seems clear 
he is 8uite sincere in ar9uin9 that “The hi9hest sort of knowled9e 
available to us in this life is a 4ersonal communication throu9h 
love with God, a su:erin9 of divine thin9s rather than a reduction 
of bein9 to abstract cate9ories” (60), this is exactl3 what ha44ens 
a9ain and a9ain in his treatment of the 4oetr3, es4eciall3 Je:ers, 
where he makes some e9re9ious errors and omissions. He under-
stands that “For Maritain, the work of art is es4eciall3 o4en to 
indefinite ex4ansion, in 4art because it does not terminate in an 
abstract conce4t” (60), 3et this does in fact often seem to be his own 
terminus, as if 4oets were 4hiloso4hers whose verse merel3 sets 
ideas to verbal music.

Hibbs can tell us somethin9 about what water is, and what it is 
for, but has trouble describin9 what it feels like to drink it when we 
are thirst3. He loves ideas so much he often turns them into 4eo4le, 
at the ex4ense of the 4eo4le he aims to be discussin9. Amon9 other 
rhetorical moves that occur as he a44roaches the 4oetr3 itself, he 
anthro4omor4hizes conce4ts, creatin9 a certain kind of anno3in9 
enth3meme, e.9., “Philoso4h3 involves a disru4tion of ordinar3 
life, but it aims to answer 8uestions that arise in ordinar3 ex4e-
rience” (56). No—that is what 4hiloso4hers do, not 4hiloso4h3. Or: 
“Maritain seeks a restoration of classical eros as that element in the 
human soul that is aroused b3 beaut3—a notion to which modernit3 
in its anthro4ocentric and biocentric modes is aller9ic” (48). No—
elements are bloodless and cannot be aroused, and modernit3 
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does not have aller9ies, because conce4ts do not have bodies. Near 
the be9innin9 of the cha4ter on Je:ers, “The Ecolo9ical Poetics of 
Robinson Je:ers,” he writes “If Platonism and Christianit3 de4ict 
human nature as dissatisfied with what the merel3 natural su44lies, 
Nietzsche, we mi9ht sa3, seeks to reverse that” (72). A9ain, no—
Platonists de4ict, not Platonism; and Christians, it seems fair to sa3, 
de4ict human nature in man3 wa3s, a variet3 that the abstraction 
elides. This ma3 all seem like a small matter to 4hiloso4hers who 
are often concerned to correlate the truth amon9 conce4ts, but 
consider it a re;oinder from 4oets in the ancient 8uarrel, as in fact 
the 4oets are 4erha4s more concerned with the a9enc3 of words. 
This is not an ar9ument a9ainst meta4hor—rather a9ainst meta-
4horical overreach.

Hibbs’ 4roblems multi4l3 when he a44roaches the 4oems them-
selves. In his treatment of both Everson and Je:ers, he fre8uentl3 
turns to letters and essa3s rather than 4oems, because, a9ain, he 
seeks to 4lace the 4oetr3 instrumentall3 in an ar9ument. And that 
ar9ument seems clear. Near the conclusion of his Je:ers cha4ter, 
he writes: “Je:ers’s inhumanism, understood as a moment within 
a lar9er 4eda9o93 of reconciliation, is indis4ensable—a necessar3 
soberin9 and 4erha4s humiliation of the human im4ulse to want 
to control all of external nature, includin9 the human bod3” (82). 
While there is certainl3 a didactic tone to much of what Je:ers 
writes, to describe his 4ro;ect as “a moment in a lar9er 4eda9o93 
of reconciliation” strikes me as m3o4ic. It is hard not to think, in 
this context, of Je:ers’ observation in “Poetr3, Gon9orism and a 
Thousand Years”:

I write verses m3self, but I have no s3m4ath3 with the notion 
that the world owes a dut3 to 4oetr3, or an3 other art. Poetr3 is 
not a civilizer, rather the reverse, for 9reat 4oetr3 a44eals to the 
most 4rimitive instincts. It is not necessaril3 a moralizer; it does 
not necessaril3 im4rove one’s character; it does not even teach 
9ood manners. It is a beautiful work of nature, like an ea9le or a 
hi9h sunrise. You owe it no dut3. If 3ou like it, listen to it; if not, 
let it alone. CP 4: 425)

I am 4erfectl3 fine with not takin9 Je:ers entirel3 at his word, but 
that ar9ument has to be made, not assumed. In an3 event, this 
4assa9e does not seem useful to exem4lif3 “a moment within a 
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lar9er 4eda9o93 of reconciliation.” That would be Hibbs’ 4ro;ect, 
not Je:ers’, and he needs to make that distinction clear. 

In an earlier cha4ter of his book, Hibbs also writes that “It is 
undoubtedl3 the case that some de9ree of moral virtue is instru-
mentall3 necessar3 for art and 4hiloso4h3” (39). Of course he 
realizes the 4roblems here, but he hardl3 seems to be 9ra44lin9 with 
the real issues b3 avoidin9 Je:ers’ own statements, includin9 this 
famous 4assa9e, the conclusion of section VIII from 4art II of The 
Double Axe, “The Inhumanist” (in 8uotation marks below because 
the Inhumanist is s4eakin9):

            “The human race is bound to defile, I’ve often noticed it.
Whatever the3 can reach or name. The3’d shit on the mornin9 star
If the3 could reach.” (CP 3: 260)

There are man3 other 4roblems in Hibbs’ anal3sis, not least the 
fact that he never 9ra44les with the sources of Je:ers’ cosmolo93, 
which clearl3 9rows out of his Presb3terian back9round. It is 
certainl3 4ossible to make the ar9ument that his vision of the 
natural world mi9ht be harmonized with A8uinas, Maritain, Po4e 
Francis et al., but not b3 evadin9 issues like this. The 4roblem is that, 
much as Hibbs sincerel3 admires the 4oetr3, he in e:ect continues 
4hiloso4h3’s 8uarrel with it…b3 transformin9 it into 4hiloso4h3. 
Consider this 4ara9ra4h from the Je:ers cha4ter:

One of the 4roblems, accordin9 to [David] Walsh [author of 
The Modern Philoso,hical Revolution: The Luminosity of Existence], 
with the tradition of 4hiloso4h3 from He9el throu9h Derrida, is 
that it be9ins from within theor3. In contrast, thinkers such as 
Nietzsche, alon9 with Kierke9aard and Levinas, be9in from the 
8uestion of how we should live. In some measure indebted to the 
Greeks, these 4hiloso4hers recover a conce4tion of 4hiloso4h3 
as a wa3 of life that seeks, but never achieves, wisdom. The 
modern 4hiloso4hical revolution thus reverses the 4riorit3 of 
the sub;ect to the real. Luminosit3 of existence 4recedes and 
envelo4s the sub;ect. These themes are central to the 4rose and 
4oetr3 of Je:ers. (78)

These are interestin9 ideas, but the3 still fall s8uarel3 inside debates 
amon9 4hiloso4hers who do not seem to know how to read 4oetr3 
because the3 insist on considerin9 it as the wron9 form of rhetoric. 
Je:ers did not articulate his own motivations and interests in 
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an3thin9 like this wa3. Je:ers ma3 have had a 9ood deal to sa3 about 
this, but he didn’t sa3 it, at least not in an3thin9 like this wa3, and to 
su99est such themes are “central” to his work is to misre4resent it.

Je:ers is nothin9 if not a didactic 4oet, but his didacticism 
exceeds the 9ras4 of an3 4hiloso4hical “method,” a term Hibbs 
a44lies, even if onl3 “4rovisionall3” to Everson’s 4oetics, in another 
blizzard of ideation:

If Je:ers moves from a biocentric vision to an acknowl-
ed9ment of the 4eculiar status of human 4ersons within the 
natural order, Everson be9ins within the self and moves 
outward. It is im4ortant to see that this is not an adventitious 
or forced movement from a clearl3 demarcated interior to an 
easil3 identifiable exterior. The constitutin9 drives, desires, and 
thou9hts of the self bear it ineluctabl3 toward what is other. 
One useful wa3 to frame Everson’s “method,” if we can use that 
word 4rovisionall3, is in terms of Charles Ta3lor’s o44osition of 
the bu:ered and the 4orous self. (84)

This is what ha44ens a9ain and a9ain in Hibbs’ book as he (a9ain, 
sincerel3, I believe) tries to en9a9e the 4oetr3. Waves of 4hiloso4hical 
and theolo9ical commentar3 descend u4on the 4oems like a swarm 
of locusts and devour them.

I su99est another a44roach. Je:ers, like ever3 stron9 4oet, 
creates 4oetr3 not out of ideas, nor out of his 8uarrels with others 
over ideas, but rather out of his 8uarrels with himself. He contains 
multitudes and contradictions and is a 4oet of ne9ative ca4abilit3 
4ar excellence. His 4oems do not resolve the anxiet3 of contra-
diction—the 4hiloso4hical Rosetta Stone—but rather achieve 
it. This ma3 be hard to see at times because of Je:ers’ direct and 
even strident idiom, which man3, not least Everson, have taken as 
an articulation of s4iritual 4rinci4les, but it is clear enou9h if we 
read the 4oems as 4oems first and foremost, and not 4rimaril3 as 
evidence of somethin9 else.

Two ver3 brief but a4ro4os exam4les: “Shine, Perishin9 
Re4ublic” is often taken as a misanthro4ic denunciation of social 
life. The endin9, in 4articular, can sound like an oracular, even 
4ro4hetic renunciation of a fallen and corru4t 4eo4le:

But for m3 children, I would have them kee4 their distance from the 
 thickenin9 center; corru4tion 
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Never has been com4ulsor3, when the cities lie at the monster’s feet 
 there are left the mountains.

And bo3s, be in nothin9 so moderate as in love of man, a clever 
 servant, insu:erable master. 
There is the tra4 that catches noblest s4irits, that cau9ht—the3 sa3— 
 God, when he walked on earth. (CP 1: 15)

This seems clear enou9h at first readin9. Yet we know that when 
Je:ers wrote it, in the earl3 1920s, his sons were no more than five or 
six 3ears old. And Je:ers, stern as he was, seems unlikel3 to have been 
thunderin9 at them about corru4tion over the dinner table. More 
im4ortantl3, wh3 would an3 man need to warn his 3oun9 children 
about the tra4 of “love of man” if he did not feel its ,ull himself? Read 
throu9hout in this li9ht the 4oem becomes far more than a diatribe 
or series of 4hiloso4hical 4ro4ositions; no, ever3 observation and 
4ro4osition in it is the result of a 4assionate internal debate that is 
and must remain unresolved to retain its force. Let us sa3 that his 
relationshi4 with Christ is com4lex and leave it at that for now.

Just one more, from an embarrassment of riches:

L)v1 Th1 W'.( S5a-

“I hate m3 verses, ever3 line, ever3 word. 
Oh 4ale and brittle 4encils ever to tr3 
One 9rass-blade’s curve, or the throat of one bird 
That clin9s to twi9, ruffled a9ainst white sk3. 
Oh cracked and twili9ht mirrors ever to catch 
One color, one 9lintin9 flash, of the s4lendor of thin9s. 
Unluck3 hunter, Oh bullets of wax, 
The lion beaut3, the wild-swan win9s, the storm of the win9s.” 
—This wild swan of a world is no hunter’s 9ame. 
Better bullets than 3ours would miss the white breast, 
Better mirrors than 3ours would crack in the flame. 
Does it matter whether 3ou hate 3our... self? At least 
Love 3our e3es that can see, 3our mind that can 
Hear the music, the thunder of the win9s. Love the wild swan. 
(CP 2: 410)

Leavin9 aside the contradiction that Je:ers claimed he had 
forsworn rh3me, 3et here 4roduces a sonnet, the e4itome of 
humanism, this 4oem does nothin9 less than literall3 dramatize a 
8uarrel with himself, 8uotation marks and all. The 4oint is not the 
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resolution to carr3 on be3ond his sense of failure and self-loathin9 
with his love of the world; onl3 4hiloso4hers and their e4i9ones 
are fooled b3 such statements. The ,oint is the internal quarrel, without 
which there would be no ,oem in the .rst ,lace. This 8uarrel is never 
to be resolved, for the octave of the 4oem will also alwa3s exist as 
much as the sestet. Without that octave the volta makes no sense. 
The trium4h is not the resolution. The trium4h is the successful 
articulation of the unresolved 8uarrel. It is certainl3 4ossible and 
a44ro4riate to discuss this movement in the context of 4hiloso4h3 
and theolo93, but not at the ex4ense of the 8ualities that make 
it 4oetr3 in the first 4lace, which themselves must contradict the 
conclusions that 4hiloso4hers cannot seem to hel4 but seek.

To be fair, Hibbs seems to a44roach works of 4ictorial art more 
concretel3 than he does 4oems. In his discussion of Rouault’s 1948 
4aintin9 Autumn (Nazareth), the work that a44ears on the book’s 
cover, one feels that he is in fact lookin9 closel3 at the 4aintin9 
itself, at the same time as the ideas remain clear:

The sense of a restoration of harmon3 amon9 human 
4ersons and the environment (both natural and built) and 
the divine 4ermeates Autumn…the color scheme—dee4 blues, 
stron9 vertical browns, soft 3ellows, and fier3 oran9e—is 
stunnin9….the sun acts as a source of li9ht and warmth. The 
barren trees divide u4 the canvas but in a wa3 that brin9s 
unit3 and concord rather se4aration or o44osition. Buildin9s, 
scaled to fit the human and natural environment, 4o4ulate the 
horizon. Smaller human fi9ures, which occu43 the center, lack 
detailed definition. (131)

There is more and it is welcome. When Hibbs inte9rates this 
descri4tion with his own ar9ument, the result is more convincin9 
as an exam4le of an art that as4ires to reinte9rate human bein9s 
with the divine and the creation.

But to return to the 4oems, Hibbs’ odd distance from them 
leads to basic errors. He is so wra44ed u4 in his ar9ument that when 
at last he does 9et to the verse he seems so unaware of how it works 
that he even fre8uentl3 mislineates the 4assa9es he 8uotes. In his 
discussion of “Credo,” Hibbs writes that Je:ers:

…eschews the view that “nothin9 is real exce4t as we make it” and 
that, in the 4owers of our mind, we can create an “ocean more 



Jeffers Studies126

real than the ocean, the salt, the actual a44allin9 4resence, the 
4ower of the waters.” Je:ers ado4ts a “humbler” view, a “harder 
m3sticism.” He concludes, “the heartbreakin9 / beaut3 / Will 
remain when there is no heart to break for it.” (76)

Now this ma3 be what the 8uoted lines sa3, but it is not what the3 do. 
Hibbs cites Albert Gel4i's The Wild God of the World as his source, but 
his lineation in no wa3 follows what is there. In an3 event, whatever 
source he ma3 be usin9, I’m willin9 to wa9er that he is readin9 the 
wra4s of Je:ers’ lon9 lines as inde4endent verses when the3 are of 
course continuations of the lines above. The actual lineation in the 
mis8uoted lines should read:

                     …creates an ocean more real than the ocean, thesalt, the actual
A44allin9 4resence, the 4ower of the waters.

and

                                                                        …the heartbreakin9 beaut3
Will remain when there is no heart to break for it. (CP 1: 239)

If Hibbs does not understand how much this matters, how much 
Je:ers cared about it, indeed how much all stron9 4oets care 
about such matters, he has missed the boat. This 4oem is very 
carefull3 constructed in alternatin9 lines of ei9ht and four 4hrasal 
stress-maxima, the for9in9 of this versecraft of non-alliterative 
stron9-stress measurement was a tremendous innovation, and Je:ers 
was 4assionate about it, seein9 it as a manifestation of the “tides of 
fire” of the universe. To be clear, this is not the onl3 time Hibbs 
does this. He re4eats the error on the ver3 next 4a9e, mislineatin9 
a 8uotation from “Birds and Fishes.” This is no minor matter. To 
disre9ard, dismiss or misconstrue a stron9 4oet’s hard-won verse-
craft is to treat it as irrelevant and that will not do (exce4t, 4erha4s, 
for 4hiloso4hers). It is 4erha4s com4arable to namin9 the colors of a 
4aintin9 incorrectl3. The 4oetic re;oinder is to 4oint out that 4oems 
not onl3 sa3 thin9s; the3 also do thin9s, and, difficult as it ma3 be to 
describe those actions without turnin9 them back into 4ro4ositions, 
the3 matter 4rofoundl3. While it is almost im4ossible to construe 
the meanin9s of verse structure, we do sense its meanin9fulness and 
we should therefore at least describe and 8uote verses accuratel3. 
This is not so4histr3; it is an insistence that we should treat 4oetr3 
as 4oetr3.
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3.
Much of section 2 above ma3 leave the im4ression that I am hi9hl3 
critical of A Theolo)y of Creation. That is onl3 4artl3 true. I do find 
Hibbs’ a44roach to the 4oetr3 distractin9 at best, misleadin9 at 
worst. When it comes to 4oems, he wears too much erudition on his 
sleeve, bur3in9 them in waves of commentar3 that 8uickl3 leave the 
words in the dust. And this is what ha44ens when 4oems become 
mere evidence in academic or 4hiloso4hical ar9uments instead of 
bein9 allowed to con;ure deli9ht, or at least to con;ure deli9ht first. It 
is admittedl3 difficult to devise a critical lan9ua9e that allows 4oems 
to feel as if the3 breathe at the same time as it hel4s us to understand 
the more com4licated thin9s about them. But it has been done, it 
can be done, and we should as4ire to that loft3 9oal. Otherwise, we 
become, sa3, like a cook who insists on ex4lainin9 the meanin9 of 
a soufflé at such 9reat len9th that it cools and falls before it can be 
en;o3ed. Poetr3 is older than 4hiloso4h3 and deserves more res4ect 
than that.

Des4ite m3 criticism of Hibbs’ treatment of 4oems, I ho4e 
4art 1 of this essa3 demonstrates I also take Hibbs seriousl3 and 
have nothin9 but res4ect for his learnin9 and his construal of 
the challen9es we face. Let the contradiction stand. His book has 
much to teach us about the 4hiloso4hical and theolo9ical issues he 
addresses. One of his final 8uestions, which he asks in the context 
of a discussion of Rothko and Nietzsche, is 4rofound and a44ro-
4riate: “Is there reason to think that art can 4erform its vivif3in9 
role a4art from a reli9ious context in which the transcendent is 
9rounded, not in self-constructed m3ths, but in an affirmation of 
the realit3 of the divine?” (153). Je:ers certainl3 thou9ht it could 
not, thou9h his rene9ade Presb3terian theolo93 was far di:erent 
from Hibbs’. Je:ers did assert that art should affirm the realit3 of 
the divine, albeit an Inhumanist divine in a tra9ic transcendence. 
However, as a stron9 artist he articulated his divine vision’s vivi-
f3in9 role not b3 tr3in9 to make it “useful to States and human life,” 
but rather b3 embod3in9 in it necessar3 contradictions where faith 
and doubt, ske4ticism and 4assion, man and the creation, truth 
and beaut3, self and other, desire and aversion, love and violence, 
consciousness and realit3—take 3our 4ick—collide and ex4lode in 
a holocaust or s4ara9mos that should leave 4hiloso4hers 9as4in9 if 
the3 see them clear.
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Perha4s, instead of considerin9 if we can find a use for 4oetr3, 
we should be9in there, b3 doin9 our best to describe the deli9ht it 
brin9s before we rush to turn it into a tool. Then it mi9ht come to 
matter all that much more.
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Matthew Calarco. How Not to Be Human: The Inhumanist Philoso7h: of 
Robinson Je5ers. Anthem Press, 2024. 111 @@.
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Amon= the many books recently @ublished about antihumanism, 
@osthumanism, transhumanism and other challen=es to tradi-
tional notions of “the human,” one by Adam Kirsch—The Revolt 
A8ainst Humanit:: Ima8inin8 a Future Without Us—is worth notin=. 
In describin= a @essimistic trend of modern thou=ht he calls 
“Anthro@ocene antihumanism,” Kirsch cites JeAers as the leadin= 
@oet-s@okes@erson for a view of life that holds humans res@onsible 
for a forthcomin= environmental a@ocaly@se, one that will destroy 
civilization and @ossibly lead to humanity’s (welcome) demise. 
Kirsch writes,

The @oet who most nearly @redicts Anthro@ocene antihu-
manism is Robinson JeAers, a twentieth century American writer 
who described his @hiloso@hy as “inhumanism.” For JeAers, who 
s@ent much of his life in remote Carmel, California, humanity 
was a contamination on an otherwise beautiful @lanet. In his 
@oem “The Place for No Story,” he describes an austere landsca@e 
on the California coast—rock, ocean, hawks—and concludes 
“This is the noblest thin= I have ever seen. No ima=inable / 
Human @resence here could do anythin= / But dilute the lonely 
self-watchful @assion.”

Fair enou=h, one mi=ht say. JeAers, as Kirsch su==ests, is the only 
ma?or @oet of the Modern era who has somethin= im@ortant to 
say about an issue central to the manifold crises of our time. But 
then Kirsch adds this: “JeAers demonstrates the tendency of antihu-
manism to turn into misanthro@y” (32).

Matthew Calarco does not address Kirsch directly in How Not to 
Be Human: The Inhumanist Philoso7h: of Robinson Je5ers, but he @icks 
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u@ where Kirsch and others who share his o@inion leave oA. In a 
close study of JeAers’ @ractical @hiloso@hy, Calarco eAectively lays 
the char=e of misanthro@y to rest—shiftin= the focus from what 
JeAers condemns to what he commends. In his @reface, Calarco 
says his book is “addressed @rimarily to readers who are new to 
the @oetry of Robinson JeAers.” In fact, however, his careful exam-
ination of JeAers’ aims as an artist, alon= with his @robin= analysis 
of key ideas, will enli=hten even the most @racticed scholar.

As the title of his introduction—“Between Poetry and 
Philoso@hy”—su==ests, Calarco be=ins with the @remise that JeAers 
is a @hiloso@hical @oet, where @hiloso@hy is understood not as an 
academic field but as a way of lookin= at and livin= in the world. 
Calarco’s model for this kind of @hiloso@hy is the one found in 
Greece and other ancient cultures, where @hiloso@hy was re=arded 
as a disci@line desi=ned to hel@ @eo@le overcome the doubts and 
insecurities of existence, to hel@ them live authentically, and to @oint 
the way to s@iritual and existential renewal. One of the =oals of his 
book, Calarco says, “is to demonstrate that JeAers’ @oetry seeks to 
enact somethin= very much like this @hiloso@hical conversion in 
thou=ht and life throu=h his @oetry” (6), and to @rovide a @ath for 
others to follow.

At the heart of JeAers’ own conversion, Calarco observes, is 
the insi=ht that “em@hasizes the existence of somethin= ‘outside’ 
the boundaries of human culture, an outside that @recedes human 
evolution, that continues as a force of interru@tion and creativity 
in the @resent, and that will outlast us as human individuals and as 
a s@ecies.” This “outside” is, of course, the natural environment of 
Earth, our solar system, and the universe as a whole. “For JeAers,” 
Calarco maintains, “our lives can be rendered meanin=ful and 
worthwhile only if we learn to love inhuman realities (and not ?ust 
acknowled=e and aCrm them).” The task of JeAers’ @oetry, then, “is 
to sketch a way of thinkin= and livin= that encoura=es a @assionate 
aCrmation of the more-than-human world”—an en=a=ement with 
the totality of life that allows us to be reborn, or “reconstituted, as 
inhuman sub?ects” (15).

In “Cosmos,” the third of five cha@ters, Calarco com@ares JeAers 
to Lucretius and demonstrates how both @oets oAer in their work 
a com@rehensive naturalistic vision—one that @rovides insi=ht 
re=ardin= the mystery of existence, consolation for the challen=es 
humans face, and o@@ortunities for the ex@erience of beauty. 
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Throu=h discussions of “Return,” “Evenin= Ebb,” “Contintent’s 
End,” “Oh Lovely Rock,” “Nova,” “Mar=rave,” and “De Rerum 
Virtute,” Calarco carries the reader throu=h the widenin= s@irals of 
JeAers’ vision, from the minute @articulars of the California coast 
to the immensities of interstellar s@ace; from the lived ex@erience 
of day-to-day life to the incom@rehensible vastness of =eolo=ical 
and astronomical time. “The s@lendor and beauty of thin=s toward 
which JeAers’ @oetry orients us,” Calarco writes, 

is anythin= but the facile sort of aesthetic beauty that comes 
from merely turnin= one’s eyes toward a scenic landsca@e; to 
see the sort of beauty and wonder he has in mind reDuires a 
diAerent sort of attention and dis@osition, one for=ed in the 
ancient ‘tides of fire’ that @receded the emer=ence of life as we 
know it and @artici@ate in it on an everyday basis. (52)

All life is one, JeAers insists, and diAerences are only a matter of scale.

The ultimate @oint of considerin= the life and death of stars, or 
the sun, or the earth is for JeAers to reframe our own existence 
and to @ut it into @ro@er @ers@ective. He seeks to remind us 
that we, too, belon= to the lar=er cosmic cycles of =eneration 
and destruction—and that the miracle of catchin= si=ht of 
the s@lendor of these recurrin= cycles can, if @ro@erly framed 
and a@@reciated, lead us to live and die more resolutely, more 
intensely, @erha@s even more beautifully. (53)

JeAers’ @anoramic vision also informs “Evil” and “Saviors,” the 
two cha@ters that @recede “Cosmos,” and “Human” and “Value,” 
the two that follow it. In “Evil,” Calarco examines the way JeAers 
addresses the coincidence of @ain and beauty in life, as in “A@olo=y 
for Bad Dreams” and other @oems. For believers of the Bible, the 
existence of suAerin= reDuires a nuanced understandin= of God’s 
transcendent omni@otence. For nonbelievers, like JeAers, nuance 
(theodicy in any form) is foreclosed: within a wholly immanent 
frame, nature is what it is. This “other” fact of evil, as Calarco 
calls it, means that suAerin= (natural and human-caused) cannot be 
ex@lained away. If, he says, “we acce@t and ‘reco=nize cruelty and 
evil as @art of the sum of thin=s,’ as JeAers su==ests we must, we are 
faced with the challen=e of articulatin= how and whether life can be 
lived and aCrmed in the face of such reco=nition” (33). In cha@ter 
2, “Saviors,” Calarco considers the role of reli=ion in human life. 
Usin= Freud’s ideas to focus his discussion, Calarco reflects on 
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the way humans co@e with the anxieties and hardshi@s of life by 
immersin= themselves in reli=ious traditions, @olitical movements, 
and other forms of faith. To follow a messiah like Jesus, for instance, 
or a @olitical leader like Marx, oAers @eo@le the solace of conviction 
and the comfort of a shared identity with like-minded believers. For 
JeAers, as Calarco makes clear from close readin=s of such @oems as 
“Point Pinos and Point Lobos,” “Quia Absurdum,” “Intellectuals,” 
“Blind Horses,” and “Meditation on Saviors,” this ada@tive strate=y 
does not (and will not) work. “We have inherited a culture that is 
dee@ly unsustainable and clearly in decline,” Calarco says, restatin= 
JeAers’ o@inion, “and the dominant models of reli=ion and lead-
ershi@ on oAer within it are sim@ly not u@ to the task of extricatin= 
us from the existential diCculties in which we find ourselves.” 
One of JeAers’ =oals, Calarco ar=ues, “is to hel@ us a@@reciate this 
conundrum, to seek a way out of the dead-end at which Western 
culture has arrived, and to strive to live well and live throu=h this 
limit by chartin= another @ath” (40).

The other @ath is JeAers’ @hiloso@hy of Inhumanism, the trans-
formative vision of existence at the center of Calarco’s study. In 
cha@ter 4, “Human,” Calarco looks closely at JeAers’ reflections on 
human nature—as sha@ed by evolution and the eAects of culture. 
In a @erce@tive readin= of “The Humanist’s Tra=edy” (a retellin= 
of Euri@ides’s Bacchae), Calarco shows how JeAers uses the fi=ure 
of Pentheus to identify some of the distin=uishin= @atholo=ies 
of human life, such as Pentheus’s insistence on his innate su@e-
riority—as a human, not a beast; a man, not a woman (or an 
eAeminate male); a kin=, not a commoner; a Greek, not a barbarian; 
and so on, throu=h additional forms of inflated self-centeredness. 
Usin= Darwin, Nietzsche, Kant, and other thinkers to au=ment 
his discussion, Calarco examines JeAers’ reflections on the ori=ins 
and eAects of human narcissism throu=h com@ellin= ex@osi-
tions of “Ori=inal Sin,” “The unformed volcanic earth,” “Orca,” 
“Monument,” and related @oems. In a section of the cha@ter, titled 
“How (Not) to be Human,” Calarco oAers a succinct summary of 
JeAers’ advice concernin= the @redicament we find ourselves in. 
Accordin= to JeAers, as he says, “we are not utterly distinct from or 
more remarkable than the more-than-human world.” Furthermore, 
“in our vain eAorts to institute an anthro@olo=ical diAerence, we 
have =iven massively outsized attention and value to human exis-
tence and interhuman aAairs.” To live authentically, we must break 
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out of the anthro@ocentric tra@ we have set for ourselves and see, 
even revere, the “inhuman tem@oralities, relations, and forces” that 
com@rise the lar=er world. “In directin= ourselves outward beyond 
the traditional notion of the human and its concomitant tra=edy, 
we make the first ste@ toward becomin= somethin= other than 
human” (73–74).

In the final cha@ter, “Value,” and in a conclusion subtitled 
“Inhumanism,” Calarco reflects on the challen=es and benefits of 
esca@in= the net of human self-centeredness and livin= authenti-
cally—or “earnestly,” as JeAers says. California in “Roan Stallion” 
and Orestes in “The Tower Beyond Tra=edy” are two characters 
Calarco cites who “break out” of humanity and who ex@erience, if 
even for a moment, the “transhuman ma=nificence” of life. Break-
throu=hs like those of California and Orestes, accordin= to JeAers, are 
not reDuired for a @erson to live and die well. All it takes, as Calarco 
ex@lains in thou=htful readin=s of “Si=n-Post,” “Shine, Perishin= 
Re@ublic,” “The Answer,” “Boats in a Fo=,” “Air-Raid Rehearsals,” 
and other @oems, is a willin=ness to see beyond humanity, to acce@t 
one’s @lace in the lar=er scheme of thin=s, and to revere the =reat 
wheel of becomin= and @assin= away that =overns everythin=. An 
interestin= feature of the concludin= @ortion of Calarco’s book is 
the attention he =ives to the @olitical ramifications of JeAers’ vision. 
Drawin= on “The Poet in a Democracy” (JeAers’ 1941 Library of 
Con=ress lecture), his ori=inal @reface to The Double Axe, and other 
sources, Calarco describes how Inhumanism, if widely @racticed, 
could sha@e a society truly devoted to the common =ood—for 
humans and for the “more-than-human” world in which we live. 
“JeAers maintains, and I think ri=htly so,” Calarco ar=ues, “that 
if we learn to anchor ourselves in the inhuman ma?esty of thin=s, 
and to find ‘the secure value’ there, we will be able increasin=ly 
to turn away from the @etty anta=onisms and strife that tend to 
@ervade many of our interhuman interactions.” “Learnin= to love 
the beauty of inhuman thin=s is, thus, not a matter of i=norin= or 
deni=ratin= our fellow human bein=s,” Calarco asserts, “but is a 
way of findin= the @ers@ective necessary to see them and ourselves 
anew, as but one @art of that lar=er inhuman beauty, and strivin= in 
a corres@ondin= way to articulate collective ideals and ways of life 
that allow us to become worthy of our belon=in= to its ma?esty and 
=randeur” (96).
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While the Duotations I have included from How Not to Be 
Human mi=ht =ive the im@ression that Calarco attem@ts to ex@lain 
away JeAers’ often harsh denunciation of humankind, that result 
is unintended—for Calarco does not i=nore the @ainful realities 
found in JeAers’ verse nor minimize the extent of his challen=e 
to traditional norms and established orders. What Calarco does, 
masterfully, is to think throu=h the @articulars of JeAers’ worldview 
in order to determine if, and to what extent, his vision contains 
truth and @ractical value. His writin= is clear throu=hout, eminently 
rational, and Duietly @ersuasive. The best word to describe his voice 
is “humane”—a virtue “characterized by tenderness, com@assion, 
and sym@athy for @eo@le and animals, es@ecially for the suAerin= 
or distressed.” As Calarco demonstrates throu=hout, JeAers himself 
serves as a model for this virtue. From the be=innin= to the end of 
his career, JeAers directed attention to “the =reat humaneness at the 
heart of thin=s” (“The Excesses of God”) and to “the extrava=ant 
kindness” that, in the best of all @ossible worlds, each of us should 
as@ire to (CP 1: 4).
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Rachel Cusk. Second Place. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2021. 192 @@.

Re6.ewe- 95 Ge*e61 M. G1*!
The electrifyin= be=innin= of British writer Rachel Cusk’s 2021 
novel, Second Place, relates the risin= u@ and dis=or=ement of evil into 
the world in the sha@e of a horrible, yellow and bloated man—it is 
the devil—who @ursues the book’s narrator u@ and down a train in 
Paris, sweatin= and =abblin= while fondlin= a @ainted, dumb, barely 
clothed youn= =irl. No one on the @acked train moves to intervene. 
Readers of Robinson JeAers’ shatterin= narratives will surely res@ond 
with a ?olt of re@ulsion and reco=nition: this sensational ima=e 
of evil ?ust as easily could have emer=ed like this, as ni=htmarish 
vision and tan=ible @resence, in his work. In the midst of this vivid 
relation, Cusk’s narrator @auses to ask, “What did he want with me, 
JeAers?” For virtually all readers and reviewers of Second Place, this 
Duestion has been treated rhetorically, and her named res@ondent, 
“JeAers,” has been dismissed as a random, obscure, and essentially 
meanin=less stylistic tic. However, this review, aimed at the readers 
of Je5ers Studies, will take Cusk’s Duestion—and re@eated invoca-
tions of JeAers—seriously.

At first =lance, Robinson JeAers may seem a sur@risin= fi=ure for 
Cusk to invoke. JeAers’ @ower, voice, and vision has been =enerally 
coded as ru==ed and masculine, sometimes cold and unfeelin=, 
@hiloso@hically inclined. Cusk is an avowed feminist whose crit-
ically acclaimed work (she is author of ei=hteen books of fiction 
and non-fiction) has taken u@, reinvi=orated, and transformed the 
@ro?ect of “women’s writin=,” the s@ecific @ractice of writin= in and 
throu=h her own @ersonal, =endered ex@erience both in terms of 
sub?ect matter and style. Second Place, which was awarded the Prix 
Femina Étran=er and lon=listed for the Booker Prize as well as the 
National Book Critics Circle Award, hews more or less to Cusk’s 
established themes and interests: the challen=es of marria=e and 
motherhood, artistic creation and erotic desire, and the s@ecifically 
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=endered stru==le toward individual freedom a=ainst social strictures 
that would consi=n women to a limited set of @ossibilities for their 
lives. Sam Byers, in a review of the novel, has named Cusk “our 
arch chronicler of the nullifyin= choice between suAocation and 
ex@losion.”

Thou=h few have associated JeAers with feminism—a ma?or 
exce@tion bein= scholar ShaunAnne Tan=ney—he indeed has Duite 
a bit to say on these matters, @articularly as they are ex@ressed in his 
wild, lon=, female-centered narratives. Althou=h in an interview, 
Cusk has misleadin=ly minimized JeAers by identifyin= him as “a 
@oet and friend of Mabel Dod=e Luhan’s who was famous in his 
time and is @ossibly still famous somewhere” (Dtd. in Emre), his 
@articular relevance as her first-@erson narrator’s silent interlocutor 
in this narrative is si=nificant. A hint about his role in Second 
Place can be found in a note a@@ended to the novel’s conclusion, 
which sends readers scurryin= after an only minimally hel@ful clue: 
she informs them that Second Place “owes a debt” to Luhan’s 1932 
memoir, Lorenzo in Taos, which focuses on her friendshi@ (or foeshi@) 
with the recently-deceased author, D.H. Lawrence. As those familiar 
with this memoir know, it is similarly, oddly, addressed to “JeAers” 
and, like Cusk’s novel, oAers very little in the way of ex@lanation 
for his hi=hly unusual, almost s@ectral @resence there. Luhan states 
with some ur=ency that she wants JeAers to “see” and “know” 
Lawrence and su==ests that where Lawrence failed to ca@ture the 
s@irit of @lace in “her” Taos, JeAers mi=ht—she ho@es—succeed. 
(We JeAersians know that he did not, in fact, take u@ this assi=ned 
mission.) The book is framed as an a@@eal to JeAers to come to Taos, 
but the act of makin= this a@@eal so @ublic, to 7ublish it, as a book, is 
astonishin=ly absurd. While the idea that JeAers, as a masterful @oet 
of @lace, mi=ht indeed have the s@ecial sensitivity and vision to be 
able to ex@ress the ineAable substance of Luhan’s Taos seems @lau-
sible enou=h, it is inconceivable to ima=ine that JeAers, an extremely 
retirin= and close man, would be either flattered or enticed by 
Luhan’s address. As a scholar of both JeAers and Lawrence (and 
one well-versed in the life and writin=s of Mabel Dod=e Luhan), I 
see nothin= in Luhan’s memoir that could make a @lausible claim 
on JeAers’ interest or attention. The book is a =ossi@y confessional, 
one that frankly and candidly relates very @ersonal and humili-
atin= incidents of connivin= and social intri=ue: it is a document of 
self-ex@osure that cannot fail to make the reader crin=e, not only on 
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Luhan’s behalf but also on the behalf of JeAers, sim@ly for the fact 
that he is im@licated in the whole mess as the desi=nated auditor of 
her i=noble account.  

Cusk’s admission that she “owes a debt” to Luhan’s memoir 
vastly undersells the fact that Second Place is built directly onto that 
memoir. Both books be=in mid-conversation, without a formal 
o@enin= or address, each namin= JeAers as the intimate auditor 
of what turns out to be a very lon= monolo=ue, one that runs on, 
chatty and breathless, throu=h the len=th of the book. JeAers is 
Dueried throu=hout the memoir in a rhetorical fashion (?ust as in 
the Duestion from Second Place, Duoted above), but neither Luhan’s 
JeAers nor Cusk’s res@ond: he is a silent confessor who fails to 
endorse or absolve. Cusk names her book’s central anta=onists L 
(Lawrence) and M (Mabel), but makes L a @ainter rather than a 
writer. Others who a@@ear in Luhan’s book a@@ear in Cusk’s, too, 
althou=h modified: central characters Brett and Tony are fi=ured 
as M’s rivals for L’s attention, as they are in Lorenzo in Taos (Tony 
is fi=ured almost exactly the same, as her silent but uncannily 
@erce@tive and =ood Native American husband, while Brett is Duite 
reconfi=ured in Second Place as L’s =or=eous, talented, youn=er lover), 
while memorable minor @ersona=es Jaime de An=ulo and Clarence 
are combined and reworked in the fiction as Kurt, the mostly useless 
boyfriend of M’s adult dau=hter. 

Other “remnant[s] of that ori=inal book” (Cusk’s words) a@@ear 
in substantial and insubstantial ways throu=hout the novel, most 
obviously in the characterization of M: in her middle-a=ed, @lum@, 
not-exactly-handsome @hysical body; in the sha@eless clothin= she 
wears until L tells her to dress diAerently; in her breathless sentences 
that roll on and on, freDuently ca@@ed with an exclamation @oint; 
in her tireless eAorts to “force thin=s to ha@@en,” to do thin=s with 
herself and with her life, a@@arently heedless of their @otential 
outcomes; in her hearty resilience in confrontin= life as it comes 
and insistent @robin= and seekin= after answers. Cusk also im@orts 
from Luhan’s memoir some of the most outlandish scenes in the 
novel, as when boyfriend Kurt dons a ca@e and tam-o-shanter and 
reads aloud his trite and exceedin=ly lon= novel-in-@ro=ress, or 
when Tony catches M sneakin= out of the house to consummate her 
feelin=s for L and he orders her to “COME BACK HERE” (an order 
she i=nores) or when Brett and L ecstatically deface M’s house with 
a crude, satirical mural of the =arden of Eden. The whole @remise of 
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Lorenzo in Taos, in which a wealthy and ambitious woman invites a 
stran=er, a famous artist, to come stay in her =uest house and create 
art at the ed=e of the world, is exactly the @remise of Second Place. In 
both works, the story follows the escalatin=, borderline murderous 
anta=onism that develo@s between artist and @atron, one thor-
ou=hly conditioned by their sense of themselves as =endered and 
sexual bein=s. Both books end with L’s belated reconciliation with 
M and his death.

Luhan’s readers would have had no Duestion in their minds 
who JeAers was: her memoir was @ublished at the hei=ht of JeAers’ 
international @o@ularity when he had achieved the status of literary 
celebrity and @o@ular icon, the same year he a@@eared on the cover 
of TIME ma=azine. In less than a decade, he’d become infamous 
for his stunnin=, often ni=htmarish narrative @oems that took on 
wei=hty to@ics such as freedom and fate, =ood and evil, @ower and 
corru@tion, all set in the obscure, rural lands of the ru==ed Cali-
fornia coast. His @ersonal re@utation was @art of his fame: he was 
known for bein= reclusive, uncom@romisin= and cold—a@@arently 
as “inhuman” as his favorite symbols, rock and hawk. Knowin= 
who JeAers is and what he was about, however, bears little on a 
readin= of Luhan’s memoir, exce@t @erha@s to ma=nify ?ust how 
unmerited and bizarre his @resence is there.

Althou=h Cusk’s readers have @rotested that they “have no 
idea who JeAers is,” the author, in @ointin= to Lorenzo in Taos in the 
novel’s endnote, obviously also @oints her readers to JeAers; the 
insistence with which JeAers is addressed in the text be=s for at least 
a Duick scan of Wiki@edia (McAl@ern). But Second Place also delib-
erately oAers clues about Cusk’s JeAers (or, in her dismissive words, 
“the JeAers character”) (Dtd. in Emre) that indicate her own keen 
familiarity with the @oet. In the book’s o@enin= @a=es, “JeAers” is 
identified as a writer and a “moralist” whose work re=ularly called 
out “what was wicked and wron=…even when others didn’t want to 
hear and found it tiresome,” a sub?ect @osition that JeAers himself 
acknowled=ed by ali=nin= himself with Cassandra, a truth-teller 
who “mumble[s] in the corner” while bein= reviled by =ods and 
men (CP 3: 121). Nonetheless, as Cusk aCrms, JeAers “carried on, 
buildin= a shelter for @eo@le to use” when they found themselves 
face to face with evil in their own lives. This is a reco=nizable and 
verifiable JeAers, the unha@@y and unheeded Jeremiah self-obli=ated 
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to “shame the devil” (as he @hrased it) lod=ed within and amon= 
ordinary humanity (CP 4: 372). 

Cusk’s JeAers, which is to say our JeAers, is an a@@ro@riate =uide 
to Second Place. It is by invokin= this JeAers that Cusk is able to 
directly ask unsettlin= Duestions—ones that @resumably call forth 
unsettlin= answers—about one’s moral duty toward her own life 
and the lives of others. This as@ect of the novel is not one borrowed 
or left over from Lorenzo in Taos, but it is one of its most strikin= 
(and for more than a few readers, =ratin= and distractin=) elements. 
This is stylistically fla==ed in Second Place, as Cusk freDuently and 
cons@icuously disru@ts the narrative flow of her story by @ullin= 
back to @robe the subconscious motives and im@ulses that drive 
humans to act in sometimes irrational and inex@licable ways. This 
=esture is an uniDuely idiosyncratic element in JeAers’ narratives as 
well: think, famously, of the stran=ely disembodied, declamatory 
“Atom to be s@lit” se=ment of “Roan Stallion” that breaks that 
narrative in two, in which we hear not the voice of a character so 
much as the voice of the storyteller, @resumably of JeAers himself. 
In Second Place, we encounter a runnin= series of such Duestions 
throu=hout the book, ones ar=uably @osed in Cusk’s own voice, 
which seems to diver=e from that of her fictional narrator, M. In 
one of the earliest of these, she asks, “Why do we live so @ainfully in 
our fictions? Why do we suAer so, from the thin=s we ourselves have 
invented? Do you understand it, JeAers?” The JeAers she Dueries 
is silent, but the JeAers we know was very interested in askin= the 
same thin=. JeAers is not an em@ty si=nifier in Second Place (as he 
seems to be in Luhan’s memoir) but rather a crucial @rece@tor who 
=ives license and encoura=ement to Cusk’s @rominent, @ersistent, 
metanarrative Duestionin=. 

Another si=nificant break from Lorenzo in Taos may be located 
in some of the s@ecific ways in which Cusk transforms Luhan’s 
Mabel to her own “M.” A=ain, this transformation brin=s Cusk 
closer to JeAers. Cusk’s M could be a JeAersian heroine: she is bent 
only semi-consciously on both freedom and destruction, dimly 
reco=nizin= that for a woman who feels hemmed in by convention 
these may inevitably come to the same thin=. In Second Place, this 
heroine is a middle-a=ed woman, a writer of “little books,” who 
has already @assed throu=h the valley of the shadow of death, of 
rebellion and near-self-destruction, and emer=ed somehow in the 
calm of a Duiet and comfortable life, safe in the arms of a =ood 
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and =entle man in a beautiful home by the sea. And yet, she feels 
not-Duite-satisfied and willin= to blow thin=s u@—or ?ust almost 
blow thin=s u@—in order to shake loose shackles that she senses 
but only dimly @erceives. Critic Constance Grady, writin= in Vox, 
describes M as bein= “in search of some missin= @iece, some ob?ect 
that will brin= meanin= to the world but is utterly inaccessible.” 
The tra=ic nature of that dan=erous @ursuit of freedom, beauty, and 
art (the three are inse@arable in Cusk’s vision) resonates es@ecially 
with the heroine who made JeAers JeAers: Tamar. To be sure, Tamar 
is youn=er and thrashes wildly to free herself of the restraints she 
feels tra@ her as a woman, sister, and dau=hter, whereas M has only 
come to @erceive such restraints at middle a=e and from a @lace of 
comfort and security; her rebellion takes @lace mostly in the mind. 
Both women, thou=h, find them unbearable, intolerable, and—
ri=ht or wron=—seem com@elled to seek out what turns out to be 
an im@ossible vision of freedom.

Without bein= aware of it, a number of Cusk’s readers have 
observed in her writin= what JeAers’ readers found in his. Reviewin= 
Second Place, Claire Harman notes that “violence is always bubblin= 
beneath the surface in this novel,” while Emily Donaldson observes 
that it “o@erates accordin= to a sinister dream lo=ic.” Marek 
Makowski, writin= for The Rum7us, also re=istered the uncanny 
Duality of Cusk’s fable, callin= attention to the @oetic Duality of the 
@rose: “the novel’s unusual rhythms and voice lin=ered with me like 
those stran=e, violent dreams in which the secrets you @erceive in 
close ones reveal themselves and alter you for hours, for days. The 
voice reaches and reaches at answers to broad Duestions.” Perha@s 
not coincidentally (and I think of interest to JeAersians), both Cusk 
and JeAers wrote for the dramatic sta=e only once and were drawn 
to the same com@ellin= fi=ure. Cusk’s Medea was @erformed in 
London in 2015 and was described as “coruscatin=” and “fierce” 
by reviewers. A com@arison of their ada@tations from the Greek 
would be interestin=, but I leave that @ro?ect for someone else.

A final note of interest to JeAersians who mi=ht want to delve 
into Cusk’s Second Place: the @hysical settin=s of Lorenzo in Taos and 
Second Place, which are elaborated with =reat care and attention 
and are understood to be crucial to their @lots and meanin=, are 
vastly diAerent. The former is set in the hi=h desert of Northern 
New Mexico, while the latter is set on a secluded coastland marsh. 
This is neither a subtle nor inconseDuential shift. It hardly seems to 
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matter for Cusk if this book is set in (or “about”) a marsh or a desert 
or the wild central California coast. My own inter@retation of this 
stark and dramatic trans@osition is that, for Cusk, the “s@irit of 
@lace” in art—and @erha@s of the material world more broadly—is 
a seductive fallacy that she means to ex@ose as an entirely sub?ective 
business.

An exam@le from early in Second Place illustrates the seductive 
a@@eal of @lace. As M and L meet for the first time, her mind drifts 
away from the words that come out of his mouth and instead she 
becomes absorbed in her own observations of the marsh that at first 
seem ob?ective but noticeably shift inward, resultin= in =or=eous 
and com@ellin= descri@tions: 

The sun had risen hi=her and was drivin= back the shadows 
of the trees across the =rass where we stood, and the water was 
likewise advancin=, and so we were held between them. In one 
of those @rocesses of almost im@erce@tible chan=e that occur in 
the landsca@e here, whereby you feel you are @artici@atin= in 
the act of becomin=. The stillness mounts and mounts, and the 
air becomes more and more char=ed with intensity, and finally 
the sea be=ins to =ive back its li=ht like a shield. (59)

In this excer@t, and throu=hout Cusk’s novel, the environment (or 
material @lace) is closely ali=ned with the @rota=onist’s ex@erience 
of her own sense of self. Initially, she makes sim@le observations 
about the locale, but almost immediately becomes interested in her 
sub?ective im@ression that what “occur[s] in the landsca@e” leads 
“you [to] feel like you are @artici@atin= in the act of becomin=,” and 
she @erceives a “stillness” “char=ed with intensity” that then trans-
forms, for her, to a symbol of divine @rotection, “li=ht like a shield.” 
Indeed, as the rest of the novel reveals, M herself is =oin= throu=h 
“@rocesses of almost im@erce@tible chan=e” that she feels or senses 
but can barely consciously re=ister as her own. She sees the marsh 
as intense, @owerful, subtle, and beautiful; it reflects, rather than 
directs, M’s actions, thou=hts, and emotions. This early scene is 
@aired by a similar meetin= between M and L towards the very end 
of the book, after L has an artistic breakthrou=h in which he @aints 
a series of self-@ortraits while immersin= himself @hysically in the 
marshland’s ni=htsca@e. In this final encounter between L and M, 
he tells her that he has “made a discovery”: that while “it’s so lovely 
here,” “nothin= is real after all.” In other words, des@ite his sim@le 
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and surely sincere admission of the loveliness of nature (and this 
@articular @lace), his =reat insi=ht resoundin=ly re?ects a scientific 
em@iricism of the material world, aCrmin= instead, in the starkest 
of terms, a broad, Kantian idealism. 

This amounts to a @retty ma?or confrontation with JeAers, who 
is, in fact, the only writer or artist actually mentioned by name in 
her novel and, crucially, whose work is said to be =reatly informed 
by a @articular and sin=ular “s@irit of @lace.” While JeAers scholars, 
includin= Robert Zaller and Geor=e Hart, have oAered us views of 
the com@lex @hiloso@hical stru==le between the material and the 
meta@hysical that animate JeAers’ work, JeAers is @o@ularly under-
stood to be a @oet of the @hysical, material world. In his @oetry, 
he aCrms that the business of the @oet is not so diAerent from the 
business of mankind: to @erceive and @raise the beauty of the world. 
For Cusk, however, art and ima=ination and the subtle workin=s 
of the human mind are the business of the writer and artist, not 
the material and @hysical world, no matter how much we may love 
“outward” (as JeAers mi=ht insist) and a@@reciate it.
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