
Is our intellectual life moribund because 
we are mortified by greatness? 

Apologies for the Mind 

Samuel Hux 

In that dry desert of learning, we gather strength 
and patience, and a strange and insatiable thirst of 
knowledge. The ruined monuments of antiquity are 
also there, and the fragments of buried cities (under 
which the adder lurks) and cool springs. and green 
sunny spots, and the whirlwind and the lion’s roar, 
and the shadow of angelic wings. 

-William Hazlitt, The Plain Speaker (1826) 

ehind William Hazlitt’s eloquence there B was certainly vision, and something like 
courage. For learning does imply, like making, a cer- 
tain r isk-or  did. Besides springs and sun, the lurking 
adder, and there is something ambiguous and awesome 
about “the shadow of angelic wings.” A certain re- 
solve is thus required if we are to step, in our imagin- 
ings, into Einstein’s elevator, or test the possibility 
that we have been living in Plato’s cave. It is 
symptomatic of our times that we feel we must repeat 
this, even a little insistently and dramatically-that 
thinking and learning and making, the pursuit of cul- 
ture, is serious, dangerous business. I am inclined to 
say that heroism is involved here too, but recognizing 
that that may sound merely romantic, I settle for the 
moment on risk. 

In the inevitable discussions of high vs. pop culture 
it is precisely the element of risk I do not hear em- 
phasized adequately. It is at least as much the risk to 
the maker, and to the audience, that sets high culture 
off from pop as it is the talent and vision involved. 
Indeed, as Hazlitt’s words suggest, the acceptance of 
risk is a part of the vision. One need not expect such a 
recognition from aging enfants terribles of mod left 
persuasion who tout the preferable authenticity of pop 
culture (with sleazy confusions between “pop” and 
“folk”) over the other’s Clite effeteness; and, sad to 
say, it is probably foolish to expect such recognition 

SAMUEL HUX teaches English at York University (CUNY). 
He has been a contributor to Commentary, The New Repub- 
lic, and Change, and now joins the ranks of Worldview 
regulars. 

from an ostensibly more responsible type like Herbert 
Gans (Popular Culture and High Culture: A n  Analysis 
and Evaluation of Taste), with his large-souled dispo- 
sition: We shouldn’t presume to foist great art and 
thought upon the masses; they have their own modes of 
dreaming and being, and who are we ... ? For while “ i t  
would be fair to say that the higher cultures are better 
or at least more comprehensive and more informative 
than the lower ones,” we must take the various “taste 
publics” into account and, realize “that to the extent 
that all taste cultures reflect the characteristics and 
standards of their publics, they are equal in  value.” 
His is a cultural pluralism that seems highly intelligent 
and liberal despite the fact that what it really says is 
that pop art is as good as high if viewed by someone 
ignorant enough. 

I understand the appeal of pluralism in a 
democracy-what could seem more appropriate, 
necessary, just? It’s vicious and arrogant to say that a 
suburb-dwelling executive is a worthier being than an 
inner-city electrician; isn’t it equally arrogant to say 
that Beethoven’s music is a worthier creation than 
Henry Mancini’s? Well, no ... it isn’t. The easy iden- 
tifications should suggest the superficiality. Art and 
science do not answer so easily to bad political theory. 
And it is bad political theory to confuse realms of 
experience and insist than an ideal in one must apply 
equally in another. 

he idea of a pluralism of cultural stan- T dards implies a coexistence of equals, 
since it is always opposed to a hierarchy of standards. 
But I think any such peaceful pluralism is doomed, is 
illusion. One standard will inevitably assert itself as 
primary and gain a general acceptance as such, even 
by those who don’t share the taste. Most people who 
prefer television serials to Shakespeare’s history plays 
will admit that television appeals to a lower taste, 
although the admission will make remarkably little 
difference. One of the appeals of popular culture is 
precisely that it is considered “lower,” untaxing, with 
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the consequent relaxation from standards for some and 
proud rebellious yahooism for others. Given human- 
kind’s tendency to conserve mental energy, pop ,cul- 
ture does not have to justify itself. 

The opposite case is not so obvious. One element in 
the history of high culture since technology made pos- 
sible the mass production of catchy tunes, trite fic- 
tions, and bogus philosophizing has been the necessity 
of justifying itself even to its own consumers. When 
learned spokesmen go out of their way to puff up pop 
culture as more than riskless diversion, they are help- 
ing create an atmosphere in which high culture has to 
apologize for itself. And given that unkillable Ameri- 
can desire to be loved by everyone, it  does so more 
and more often. It’s all right to read poetry, for, y’see, 
it’s only the distillation of common speech. Without 
theoretical physics, we’d have no engineering; think of 
opera as Italian musical comedy; Bach is really 
0.K.-listen to what the Beatles did. 

I take it  that this phenomenon is visible and obvious 
enough. But it  amounts to the dissemination of a lie: 
that high culture is only pop culture done with more 
talent and sophistication, when the truth is that pop 
culture is a sophisticated adaptation downward of high. 
The lie is that creating and confronting high culture do 
not exact a cost, a risk. The truth is that without risk, 
kitsch. 

Certainly perceptions must be different in the uni- 
versity, especially among “humanists,” within which 
designation I generously include students of society, 
the psyche, and politics; certainly no necessity for 
excellence to be apologetic there. Well, in fact, things 
aren’t so certain. Not only have “pluralistic” reforms 
of curriculum created an atmosphere in which tradi- 
tional courses have to justify their existence in a way 
that “Aesthetics of the Comic Strip” and “The Poli- 
tics of Consciousness-Raising” do not have to, there 
has been-longer than we’ve noted-a cultivated ero- 
sion of cultural seriousness in the traditional disci- 
plines. It is a development of large consequences, for 
trendy pop apologists probably do not reach as many 
people, and certainly not three days a week, as the 
purveyors of a critical kitsch-as-scholarship that has 
become the standard in the university. 

f there are “shadows of angelic wings” I casting about the university, they are inci- 
dental and have little to do with the normative pursuit 
of knowledge there. Learning and creativity can mean 
risk-indeed, can only exist-when the mind roams 
beyond a kind of assigned interest, beyond what in the 
academy is miscalled “the discipline.” Such roaming 
is simply not expected, in no way encouraged, when a 
psychologist can have a successful academic career 
with much less knowledge of mythology than a 
schoolboy who skimmed Gayley’s Classic Myfhs 
eighty years ago; when a literature professor is not 
really expected to know Dante unless he professes 
Italian letters, and suffers no expectation that he actu- 
ally has read Aristotle unless his specialty is the his- 
tory of criticism. What can learning, founded on such 
efficient ignorance, be all about? 

The reign of specialization is obvious. What I’m 
talking about is its tyranny. One may justify the obses- 
sion with specialties by appealing to the integrity of 
the discipline, which has the ring of a clearheaded 
dismissal of frippery. But since in the university “dis- 
cipline” does not really mean “art” or  “craft” or 
“science” but “subject-matter,” one is really appeal- 
ing to the integrity of the area of concentration. Con- 
sequently, one is left with the encouraged and re- 
warded containment of the m i n d - o r  perhaps the re- 
warding of the  mind that does not  have to be con- 
tained. 

Of course there is an official justification of a disci- 
pline’s parochialism, one that rejects that word. Given 
the geometrical proliferation of information and sub- 
jects of inquiry, one must focus and exclude more 
rigorously, one must discourse in a language increas- 
ingly more specialized. To pretend otherwise is to 
condemn oneself to superficiality, amateurism. As in 
the scientific discipline, so it is in the humanistic. We 
rightly respond to the necessities of our age. 

The inevitable appeal to the‘sciences is hard to fault 
at first, for who would deny the inevitability and jus- 
tice of increasing specialization there? But such an 
appeal made by those engaged in humanistic studies 
begs the question of the nature of their own disci- 
plines, not least because it begs a question about the 
nature of scientific discourse no matter how focused 
and phenomenologically reductive any specific exper- 
iment. Not only are we afraid of being amateurs 
(suggesting for us “superficiality” instead of “for the 
love of”), we ignore what should strike us as a funda- 
mental premise of intellectual discourse, or, rather, we 
reject it: that only when we reach for a broader and 
nonspecialist audience can our perceptions become 
profound. Before that they are only potential; they 
have not entered the common language of discourse in 
which not only the common reader but the intellectual 
subject itself exists. Almost comical is the idea that 
this specializing self-containment is sound, rigorous, 
professional, precise, “scientific.” 

can hardly think of a discipline more de- I manding of rigor and precision than 
physics. When quantum theory was being developed, 
physicists discovered that the laws of classical physics, 
and consequently its terminology, were really in- 
adequate to describe the goings-on in the atomic uni- 
verse; that the predictability of events-knowing the 
velocity and sequence of time-space coordinates of an 
object in motion in the macroworld, one could assume 
its position at a later time or retrospectively fix its 
position at an intermediate moment-had to yield in 
the microworld to a probabilistic calculus in which 
knowing velocity obscured position, and fixing posi- 
tion obscured velocity. Mathematical formulae were 
more precise in this probabilistic universe than classical 
concepts. Yet according to Niels Bohr, as Werner 
Heisenberg recalls a conversation, we must retain the 
classical vocabulary simply because it is the extension 
of ordinary discourse into scientific realms, the verbal 
representation of the thinking that leads us to physical 
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experiment in the first place, and “it is one of the 
basic presuppositions of science that we speak of mea- 
surements in a language that has basically the same 
structure as the one in which we speak of everyday 
experience.” If this means an imperfect description of 
atomic events, that is the paradox we pay, for “Sci- 
ence is the observation of phenomena and the com- 
munication of results to others” (emphasis added). 

We can hardly observe every classroom and lecture 
hall, but we can get a sense of the collective mentality 
of the profession by scanning the scholarly joumals- 
those in my own discipline,  “Engl ish,”  for  
instance-whose items, parochial, pretentiously rigor- 
ous, justly obscure, have received satiric treatment 
enough without adding to it here. It hardly matters 
whether one studies a prestigious journal like PMLA or 

one of the numerous Your University Studies in En- 
glish. The difference between the fare is a kind of 
sophistication, some depth of specialized scholarship, 
perhaps talent, not a difference of interest, range, val- 
ues. The telling difference is that the scholar who 
“does well” can do better, or at least more accepta- 
bly, the very thing the other does. And a degree of 
sophistication does not effect a transcendence of the 
endeavor the way, for instance, the skill and dramatic 
intensity of one dancer elevates the performance above 
that of another, lesser dancer, so that we feel, borrow- 
ing from Yeats, “how can we know the dancer from 
the dance?” It is difficult to make most of what passes 
for scholarship in these slick environs-“Narrative 
Point-of-View in The Aspern Papers: The Unreliable 
Symbolist”--our own, for in a peculiar sense none of 
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it belongs to us. There is nothing psychologically or 
aesthetically necessary about it, which may be the 
meaning of “make-work,” a kind of academic kitsch. 

Nor can most scholarship, sophisticated or trite, 
argue “service.” To give the profession its due, there 
is little pretense anymore that the scholarly journals 
are adding stones to the heroic edifice of knowledge- 
the claims of half a century ago-and no pretense that 
the stuff will be read outside the profession, or much 
inside. But what a thing to have to say! The justifica- 
tion of the normal channels of scholarship is that they 
provide a medium through which we submit ourselves 
to “the judgment of our peers” for the appropriate 
professional acknowledgment. This sounds familiar, in 
an ancient and misleading sort of way. I should like to 
pursue a distinction. 

isk demands, at least deserves, recogni- R tion. Praise. Fame. Glory. As I think we 
realize, without feeling particularly comfortable about 
it .  Any  literary scholar can explicate with some 
warmth and feeling the conclusion of Beowulf: 

So should all men 
Raise up words for their lords, warm 
With love, when their shield and protector leaves 
His body behind, sends his soul 
On high. And so Beowulf’s followers 
Rode, mourning their beloved leader, 
Crying that no better kind had ever 
Lived, no prince so mild, no man 
So open to his people, so deserving of praise. 

(Burton Raffel translation) 

Or some other passage like it, such as Odysseus’ so- 
licitousness toward the singer of tales, his obsession 
with having his story told; or even Aristotle’s approval 
of the “high-minded man” who despises small risks 
and is concerned with honors. The scholar will in all 
probability impress upon students the archaic quality 
of the epics’ concern with fame, “archaeologically” 
interesting, but of relatively little contemporary moral 
significance; and he will be somewhat apologetic about 
Aristotle’s view, a quirk of the ancients. And in any 
case the fame and honors above were accorded to 
heroes, men of action, deeds; we are liable to ignore 
the fact, which the ancients did not, that an intellectual 
or aesthetic creation is also a deed. We are liable to 
feel somewhat absurd if we feel toward, say, Freud, 
anything like what the Geats felt toward Beowulf, “so 
deserving of praise”; or downright ashamed were we 
to admit that we would like to be deserving of it, and 
even better, receive it. 

“But we are, I know not how, double within our- 
selves, with the result that we do not ieve what we 

demn.” Montaigne was writing “Of Glory,” 6ut his 
essay is as much a confession of doubleness as an 
obligatory expos6 of the vanity of fame. Elsewhere he 
paraphrases Cicero on those who “want to become 
glorious for having despised glory.” Montaigne tells 

believe, and we cannot rid ourselves 2 what we con- 

the story of Epicurus, who, in spite of his teaching, 
“Conceal Your Life,” left instructions and provision 
in his will for the celebration of his birthday and the 
assembly of philosophers in his honor on the twentieth 
of every month. Well enough. What disturbs Mon- 
taigne is the possibility that one will pursue fame for 
its own sake, the deed only a means; he quotes Horace, 
and bridles at “an opinion so false”: “There is little 
difference ’twixt buried idleness/And hidden virtue.” 

It is instructive that one has to return to the ancients, 
or to writers concerned with them, to find simple health- 
iness ascribed to the desire for honors, or to find the 
negative view couched in terms of “vanity” (with its 
double meanings) rather than “neurosis.” And it is 
interesting to wonder how much of the ‘doubleness 
toward fame in our secular times is an empty reflex 
conditioned by centuries of Judeo-Christian culture 
that denied the desire for fame some of its felt tragic 
necessity. For the ancients it was a kind of immortal- 
ity; as Hannah Arendt puts it, the production of 
“works and deeds and words [which] are at home in 
everlastingness, so that through them mortals could 
find their place in a cosmos where everything is im- 
mortal except themselves.” 

ow, I think the desire for fame and honor N is natural, nothing we justly need be 
double about. Not only do I think it natural-sadism 
and murder are also “natural”-I approve the desire. 
And since intellectual and aesthetic works of distinc- 
tion mean taking enormous risks with one’s mind and 
soul, they are heroic, they both merit and require fame 
and honor. 

Even were it to be proven that man no longer hun- 
gers for an immortality located in the memories of the 
f u t u r e 4  doubt that will ever be the case-there re- 
mains the specific need among creators for honors, 
mundane and now. For every story of one ruined by 
fame, or of one driven to noble work by loneliness, 
there are two storits of talent wasted and crippled by 
the absence of acknowledgment. In any case, we can- 
not simply choose to let a person languish alone for the 
sake of his art or science; that is presumption too 
corrupt. As Montaigne sensed, the greater danger is 
not what fame might do to the worthy, but what the 
unworthy might do for it: “the excessive view ... that 
virtue itself was desirable only for the honor that al- 
ways attended it .” 

The submission of ourselves to “the judgment of 
our peers” may sound very much like the need to avail 
ourselves of fame, honors. But if so, it is of a very 
petty sort, and the quality of risk even pettier. Can we 
seriously argue any creative urgency behind most 
academic scholarship? Is there anyone who does not 
know that the infamous “publish or perish” is a direc- 
tive, not the anguished confession of a tortured mind 
that will explode if it doesn’t say what it has to say? 
Preferment after judgment by peers is not honors and 
fame awarded for work of distinction done because it 
had to be done; it is the goal we strive for in the most 
expedient way possible, scholarship as means to an 
end. 
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But there is more to be said that requires diplomatic 
subtlety I am not sure I can manage. The American 
professoriate-as a class, I mean-is not an intellec- 
tually elite body. The great numbers needed to handle 
the growth of student bodies has meant the dilution of 
intellectual standards for faculty, to the point where 
they are no higher, perhaps lower, than those at any 
other institution or firm. The university too is a more 
or less undiscriminating reflection of the social values 
surrounding it. I doubt that the standards were ever 
really very high; now it  is only pretense that they 
remain even where they were. 

Ironically, those older values, which allowed pre- 
tensions of intellectual rigor, ease the decline in stan- 
dards, for the reductive verbal technology, the narrow- 
ing of scholarly focus, the elimination of required 
breadth of learning-all to avoid “amateurism”-suit 
the dilution of intellect to a T. As bluntly as possible, 
in most fields one does not have to-be very smart to be 
a specialist. It is easier to disguise a lack of depth in 
minute make-work in some comer of an historical 
document than in essais in broad historical synthesis. 
One can look “disciplined” in the first; one might 
look a fool in the latter. Of course serious work can 
and does continue in this environment; and perhaps the 
cost here is no greater than in any other, although 11 
doubt it. 

ome twenty years after beginning his proj- S ect to comprehend the heavens geometri- 
cally, and as he announced his third law of planetary 
motion, Johannes Kepler rhapsodized that 

... nothing holds me. I will indulge my sacred fury, 
I will taunt mankind with the confession that I have 
stolen the golden vases of the Egyptians to build of 
them a tabernacle to my God. If you forgive me, I 
shall rejoice; if you are angry, I shall bear it; the die 
is cast, the book is written, whether to be read now 
or by Posterity I care not. It may have to wait a 
hundred years for its reader, as God himself has 
waited six thousand years for a man to contemplate 
his work. 

James D. Watson’s The Double Helix: A Personal 
Account of the Discovery of the Structure of DNA 
caused quite a stir several years ago. It is a most 
enjoyable book, and very troubling. Behind such a fine 
narrative talent and obvious largeness of intellect, such 
a pedestrian frame of intentions. 

There is an activity that goes “Let us now praise 
famous men”; another, “and our .fathers who begat 
US” (the relative unknowns, I take it). There is yet 
another: Now let us wink and confide that the motives 
that drove us to acts of greatness are those that drove 
others to acts of the ordinary, for the mundane repre- 
sents the standard by which all must be judged, and if 
we handle the confidence with deftness and wit, we’ll 
gain a kind of approbation for modesty, and even if the 
other realizes that we’re only trying to tone down our 
accomplishments to approximate the ordinary, he’ll 

applaud us for that, and probably he won’t grasp the 
inverted condescension that’s involved in the whole 
thing in the first place .... 

Einstein was a man of true modesty, but he knew its 
limits. Asked to write of the history of his scientific 
work, he protested, but only briefly, allowing that it  
was easier for him to write about his own ideas than 
others’ and the “one ought not to leave the opportu- 
nity unused out of modesty.” Then he pmeeded in the 
essays of Mein Weltbild, as in other works, to tell what 
he thought and why. Once under way, he makes de- 
mands. The first words of Relativity: The Special and 
General Theory, a “Popular Exposition,” are a model 
of grace, assurance about oneself, and respect for the 
reader. 

In your school days most of you who read this book 
made acquaintance with the noble building of Eu- 
clid’s geometry, and you remember-perhaps with 
more respect than love-the magnificent structure, 
on the lofty staircase of which you were chased 
about for uncounted hours by conscientious 
teachers. By reason of your past ekperience, you 
would certainly regard everyone with disdain who 
should pronounce even the most out-of-the-way 
proposition of this science to be untrue. But perhaps 
this feeling of proud certainty would leave you im- 
mediately if someone were to ask .you: “What, 
then, do you mean by the assertion that these prop- 
ositions are true?” Let us proceed to give this ques- 
tion a little consideration. 

The modesty is there, in  his tone, in his implicit rec- 
ognition that he has to lean, somewhat, toward his 
reader. But it  is not condescension. Einstein “graces” 
the reader with an assumption, with the compliment of 
demanding a lot. If the mental processes ar? in the 
language of shared intellectual discourse, the standards 
are still high and uncompromised. He speaks your 
language; the standards of truth and significance are 
his. Or, you are invited, ours. 

That characteristic tone of Einstein’s popular writ- 
ings must seem far removed from Kepler’s ecstatic 
outburst in 1619. On the other hand, we should recog- 
nize what is most important in Kepler’s words-the 
moment’s flight, the sublimity of discovery-and 
know that he was what Einstein called him, “such a 
supreme and quiet man.” And if we are not able to 
appreciate the kinship between the celebrated theorist 
of relativity and the pre-Newtonian Kepler, Einstein 
knew it was there. In an anniversary tribute in 1930 
Einstein wrote: 

Kepler lived in an age in which the reign of law in 
nature was as yet by no means certain. How great 
must his faith in the existence of natural law have 
been to give him the strength to devote decades of 
hard and patient work to the empirical investigation 
of planetary motion and the mathematical laws of 
that motion, entirely on his own, supported by no 
one and understood by very few! 

We can hardly help but assume that Einstein thought 
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at least partially of his years in the patent office in 
Bem, tuming out his monumental papers in  the Anna- 
fen der Physik. with no academic preferment what- 
soever. His remarks in a 1929 interview bring to mind 
his tribute to Kepler: “Certain it is that a conviction, 
akin to religious feeling, of the rationality or intelligi- 
bility of the  world lies behind all scientific work of a 
higher order.” 

It is probably unfair to compare Professor Watson 
with Kepler or Einstein. And The Double Helix is not 
intended as a Mein Weftbild or exposition of theory; it 
is clearly a social history or  autobiographical sociology 
of scientific discovery. But such a consideration is 
invited by the intellectual size of their efforts, by what 
they say of the motives behind scientific discovery, 
and, frankly, by my musings on the “heroic.” There 
is something to be learned about the style of intellec- 
tual life in America today. The noble example of Ein- 
stein gives way before an almost obligatory apology- 
not apologia-for the mind. 

n a 1918 address in honor of Max Planck, I Einstein suggested that “In the temple of 
science are many mansions, and various indeed are 
they that dwell therein and the motives that have led 
them thither.’’ But he reserved special respect for 
those seized by a necessity to grasp the universal de- 
sign, a compulsion to escape the “cramped surround- 
ings into the silence of high mountains, where the eye 
ranges freely through the still, pure air and fondly 
traces out the restful contours apparently built for eter- 
nity.” The search for the contours is so compelling for 
Einstein that i t  dictates priorities not only in what he 
uncovers but in what he cannot accept. There is some- 
thing admirable and heroic even .in his-surely wrong- 
headed-refusal of the principle of indeterminacy of 
quantum mechanics: “God does not play dice with the 
world.” 

What bothers me about Professor Watson’s book is 
not the total absence of any such tone and attitude- 
indeed there are occasional traces of it ,  so I’m not 
demanding something alien-but rather a kind of em- 
barrassed disavowal, a half-cynical, half-Rotarian 
pedestrianism. Evidently Einstein’s theory of the 
equivalence of energy and mass w y  partially moti- 
vated by aesthetics. If all energy has mass, then ... all 
mass must have energy; otherwise the equation was 
like a rondeaii left half-finished. ,Several times Watson 
remarks the persuasive beauty of the biological struc- 
ture he was trying to prove, noting that some other 
proposals lacked the requisite aesthetic contour. You 
are convinced of his eye and spirit as well as of his 
experimental talent. Indeed in the chapters recalling 

his and Crick’s coming closer and closer there is an 
unposturing and contagious excitement. 

But what comes through stronger, by sheer weight 
of repetition and insistent posturing-I cannot know 
that it is the first motive, only that it is the one seem- 
ingly intended to purchase winking public approval 
(knows ’is audience well, ’e does)-is the desire to 
win a race and gain academic preferment: what’s goin’ 
on at Cal Tech?-how close is Pauling?-if his paper 
contains an error (it does!) there’ll be egg on his 
face!-don’t call it to his attention and we’ll have 
more time! This is not merely the attitude of the young 
researcher at Cambridge’s Cavendish Laboratories, but 
the voice of the mature writer fifteen years later. 

I am not such a fool as to think that such motives do 
not normally obtain, nor so naive as to think that they 
can be totally resisted. It is normal professional be- 
havior, very responsive to the standards of our time. 
And I am very sorry about the pitiful need to disavow 
that embarrasses me for the profession of intellect. 
Professor Watson comes through-for all the import of 
his discovery, and evidently because he wants to-as a 
perfectly adjusted a c a d e m i c . 4 n e  of our sort, Sal. 

hen I was a student we had an ‘:English W Club.” We invited our professors and 
others to share their works-in-progress, and their hob- 
byhorses. I remember few of the programs: a visiting 
English professor lecturing on the possibility that 
Chaucer met John Gower somewhere near London 
Bridge; a British pathologist and amateur literary schol- 
ar with a terrible and unnerving stutter when he spoke 

prose,” but which yielded to beautiful cathedral 
tones when he read from John Donne. My strongest 
memory, however, is of a young and popular teacher 
who taught me what I knew then of the Romantics and 
introduced me to several contemporary poets I had 
never heard of. He read a paper on Yeats, on the 
mind-defying obscurity of his verse (if we get below 
the various misleading clarities) and the broken, lurid, 
painfully misanthropic protoexistentialism of his vi- 
sion. As he closed, an elderly lady arose to protest: She 
had always admired Yeats-she’d even seen him- 
precisely because his verse seemed to her so available, 
an invitation to her understanding, and such a celebra- 
tion of the human. The professor, without a pause, 
answered with what seemed an honest smile and an 
assurance that he knew what she meant, he had no 
desire to disabuse her of her Yeats: “For, you see, this 
is really only an article, and I....” Then he paused, 
fingered an earlobe, gave a swan’s motion with his 
neck, and stood there looking at us in a kind of embar- 
rassed appeal. 

‘ L  


