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WILLIAM ROSE BENET

CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

¥illiam Bose Benet, on the opening page of his prize-winning
semi-autobiographical verse-narrative The Dust Which Is God, des-
cribes himself as a small boy with his mother in church singing:

Holy Holy Holy
Ilord God ALl
Mi-ighty
Allthy
workshall
Praise Thy Name in

Thouart

Ho-oh=ly . . . that was when it went deeper that was when
it tugged at the throat when you wanted to shout

when there was nothing but praise so lovely as praise

8o brave as praise so going forth to war

with banner on a high white horse as praise and

cas ting

downtheir

Gol den Crowns

beside the

(lassysea. . .

Chair

ubim and

Sair

uphim 4t was thunder and lightning in the blood
falling befor-ohr Thee

Which wert

and art and . . . splendor and thunder and tears behind the eyss. .



On the last page, after taking his reader breathlessly through
not only his own exciting life but also through the exciting times in
which he lived, he concludes:

Could this

be 3o0lely earth? O surely not of earth
these I have seen have known ‘touched with my hands . . .
and not of dust . . . but holy holy holy
in the enveloping dark....

that spirit rises
clothed on with light that never bolt nor bar
nor prison-camp nor bomb nor bullet qualled
nor the beast-in-man all vile device
to crush . . . stamp out the fire . . . blot the light
fearful of spirit . . . whispering . . . of the spirit
afrsid . . ., afraid . . .

but when that spirit walkes . . . !

« o « And so ths small boy standing
in the dim church with colored light through tall windows
a small boy with his mother restless +tirying to sing
hating topray . . . '

but Holy Holy Holy lord God Almighty
All Thy works shall praise Thy name . . .

and so there is no Time
Walk through the walls! for all the walls give way
and in amoment . . . the twinkling of aneye . . .

even this dust . . .
Particularly significant are these lines when one reads of his
sudden death in such terse press notices as the followings

Willism Rose Benet, poet, contributing editor and one of
the founders of the Satm Review of Literature, dies of a
heart attack on May I, while walking on Broadway near 155th
Street, New York, after attending a meeting of the Council of
the National Institute of Arts ani Letters, of which he was
secretary. He was 6l years old.

Lpyblishers' Weekly, CLVII (May 13, 1950), 2069.




This mere cessation of the act of breafhing while in the midst of
the activitlies he loved would have been, perhaps, the very manner of
death most desired by the man who lived with "splendor and thunder
and tears behind the eyes," "trying to sing™ but "hating to pray,"
who early in his life wrote his often-quoted ®The Falconer of God,"
beginning

I flung my soul to the air like a falcon flying.
I said, "Wait, wait on, while I ride belowi"

and ending

My soul still flies about me for the quarry it shall find.

Kenneth Rockwell, in his memorial columh to William Rose Benet,
writess

One man has died, and one death more can be of little
consequences to a world made too familiar with the inevitable.

Yot the fact that William Rose Benet has left taxis and sub-

ways for tae ultimate flight of Pegasus camnot but make many

of us sad.

And so Benet's death has made many sad, especially his famous
co-workers and friends of The Saturday Review of Literature, like
Henry Seidel Canby, Amy Loveman, Christopher Morley, and Louis Unﬁer-
meyer. Benet, at the time of his unexpected death, had just finished
his Anmial Poetry Mumber for this magazine of which he was a founder
and the poetry editor, and for which he wrote for many years his
popular column "The Phoenix Nest.®™ With appropriate and poetic fite

ness his fellow-writers dedicated this May 20, 1950, issue of The
Saturday Review of Literature "In Memoriam: William Rose Benet.®

2nprd So to Books," The Daily Times Herald, Dallas (May 14, 1950),
Pe Ibo



In this issue Henry Seidel Canby, Chairman of the Editorial Board
of The Saturday Beview of Literature, titled his tribute simply
*Wi1liam Rose Benet: February 2, 1886—lay L4, 1950.® This was also
printed in the Bookwof-the-Month Club News for July, 1950. Dr. Canby

sgys of him:

He was tolerant, humorous; it was an unforgettable experience
to ses him grasp in talk a flashing idea or explode at a sug-
gestion of mearmess, injustice, or spite., He knew Mark Twain
was right when bs said that laughter wey the most successful
weapon against the depravity of the mman race, but when Bill
could not laugh he raged.

Yot I like best to think of Bill Benet as one who was
formed and featured as a poet ought to be, When he came inte
our office he would remind me of Shakespeare's lines

Full may & glorious morning have I seen
Flatter the mountain-tope with sovereign eye,
Kissing the golden face the meadows green,
Gilding pale streams with heavenly alchemy:-

This sounds rather magniloquent, for Benet was not a sun, nor
were we mountain~tops, yet he gilded our eir, which was too often
dusty with facts and figures and psttier concerns, merely by his
presence, which was of a man whoss thought was always ready te
take wing, was winging already while we talked. Not that he

was impractical, but the practical for him required somes corner
of the mind free from the trivial or the gross.3

Azy loveman, associate editor with Benet on the Review for many years, in
her tribute to him, "The Gallant Spirit,” says:

But it is not as the poet, the editor, the co-worker in
the field of letters that we who 20 long sat at the side of
Bill Benet will best remember him. +e will remcmber him for
the gallant spirit which never in the midst of personal sorrow
was too withdram to render sympathy to others, for the com~
passion that flamed out so readily at injustice, for endearing
modesty and generosity, for the quisgical humor that exploded
8o often into delighted laughter, and for the riches of mind
and heart that made him the most rewarding of companions.

The Saturday Review of Litersture, XXXITI (Msy 20, 1950), 9.



His was a selfless and crusading soul, questing and brave,
the memory of which will rest as agraceuiththoserholmnhin.h

Christopher Morlsy, one of the founders of The Saturday Review of

Iiterature, when he heard of Benet's death wrote to Miss Loveman, en-
closing a poem he had written to Benet in 1947 "Ballads of William Rose
Benet." Although this letter was not meant for publication, Morley
agreed to its inclusion in the memorial issue to his friend. It was
published under the caption "Heaven Had No Wall," and in it he says:

But, however sgoniging for his lovers, for himself,

0 felix! To go unwarned, ard unsuspecting, honored and
believed, at the top of his lovely power. As the ballad
says, "the lightning comes the sigzag way." You told me

he had just finished his annual Poetry Number, and that was in
character. He was encumbered with many jobs, and he gave
the most deliclously subtle rendition of irresponsibility—
he, the most conscilentious of journeymen. I was always
careful not to tell him too often how sudden conflagramt
lines of his moved me. Dut there was one, about last Imas,
that pierced like an icicle:-

I wes ingathered, Heaven had ne wall. (SRL Dee. 17, 191‘9)5
His life-long frisnd, Louils Untemmeyer, writes in this same
issue:

It is impossible for me to write with critical detach-
ment about William Hose Benet's poetry. The man and his
work were so imtricately interwoven that the human being
can be scarcely considered apart from his prime function,
¥oreover Bill Benet and I grew up with, around, and on
poetry~—even on the same poems....

It was a genuine passion for poetry that we shared
for most of a lifetime....

His poetry was ths man: generous, sometimes too lavish,
overflowing with forthrightness and brotherly good will. With
Bi11's death there is a little less generosity, a litile less

hl'bid., P. 10.
5 The Saturday Beview of Literature, XIXIII (May 20, 1950), 10-11.



faith and good will in the world. Our literature will be
thinner and our lives poorer for the lack of these.

Mr. Untermeyer classifies "The Horse Thief" as perhaps "Bill's most
typical poem," and sumarizes it as followss

The hero's stolen horse brosks a leg, and the outlaw sees a

mustang "up on the purple canyon's lip." lle lassoes the wild

creature, nmounts him, and 18 %aken, literally, out of this

vorid. It i3 a work of creative fancy and, at the seme time,

an uncongslous pivce of self-criticlem. A podh Bill delighted

to ride his laniesies bareback. The easy lopes, leaps, and

canters contlnued.....The hizh 3plrits were uncurbed and, fre-
quently, oul of control.

A1l vho knew Benet personally or through his writings will agree
that he 18 one of America's outstending poets; but there is no consensus
among his critles as to the other classifications to which he belongs,
for in seeking to evolve & philosophy for his 1ife he used many media.
For instence, in his own The Reader's Encyclopedia he c¢la3sifies him-
self simply as "American poet and oriticy"® Who's Who in Americs lists
him merely as "author; "9 Xunitz and Hayeroft call him an "American
poet and novelist;"lo in the Holiday Magazine he is referred to as
"American poet, critic, and encyclopedist;"ll Scholastic Magazine iden-
tifies him as "poet, critic, novelist end Phoenician;"2 Pyblisher's

Weekly lists him as "poet, contributing editor and one of the founders

6;[_13341., p. 13.

Ibid., pp. 13-l4e

®The Reader's Encvelopedis, p. 95.

Nho's Eio in America, 1950-1951, XXVI, p. 196,

10gtanley J. Runitz and Howard Haycroft, Twentieth Century Authors,
Pe 116,

Hyoliday Magazine, VII (June, 1950), 49.
12publisher's Weekly, XXVII (December 7, 1935), 5.



of The Saturday Reviev of Literature;'> Time Magezine describes hinm as
"Pulitzer-Prize poet (The Dust ¥hich Ia God), brother of the late
Sterhen Vincent (John Brown's Body) Benet, husband of the late Elinor
Wylie;"u while News VWeek similarly cites him as "Pulitzer Prize~winning

Poet (The Dust Which Is God, 1742), critic and editor (The Saturday
Review of Literaturg), and brother of Stephen Vincent Benet."15 In
addition to these classifications he has been columnist, short-story
writer, dramatist, translator, writer of children's stories, and anthol-
ogist. Mr. Untermeyer summarizes Benet's work in this manner:

At sixty-four he had written, edited, and complled some
thirty-six books, inecluding a novel, several anthologies,
and an invaluable "Reader's Encyclopedia.” Varied though
they were in technique and intention, they were united by
an intensity of spirit6 To which he added integrity—and
a pervasive kindness.

How his writings will stand the test of time remains, of course,
to be seen. Mr. Rockwell says:

Benet was not a great poet, but he was a good one, a
writer who will undoubtedly be remembered by one or two or
three poems in the anthologies, and most men can ask no
more.

No, Benet was not a great poet. His greatness lay in
other fields. He was a great lover of beautiful and talented
women, but the qulaity will number him among the noblemen of
the world we know was that greatest of all his character-
istics—his love for mankind. He knew there were fools
among us, but even thalt he couvld forgive. He had time
to read the most puerile of verses, time to write letters of

LeLviz (May 13, 1950), 2069.

MLy (ay 15, 1950), 9%.

157xxV (May 15, 1950), 67.

®me Saturday Review of Literature, TXIII (May 20, 1950), li.



criticism and edvice. Theé number of ;oung writers he helped
and encouraged must be astronomical.t

Watt and Cargill,18 hawever, call him "a more subtle post than the
bright genius who was his younger brother," even though he never
attained that brother's popularity.

In his eulogy of Benet Dr., Canhy writes:

I do not know how the future will rank his poetry. It
may be said that he wrote too freely. The reply might be that
he could not do otherwise. Even as a youth he ®*lisp'd in
mumbers, for the numbers came.® Some of his poems will cer-
tainly last with the best of his time., But to the man himself
as one of the most lovable and most heartening of his day, many
will bear witness. DBy no means unacquainted with the hard
realism of less and suffering and hardship, he held fast to
the instinctive happiness which seems to have been his birthe
right and it bloomed in his word and his very look at the end,
He will be more deeply missed than many a more coggestedthinhr
or bitter prophet of the apprevaching doom of .

Christopher Morlsy writes more optimistically sbout Benstt's place
in American literature:

It*1l take years, fifty maybe, before he is relished as one

of our greater and more difficult poets. DBut he won't and

doesn't care, ¥We had together, for many years, what We

called The Foods of the Gods, and nothing else matters,

Today the perspective 18 too close to know whether William Rose
Benst will go down in ths amals of literature as an cutstanding

American poel and very versatile writer, or whether he will be

17me Times Herald, Dallas (May Li, 1950), p. kL.
Biomer 4, Watt and Oscar Cargill, College feader, p. 920.
e Ssturiay Review of Litersture, XTI (May 20, 1950), 9.

Ompid,, p. 1.




rated as merely a good poet and efficient jowrneymsn. To say the
least, he has been one of our most interesting and most original
writers, who loved life intensely, and lived it still more intense-
ly. To paraphase EBrowming, with whom Untermeyer camparsd him, Benet
loved whate'er he looked upon, and his looks wenl everywhere.

The following chapters will review the life of the man, as por-
trayed by himself and by his contemporaries; his works-—poetry, come
pilations, and miscellansous types of writing; and current estimates
of his contributions to American culture.



CHAPTER II

THE LIFE OF WILLIAM ROSE BENET

Willism Rose Benet, prolific and versatile man of American letters,
has had very little written of him biographically to date, slthough
a mumber of critics have written of his works as they sppeared from
time to tims, It is soon after his sudden death on May L, 1950, to
expect much in this respect, While a man is living, growing, and pro-
dueing, it is impossible to measure the full value of his life and his
writings, for eften they are almost

Christopher Morley, in his letter to Amy Loveman about the death

of his friend, writes: “The time will come when I can sxy more about
him.™ So 1t is to be hoped that in the not too distant future M.
Yorley, Benet's friend for over thirty-five ysars, or soms of the other
famous writers whom Benet knew for so long and so well will give to
the world a complete account of his life and his work. Perhaps soms
member of his famous family will do this——his writer wife, Marjoris
Flack; his novelist sone, James Walker; his poet and author sister,
Laura, or his sister—in-law, Rosemary Carr Benet. Any or all of these
writers could give many interesting and cherished facts and experisnces
of Benet's eventful and romantic life-—facts and experiences such as
only they could give, Until that time, however, there are many things
to be known of his life, which was full to overflowing-mors than most

Yo Saturdey Beview of Literature, IXXIII (May 20, 1950), 10,



people 's——with the drsma of living, comedy, melodrams, and tragedy. The
following blographical sketch is based on facts gleansd from the writings
of his contemporaries and from his own works, particularly his semi-auto-

blographical verse-narrative The Dust Which Is God.

The initial sentence of the vital statistics of his life might be
pbrased: Willism Rose Bonst, American writer, was borm at Fort Hemiltem,
New York Harbor, February 2, 1886, son of James Walker and Frances Neill
Rose Benet, and grandson of Brigadier-General Stephsn Vincent Benet, one-
time Chief of Ordnance.

Benet, however, begins his self-portrait for Twentieth Century

Authors much more vivaciously and originally:

The subject of this sketch at one time had his birth cele-
brated in rhyme by his friend Christopher Morley:

(14 Bill Benet, Old Bill Benst,
Born in a Fort on Ground-hog Day!

(the fort being Fort Hamilton in New York Harbor.) This gives a
clue to the promunciation of the celebrite's neme. W, R. B.'s
grandfather was Stephen Vincent Benet (the elder), who emtered
West Point in 1845, and was given the French promunciation of the
name, Ihe fanmily, ¢ name was originally pronounced Ba-na-te,
came fron Catalonia.” His great-great-grandfather, Esteban Benst,
was master mariner in the Spanish lsrchant HMarines and settled in
St. Augustine 1785. He married Cetalina Hernandes and in 1812 he
was lost at sea in his ship. His brother was a Post«Captain in
the Spanish Navy and wes assessinated in Havsna. This fact pleases
tias more brutal instincts of his descendant.-

Pedre, the son of isteban, saw Florida a possession of the Spanish,
the English, and the French before it was acquired by the United States

2Ci«at.aulcm:l.a was formerly a province of Spain and a principality of
Aragon. Today it is represented by the provinces of Gerona, Barcelona,
lerida, and Tarragona,

2Stanley J, Kunitz and Howard Haycroft, Twentieth Century Authers,
Pe 116,



in 1819, Pedro immedistely became an enthusiastic American, took an
interest in local politics, and sent his son, Willimm Rose's grandfather,
to West Point, all of which is in thes family tradition,

¥r, Benet was very proud of his Spanish ancestry and often referred
to it, In The Dust Which Is Cod he cslls his family by the Spanish name
“Fernandez,® himself "Baymond,” his brother "Peter," his sister Lsura

"Louisa,® and his son James Walker "Gavin." Two interesting references
to his Spanish ancestry are made in this book, The first is in the
form of 2 letter from “Gavin,” who "spent two and a half years in Spain
driving an ambulance truck for the Loyalist cause, which lr, Benet and
his brother supported in this country:"

Your letter was
fine on the genesalogy Vie talk
about such things I read it to the guys. . .
On the Valencia waterfront a shop
(where our particular Fernandes branch
begen) still bears the name upon its door. . .
Also I've always wondered was that fellow
back samewhere in the sixteenth century
the navigator and discoverer
any forebear of ours—who sailed you know
from Callao to Chile and went so fast
they thought he was a sorcerer? It seems right
I should put in some licks to serve the_country
the fanmily left some two centuries ago.S

The second refererice to their Spanish origin is near the close of
the book when, after a severe illness, Benet goes with frisnds te St,
Augustine:

at last to visit in the Oldest City
vwhence came his forebears, . .

hl‘bid., p. 117.
5The Dust Which Is God, pp. 507-508.
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and Raymond said
"Eeally my name's Bamon Peter is Pedro
The fenily was a Minorcan breed
but first from Barcelona Yet I can't write

or speak the language My grandfather could!

Also I'm English and a bit Scogch-Irjsh-

and sometimes they'rs on top.”
With characteristic appreciation for the "American scene" and with
characteristic mmor, irrepressible even in illness, snd showing his
interest in things of the past, evlident even in his first poams, he
continued:

"Sixteenth Century wasn't it——hunh Marcig?—

Ponce de Leon at the end of March

beached near the Indian village of Seloy?

Ancd now there's that hotel they call the '"Ponce’

where you can go %o hear the arteries

harden of all the wealthy northern tourists-—

but this is where our country made a start—

one of the places They say there is a saint

or virgin or madonna of the f.

down here in someons‘'s keeping."

His father James Walker Benet was a Pointer, as wes his grandfather,
and was an officer in the Ordnance Division. William Eose is & son
of New York simply because his military father happened to be stationed
there at the time of William Rose's birth, but hs could as easily
have been a native of Pemnsylvania, Massachusetis, Californis, or
Georgia, or any of the other armmy posts where the Benets found them-
selves stationed during the years when their three children, William
Rose, Laura, and Stephen Vincent, were growing up. During the first
years of Benet's life they lived in Springfield, Massachusetts; Bethlew-

hem, Pennsylvania; and Buffalo, Hew York.

6Ib:td,, p. 531

7&.’&11., PD» 531"‘532.



Thedrs was a ¢lose-knit, laughing, loving, and lovable fawmilyj
the ties between them ware kept firm and sure until one by one they wers

®ingathered.* Of his family he gives intimate pictures in the chapter
called ¥*Domestic Relations®™ in The Bust Which Is God:

The fauily was five Father was a southron
really though bred in the service +tall guickweysd
biting mustache with humor fine clsar profile
agile at tennis adept at cards and puzzles
knowing all the words. « «

Mother blue-syed English
and quizzicsl Scotch-Irish desply Christian
and innocent and gay end quite determined
Both witty and gentle and would read aloud
be it Amy Robsart John Ridd and Lorma Doons
"Kidnapped® or PThe Cloister and the Hearth®
t112 gaslight and the ruatling light of fire
were flanbeaux beach-flares ocandles at an inn
while the dark waterfall of Louisa‘s hair
fell round her vivid fece her Spanish eyes
and Raymond's knees were hooked above his head
over an arm of the big lesather chelr
the chair in which even Father twisted round
since it appeared that no Fernandes gale
ever sat right-end-up for very long.

He enjoyed, respected, and admired his father, who was retired
as Colonel of Ordnance, and who lived until March, 1928, From his
father Benet inherited a love for such verse forms as the rondo, the trioe
let, and the ballad.? In a black-tordered memorisl column to "E. A.*
{Robinson) Benet also paid tribute %o his father in these words:

liave known no mean except my own father more
thougntfnl of the feelings of others. For both were
witty men, and peither with ever a trace of malice.

Doth were samberly agnostic, with a residuum of faith
more valuable, because of their life-long investigation

“md., pe U

Pred B. Millet, Contemporary Amsrfesn Authors, p. 249
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of the truth, than all the church servicesz that ever
were held. Both mei} pessesged the mentel integrity
nothing could move. o

His father's and his mother's faiths, as well as their char-
acters, he sums up thus:

in the agnostic father
burned reverence for the word 1it with clear humor
and in the mother a spiritual ilane
shaken wiith passion both these passionate pecple
strict in conventional conduct of the time
delightfully at tines were wild ard wayward
let nothing stem iieir galety and nonsense .
in the imner circle were children wilth their children
and then again aloof e&nd slien air
of strictness breathed and walked each with a sorrow
and difficult Lreath. . -

The following lines writien in appreciation of his pareats are echoed in
the words that many of uis friends wrote about him:
Such hwman people

both walking in their own invioclacy

awvare of their own follles and mistakes

but warm in hearts of friends and of their

foes he seemed not tc have heard. . .
His mother he especielly honerg in a beautiful chapter titled "Image
of Ghostly Eif," written about her death.

Of his sister Laura, famcus teday in her own right as s poet
and suthor, and thelr childhood he writess

He loved his sister
even through thc sge when growing boy and girl are

two recriminating antagoni=ms
forgetting never the guick companionship

10"A Psge for Poets," Form, XCIII (June, 1935), 381,

Lo puat Wnich Is God, p. 15. Henceforth, quotations from The
Duyst Which Is God will be referred to by page number only,

12p, 17,
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when he was small "picked on" by other boys
bevildered by a suddef cruel absence
of all good will., . .13

He says of his beloved brother Stephen Vincent, twelve years his juniors

The Infant too he loved
who shook beligerant curls who took to life
-at first like a young emperor whose round face
was 1lit with wonder and curlosity
and amid violent poundingﬁof his spoon
wonld beam benevolence. « «

0f the family group he says:

Such were the five:
the different two who never for all their strivings
could change by one iota essential nature
in either and the three begotten of love
as their live essence knew. « «

these were in bond
each to the other for a certain time
nourished and folled each other's natural best
beat hardily agsinst each other's wills
Inereased experience suffered endured 15
and held to love whether they found or falled—

In such a healthy, normal, wholesome atmosphere he grew to young
marhood. He expresses his appreciation for this background in these lines:

But the wondering Raymond in his early years
Knew little of Earth's misery his heart
not yet the marvelous governance of the world
the great directing greed the spirit thrawn
with poverty the scramble around the trough
the fury of privilege the mental garbage
that passed for thought in stuffed hotels and clubs
and mansions of the riech ere Hollywood
exalted these. . .

He was a fortunate child
like many fortunate children of his time

Libig.

Y1pia.

B4,
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vho on small means received an education

as good as any whose parents taught him kindness
and the search for truth and honor and fair dealing
and that there walked a beauty in the world 16
everyvhers found 1if one might apprehend it. . .

He describes himself as this growing boy searching for the beauty every-
vhere around him in these wordss

The boy on the front stoop the boy al the deak with ink
and chalk besmeared turning the greasy leavos
his pocksts bulged with buskeyes c¢ould hear the elink
of the sword of great Achilles or Hector's greaves
*HER®E
The boy on the railroad tracks in the Pernsylvania town
or by the New York canal where used to plod
satiric mules would yearn for a Sussex down
nightingales hawthorn hedges ivy tod
' EE R X R
vho remembers county fairs anoclent hotel spittoons
blue jay® circus posters loud covered bridges
+111 brighter in retrospect than many Athenian moons
sputters a street-cornmer lamp beset by midges. . . .17

Thus Benst grew like any average Americean boy, but perhaps with a
mind more full of curlosity and a heart more full of singing. The earli-
est printed evidence of the songs teeming in his mind is in The St.
Nicholasg Magazine for June, 1902, Contritutions to the third anmual
poetry and essay contest on *June-Time," held by the St. Ficholas League,
contains this poem:

JURE-TIME
by William Rose Benst
(Age 16)
Hark, hark, to the meadow lark

As he swells his throat in 2 burst of song!
By the rippling broock sway the liliesz. Look !

16, 22-23.

175, 2.
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They 1ift their heads in a surpliced throng.

The sun's bright gleam shakes the silver stream

With ripples of light that dance and play
The fields are white with the daisies bright;
The earth rejoices, and all is gay.
It's June-time, 1t's June-time.l®

In the Editor's Note are these linem: PThe League has become
one of the greatest educational institutions in the world. . .the editor
i1s sorry to see them go. It is like losing old friends and he hopes
that in the greater school. . +he will one day meet and greet and con-
gratulate many of those who have made their beginning here.™? The editor
may hxve been ahle to congratulate Bemst, for the first job held by Benet
was wvith The Contury Magesine,which also puhblished Si, Nicholap, and to
the latter magasine he sold a mmber of children's stories.

Benet's first poem was published while he was a student at the
Albany, New York, Academy, a preparatory school from which he was grad-
uated in 1904. Although both his father and his grandfather had been
Pointers, Benet says, "on the other hand, both the Benet brothers went
to Yale University.* As William Rose's proclivities wers mot parti-
cularly militaristie, he entered the Sheffield Seientific School at
Yale, "probably &8s a compromise between a military and an arts educa~
tion.*2 It was at Tale that he made several friendships that greatly
influenced the course of his life. AL "Sheff® at the same time was

Henry Seidel Canby, an instructor in English and Benet's proctor.

18y 3¢, Micholas Magasine, XXIX (June, 1902), 761.
nug,, p. 752.
Ounits and Hayeroft, op. oit.s pe 117.

20111y Tante, Living Authors, p. 32.
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Canby writes this of Benet at Iales

I have known and sdmired and loved William Hose
Benet for almost half & century, ever since as a lank
and rather frightened freshman he came t0 live in a
Yale dommitory where I was proctor. His smile won me.
But it was sixteen ysars later, afier he jJoined me in
the founding of the old Literary Review, which became
The Satapday Review of Llterature, that ] learned to
understand the rare quality of his mind.

Because Benet was a Scientific School undergraduate, he was barred
from the editorial board of the Yale ILiterary Magazine; he was, howevery
chairman of the Iale Courant and an editor of the Yale Recoxd. It was
in this latter capacity thai he made another lasting friendship, that
of Hemry Martyn Hoyt, Jr., artist and poet, whom he calls "Gavin Hesel-
tins® in his autobiography. Benet dedicated Great White Wall in 1916
and Moons of Grandemr in 1920 to him. VWhen Elinor Hot Wylie visited her
brother at Yale Benet was introduced to her., Later she became the
second Mrs. Benet. Tn The Dust Which Is God Benet calls her ®*Sylvia.®
He writes:

®This is my siaster Mrs. Ryder."
%1've heard of you.* Her voice was cool and clear
S\ﬂd.nly she lmﬁ and elfin sort of hu@tern‘oooa
"And you write verse.®
20 sort ofe=l--%

®*No He's a real ons Sylvia," said Gavin

Said Baymond ®Gavin has told me a lot about you

He read me gomething of yours rather miraculous

I'm awfully glad to meet.— ¥

, "Hets pleased to have peet you ™
said Gavin nonsensiocally *Well old man

%MM&imm XXIII (May 20, 1950)5 pe 9
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I guess I'm going to England with the family
I111 wvrite and you get writing knock fem deadim

"Thank you for that 'miraculous'” said Sylvia
"I wish it were true!"
They were gone up College Street
and she leaned against Gavin and laughed and they
turned and weved

All rose and dovelike gray and as though a mist
of ailver were around her. . <

Yho is Sylvia
vhat is she that all the gods and delicate deer 23
in a chequer of sun and leaves and a ripple of bells.

Afﬁer his graduation from Yale in 1907 Benet lived with his
family in California, where his father was stationed at the Benicia
Arsenal. From then until 1911 he tried his hand at free lance poetry.
Vhile establishing himself as a writer, he "lived off the family,® as
he put it. The Bookman for October, 1923, threw its "Literary Spote
light" on William Rose Benet in a rollicking unsigned article, in
which it was stated that he was "known to his more or less familiars
as Bill." From the general tone of the article it can be safely as-
sumed that the author was one of Bill's ™more familiars,® particularly
vhen he writess

There was no reason for William Rose Benet in the first
place, Hls family was a military family and it will telce

more than Dr. Freud to figure out why an entire generation

should suddenly turn poets. Bul they did and the result 1is

that Scarsdale, their present home nest, should be likened

to that famous ple wherein the four and twenty blackbirds

caroled so sweetly. It's regrettable that Bill did not go

into the regular army, even for a short while, because there is
in existence a portrait of Our iero in uniform that is joyous

to behold. He looks like the Duke of Wellington the morning
af'ter Waterloo. Such pride and polse betoken anything but a

23pp. 64-65.



voet, Tnstesd of going into the regular army BI1l went to Yales

Hov the influemce of Iale on posta-wbut then this is a matter

for the consideration of Harvard men.

His subsequant career hes besn a series of mild jumps from
position to position, Somotimes they weren't positions, they
vere just jobs.....He once published 2 little magasine of his
own, The Cuiwsers, 2fuch beat moat 1litile megarines by one monthe
It ran two months,

Por & time he lived vith another young Yale graduats wvho had not
yot found his l4terery wings, Sincisir Lewia, the "Larry Harris® of his
autobdogrephy, Their days 2t Carmel were full of fun and frolie and
hard work. mmm&mﬂnmmmmmatd
the leading megazires in this country and some in England.

His correspondence during these years with the editor of The
Lontixy Mosnsiug 1lod to tha offer of a position with that publication,
Bes acospted this job in 1911, FHis first two weeks in New York after
entering the Ceplinxy offices were spent as office boy, addressing en-
velopes, He was scon promoted to the jeb of reeder, vhish position he
held until 1914, vhen he was made assoclate editor of Ihe Ceantury. He

writes of these days in this way:

» The offices
Oof Ihe Fopogh were hushed with a literary past
exinantly enbalmed
dally rejection~latters

*Outside the periphery of our present needs"
were preased in tisswed letter-books that made

the ink turn greoem.

the maruseripts vere entered
in 2 layge ledgericese

Faymond tolled
a8 a reader Treading himself to scmnalense

%Ar711112n Fose Benet,” The Bookmen, LVITI (October, 1923), 135.
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seaking some hidden psarl

He wondered then
even ad he wondered long what the fire of writing
had to do with frodk coats and high @ilk hate
and soclal aspirations, wlth brownstone fronts
and olever chattering women?.....

Once when he Joinad

an author's club and found there eminent men
entrenched in dignity he thought of yaks
and gravely dancing bears The air was stale
and Taneld even with obvious prejudice
bunbling like authority quite polite

and utterly empty

¥hat did it have to do
with bloody sweat and anian
and agony of creation?

During his days as reader his first wvolume of poetry, Merehants
Irom Cathay, was published in 1903. This book was quickly followed by
others, aboub which Louls Untermeyer writess

The publishers could searcely keep up with hls headlong
energys “The Falooner of God,® ¥The Great White Wall,*
and "The Burglar of the Zodlao® all appeared in less
than four years, He was also against preten~
tiousnoss, blgotry, and the brumagpem (sic) of "solemn
asses in political office.® At the same time he began
a qulet campeign for his younger brother, Stephen
Vincent, vhose first volume was to appear a year later.
"I enclose some of his poems, which mother copied. He
is just sixteen. You will see how violently Gallie
they are~-his hero is Napoleon. But I think you'll
also ses that he has ar wmsusl ecommand of rhythm and
thetoric.® And a few months laters %Toutll find
young Stephen heading a herd of poets in the MNew
Republic for August 7. I'm prejudiced, of course, but
I think ¢ ed Man' has mors guts than all the rest
together.

If W1l4am Rose had had someone to help him become established
in the field of letiers, as he helped Stephen, ons wonders what his

510 Dust Wnich Is God, pe 100.
26&1&3&1@@91% OXIII (May 20, 1950}, p. 13.
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writing might have been, thus freed from so much necessary "pot-
boiling®* journalism.

Although cynicism and pessimism filled his mind most of his
life, he writes of his early 1life 2s an suthor in this mannert

But in the time

of his first books 1loving gaiely splendor

ribald whimsical life and sounding phrase

deft craft of writing and the nagical Gream

he wandered through a city where svery color

and noise experigpce end newfound Iriend

were exhilaration.”’

On September 3, 1912, ke had married Teresa Frances Thompson,
sister of Kathleen Thompsor, who later became famous as the novelist
Kathleen Norris. Benel tells in the chapter "Dark Rosaleen® of meeting
Teresa when he and Sinclair Lewis were s5till in California. Dressed
in old clothes, they ha¢ gone to hear Steve Hanton, the labor leader.
After the meeting they fell into conversation with Teresa, or ®Nora
Raftery,® who had also gone to hear Manton because she belleved in what
he was doing for the dock strikers in San Francisco. Benet describes
seeing her in the 1light of the street lamp:

There was laughter in her eyes

dark-lashed and blue there was laughter on the lips

with an Irish curve but the broad and candid WE

under the wide-brimmed hat were grave and still.

He vividly describes meeting Teresa's family, particularly

"Molly,® or Kathleen Norris:

27p, 102.
28p, 79,



Big Molly Raftery n

:’nﬁhkﬁ ‘ﬁb&ew ?;:et;:d n};::om person

thought tbe agnickegtzgt banter and nponsense

and miriery he yet had known.

Teresa was a devout Catholic, whereas Benet was not too firm in
his convictions of Episcopalianism. After he left California for Rew
York, Teresa went to England to join the Carmelite order of numns. His
mother received a letter from "Molly,"™ which he guotes in part:

B,enesl feel that I have lost her

forever She's entering %8 Carmelites
You never see them again.®

When Kathleen Thompson married Charlee G. Norris, the novelist,
they, too, came east. One night they invited their old friend Benmet to
dinner. He learned then that Teresa was returning to the United States
as the Carmelites "asked too much of her belief.® Her decision to re-

nowmce the order brought desperate grief to herself, but joy to her

family snd to Bemet. Upon Teresa's return she and Benet renewed their
friendship snd were merried. To them were born three children Jemes

Walker, Frances Rosemary, and Kathleen Anne. In The Dust Whish Ja God
he refers to them as "Gavin," "Frances,® and %Janet,¥

They bought & house in "Port Adams™ and Benet commuted to New
York. From these daily rides he received inspiration for *Grand
Central Types,® which appeared in Capbpry in May, 1916. These six
humorous verses were written in conjunction with ¥W. R, Burlingame
and were illustrated with comic line drewings by Charles Hurad. This

3. &4,
3. &4,



is the only cbserwed instanse that the author's name was printed as
"¥. R. Banet.” The atansa on "The Commubter® is typileal of these verses
written in the lighter veim:

Observe the daily hot pursuit

Of him who wentures o eommmute.

Ien't £t fun? It keeps him well,

This five-sixteen to New Bochelle.

He would not practice othervwise
Such anbe-prandlal exeraise,

mscamit. I,foromaaﬁvm
eayy of hiz five-aixteen,

Puring the first tie yeorxs of their marriage Donet sssisted his
vife in the trasslstion from the French of Psul Caludel's Tho Famhk I
Ee This translation wes published inm 1914

Although Teresa was bitterly opposed to war, vhen Benet deeided
to snlist in the firet Vorld Ver, she conssuted to his vishes and ook
the ehildren to 1ive with his fandly, wvho at that time were stationed
in Georgla.

His avonyaous {riend of Ths Boqigeg seid: *He helped win the
wer, He dossn't talk sbout 18,557 Domet himself in Twemtisth Cortiry
Authorg merely sayst ®He wes once a shaveleil in the Afir Service and
& KWl (which moaus non-flying). That was in the last war.*> He re-
esived his training at Kelly Fleld, Taxas, ani at Columbus, Ohic. He
was commissioned as Segond Lieutenant in the Air Corps Felwuary 29, 1918,
and served as ground officer in Port Worth, Texcs, smd later :in Washingtom,

”mmvmm CIT (Mey, 1926), 157.
3%va Bockean, LVITX (October, 1523), 136.
”K\mitz apd Haymf‘t, 20 Sites P 117,



labored with this advertising agency striving mightily
to inooculate its callous ad men with a more assthetie
f»nngforthdreauing Alas, it was no go. He
cast his eyes elsevhere. anggly encugh they landed
pop upon Jhe m_s.m

But the name of this advertising agency has not besn *kept secret
forevermore,® for it was the Corman Advertising Sorvice ol Wew York City.
Frorn Jarmary until July of 1919 Benst waa connscifed with this firm.
Several of the slogeus originated by him during this time are said to
be still in wa.36 Benet writes ol these experiencec in his chapter

called *Sloganeering:®

The atmosphere of the agency was brisk
Raymond in his cublcle set to work
to evelve slogans first for a talcum powder
in ites tin container on the deck hefore him
WVhat will the peopls buy? He found a new
domain of wordsceess
Egthusiasm

wag whet you needed—-for a talcum powder
for a varnish for a tire with special itroadesese

in any case
porder on the importance of the product
pump up enthuslasm till the glow
of imagination kindleg till inverilon
suggests a piocture or a lins of talk
thet smeres attention in few but artful words
snveigles housewife hypnotizes hubby
or by some method makes the gererszl publie
yearn for but tg;s particular type and atyle
axong the many.

Before he could save enough money tc bring his wife and childrem
back to New York, Teresa died at his pareni's home on January 26, 1919,
Benet states briefly in Twepkieth Captury Authersy ®The first Mrs, Benet

men, LVIIT (Cctober, 1523), 136.
36mny Tante, gR. Shbes Pe 3
37mme Dust ¥nieh Ie God, p. 182.
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died in the post~war influenza epidemic, vhich so shadowed the Esst.nS
But in The Dust Which Is God he writes fully of his grief at her death,
and how in the middle of the night a few days before he received the tel-
egram telling of her serious illness he composed a poem vhich seemed to
him to be a premonition of some foreboding ill, for he thought:

he had been away
on a dark hill in a desperate search for God

groping thrgagh darkness holding a colloquy
with death. :

Shortly after Teresats death, in March of the same year, he published
a memorial volume to her which he called Perpetual Licht.

In the sumer of 1919 Benet became assistant editor of The
Nation's Business. Ilis aforementioned anonymous blographer writes:

The Nation's Business is conducted by the Chamber of Cammerce
of Washington, D. C., and its purpose is——well, the nationt's
business. I suppose that the editor mistook Bill for z mer-
chant, and so.he is; but not that kind of merchant that The
Nation's Businesg would be especially interested in. Bill

is a merchant from Cathay. He swaps unicorns and sells
patehes from the sunset to anybody that requires them. This
being so (and the place being the United States of America),
Bill went to work on The Nstion's Business and wrote lengthily
about the coal situation. It was from that dark and forbidding
labor that Christopher Morley (looking for kinsprit, possibly)
rescued Our Hero, brushed the coal dust out of his hair, took
nis mind off the nation's buisness and incontinently ran him
back into the literary game.

Benet was with this publication until 1920, in vhich year his Moons
of Grandeur was published. This book was dedicated to his friend from

38Kun:l’c.zs and Hayeroft, op. eit., p. 117.
40mve Bookman, LVITI (October, 1923), 134.
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Yale, Henry Martyn Hoyt, Jr., who had committed suicide. His friend's
tragedy and death were keenly felt by Benet, who not only dedicated this
volume of poetry to his "Gavin" but helped edit Hoyt's poems and ex—
hibit his paintings. '

Christopher Morley, who "rescued" Benet from the cénservative
magezine of the United States Chamber of Commerce, had met B;mt vwhen
he was connected with The Century Magazine. Benet describes the be-
ginning of their rare and life-long friendship in these words:

He loved the bookstores
on Vesey Street and Ann along Fourth Avenue
and some uptown He haunted o0ld Brentano's
near Madison Square
and there one day he found
a stout young man with a large quizzical face
who thrust out a strong and flexible-fingered hand
saying "Excuse me but God bless my soull
Aren't you Fernandez who wrote about the pigeons
and the old fellows who feeds them in Madigon Square—
'but 1t was rude and crude when the swift present burst
on his beatitude!?
My name's Darlington Tracy"
He had a brief case
scuffed and bulging, he had a battered hat
cocked over one ear he had an irresistible
air of could it be impecunious affluence?
The affluence was of the mind
' He fingered books
as though he loved the feel of them the smell of them
the type and binding even the very stitching
and could eat them alive
and Raymond was to find
in future years the fount of glorlious nonsense
that welled in Tracy a perennial spring
against disaster and defeat the gusto
with which he slipped his arm about the Muse
and clutched her to him for a spontaneous buss
and whirled her into a jig the bubbling laughter
the cheery guffaw the sudden seizure of am
to point some ciarious street sign or even
the halloo of "Good 01d Raymondi" these to be
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the paprika of existence terrible puns
ingenious poems and Jugglery with wordsS...

Morley's securing for Benet the position of assoclate editor of

the Literary Beview of the New Tork Evening Post in 1920 might be con-
sidered the turning point of Benet's life, for out of the Literary

Review frew The Ssturday Review of Literature, which Benet helped to
found and with vhich he was associgted until his death. DBenet refers

to the Literary Review as "a sort of book supplement on the Despateh,"
with vhich they hoped to give 1t Mliterary walue." 42

At the time Benet Joined the "Despatch™e writes of Morley,
who was then a columnist on that paper:

‘sprawled beneath a rolltop rapidly writing
legerdebrain in shirtsleeves -with a pipe
hooked in his mouth  like some benevolent carp
played the supramundzge on a line
of threadlike amoke.

Christopher Morley writes of these days in his "Ballade of
William Rose Benet." In his letter to Miss Loveman referred to above,

Mr. Morley observes:

In three days of very sorrowful thinking I have
come to the conclusion that what Bill would like
(better than anything formalized or black-edged under
the pressure of sadness) would be (enclosed) "The
Ballade of WRB," which was written in 1947 with no purpose
but to amuse him, which it did. I think, even in this
shock of grief, I remember best that through some 35
years we always amused each other, in affecticnate
fundamental respect but nelther on ylelding ever

“py. 103-102.
42p, 225.
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an inch of owr opinions. Maybe the test of a really
great poet is that he never is comfortable when treated
en grand poete. At any rate in our long game of temnis-
singles-—a game Bill hugely loved in the older days—
vamnrputthegranwczztonpootry, or even the ¢ir-
cuaflex; always the asute.

This ballad, quoted below, was published in the memorial issue
to William Rose Benst of The Saturday Review of Literatyrs and seems to
express clearly Bemst's philosophy of writing poetry. Morley prefaced
the poer with this notes

This was written for W. R. B, in 19%7. In some thirty-
five years of mutual ricochet this was a mmall but loving
pellet. He thought (and quite right) it was toc persomal to
include in a pamphlet of verses (Poetry Paokage) we puhlished
Jointly a few months ago, But I think, today, he would prefer
thintowmﬁomlmationofpﬁnandlhoet. Fo really
fine poet was ever more modest,—C.M,43

BALLADE OF WILLIAM ROSE BENET
By Christopher Morley

Sometimes, enthusiastic fool,
I spent an elegaie day
In winding on a rhyming spool
An intimate auto-da-fe.
Then showed 1t to 61d Bill Benet
And moansd, How few will mark my wit-—
So what, old merrythought,would say:
You Had the Fug of Writing Ii.

014 comrade of a stricter school
The hour is late, and hell to pay
Since in the Woolworth swimming pool#*
We sloshed and frolicked and made spray.
New endocrines the boys obey,
But ours was also Holy Writ—
Mehitabels and toujours gal

¥e Had the Fun of Writing It.

Abme Saturday Review of Literature, XXXIII (Msy 20, 1950), 10.
451rd., p. 1.



But You, as oritiec Yea-or-Hay

Could alvays leave my weasand slit:
You said, old Friar of Orders Gray,

Jou Had the Fun of ¥riidng It.

Envay

Okay! In Charon's vestibule
Exchangs our double-breasted twit:
¥or even vhen we slipped the tool

¥eo Had $he B of ¥ritdnz It.

#The swimming pool, nmatatoriwm in the basement of
Woolworth Building, favorite relaxing place of W. R, B.
friends vhen they wvorked 1520-24, in the office of the
Bvening Post. In hot weather they always went there
instead of lunch. In cold weather they went to
store, on Amn Street, and s0ld enough reylew 88 to
meal, They were quite young in those days,
the world, not even Fleset Street, ever roared wi
cant laughter, That i3 vhat I best remember. Bill, how dif-
farent from most young sacodaemon poets, really loved peopls
and persons, Love to him, forever and always.—(.M.

A fellow-writer on the Llierarv Baviey was his former proctor at
Yale University, Dr. Henry Seidsl Canby. In his sutoblography Benet pays
the following tribute to Dr. Canby, whom he ealls "Danby Slidells®

He joked Danby Slidell
editor of the Book Review a emall
slight man with domelike forshead and lower 1lip
inclined to pout =& professorial habit
that atill persisted in his eodifying
remarks under (a) and (b) a candid nmature
& mind alive and liberal his deak
a noble rat's pest and the hand he wrote
a8 secretarial heedache he posseesed
the ability to wring from noted wrilers
eriticisms of books at honoraria
modest perforce he was an honest man

z&tw a sturdy friend

#
gzgggﬁaﬁ
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Dr. Canby writes of their early days on the Literary Review, sixteen
years after he first knew Benel at Yales

esessaftor he joined me in the founding of the old Literary
RBeview, which became The Saturday Review of Literature, I learned
to understand the rare quality of his mind. Those were merry
days of hard work and enthusiasm, and an optimism that is now
only historicel., Bill could de¢ anmything-—write poetry, write
editorials, write criticism, and put his heart and his already
mellow style into everything he wrote. He had come to New York
as & youth with only courage and a love of literature to back
him, and walking into the office of The Centyry, then our lead-
ing literary magazine, had told Richard Watson (ilder, that
kindly patron of all yowng poets, that he had eome for a job
and would stay until he got one, any job. Ve were lucky to
inherit him. And like a young and vigorous birch transplanted
from the fields into nesw earth, he leafed into abundance. Humor
salted the sap of his native romance and for a while he eon-
ducted what I still think wss the wisest and wittiest and most
graceful column in New York. Then he took all poetry in his
care and not only wrote but nourished the gift in others. In
this respect he was one of that group oi radiant minds who have
sweetensd the atmosphere of 1literature.*’

The other member of the staff of the Litersry Reviey was Amy Love-

man, referred to in IThe Pust ¥hich Is God:

Acquiline Mary Wellman
as his assistant one woman in a thounsand
was the mainstay of the Book Review all consclence
and devotion to duty and in spite of this
a spirited human being wholly genmerous
wholly unselfish loyal to the bone
but with the feminine prerogative
of an ocoaslonzl unexpected fixity
of opposition then it was Slidell
rambled the floor with hands thrust deep in poockets
amicably arguing, provoked {0 laughter
while the sphinx sat firm on her original premise
or principle and unoffoﬁingly challenged
wild horses to budge her,

ATrne Seturday Revie of Litersture, YXXITI (May 20, 1950), 9.
4%n.0 Dust Muich Is God, p. 235.



Miss Ioveman, in turn, has written sympathetieally of Benet in the
eulogy "Gallant Spirit,™? and in the blograrhical plece about Benet for
The Grulier Encvolopedis. She describes his poetry 28 being *motable for
its wnion of technioal skill with freshness of epithet and rich imagina-
tive range.*°

These ezrly exciting days on the Litarary Review, the begimning
of vhat wvas to be a long and swocessful caresr of volwainous and divere
sified writing, he desseribes in these lines:

quell filehed all the city’s secrets

and sang like Saadi vhen the sun and moon
~ sower's seeds into his brain

'ﬁzmqvﬁﬁmdtoﬁohomwuim

gesming his column.”™

Benst's wnknown bdographer, after recounting hov Morley *ran®
Benet "back into the literary geme,” contimuss: *To show how callous
he vas Rl1l {mmediately wrote a2 novel., PFPeople thereupon desided that
homanry@odpoetindud.*sz Parheps Benst did4, too, for this
novel, The Firat Person Sinmilar, published in 1922, was his only ven-

ture into the field of movel writing. Most of this book was written

“%t. supra, pe Lo

e Grolder Envalonedia, I, L.

Moo, 235-236.

52p » Bockan, LVITY (October, 1923), 138.
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in the garage of the family house in Scarsdale, New York, where Benet and
his three children were living with his parents. He owed his father four
hundred dollars and agreed to hzve the house repapered in payment of this
loan. This redecorating ceme to four hundred dollars and he seeured the

needed amount in advance royalties; then he proceeded to write Ihe Firat
Rergon Sinzulax.

Benst was thirty-five years old when he began his association with
the Ijterary Review and entered into that phase of his 1ife which was to
place him at the forefront of Amorican poets and men of letters. Louls
Untermeysr deseribes him as "tall, lean, with a curiously hesitant step,
a low and almost dsprocating voice, his face contimmally wrinkling with
warmth and pleame.’” Aceompanying the Bopkman article is a ®Caricature
by William Gropper,® a charscal sketeh whieh portrays Benet as extremely
lanky, of almoat akeletal proportions, with a serious face over which
strayed wisps of hair., He is standing behind a speaker's table with the
ever-pregent cigarette in his hand. Tan'e describes Benet in these wordss
"iis voice 1s soft and his manner is graeious, buit he gives the impression
of having definite opiniom and an independent point of view,"> His
anonymous blographer writes of Benet's wvoices

And he yill read his own work, For instance, when he

starts his falcon on its well«known *flying" ons

gathers from Billt*s wvoice that it 4s taking off as an

old-fashioned aeroplane or a glider does, It must have

a long run first. Hhenﬁglmads a poem it sounds
1like & Druid incantation.

5318 quoted in Kunitz and Rayoroft, op. gltss pe 117.
S4pt11y tamte, gp. gite, P 33.
55The Bookman, LVITI (October, 1923), 135,



In the same account the following graphic description of Benst at
this period of his life is givems

At this point.sss.it may be apropos to inject a few
personalia, Bill is long and lean and lissom with spidery
legBeses.He never loses his temper except when & stranger puts
his hat on. He likas spaghettl., He is anti~Prohibitionist.

He is assidwous in doing things for people.s...He 13 brown and
swooth-faced and guileless. One has to lock twice before dis-
covering his eyebrows. His eyes are smsll, His nose locks as
though 1t had been gently pushed by scmebody and had not sprung
back into shape. He takes his cocat off when he works.....He is
good company begause, unlike most modern poets, he is always
willing to listen. He has his faulis, ico. He 1s sggravatingly
patient, He i3 altogether too equanimous. In a brown sult he
locks like a Venezuola? blood, a rekish South American, who still
goe3 to Sunday School, 6

Benet's love of drawing 18 referred tc as resembling Vachel Lindsay's
and as artistic creations sometimes marvelous to behold. He would draw
a pleture for anybody who would ask him, Millet says Benet possessed ¥a
love not only of poetry but of painting as well.® Of thias love for draw-
ing Benet himself writes:

This writer has also amused himself with a slight gift for
eccentric draughtmanship and once produced a series of fantastie
animals painted upgn the cardboards which accompanied men's shirts
from the laundry.

This was the Benmet of the early ninsteen-twenties, that era of
Jazs and sophistication and speskeasies and gangsters. It was at this
time thsat another of "the beautiful and talented women® who played such
tremendous parts in his life came to the fore-~the "Sylvia® of The Dust
¥hich Is God, Elinor Hoyt Wylie, who is one of the outstanding poetesses

of this century. In the foreword to this book Benet sayst "The char-

Sm_, P 1360

5Tkunttz and Hayceroft, op. eit., p. 117,



acter of Sylvia is obviously modelled upon the late Elinor Wrlie,
but the circumstances of Sylvia's life are her own and the invention of
the author; at times a failnt approximation to the 1ife of the original.”
Whether based on actual fact or not, the story of Elinor Wylie is feel-
ingly and generously presented in his autobiography. After her divorce
from her see¢ond husband she and Benet were married on October 5, 1923,
Benet's children, who had bszen living with his parents end his
sister, came to live with them in their New York apartment. The children
had been srending their vac~tions at the Norris ranch in the Santx Clara
Valley in California. Both Kathleen and Charles G. Norris had been pro-
ducing one best-selling novel after another. Benet glves the following
vivid picture of their success:

The aflfluence of the Grosvenors was scmething
Raymond remembered as having its foundation
in a faroff Autumn ere his marriage

when pyramids of books behind plate-glass
were fame and holiday Christmascounter sales
and advertising and best-seller lists

feztured the Wappy new American classic

"The Home®™ by Molly Grosvenor

Now for the coming sumer
in Aunt and Uncle's notable retimue
Raymond's children were bound for California
to the gstancia up among the foothills
of the Santa Clara Valley At Grand Central
Molly standing within a sort of island
of luggage swirled about hv friends and porters——
smartly tailored and major-generalish
and looking a little like a beleaguered eagle
cried "Raymond desr Goodbye! 1I'll take good care
of the Threel" who most meticulously dressed
delighted and bewlldered with round faces
hugged him and kissed and oried goodbyes to "Granny"
and "dear Aungt Lou and were herdédt through the gate
in the crowding throfg of literary friends
and fashionable people with messages
and queries answers sScraps of coversation



gtill like drifting confetti vhirled in air

to the echoes of last calls and frantic shouts

and a persistent image upon his eyes

of his brother-in-law's sartorial display

who saw parch'd Abyssinia rouse and sing

to sllver cymbals meaning every red-eap

and Porter Great 801‘ breathless cupds « «

on spleenful unicorni

From such a life of luxury with the Norrises ths children cames to
live with the newly-married couple who were trying to "keep off the Morris
Plan,® Elinor Wylie Benst bought a house in the suburbs for them, but
with her arduous writing and her failing health she found ®the care amd
feeding of children harder than the care and feeding of characters in
fiction.® Her hands were "no good at all as human housachold hands.®
It was deoided, therefore, that the children should go to the Palo Alto
home of the Norris's, who had always wanted Teresa'’s children. Here the
children iived until they finished their respsciive sollege coursss and
embarked upon csresrs of their own.

Elinor Wylie went abroad and tock up residence in England, Benet
felt he could not afford to live abread, alihough he made ocecasiomal trips
to see her. She returned to America vhen her genius and popularity were
at thelr peak, Scon after her return she disd suddenly in their spart—
ment in New York in 1928. At the time of her death she was generally re-~
garded as the finest contemporary woman poet in America. In 1932 Benst
vrote the introduction for Collgcted Poemg of Elinmor ¥Wyliesin 1934 he

published the Proge apd Poetry of Elinor Wylle which book was the basis
for his Annie Talbot Cole lectures at Wheaton College; and in 1943 he

58p, 228,



vwrote the foreword for Last Poemg of Elluor Wylle.
During the years between 1924 and 1929 Benet was associate

editor of The 8aturday Review of Literaluyre, which made its first sppear-
ance with the issue of August 2, 1924. During these years he also pub-
1ished The Fivine Xinz of Kurio, a story for children, in 19263 ¥ild Goge
1inge, o Collection of Musitive Pleces, in 19273 and Map Posgessed, also
in 1927.

From 1929 mmtil 1930 he was also editor of a2 publishing firm,
Brewer end Werren, Inc,

During these years he begen work on the first of his several
anthologies. In 1930 Tweptieth Ceptwry Poetry, compiled jJointly with
John Drinkwater and Henry Seidel Canby, was published. In 1932 Rip Tide,
& Novel, in Versge, appearedy in 1933 came Starrv Harpepss in 1933 Fifly
Poets, an Auto-Antholozy was also published; in 1936 letters from Robert
and Blizabsth Browning hitherte unpublished were printed under the titls

From ¥impolo Streeb; in 1938 the Oxford Anthologv of Enelish and American
Yorse, the work of Benst and Norman Holmes Pearson, wag published, also

Poems for Modern Youth, edited with Adolph G41l4s, appeareds and in 1939

his play Day's End wss presentsd in Charleston, South Carolina.

Benet continued his work as contributing editor on The Saturday
Review.of Literatape. During 1936 and 1937 he also went on lectwre and
reading bours, of which he writes:

‘I have recently taken up lecturing or talking rather on Ameriecan

pretry throughout the country and reading some of my own work aloud.®

59
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In The Buyat Which Ia God he writes of his first lectwre tours

Rxymond in Chicago at the Palmer House

the end of March saw by the morming vepers

Darlington Traey in town and tracked him to

& bookstore and thai evenling with a Iriend

from a large publishing house they dined and danced

with ladies of the evening Raymond made

his Evanaston lecture on the fateful morrow

with a blurred memory of the famous man

reciting Whitman during the light fantastie. . .

and comradely and gay white-eollar girls. . .

gpoke at two-thirty left at eleven~thirty

by sleeper for Des Moines. . .lectured Des Moines

next afternocon. . .left at four fifty-fomr

and vis Kansas City fled to Tulsa

on the Frisco lines., . <At Oklahoma City

end Tulsa all among the startling derricks

poured oll of poetry and so in April

catehing a famous play's road-company

and hotel-daneing with ean understudy

ended his lecture trip in that Emporia

of a grest Western editor He cleared

some seven hundred dollsrs—for a month

of time~table acrobetics sleight of words

and memories of women's elubs and forums

and eolleges and arrivals end departures

and introduetions, and hotels asszortsd

and down in Texas a cat that walked the PO
So he returned to Town exhausted.

Ksnneth Rockwell recalls Benet!s lecturs at the University of
Kansas, where he had been asked to entertain the lecturer because the
professar who should have made arrangements had forgotien to do so.
8ince he was a eonstant reader of Benst's popular ¥*The Phoenix Nest,®
Rockwell was delighted with this assigmuent, of which he writes:

I cut classes, met William Toss and took him to the house,

Imegine the alarm both of us experienced when he discovered that

he was losing his voice on the day when he had to lecture. I
proaptly put the man to bed and started plying him with hot toddies,

p. 489,
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for even in dry Kansas the son of a Presbyterian family kept a
wee drop for medicinal purposes.

The recipient of those wee drops soon exhausted the medicine—
that was long before I knew of the poetls ability to amnihilate
any liquid with alcohel in it. 3But the voice did begin to return.

Margaret Lymn, author of A Stepdaughter of the Preirie, a
‘baok that should be republished, was giving a lunch for Benet.
They had known each other at MacDowell Coleny. The poet attended,
but he said little~he was too groggy. Mlss Lynn talked to me
later; she couldn't understand why her guest of honor was so
quiet. I knew, but I didn't tell her.

Amyway, William Rose Benet was able to leciure that afterw
noon, and lecture well to a 6§roup of enraptured listeners made
up of faculty and students.

Mr, Roclorell writes further of his pleasure in teiking with Mr,
Benet vhen they were back in his apariment and Benet discovered Nancy
Hoyt's blography of her sister, Elinor Wylie. Rockwell asked Benet why
he had never written about Mrs, Wylie, since he knew her better than
anyone, and loved her more. Benet re;lied, "I tried once. But I was
too close to her. The attempt was a failure: I shall never try again,"

In writing of himself Benet said: "Above &ll, he thinks trying
to write poetry the best kind of life in the world—not trying to tell
people about it, which he has alsc tried (as instructor at Mills College,
Oakland, California, 1936)"62 In the chapter "Fist-full of Laurel,"
in the Dust ¥hich Is God, he writes of his teaching:

The summer saw Raymond teaching in California

erossing the Oakland Bridge to San Francisco

to catch the local south to Sunnyvale

for a ranch weekend 6 through the week conductixig
a course in writing. 3

&Kemeth ROCkwell, QOB Q_Lb.c’ Pe Te
6‘zxun:l.{;z and Haycroft, ope cit., pe 117.
63p, 498.
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Coluabia University,

Tt was during this desade of the thirties that his third marrisge
took place, to Lora Baxter, the beautiful amd popular setress who was
currently starring in = Broadvay production, Philip Barry's The Animal
Kingdom. Benet had first ret Miss Baxter, according to his ehapter
*Curtains Rise® in hia zutoblography, when ghe was the child star,
®leila Bancroft," in Sinclair Lewis's first pley before World War I.

At a party after the premiere he remembers the child as saying to himy

an ectress isn't any age _at all
unlesg she wants to be.°5

After the death of his gecond wife in 1928 and the financial crash
in 1929, Benst became more than ever an habitue of his ¥ornate bars,®
and vwrites of himself dwring this timet

and Reymond greeted another year come new
with steedy drinking =nd daylight work to de

It seamed too strange! Cne evening as his sixth
Tom Collins stood before him on the bar

the thought——elike the familiar full-blown rosee
had bloomed inside his brein The funny thing
wag that next morning it wss just as bright

and the-day-after-that secemed quite as good

and pinned him down to write it and a week-end
veg spsnt in his apartment &ll alone ‘
telsphone off the hook and buzzer scorned
scrovled crumpled paper sverywhere and stubs

of countless cigerettes %g every dish

that lay about the room.

Syoomts axd Clark, Modern Bugllsh Besdings, pe xacvi.
Smo Dust ¥hich Is Gody r. LS.
%y, 3.



The play thus oreated was soon in produetion, asscording to his
recounting, and when the cast wes selected, the star vas nons other than
the actress he had known when shie wes & child of tvwelve, Iora Baxter was
twenty-gix at the time of thelr marriege and had alrsady starred in a
number of Broadway plays, such as The Ureat Gatshy, The Love Ohlld, and
Bhe Haunted Houge. In 1931 she was on tour as Nina in Sirange Interlude.
He writes of her as an actress:

This later Leila seemed

atill in a way that child though now en actreas

smart and alert with quite a string of leads

She had ?luze: W Travers in "Thought Trensference®

a geason's hit.,

She was also co—author with Ralph Murphy of a mystery play, Hlask
Towpy, vhich emded its Droadwsy run the Saturday night before her mearriage.

The New York Iimes of Marech 14, 1932,68 carried an announcement
of the engegement of Miss Baxter end Mr, Benet, with the wedding to take
place the next dey st three o'clock in the afternoon at the Chureh of
the Trensfigwration, with the Reverend D, Randolph Fay, rector, offieci-
ating, Bubl two dayw later the same paper reported that the famous poet
and the famous aciress were married in a simple ceremony at Benstis
apartment at 302 West Twelfth Sireet, by the Feverend Pr. J. Valdemar
Moldenhawer, of the First Presbyterian Chursh, in the presence of s few
relatives and intimate friends of the couple. The bride's sismter Dorothy

and the poet's brother Stephen were the scle saitendants. After the eere

. 414,
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P. C. He was howrably discharged in December, 1918,

After the war Benet returned to ¥ew Tork, The old organisation
of The Centauy Magazine had been changed, and he hed to start over again
at the bottom. After & {ime he secured a Job with an adverhising agensy.
He writes of these difficult days in this mammerz

He took a room

in a small boarding house and set to work
fimly snd yet rejoicingly to write
for himself and Nora -

Life holds ironies
that never end The memory of that roem
for nany y'ﬂm‘.qroo’a

here were 50 many stories
Raymond thought for the borm teller of tales
Somehow he ecould not selze them he was shy
at to.l.king to thess peopl..oon

He cursed hLimgelf
for a failure walked the streets and for the first time

found

vhat it is to walk the strsets with feer in your heart
for the future Then an advertising fﬁend
gave him some letters to agencies, .

In the Mographieal sketch in The Bockmap Berst's experiencss
with the sdvertising agency are described in this mannexrt

First, there was an advertising agencys Its
name shall be kept mecret forevermore, bubl certain
feata pervetrated by Bill while attac:hed to that
mercenary undertaking must be set dowm. It 1w quite
pogsible thet the majority of virile young men whe
reed these lines will have no occasion especially to
note the adveriisements oi Nemnen's Talcum Powder,
But for those people who have, a gentle prodding of
the mind may recall to them & catch line reading
*the petal texturs of haby's skin,® THAT was crsated
by Willism Rose Benst. THAT iz one of his most
famous lines. And then there was that chaming ag-
sertion vhich sccompanies the advertisements of Murphy's
Varnish, "Your house under glass.* For six months Bill

3hpy, Y7178,



mony Stephen gave a reception for them at his home, 220 East Sixty-ninth
Street. Perhaps the change in wedding plans wes due to the fact that
a former marriage of Miss Bexter's had been anmulled im 1923, an action
which could not be sanctioned by the church of their firrct cholee.
Benet deseribed thelr wedding thus:

They were married on a blustery

day in mid<March with many friends attending

in his apartment his Mother and Louisa

his brother ard Judith and that very night

sitting far back in the orechestrs he wateched

Leila in hiz melodrama *Come Seven!®

30h you Sevenl® breathed Raymord for somehow

the show was holding on. "It isn't neerly

what Leila rates It isn't one-two~three

with whet I'd wish for her IY¥1) write amother

By Golly—-that'll be somethingl!" But meanwhile

1t fed thelr dream amd betiter atill their es

while 1life spun like a bubble and s bauhle, . .

Under the wressure of his writing and her absorption in her aeting,
however, to say nothing of the twenly years differsnce in their ages, their
bubble eventually burst. They were divoreed in 1937. His ivherent kinde
nesg is refleoted in his remarks about this third marriage in hia self-
potrait: PA third time in 1932 he married Lora Baxter, well known in the
theatre, They were amleably divorced and Miss Boxter has married agnin."m

Mr. Ben Ray Radman, author and critic, writest

To his third wife he came nlmost as a walking dead man. Yet she,

lively realiat and gisimblo woman, eould give him vhat he
naaded &t the time,.

Just before their divorce Lora Baxter went on tour, and Benst went
to the MacDowell Colony in Fow fampshire to wrlte, It was here that he

-

6%.‘ L’¢-37"i
Txunits and Hayeroft, op. giks» ps 117.
Thme Saburday Beview of Eiterature, XXIV (Sovember 15, 1941), pe 6.
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met "™arcia,®” Marjorie Flack, vwho was to become in 1941 the fourth Mrs.
Benet. At the time of their meeting she was writing and illustrating
children's stories. During this summer Benet dined with her several
times and met her {riends "The Barkers," in whose Florida home he recup-
erated from his serious illness a few days later.

In 1938 Benet was a judge in The Witter Bymmer Poetry Contest.
The other judges were Witter Bynner, poet and founder, and chairman of
the commitiee; Genevieve Taggard, poet and blographer, and faculty mem-
ber of the Sarah Lawrence College; Alfred Kreymborg, poet, playwright,
and author; and Ben Delitt, poet, and member of the faculty of Benning=
tion College. A plcture of Benet at this time shows a man in his
fifties, baldish, vith a slight double chin, and tie askew. 2

Benet's children, having grown up in California, had taken a trip
around the world with the Norrises. Each of the three had gone to col-
lege. His son, James Walker II, after his graduation from Leland Stan-
ford, took a position in New York "with an independent journal of opinion.®
He left that job to join the Loyalist forces in the war in Spain. Frances
Rosemary married Richard S. Dawson, and of their wedding Benet writess:

-France was married in California

to her young painter Raymond flew in August

to the wedding in Santa Clara Brilliantsun

The little dusty Roman Catholic Church

of the Holy Name the brideamaids all in white

The big reception of relatives and friends

on the Ranch lawn and Frances as a bride

a vision to her father 0Oh so strangely

recalling another! But novhere in the throng

the wiry strength of Gavin

By great luck
a letter came! Before he Journeyed East

7230holagtic, XXXII (May 7, 1938), 53.



visiting once again the House of Zeus

above Los Gatos in the patic

he read its contents to his elder friend

and like their wine drank in their understanding
and kindred pride.’3

The "Zeus" mentioned above Benet identified in his foreword:
*The death of the noble poet, Charles Ersiine Scott Wood, in January 1944,
removed from this world the 'Zeus' of pp. 406-409." This patron of poetxy,
as well as ®noble poet,® and his wife, who was also a poet, had been of
great help and inspiration to Benet. Benst included both of them in his

Eifiy Poets.
Vhen James Walker was diacﬁarged from the Spanish army, he returned

to America and resumed his writing career. Benet mentions his marriage
in these worda:

Gavin and the gray-eyed girl, wvhose name
was Anne were married a fine and loyal girl
from Califormia _ with work upon the stage——
couragaandvit.'"‘

His younger daughter Kathleen Anne married (ecrge B. Fry, and of
her wedding Benet writes:

And in July another California

wedding Janet's this time Fren was aiready
at the geptancia with her. . . Raymond drove
from Chicago with his son-in-law. . .and Gavin
(back at his job upon the magasine)

with Anne flew to the Coast (tickets supplied
by a fond uncle)

Fran's bahy would be born
sometime in August or perhaps September
everyons thought a family jest of course:
suppose the baby came before the
and ¥stole the show® away from Janet's marriage?

73pp. 505-506.
Thp, 516,
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In the small peaceful church the simple wedding
went perfectly Iis blonde and youngest child
miraculous—Raymond thought Festivities
vhirled through the evening and the married couple
escaped in showers of rice. « «

and Raymond soon
back in New York,7§gain was hard at work
upon a textbook.

In 1942 Benet wrote that "his older daughter recently mede him a
grandfather. n76 Today both his daughters and their familjes are living
in California. !His son lives in San Francisco where he is connected with
the San Francisco Chronicle, ard is also pursuing the eareer of novelist,

The textbook referred to in the preceeding quotation wae The

Oxford Anthology of American Litersture published in 1938 which Benet com-

plled with Norman Holmes Pearson.

The following winter a serious illness *made an abstimient of an
inveterate cigarsiie smoker and cramped his style of drinking and spend-
ing evenings at ornate bars.®’! In his The Dyst Which Is God he writes:

One evening in the cold
Raymond was walking home alone from Broadway
against the wind when in his arms a pain
grevw real and gnaw;}gg T guess I must be
getting neuritis.”

But it was more serious than that for at the insistence of his brother
he entered a hospital, where he was confined for months. He writes
thus of his hospitalizationt

drewn and wan
next morning--he rang up Peter Hie brother urged
a certain doctor at the uptown Centre
vhom Raymond went to see--the upshot being
that he was gquickly lylng very flat
on a high hospital bed in & private room

Topp. s21-522.

76Kunitz and Hayeroft, gp. cit., p. 117.
Wlbj.i-
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and for a month so lay during another

achieved a gradual elevation--during

part of a third allowed to 51’11;9 again

and learn to walk agaln, . .7

Marjorie Flack, who had returned from New Orleans, on learning
of his illness, came to see him, asking "Why didn't you let us Imow®™ to
vhich he respondsd:

I was just going to—it came mo quickly

It's nothing terrible—it's heart—but merely

the Xind that lota of men my age acquire—-

coronary occulsion They've got me flat

and they asgurs me that if I am good

and never smoke anbt%ar cigerette

I'11 mske the grade.

Make the grede he did, for he lived for eleven years during which
he produced some of his greatest works. When Benet was able to leave the
hoaspital, he went to St. Angustine with Marjorie Flack and "The Barkers.®
From Florids he returned to his beloved New Hampshire for the swmmer.
Here he received word of his mother's death. As soon as he was shle tc
write again he contimied his autobiography so often quoted in this account.
In his sketch for Twentieth-Centwry Authorg he says: ®He is at work at
present upon & long semi-autoblographicel poem, having recently completed
a rhymed narrative for children znd a hook in rhyme celebrating the chief
flights of internztional aviation."&' The two books referred to are
Adolphug; or The Adopted Dolphip, published in 1941 and written in con-

Junction with Marjorie Flack, who also did the fllustrations, and Wit

¥ings ap Eagles, which appeared in 1940.

Ipp. 529-530.
85, s30.
&

Kunitz and Haycroft, op. eit., p. 117.
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In addition to these two books there were published during the
last decade of Benet's life The Dust Which Is God, 1941; a collection
of Mother Goose rhymes, 1943; the contribubtion of a collectlon of war
poems to McClure's new edition of Stag's Hornbook, 1944; Day of Deliver-
ance, also 1n 1944; Poens for American Youth, 1945; Anthology of Familisr
English and American Poetry, in collaboration with Conrad Potter Aiken,
1945; Great Poems of the English Lasnguage, jointly with WVallace Alvin
Briggs, 19453 Poetxry of Freedom, in conjunction with Norman Cousins,
also in 1945; The Stairway of Surprise, 1947; Iimothy's Angels, a book
for children, 1llustrated by his wife, 1947; the invaluable The Reader's
Encyclopedia, 1948; and in April of 1950, his last book, Poetry Package,
a joint work with Christopher Morley.

Benet's verse narrative ends the history of himself and his
family with the death of his mother in the summer of 1940; consequently,
we do not have his own account of his marrizge with Merjorie Flack, in
June, 1941, and of .their years together, for she survived him; nor of
his activities in the second World War; nor of his brother Stephen's
death in 1943.

Not too many details of his contributions to the war effort are
available, but he wrote convincingly about his attitude toward war:

In the precent (war), wvhich may either remeke or end the world,

he does not anticipate any very importent part. His general

thesis is that the acquisition of power ruins any fine altru-

istic dream. Nevertheless, he believes that the world will get
better and that eventually it will even outlaw war.

He does not believe in writers becoming propagandists for
any politienl system but in their writing the truth that is in
them as they see it. He does not believe in people being told
vhat to think. In fact, all his life he has been fighting that
idea. He believes that half the time people take themselves

much too seriously-——present-day radicals being a vital instance——
and would rather enjoy the most delightful absurdities of life
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with the genercous and kindly then carry a torch with the zealotis.

This will get hiz mowhere in the end, except before a firing-squad.

He hatnes ard sthors all secret pelice and that vhole manner of

mnming 2 country. lle thinks the United States has more virtues

thaen the present hot-heada adnit, and way and above any other
country gives people a chancs to be more hot-headed, which they
probebly accept with screams of joy. He says, of sourse, democ-
racy .tgzan imperfect syetem, but he vastly rrefers it to any
other,

His grestest contribution %o the war effort was perhaps his Day
gL Deliverspoe, rortions of which were used bty the Writer's War Board,
distribuied by the a”fice of ¥Wzr Information snd by the Dritish Librarxy
of Information, and were broadesst by the Third Service Command, Coleman
Rosenberg, irn his review of this book of war poems, writes that Bonet
Paarlier than many was alert to the menace of faseisn™ and thet he ®says
clearly many things vhich ere in need of say:‘ma:.‘s3

Titles of his editorials ~nd articles and essays in The Satagday
BReavlaw of Idterature during the war yeers revesl Benet's interest In and
concern for Amerieca and her part in the world struggle against dictator-
ship. Some of these are "America Has the Courage," ®For Pacifists Today,*
*Poets and the Wer,® "This Freedom,® "Thoughts in Wartimea™ ®War Morale
and the Writer," "We Are et Wax," "Writers and the Fighting Spirit,?
tWriterts War Chence,® ®Age o2 Responelibdlity,® "™Moriality in VWriters,”
and mm‘m'

In 1943 his brother, Stephen Vincent Benet, died at the ags of

forty-four. Willlam Rose had alweyu loved his younger brother and had

82%untts and Hayoroft, op. git., pp. 117-118,
poetry, LIV (November, 1944) pp. 101-104.
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done much to foster Stephen's literary career. As Untermeyer has pointed
out, even before Stephen's graduation from Yale, where he had shown excep-
tional ebility as & poet, William Rose was calling attention to his broth-
er's poetry. Stephen was awarded s Guggenheim fellowship in 1926 snd
went to Paris to study. Here he met and married Rosemary Carr, who was
also a writer. In The Dust Vhich Is God William Rose writes of their
return to Americas

Peter ocn graduation
hud ercsscd to Paris  and wes living there
attending the Sorbonne At Rsymond's marriage
to Sylvia he hed cabled a gay absurd
burst of congratulationa and had sent
later his first novel witk a2 flourish
inscribed to both And now another cable
detorerted in FNinth Street
RJUDITH AND I
MARRIEL SLILING IOCHSMBEAU ARRIVING
AUGUST SECOND®
1he reme of Judith Scmers
an American girl doing e Paris letter
for a Mevhatian magszine ere thisz
had frequently appeared in various missives
Peter sent to his family Raymond knew
from others of her cleverness and chamm
and clsar shining
but when he met the boat
with his mothoer and his sister and his father
and saw the two on the gangplank laughing together
then Peter hugging the family and shouting
fHere she ig!" and Judith's smile amused
affectionate end shy her cisar blue oyes
and rogeleaf skin straight slimness 1ittle quirk
oi laughter at the cornerezf mouth and eyes
he was entirely captured.

Stepher and Rosemary returned to Paris after this visit for him
"to dig intec his epic,® which proved to be the long narrative poem of the
Civil VWar, Johp Brown's Bedy, which was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for

84p, 344.



Poetry iz 1929, st which placed hiim in the forefront of the American
literary pantieon. Upon thelr yetwin o Auserics, they lived in Rew York;
and the contacts Letween the two brothers then weire perhaps sironger than
evar, In 1941 ¥illiem Fose Benet wrote "My Bruther Steve,® which appeared

in The Ssbupday Review of Literaluxre. ifter Stevhen's death he wrote
*S. V. B. = 1698-1943," of which Gregory and Zatwurensks writes

Q0f those whio wrote ln tribute to Stephen Bomet's memory,
none spoke with deeper understanding than his bnrother, Williasm
fwse Junel, who was 12 years his senior. In his elegy, S.V.D.-
1898-1943,# (from The Day of Deliverance, reprinted by per-
nigslon of ilived A. Kuopl, Inc., Copyright, 134, by Wiilism
Rose Benet), William Rose Bemst included the following lines:

The fleece that was illed with dew;
The god in ‘the oak.

And legend for his own folk,

O thelr toil wnd thelxr mirth;

Tang of the tongus they spoke,

The savour of teir eurth;

Till vhen foul darkness stirred

To bluct all singlug,

Hon heaxd his quietsgnrd

Stesdy and riuging.

In ths blographlicsl sketeh fox Sterhen Vinocent Benst in

Iventiew Coubuxy Zuthors appears this comment:

It was & wrltdng fandly. The father loved and knew
poetyy, and Stephen is the brother of Willism Rose Benet,
zud Leaura Benet, the uncle o Janws Walksr Benet, and
rother-in-law of Elinor Wylie, and his wife, vho was Rose-
nnry Cerr, 43 elso a writer. The Bem& snd the Ven Dorens
eve Row York's first writing femilies.

dgy Lovewan alsc points cut the writing abiiity of the Benets, ior
in a short blographicul gkotch of Stephen, che suye *he was one of three

85gorace Gregory apd Marye Zaturenska, A Historv of American Poetry,
1900-1940, p. 440.

86‘\131%5 and Hmmft, 02 &itsy Do 115.
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children vho came to be knovm ag Ythe writing Benets."e’ In writing of
William Rese she mays:

He had a mind richly stored with knowledge, 2 memory that

ranged videly and surely through the fields »f literature,

and s irhewited enthunicsm and family gift for verse, which

in himself and bis bhrothe: gsflcuamd into some of the most
sigmal poetry of our era.

Thus, the names of tho Bemet brothers have come tc ho linked,

Gregory axd Zaturensks savs nf ‘heme
The arec. Tenmasented by Sromantic treditiomdota® has been

2 large onas in Ameriecan poetry; and it could be stretched to

inclnde the poetry of Villiar Roce Benot, bul in his case it

sosuB more fitting that 1t be considered in the same chapter
that treate of his hrcther's work, the pootry of Stepuen Vincent

Benat; both brothers shared '58 historical imagination and botn

were eonseiously Hineriean,

Puring the latier pari of the 190's Benel was comected with the
publishing fim of Payson snd Clrorke ar aditor. Fe 2lco continued his
many other literary activitics.

In his letiters o the odiior of the Hew York Timeg are svidences
of Benet as %a felrly good averege example of human being.¥ In these
letters he exnresges his opinions on igeves of the day as a private
citizen and rot as e promivent writer, Ome of these letters appearsd
in the Times of Jermmyy 22, 1947, eapticned "Rot the People's Choice,”
in vhieh he vrites relztive to sn editoriel wrging the resignation of

Governor Arnall of Georgle:

%MMQ&M XXXITI (May 20, 1950), 10.
81(‘“@” ana hm, OD» %, Pe 3CC.



The Times editorial page of January 16 presents the
unedifying spectacle of Americals greatest newspaper advis—
ing the Governor of Georgla to give up the fight he has fought
80 long against the forces of evil in that State and surremder
his office to the well-known "white supremacy” advocate of the
most undemocratic type who iz not by the wildest streteh of the
imagination the choice of the people of Georgia.

I heard Governor Arnall on the radio, sane and fearless,
and I now read your advice to him to exercise "political wis-
dom.” T recommend to you a quotation from Paradige Lost:

But all was false and hollow; though his tongue
Dropp'd manna, andchould make the worse appear
The better reason,
Another letter appeared in the February 3, 1947, issue of the
Times, and was titled "Decent Housing for Negroes," vwhich reads in parts
As an American equally of Northern and Southern origins,
I was glad to see your editoria) upon the Segregation FMumber of
The Survey. That vwhich I find of immediate personal conecsrn,
however, is not the Negro problem in the South, bad as it is,
It is the case of the Negro in our own city. Humane as we may
be, such matters are faﬁly academic until brought home to us
by personal experience. o
Then Benet recounts in detail the plight of their Negro maid who had been
with them for years and whose apartment had had no heat during the winter.
He demanded to know just how long it wes golng to be before self-
respecting colored peopie could get decent housing at a moderate rental.
Thus, again, William Rose Benet expressed his innate kindness and took
his stand against injustice, intolerance, and discrimination.
On April 12, 1947, another of his letters was published under the
heading "Grave Injustice Believed Inevitable as Outgrowth of Pronounpe-

ment.® In this letter he voices his fears regarding Mr. Truman's Loyalty

ONew York Times, (Jamusry 22, 1947), ps 7»
N1pid., (February 3, 1947), p. 10.
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Order, and says in the opening paragraph:
It is true that the great "ideological® siruggle today is between
the tenets of communism and those of what we call American Democ-
racy. But I will always believe, because the facts bear me out,
that if the democracies had stood against Franco {rom the begin-

ning the chances are that the Second World War would have been
averied.

He then discusses some of the effects of ti:e President's Loyalty Order
and the disecrimination against American boys who fought with the Loyaliats
in Spain, and who were considered to be Cormunist sympatnizers. He spoke
from knowledge of his son's own experiences. He concludes the letter
with a convineing statement of his ideals about our govermment:
To an American like myself, who 1s a member of no

political perty and does not believe that the present state

of Soviet Russia represents the millenium, the implications

of the ukase are paralyzing.

If this is the way we have chosen to combat an ®"ideology®

allen to us--we are no longer the country of Lincoln, of

Woodrow Wilson, of Franilin D, Roossvelt. Thanks for allowing

one small person to sxpress his opinion in regard to this. I

wished to do so as an individual, for I believe in the individual

not existinézfor the state but in the state existing for the

individual.

Benet's last letter recorded in the New York Times demonstrates
his alert and keen interest in the affairs of the day amd his courage
in speaking out for whatever he believed right. It was written from Cape
Ann, Massachusetts, and was printed in the Timeg on July 22, 1948, with
the heading *President's Speech Praised. It Demonstrates, Writer Declares,
a Concern for the Common People.® In listening to the President's ac~
ceptance speech of the Democratic nomination at 2 a. m., Benet wrote that
he felt it contained "hard-hitting words of honesty and sense spoken at

last.® And he concluded: ®Let us not slide backward again. And let us

Rhew York Times, (April 12, 1947), p. 16.
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give recognition to a President honest and courageous, with the best
interests of the wage-earners of American at heart."%

And so, to the end he maintained his love for and interest in
America, that country he depleted so graphically throughout The Dust
Which IS God, especially in the next to the last chapter, "U. S.,"

vhich coytained such lines as the followling:

~~land of the ore-boats at Duluth with its airy bridge
swung higho )

and under Iowa's limestone bluffs (their forest climbing
the height)

the Father of Waters Tom Sawyer knew swirling and
Slipping by‘ * .

and Arizona's mile-deep canyon terrzced with fire
and lightt ceeses

Texas gushers Cotton is King Sharecroppers of the
soil

chained to a "doodlum book® of debts in a grasping
landlord!s store—

deserts mountains hills and valleys the cowboys
rolling river

wandering streams and falls for power peaks that tower
in pride

abiding place of a mighty race-—-if greed nor sloth
deliver

the keys of these united states to those who wait
outside. %

This he says in the years before Pearl Harbor; and before the
days of the atom bomb, he meditates:
Suppose a mere speck of uranium

released the energy of a ton of coal
would you be equal to 1t?99

Pibid., (July 22, 1948), p. 22.
%pp. 551-552.

Pp, 538,
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Truly, he makes one wonder whether or not we are equal to it, even as
he himself seemed to wonder about it—and his 1ife and his death. He
begins his final chapler, "As It Was in the Beginning," as if he were
in anticipation after his death of just such studies as this thesis:

They will want to know they say they will want to know
They want to know 80 many things about you. «

Who did he vote for? Did he marry the girl?
Does he wear long underwear? Does he llke the movies?
Is it on Sun Street he lives or mmber ifty
on Gloom Street., What does he think that God looks like
if any? How about National Defense?
Is there hope for America-——Democracy—
a cure for baldness? Did it take him long
to give up cigarettes? Was he a drunkard?
Ever committed as violently insane?
What does he weight? Does he diet?
Does he think

Capitalism is doomed? Is he a red?
a vhite? a pink? a green? a purple cow
or ever see one? VWhy did he write this book~—
vhy did he call ite—ee—s?

They want to know
one doesn't knove . .

Open your door and find

twisted into a wad as the boy threw it
from his bicycle.esceens

the news-—the news-——the news
the cataract  the avalanche of the newgse
28 the world ends as the world begins again
as the world goes ONeeess %

Open the Monday papers.

On May 5, 1950, when one opened the morning edition of the New
York Iimes on the first page, one saw "William Benet, 64, Noted Ppgt{
Is Dead—Brother of Stephen Vincent—He Won Pulitzer\Prize in 42—
Was Well-Known Anthologlst and Literary Columnist-~An Editor for 31”

Years.® The details were given as followss

%P, 554
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William Kose Benat, poet and Pulitzer Prize winnsr, died

at 126 otclock last night, Hres'mably of a heart atiack vhile

walking on Broadway near 155th Street. He was sizty-Iour years

old and lived at 130 West 12th Sirset.
He collapsed on the sidewalk and a passer-hy Richard

Havkshaw went to his assistance. The nost was teken in an

ambulance to Mother Zabrind. Memorial Hospital, 611 Edgecombe

Avenua, where a physiclan offieially pronounced hin dead,

This uwmsually long obituary notice in the Times states that "he revealed
himself in his works a®s a man of many moods and much learning, and with

a strong Lelief in the potential goodness of mankind and a purpose in the
universe.%

In addition to the recognition Benet receivesd for his writings
his alma mater hestowed upon him an honorary Master of Arts degree in
1921, and Dickinson College, Cerlisle, Permsylvania, awarded him an
honorary Doctor of Literature degres in 1933. Hs had been for a mmber
of years secretary of the Rational Institute of Arts and Letters, and
a member of the Yale Clubh,

Now that Benet'!s "moving finger"™ has moved on, let us see what

it is thset this man of many moods and much learning has written.



CHAPTER IIX
THE POBIRY OF WILLIAM ROSE BERET

Villiam Rose Demet once defined a poet 2s simply ®a man who
takes his craft seriously.® If that be the case, Demet wes truly a
poet, for he dewoted his life to his crafts It was once said of hinm that
he was ons of the few American writers who, having passed the dangerous
age of thirty-five, still continued to "respect the substance more than
the form of poetry.® Benst lowved poetry and that is all there is to it.
A critic said of him that ®he i3 a much better poet than he is generally
given credit for, but he hzs several disastrous handicaps, for in put-
ting this faet over, he is mot inclined to stop where he should stop.®>
Benet does overload his material with color, amd he recognizes this
fact himself. In The Dust ¥hich Is God Benet quotes this critieism from

®Gavin® concerning Ihe Maxchanis from Cathav:

Raymond (now don't get mad) But lock you ought to prume

some of the Bulfinch mythology undergrowth or

overgrowth othervise swelll 3

¥hen Benat's poetry is considered chronclogically as published,
Ihe Merchants from Cathay appears first, being published in 1913. This

volume containg eighty-four poems, most of vhich had already appeared in

lis quoted in Time, LV (May 15, 1950), 9.
20 Bookmen Magazine, LVITI (October, 1923), 136.
3me Dust Muich Is Sod, p. 248.



leading magagzines throughout the country. In the foreword Benet thanks
the following periodicals for permission to reprint poems of his which
had appeared in their pages: TIhe Century Magazine, The American Magazine,
Ihe Churchman, The Independent, The Smart Set, The Sunset and Pacific
Monthly Magazines, McClure's Magazine, Harper's Weekly, The Forum, The
International, The Lyric Years, The Yale Review, and The Poetry Journal.
The earliest of these copyrights was 1909. The Merchants from Cathay
was published when Benet was twenty-seven years old and had been married
only a year. The dedication to Teresa is typical of the exuberance of
this period of his life. It is also perhaps the most exquisite of the
included love poems and reads:

MY WIFE

Braver than sea-going ships with the dawn
in their sails,
Than the wind before dawn more healing and fragrant
and free,

Fairer than sight of a city all white, from the mountain-
top viewed in the vales,

Or the silver-bright flakes of the moonlight in lakes,
when the moon rides the clouds and the
forest awakes,

You are to mel

For you are to me what the bowstring is to the
shaft,
Speeding my purpose aloft and aflame and afar,
Through the thick of the flight, in your eyes steady
light of my soul hath seen splendor, and
laughed.
Now, however I tend betwixt foeman and friend through
the riddle of Life to Death's light
at the end,
I ride for your stari

Louis Untermeyer says of The Merchants from Cathay:

Billt's first volume was something of a tour de force.
It was a breathless, helter-skelter volume; style and subject
refused to come to terms; the author'!s verve was surpassed
only by his versatility. Here was something of the lush
orientalism of Flecker, the crowded rhymes of Chesterton,
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and the banging-clanging chants of Vachel Lindsay., Lindsay

returned the compliment, for he often recited the title-poem of

"Mercha.n'gz from Cathay" and called it "the greatest of modern

ballads.

The title-poem tells of two "mad, antic Merchants" who came riding
into town upon their paunchy striped beasts with hooves of beaten gold.
They brought sacks of magic merchandise; and they sang in praise of the
Grand Chan, "the king of all kings across the sea.,” There are few
“nature poems;" but Benet exhibits throughout the book & keen, sympathetic
observation of trees, flowers, and clouds. The format for the title-poem
is strictly individual, for in the wide left~-hand margin is printed in
italics a summary of each stanza, for example: How They Came; Of Their
Beasts; And Their Boasts; With its Burthen; and Chorus; A First Stave,
Fearsome; and a second Right hard to Stomach; And a third, which is a
Laughable Thing; Of the Chan's Hunting; We rage to Hear them End; And are
in Terror; And Dread It Is Devil's Workl

Benetts work in this book is reviewed by Mr. W. M. Payne in this
manners

Gifted with an opulent imagination and bearing a staggering load

of the stuff of poetry on his shoulders, he makes us a little too

conscious of the burden, and does not quite succeed in so ordering
his expression as to escape tgrgidity, Now and then he achieves
restraint and clean-cut form,

Mr. Joyce Kilmer, who did much critical work before he became
famous as a poet, says of The Merchapts from Cat.hgxs

For the whole book we may be grateful; it is a book of poetry,
musical imagination, vigorous. Mr. Benet's second book will be

4‘_r_h_e Saturday Review of Literature, XXXTII (May 20, 1950), 13.
SDial, LVI (January 16, 1914), 67.
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better but "™erchants from Cathag" is good enough to make 21l
friends of American poetry glad.

In Review of Reviews appears this analysis of Benet's first volume
of poetry:
If his jewels are not all in proper settings, if they are bundles
of precious stuff littered about carelessly, it is well to remem-
ber that Mr. Benet is still writing in the lavishness of his first
youth, He possesseg versatility, power and an astonishing sense
of rhythmie values,’
Soon after the appearance of his first book came The Falconer of
God in 1914, another collection of poems most of which had been published
in current periodicals. There are some sixty poems in this volume, which
is dedicated "To My Mother and My Father with Deep Appreciation of the
Debts I Can Never Pay.® Included here are such poems as "Brother,"
"Land of the Glants,® "The Schoolroom of Poets," "People,” ®*Wings," and
"The Vivandiere.®™ The poem from which the volume takes its title is per-
haps one of his best-known and most often quoted poems.
In 1916 appeared The Great White Wall, dedicated to his friend
of Yale and brother of his second wife, Hemry Martyn Hoyt, Jr. The
book was illustrated with effective marginal drawings by Douglas Duer.
In this poem Benet displays his inimitable rhythmic flare, and happily
blends elements of fantasy wlth the epic story of Timur, the Tartar, who
has long been a favorite subject for literary topics. Benet takes this
ancient and cruel autocrat for the central figure of his story of Timur's

attack on the great well of China. In the series of pageants that make

ONew York Times, (November 28, 1913), p. 6€3.
"Review of Reviews, XLVIII (December, 1913), 639.
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up the story is a wealth of descriptive verse throughout which is scattiered
insight into moral truths.
A criticism in the Yale Review reads:

The poet's metrical gifts have the fullest play here but the
verses must be heard to be apprecisted, Mr. Benet's powers of
description were never better used than in this tale of far-off
things and battles of long ago. The book is original in its work-

manship, full of vivid descriptions and interest in the ]%fe and
animation that pervedes it. It is Mr, Benet at his best.

In quick succession appeared The Burglar of The Zodiac and Other
Poemg, in 1918, The seventeen poems in this volume include some of Benet's
best-known verses, such as "The Burglar of the Zodiac,® "The Horse Thief,%
®How to Catch Unicorns,® and the lengthy "The Seventh Pawn, 1809.® The
dedication is "To Laura and Stephen,® his sister and brother, In the four
stanzas of this dedication Benet, in fancy, drops in upon them on a rainy
evening. In answer to their question as to where he has been, he answers,
"Oh, lashed behind the plough in the world's pasture.® The dedication
endss

Let's draw up chairs, serve supper, talk between
Of fairies and chimaeres, ogres, elves,

Life's whirliglg, the tourneys you yourselves
Have splintered lance in. « «

Ah, the enchanted scene,
The healing of the old speech and laughter, blemding
To tunes, to dreams, to love of you unending!

The poems in The Burglar of the Zodiac, like those in Benet's three
preceding volumes, are rich in imagery and fantasy, with brilliant dashes
of poetry, and full of the joy of life. DBenet is intensely moderm, how-

ever, in the variety of his choice of subjects for these poems, and inde-

&ale Review, VI (July, 1917), 862,



pendent in his use of metre and rhyme.
Hilda Conckling, poet and eritic, says of Benet: "We find him mar-

velously observant, always adventurous, in love with the color and the

music of his art.*?
Of the poems of this first period of Benet's writing Mr. Untermeyer

writes:

Bill's praise of Stephen's "rhythm and rhetoric® was not a
mere brotherly gesture, Rhythm and rhetoric were two of Bill
Benet's greatest assets—and his greatest handicap, He was often
80 bemused by the beat and flow of lines that he drenched, and
sometimes drowned, the meaning of the music, Caught in the rush
of his own vigor he often did not know when and where to stop.
Nevertheless, some of his best pieces, which are also his beste
known poems—such as "The Horse Thief" and "Jesse James," to name
two-—-are bravura pieces in the best tradition. Somehow he managed
to combine high seriousness and highflying fantasy with a sure hand.
Another characteristic which was both a strength and a weakness
was his penchant for the past. This was particularly true of his
early work, but the nostalgic note persisted. I rallied him that
he was writing not so much for posterity as for antiquity, that he
was determined to outdo Browning in a2 resuscitation of odd types
and forgotten figures of historic unimportance. Bill's rejoinder
was swift but, as always, kindly: "Perhaps what you say is true
about the older poems, But if you say that my new ones hold a
trace of Browning, why, I'1ll--by gravy«~-I'll hit you with the in-
gide of a doughmitas..«At any rate, you consarned modernist, it
may amuse you to know that two of my last three poems bear the
titles 'The Push~Cart' and 'The Quick-Lunch Counter,' though I'il
admit they try to put the splendors of ancientry into the grim of
modernity, The third is "The Horse Thief,$#10

After the death of his first wife, Teresa Thompson Benet, in Jan-
uary of 1919, he published in the same year Perpetual Light: A Memorial,
the foreword of which wes dated March 25, 1919, showing that in two

months after his wife's death the volume was ready for the press. On

Hate Roview, VIII (January, 1919), 436.
10The Saturday Review of Literature, XXXIII (May 20, 1950), 13.



65

the title page of this book is the following quotation from which Benet
takea the name for this collection of poemss

e « That we may be able to arrive with pure minds

at the festival of perpetual light. Through the

same Christ or Lord, Amen.
Oremus

Inciuded in the front of the book is a paragraph from The Tidings
Brought to Mary by one of Teresa's favorite authors, Paul Claudel, In
this is reflected the grief Benet must have felt:

"Ah, do not tuwrn to me that face which is no longer of

this world! . . There are enough angels to serve the

mass in Heaven! Have pity on me, who am only a2 man

without wings, who rejoiced in this companion God had

given me, and that I should hear her sigh with her head

resting on my shoulder! . . . the bitterness like the

bitterness of myrrh. . . And for you age is alreedy
come. But how hard it is to renounce when the heart

is youngl®

The four-stanza dedication is "To Eathleen and Margaret,® Teresa's
devoted sisters. The last stanza readss

By her clear eyes, by her pure brows

We teke the Sign,

And kneel within her Father's house—

And yours and mine.

Perpetual Light is divided into two parts: "Before,® which con-
tains thirty-seven poems, and "After,® which contains fifteen poems,
The first part has eleven poems that had appeared in The Merchants from
Cathay and three from The Falconer of God and Other Poems, while the re-
mainder of the poems were from current publications., The poem "Premoni-
tion" is the last in the section of the book called "Before® and bears
in parenthesis under the title this motation: "Written in absence and
unawvare of her desperate condition, a few days before her death.® In

the foreword he writesst "MThis verse is published to her memory, because

I wish to keep together the poetry she occasioned and enable those who



loved her——and they.vere nmany-—to know definitely what she was to me,"
He then gives a brief summary of his and Teresa's life together, and of
her character and many good workse.

Here is a book that is a tribute full of beauty, tenderness, deep
and delicate feeling, expressed in rich language end rhythms. The New
York Iimes says of Ferpetual Light: "Mr. Bemet has written no better lyrics
than some of those inecluded in the volume. They are both brave and s:mele."ll
Of this book Mr. E. B. Reed, critic for The Yale Review, writes: "The dig-
nity, the courage, the faith, the aspiration of the verses are like a
beacon in this time of unrest and uncertainty.®

The next book to come from Benet's pen was Moons of Grandeur, pub—
lished in 1920, The dedication was to his friend who had committed sui-
cide that year, and it readst "This book is Dedicated to Henry Martyn
Hoyt, Rememberirg 1906~1920.," As were the other volumes, Moons of Gran-
deur was a reprint of poems that had first appeared in current periodicals
and newspapers. Many of the forty-three poems in this book are written
to members of his family and of his intimate cirele of friends; for
instance, "The Triumphant Tuscan®" is to Frances Rose Benet, his mother;
"Thorstan!s Friend®™ is of his sister Laura; "The Ballad of Taillefer,®
to Elinor ¥Wylie; "Eugenie's Solitaire," to Kathleen Norris; "When the
Caterer Sang of His VWedding,® and "™etamorphosis—Hot in Ovid,® to Sin-
clair Lewis; "Friends,® to Anna McMichael lHoyt, mother of Henry Martyn

Hoyt and Elinor Hoyt Wylie; one is titled "To My Father; "Tricksters® is

Wyew York Times, XXV (April 11, 1920), 173.
12me Yale Review, X (October, 192C), 205.
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to Vachel Lindsay; "Being Cirious,” to Stephen; "™Menagerie,™ to Don Marquis;
"Charles Darwin,” %o Henry Seidel Canby; and the last poem "Right® is to
Christopher Morley.

In his book John Mistletoe, Christopher Morley, in writing of the
works of Thomas Bird Mosher, has this reference to the poem "Night" which
Benet had written to him:

He (Mosher) knew lapidary work when he saw it. Once he spotted

a poem written by a contributor to the old Bowling Green. At once
he wrote for permission to reprint it in his catalogue. ™It is
ons of the few things,®" he said, "that to me seems almost abso—
lutely perfect.® May I tell you, without breach of manmers, what
it was? Life is very short anyhow for peying one's respects to
the things B’a'b need admiration, The poem was "Night" by William
Rose Benet.

This "almost perfect poem" readss
NIGHT

Let the night keep
that the night tekes,
Sighs buried deep,
Ancient heart-aches,
Groans of the lover,
Tears of the lost;
Let dey discover not
A1l the night costl

Let the night keep

Love's burning bliss,
Drowned in deep sleep
Vhisper and kiss

Thoughts like white flowers
In hedges of Mayj

Let such deep hours not
Fade with the day!}

Monarch 1s night

0f all eldest things,

Pain and affright,

Rapturous wings;

Hight the crown, night the sword
Lifted to smite.

Kneel to your overlord,
Children of night!

13 tnristopher Morley, John Mistletoe, p. 320.



Inspiration for the poetry included in Mpons of Grandeur the poet
takes, with few exceptions, from history--the Renaissance, ancient Egypt,
mediaeval England. His vocabulary and allusions make serious demands
upon the reader's knowledge of history. The rich color and vigor of
Benet's first poétry is still present, but he seems to have caught

more of the brilliance and romance of his own times. A review of this

book in The Natlon sayst

A poet so fertile and diversified is bound to be inter-
esting and one cannot but recognize Mr. Benet's gifts of
streaming phrase and bsnnsred fancy; at the same time one
often misses the clear strong note of nature, often fzels
the absence from this work of actual blood and bone.

The New York Times's oritic, H. S. Gorman, writes in this mannert

In Moons of Grapdeux he includes ten such poems as may
be ranked among quite the best things he had done. It 1s ap-
parent in this book that he has grown greatly in stature as a
poets An extravagance that was once fatal to him as an
artist at times has been finely cur and turned into
channels where it becomes a virtue.

Miss Marguerite Wilkinson reviews Moons of Grapdeur in a lively
and interesting mamner in The Boolman, under the title of "Mirrors
of the Renailssance," part of which is quoted herewith:

Architecture, as we have been told, is "frozen music."
If 1t be permissible to describe one art in temms of another
in this way, poetry is sometimes ardhitecutre made fluid again.
Such is the poetry of William Rose Benet. He is a builder. He
goes to history as to a quarry for his materilals and having
secured them, sets block on block with pains until the walls
of his thoughts stand firm before him, until the strongest
thythms have the certitude of an arch. He is one of the most
keenly intellectual poets now writing in America. Sometime ago

Yoo Hation, CXITI (Jamuary, 1921), 6.
1
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ago he said:
"A poet should swallow the encyclopedia and

after that the dictionary. A poet should know

history inside and our and should take as much

intereat in the days of Nebuchadnezzar as in the

days of Plerpont Morgan,"
Mr. Benet has swallowed more than the encyclopedie and dietionary.
He has devoured many books and ebviously, he still hungers., Bis
avidity prompts the salutation in the words of Kipling: "Full
forge and a deep sleep to thee, 0 Ram, thou noblest of kites}®

He was interested chiefly in the Renaissance when he wrote
Moons of Grandeur. The longest snd most importent poems in this
last book are interpretations of powerful personalities of the
Itelian Renaissance, studies of moods and moments in the lives
of Leonardo, Michelangelo, Garpara Stampa, Caterina Sforza, Caesar
Borgia. . . .and others. Mr. Benet has seen thece men and women
and their lives in relations to their times, He has set them
against the background of wanton bloodehed and daring beeuty, of
old lusts and the new learning, of deadly poisons and passionste
exaltations, thait belonged to the period in which they lived..ess

How has the work of bullding been done? For the most part,
vell, His designs are good and sulted to the materials with
vhich he works, He has a sense of color—"green with the juicy
greenness of & leek," "grape-colored water," "cherry embersf....

Perhaps no single ballad is so thrilling as "The Horse Thief;"..
-sand no single lyric equels Mr. Benet's masterpiece, "The Falconer
of God," a radiant and invincible poem unequaled among religlous
lyrics of modern America. There is a brightness and soundness
about it that makes one certain that he has not stopped growing
and that he is not ready to 91:,0.36 For him there is "something
unbuilded to be builded still.

Christopher Morley writes of this book in 2 letter to Miss Love-
these words:

There was an old beloved friend specially dear to us both,
Don Marquis. Nothing would please Bill more than if you could
include an excerpt from Don's Sun Disl when "™Moons of Grandewr®
was published in 1920, I enclose the clipping, yellow with 30
years cherish., Please may I have it back?

Miss Loveman did find room for Don Marquis' column and prefaced

it with this editor'!s note: "Following is the Don Marquis review of

WRB's "Moons of Grandeur! as it appeared in The Sup in an issue of 1920,%

16@,2 Boolgnsn, LIIT (April, 1921), 168170,
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Parts of this review read as follows:

Someday, just to please ourself, we intend to make a com-
pllation of poems that we love best, one that we turn to again
and again. There will be in the volume the six odes of Keats,
Shelley's "Adonais," Wordsworth's "Intimations of Immortality,"
Milton'!s "L'Allegro™ and "Il Penseroso,”™ Sidney Lanier'!s "Hymns
of the Marshes,™ "The Hounds of Heaven," William Rose Benet's
"Man Posseased,® and very little else.

We don't "defend” these poem8......we nerely ylield ourselves
to them and they transport us; we are careless of reason in the
matter for they cast a2 spell UPON USeessee

William Rose Benet has published another book of poems,
"doons of Crandeur® (George H. Doran Co.)., IHere is 2 stanza
which shows the lyric quality of the verse:

Like flame, like wine, across the still lagoon
The colors of the sunset streanm.
Spectral in heaven as climbs the frail veiled moon,
So climbs my dreenm.
Out of the heart's eternal torture fire
No Eastern phoenix risen--
Only the nsked soul, spent with desire,
Burst its prison.

veseeMoons of Grandeur® is & ringing bell and a glimmering
tapestry and a draught of sparkling wine.....There are very
few people writing verse todsy whc have the power to charm us
and carry us away with them as Benet can,

He has found the horse with wings.
—Don Marquis.

17
After this successful volume Benet did not publish another book of
verse until 1927, This new book was called Man Possessed, the title from
a poem first included in Perpetunal Light. Cf this poem Benet wrote that
it was one of the few that had been writiten within the sound of his wife's
volce. Some of the poems included in Man Posgesged were selected from
earlier books; others were new ones which had not yet appeared in book form,.
A criticism of the volume in the Springfield Republican does not

rank Benet emong the great poets, as did his friend Don Marquis, Part of

e Satwrdsy Review of Literature, XTIXITI (May 20, 1950), 18.
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this review reads:
It is plessant to have so full = selection from William

Rose Benet's half dozen volumes. Mr. Benet is by mo means a

poet of the first importeance., He has neither the depth and

range of thought mor the freshness and (in the strict sense)

peculiarity of style that such a poet must manifest. But that

he is a poet with a clear authoritative voice, and easy power

over language and metrical device, and a faculty for investing

a thousand subjecfg with the same glittering nimbus of strange~

ness and romance.

In 1932 appeared Rip Tide: A Novel in Verse. Perheps "novelette®
would have been a better word, for a first-edition copy19 contains only
eighty pagess The poem is divided into three parts—%"Sheila,” *Gordon,®
and ®Barry.® The story is thet of a young man and & young girl vho are
intensely in love vith each other. Unknowingly, they have the same father,
The climax of the story 1s reached vhen the youth is killed while saving
the 1life of the girl he loves.

Benet said that he turned to verse in this poem in order to gain
for the story a condemsetion and intensification not possible in prose.
In this purpose he succeeded. Rip Tide is considered one of the out~
standing poetlc achievements for the year 1932, although most critics
do not consider it comparable to his brother¥s prize-winning John Brown's
Body. Yet Benet's version of the brother-sister love tragedy in a modern
setting has qualities that make it worthy of comparison with meany a clas-
sic, for it suggests not so much modernm fiction as it does Greek tragedy.

In many instances the modern treatment lends power to the story,

185 incfield Republican, (November 27, 1927), pe 7.
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A New York Times' reviewer has this to say of Rip Tide:

There is no galnsaying the fact that William Rose Benet
has at once a flalr for fluid narrative and the ability to
write poetry of exceptional besuty, power and depth. There
is always the danger, in telling a story such as Eip Tide,
of becoming too involuted-——thereby weakening the force of the
theme in hand., Mr. Benet tells an effective story effec%vely
and in the first part with rare and brooding loveliness.

On the other hand, Harriet Monroce, noted poet, critic, and pub-
lisher, is not too favorably inclined in the following excerpt from her
reviews

On the vhole, Mr. Benet moves securely on his poetic plateau
—not the lofty epic heights, but a mountain meadow where there
are grasses and flowers and views of the sea and icy, steep de-
clivities. The climax of the poem—the discovery to each other
of father and son—is skilfully stripped bare of any unnecessary
trope or word. It is done with complete competence, with appre-
ciation of dramatic values, with every excellence except the
last magic of great poetry-—but somehow Gordon becomes common-
place when he so bluntly blurts out the terrible truth to the
son he had never known, and one does not quite believe in
nature's benevolent intercession——the storm and the violent
death of the young lover seem manmufactured, snd thereby the 21
story is lowered from the level of tragedy to that of melodrama.

"Journeyman of Letters," the title of Rolfe Humphries's review of

Rip Tide, Starry Harness and Fifty Poets, is an apt description of .Benet.
In this review, Mr. Humphries says of Rip Tide:

The qualities of the verse in which it is presented insufficient-
ly demonstrate the theorem that the poem achieves a condensa-

tion and intensity impossible to prose; a feeble varlation of
thythm is insufficient warrant for abandoning the medium more con-
ventionally assoclated with novel writing., The influence of Jeffers
is apparent, but the rather daring rhythms are handled with a del-
lcacy of which Mr, Jeffers is incapable, There is nothing shocking
about Mr. Benet's treatment of adultery and incest. The charaecters,
more upper-class than anything in Jeffers, are limned with the

20ew York Times, (September 25, 1932), p. 2.
“lme Saturday Review of Literaturs, IX (October 29, 1932), 203
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complusive obsession that gives them value as symbols of private

religion; the figures in %ggmg_ confute the author'!s estimate

of their vital emergence.

Starry Harness was the next book of poetry to be published, in 1933,
and was dedicated to "Stephen Vincent Benet." The title of this volume
is inspired by the following stanza by one of Benet's favorite authors,
William Blakes

When Luvah's bulls each morning drag the sulphur sun

out of the Deep

Harness'd with starry harness, black and shining,

kept by black slaves

That work all night on the starry harness, strong

and vigorous

They drag the wnwilling Orb——

This book of one hundred eleven pages conteins fifty-five new poems,
mostly lyries. Some of these poems possess a mystical quality; and some
are on themes of love and beauty. Included in Starry Harness are "Dead
Letter Office," which Benet selected to represent him in his Fifty Poets;
"Overture to Man;® "Sagacity," which had been published in pamphlet formj
six sonnets to Lora; and ™onday, Tuesday, Wednesday." The final poem
in the book is "To Modern Poets." The advice contained in it seems to
have been Benet'!s motto throughout his lifes

Now in a lowering hour

For all on earth who cower

Agking if love be long

Or life or death be best,

With lightning at your heart,
Pour song.

A review in the Boaton Iranscript says of Starry Harness:
Mr, Benet has rather transformed hls inner technique.

%2poetry, XLIV (May, 1934), 1l1.
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He 318 no longer quite the man who wrote that splendid fantasy
"The Horse Thief." His colors are more blended by a new philo-
sophic abstraction. In many poems his lyrieism has completely
left the earth and in the sky has found almost blinding beauties.
This is progress, this is a thousend times better than revisit~
ing the senges and Sensibi%%ties of a youth that is, unfertu-
nately, no longer present,

The New York Times' review of this book is also optimistic con-
cerning Benet's progress as a poets

The poems of Starry Harmess, the grave and the less grave
alike, have one wmsual and highly fascinsting characteristic:
namely, a certain contradlctoriness, a negligonce which at the
same time 18 never neglect—on the contrary, a fastidious negli-
2eNCB.esseIf Starry Horness proves ons thing, it is thise-Mr.
Benet is forging rapidly forward to the point vhere he may be-
come one of the foremost poetic interpreters of the American
80eNLesesoIf you wish to see America, with its high ideals and
its lapses, interpregzd by a poet who understands his Ameriea,
read Starry Harness.

Mr. Rolfe Hunphries, in his review referred to above, sees nothing
commendable in this volume:

Starry Harness is 23 good a title as one might ask for a
book of lyric poems that are, on a whole, a little high-flown.
Pretentiousness is a bad quality in art, and Mr., Benet's verse
pretends badly. It is for the critic to penetrate pretense, to
discover and define the peculiar quality of the pleasure, if any,
glven us by the writer, to shuck him down to its centrel reality.
But the process of husking is here so continual, the search for
the integrity of this poet so tedious and so compliceted by h:.s
extravagances that we abandon the pursult with little remorse. 5

The next book of Benet's poetry was Golden Fleece: A Collection
of Poems and Ballads 014 and New, which appeared in 1935, This book

contains ninety poems selected by the poet from two of his former books,

ZBBogmn Transcript, (December 23, 1933), p. 2.
2b¥err York Times, (November 19, 1933), p. 5.
Poetry, XLIV (May, 1934), 110.
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Man Poggegsed and Starry Harnesg, to which were added other poems that
had been printed in magazines. This volume is richly representative of

the first quarter century of his writing of poetry. As Benet planned
the book, it displayed the best of his work; and by it he considered his
standing as a poel should be judged. These poems showed his extreme
sensltiveness and insgight, his fine underlying simpllcily of emotion,
and his mastery of many meters.

The critics differed in their estimates of the poetry in Golden
Fleece, as they had in regard to his other writings. Percy Hutchinson,
critic for the New York Timeg, says:

No one can read the poems which fill Goldep Fleece and mot
experience both keen and contimwous delight.....Reading one poem
one 1s certain to read all, If any one characteristic stands out
above others, it is Mr, Benet!s marked sense of rhythm. He pipes
as natué‘glly as a Williem Blake. The simuosity of his lines en—
snares,

Mr, W. T. Scott, critic and author, 1s both favorably and um~

favorably inclined toward this collectlion, &s appears in the following

paragraph of his criticism of Golden Floece:

The most salient quality of his poetry is its verietye.
This is true not only of its forms bul as well of its inten~
tions. Mr. Benet besides belng a story-teller, is by turns
didectic, lyrical, thoughtful, impressionistic, and humorous.
And somehow, while he is almost inveriably assured and prac~
ticed in his shifting technics, he is just as invariably some-
thing less than distinguished in his completed work. Xt his
worst he writes with irmense and uninspired wordihess, and at
his begt he misses that intensity which is g}e indefinable yet
always recognizable life of gemuine poetry.

20%ow York Times, (August 4, 1935), p. 10.
2Tpoetyy, XLIT (Jamary, 1936), 223.
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The following excerpt from a criticism in The Nation has very little

constructive to say of Golden Fleeces:

The best poems are the less pretentious lyrics and accasionsl

verse written to and sbout people that he knows. The ballads

lack salt; and the more ambitious efforts are inflated and turgid.

After thirty prolific years this writer is still doing apprentice

Z?sk;o :.Ii:ﬁ?%focws » the direct vision, end orgenic unity of fomm

The next book of poems that Benet published was one of his most
interesting and most original, ¥ith Wings as Eagles: Poans and Ballads
of the Air, which came from the press in 1940, This little volume contains
twenty-four balladas and long poens celebrating flyers and flying from the
first dayw of the Wright Brothers at Kittyhawk to the sky-writers of 1940,
Many stories are contained in With Wings as Eagles, which, if teken in
its entirety, might be called a renl saga of the air.

Again, estimetes of the worth of these new poems are at variance.
John Holmes,:29 critic for the Boston Trangeript says that the poems are
pitched low, in what must have been the poet's conception of folk-poetry,
for nothing else could have accounted for some of the lines and stanzas.
Dudley Fitts " feels that the diction was appropriately colloguial but
that the versification was rough; of the vaerious stenzs forms used, the
most successful wos the rhymed ballad-quatrain., Mr. Fitte aleo feels that
the manner of writing is artlessly impregssive——zlive, tough, driving at

its best, and something close to doggerel at its worst; but even at ite

mo Ration, CXL (ume 5, 1935), 665,
quoston Transcrivt, (Sevtember 23, 1940}, p. 11.
Ome Seturdey Feview of Literature, XXIII (October 26, 1940), 16.




best it 1s a kind of treason against its author.

In "Happy Landing," a lengthy review of With Wings as Eagles, Miss
Marion Stobel has this to say in defense of the books

William Rose Benet's new book of ballads has the unfortu-
nately poetic title With Wings as Eagles. Had it been called
samething simple and forthright as Flying Is Fup the reader would
have known more acourately what to expect, for the book has the
zest of itas subject. Reading it is as much fun as flying is to
those who are air-minded. And it will certainly make land-lubbers
understand the fascination that led the Wrights to risk their
lives in 1903 and has been leading so many other intrepid souls
ever since. Together the ballads form a vivid and comprehensive
history of aviation; separately, they have that popular and much
maligned virtue, known as human interesteecececs

Rever before has Mr. Benst had a larger field in which to
display his technical virtuosity, and never has he done so with
more apparent ease and pleasure. His rhythms are as various as
fireworks: couplets, blank verse, jingles. Obviously, he has
brought to his task the "careful work and the cheerful will" with
vhich he credits the Dayton fliers.....Perhaps the most memorable
of all the ballads is the one to Amelia Earhart. Before the poem
is over we experience not only the last flight of the flier, but
the author's own faith in the power of lovet

sesesOVErT the leagues of air
hums the loved voice, strengthening, understanding,
We live forever when the volce is there. . »

Momentarily, at least, we, too, believe that the crack-up, wherever
it happened, was therefore a "happy landing."
The most chaming ballad in the book——and no one is more

charming than Mr. Benet when he puts his mind to it—is %e one
called ®"Ten Miles High," addressed to Professor Piccard.

Miss Ruth Lechlitner, critic for Books, agrees with Miss Stobel
about the charm of these poems s especlally the piece called "Ten Miles
High." She says: %Mr, Benet is amazingly expert in making good rhymes
of difficult aeronautical terms.....Once in a while humor gets the upper
hand--but no one minds vhen it produces such a masterpiece as 'Ten Miles

High.! w32

3lpootry, LVII (December, 1940), 220-221.
32.@1;&' (October 13, 1940), p. 23.
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Besldes paying tribute to the Wright brothers, Miss Earhart and
Professor Piceard, Benet celebrates the feats of many other famous
aviators, such as Bleriot, Glemn Curtis, Lindbergh, Clarence Chamberlin,
and "the man named Smith.® Wiley Post flies again around the world; Byrd
soars over %“the polar peak where the icefields interlock;™ and Soviet
planes go "over the top of the world." The poems contain records that
are thrilling in the field of aviation and that appeal to readers of any
age, Miss Stobel closes her review with this comment: "Benet sticks to
the record, though the judgment fall as it may,™ which appralsal seems
applicable to Benet not only in these poems but throughout all his works.

Of the next published work by Benet Louls Untermeyer writes:

Then, without prologue or preparavion, came the semi-autobi-
ographical portrait-narrative The Dust Which Is God, published in

Bill's fifty-sixth year, a volume which won the Pulitzer Prize.

Apart from its technical competence, it showed that no ome had

written as fully, or as frankly, about William Rose Benet as Bill

himself. Here is the boy amnd the man, the lover and the husband,
the poet and private person. And here was the publie citizen,
the hater of cant and the fighter for justice, the champion of
the freely uttered anSBfreely circulated word, the ardent liberal
devoted to the truth.

Mr. Ben Ray Redman, in his "Momment in Verse,® a review of The
Dugt ¥Which Is God, says that any brief review of this book must be un~
happily insdequate, for the book, which flowers into one of the most
ambitious literary exertions of our day, is a poem over five hundred
fifty pages long with each full page carrying over forty lines of werse.
Mr. Redman feels that the publishers! ammouncements of the book as

"semi-autobiographical® are misleading, for, except in one or two minor

3mme Saturday Review of Literature, XXKIII (May 20, 1950), Li.




incidents, the experiences and happenings recounted in the book are based
on fact.

Mr. John Gould Fletcher, eminent poet and critic, thinks that The
Dust Which Is God will rank with the great literature of our time, for

he sayss

First, let me say, and emphatically, Mr. Benet's fictionized
autobiography in verse is one of the great documents of our time.
Iike other such documents—Mr. Sandburg's The People, Yes, Mr.
Stephen Vincent Benet's John Brown'sg Body, and Mr. Auden's The
Double Man-—-it belongs with the most extensive and most coura-
geous attempts made to achieve great poetry in our day. But that
it remains, when all is said and done, not great poetry except
incidentally, and apart from its main purpose, is manifest to
anyone who has read through all its more than six hundred pages.
And the reason is chiefly due, not to any lack of skill on Mr,
Benet's part, but to insuperable difficulties 1icit in the
theme which attempts to cover the age i’c.se:l‘.f-.3

This book was composed, according to a notation at the end, at
Peterborough, New Hampshire; St. Augustine, Florida; Nassau Point, Long
Island; and New York City during the years 1938 through 1941l. It is
dedicated simply to his three children, whom he calls by their nicknsmes:
"For Kitten, Rose and Jim," The title of the book is taken from a poem
called "Hertha®35 by Swinburne, one stanza of which Benet quotes at the
beginning of the books

I the grain and the furrow,

The plough—cloven clod
The ploughshare drawn through,

Hpoetry, LIX (Jamary, 1942), 213.

35"Nerthus" or "Hertha®™ was a name given by Tacitus to a German or
Scandinavian goddess of fertility, or "Mother Earth,® who was worshipped
on an island. She roughly corresponds to the classical Cybele, and is
probably confused with the Scandinavian god Njorthr or Niord, the protector
of sailors and fishermen. Rerthus and Njorthr alike mean "benefactor."



The germ and the sod,
The deed and the doer, the seed and the sower,
The Dust vhich is god.

There are four mein parts to The Dust ¥hich Is God, each part
begimning with a quotation which sets the tempo and mood for that phase
of the poet's 1life and the age in which it was lived. Book I is called
"There Sat Glory," the title belng taken from the following "Childrent's
Street Song:*

Down in the meadow where the green grass grows,

There sat Glory along the road,

She sang and she sang and she sang so sweet

Along ceme a fellow and kissed her on the cheek,

Oh Glory, oh Glory, you ought to be ashamed

To marry a fellow without a nemel . . &

Book II takes its heading "Breaths of Dawn and Thunder® from the following
passage of Chesterton's "A Song of Defeat:®

#e.The lords and the lackeys ride the plain,

I draw deep breaths of the dawn and thunder

And the whole of my heart grows young again—9 .
#A Heaven Taken by Stormj the name for Book III is inspired by these lines
from Blunt!s "The Desolate City:®

#Therefore the earth is dark to me, the sunlight blacknessa

Therefore I go in tears and alone, by night and day;

Therefore I find no love in heaven, no light, no beauty,

A heaven taken by storm, vwhere nonme are left but
the slain,®
The title for Book IV, "The Triple Veil,” is from the following stanza
of a poem by Matthew Arnolds

The Guide of our dark steps a triple veil

Betwixt owr senses and our sorrow keeps;

Hath sown with cloudless pasaages the tale

Of grief, and eased us with a thousand sleeps.®

The main narrative of The Dust Which Is God is written in an impres-
sionistie, staccato style which is often most effective. It is fashioned
on that style made popular by Benet's friend Don Marquis in the famous

Archie and Mehitabel series in his column in the New York Sup, wherein no



punctuation and capitalization are used., Mr. Benet modifies this style
in that he does use the capital letters and same sparse punctustion.
Interspersed throughout the book are lyrics that are moving and lovely,
and graphic Whitmanesque pictures of the American scene about 1900
through 1940, Lack of intensity, dramatic pressure, and explosive force
seem to be the main weaknesses of this poem.

Criticisms about this book, of course, vary; yet on the whole The
Dust Vhich Ie God was enthusiastically received. Mr. E. H. Crowell,3®
writer and eritic, says that Mr. Benet produced his most notable work in
this absorbing novel in verse, which was written wiili heroic candor and
in poetry that often rises to great beauty. Crowell rates it as an impor-
tant book for the adult library. Mr. Maurice Swan, reviewer for the New
York Times, is even more enthusiastic in his summation of the book. He
says that there is no reason to doubt that if the American audience
would suspend their distaste for poetry for Jjust one book and begin to
read this one, The Dusgt Which Is God would go through the country like
prairie fire. He writes, "I have read it in one gulp, finding it dAiffi-
cult to tear myself away from it.*37

Miss Lechlitner sums up her reaction to the non~personal portions
of the book in this manner:

Mr. Benet sets forth objectively the folly and blindness of

democratic leadership that led, perhaps inevitably, to Hitlerism.
But partly because of his uncritical loyalty and affection for

383 brary Journal, LIVI (September 1, 1941), 729.
37 New York Times, (December 14, 1941), p. 4.
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his friends and fellow writers, he is totally unable to
evaluate the similar inadequacies of the literary set-up of
the same years. And that is the weak spot of this novel in
verse that otherwlse fulfills its intention to be a "detailed
pleture of s period."3

Mr. Redman, in his review mentioned above, says: "The reader of
today or tomorrow will pare and strip The Dust Which Is God to his owm
1iking, but, however it is stripped, poetry will be found in all its
veins and at the heart."3?

Mr, Fletcher, after calling The Dust ¥hich Is God "one of the
great documents of our time," has "pared and stripped" the book to his
own individual liking in a manner that warrants quoting in some detail
from his review called "Dust Swirl Over Manhattans®

Mr. Benet's attempt to tell the story of the part thirty
years is in its incidence upon the world as upon his chief pro-
tagonist. The story itself is simple. A young man, with a
natural faeility for writing, but with no partieular philosophy,
.whom Mr. Benet calls Fernandez, graduates from a University
identifiable as Yale, and then--thanks to his lack of economic
status-~enters the commerical world of our time via free lance
Journalism. He falls in love with, and eventually marries a
girl called Nora, and there are three children. (It is only
about the hundreth page that Mr., Benet'!s story really hits its
stride and begins to engage the reader's full interest with a
scene on an apartment roof in Manhattan.) The first World Var
finds them ensconsed in a country cottage and Fernandez has
the impulse to join ups He follows the impulse, with the re-
sult that he is chalned to a desk in Vashington for the rest
of the war-—while wife and children stay with his parents in
Carolina. After the amistice he drifts back to New York and
has to start again from the bottom, writing advertising copy.
Suddenly he is summoned to the bedslde of his wife, who has
caught the post-war influenza end is dying. Her death con=
cludes the first half of the story.

38&0& (Decefﬂber 7’ l%-l), 6.
3%he Saturdey Review of Literature, XXIV (November 15, 1941), 6.



After this tragedy, ummitigated as it is in Fernandez's own
mind by any faith, either rational or mystical, that it may be
all part of some tremendous and overpowering plan on the part of -
that force they call God-—the protagonist is again caught up in
the swirl of the sophisticated, speakeasy, cocktail, jazz and
gangster ere of the twenties. He is helped into it--despite
honest and abiding doubts of its validity--by the interposition
of another woman who has already wrecked two other men's lives,
After a married 1life of ups and downs and followlng a long
separation overseas, the woman suddenly dies; a brilliant poet
but the self-confessed betrayer at last of her own husband's
love and loyalty. And Fernandez apparently now inured to the
position of being perpetually used and kicked out, accepts this
situation also.

In the last sectlon the protagonist is led—vlia various
casual affairs-——to the final acceptance of the God of his child-
hood, whom he has all along half admired, half mistrusted; and
in the meantime, the world, in its blundering and confusion, is
led into another World War. Thus the whole book concludes as a
modern novel, with the exit of its leading character, and with
the underlying moral dilemnas completely unsolved.

esssesMr, Benet's attempt to envisage the war from the
standpoint of a modern agnostic who has merely endured and shared
the dust swirl over Manhattan for the past thirty years, must be
frankly admitted a fallure. The dust-swirl in itself had no point
of reference, no objective and no goal-—nor can Mr. Benet make
1t relevant to the problems we have to face today.

That 1s not to say that Mr, Benet 18 a bad poet. Vhen he
ceases discussing the affairs of his main character and concen-
trates on affairs and things all around him, he can be extremely
convineing., His chief technical device of blank verse, written
in swift stabbing phrases somewhat like a telegram, in them does
better duty than in the more personal passages of narrative. One
could signal out much for attention heresseess "

And yet when all 1s said and done with Mr, Benet's book—
and I hope I have made it clear that no one could do better with
such a subject—vhat abldes in the mind are a few excellent lyrics .I.O

Not until the second World War wes well under way did another book
of verse by Benet appea;c in print. In 1944 was published Day of Deliver-
ances. The lines of the poems in this book sincerely expressed the ;lation-
al feeling in the third year of the war. This book contains fifty-five

40npyst Swirl Over Manhattan," Poetry, LVIT (June, 1942), 213-217.



poems—poenms for a world at war, for Lidice, for the Greek, for the French
sailors who sank their own ships, for beseiged Moscow, and for traitor-
ous Viehy. A few of the poems, however, are in a more serene mood.

Mr. Robert Hillyer,‘[’l critic, poet, and Pulitzer Prize winner,
thinks ®the book needs to be winnowed,” but that the careful reader will
not begrudge that task since Benet is a poet to be depended upon for
honest crafimenship, and often for the authentiec flash of genius. 3But
Mr. Leo Kennedy, reviewer for Bogk ¥Week, takes just the opposite view
of Benet's craftmanship:

Never a Stephen Vincent, elder brother Willism Rose Benet

is emblezoned on his gleeve as large a8 life. Hardly a precise

craftemen, his choice of swinging metrical arrangements remi

one of Kipling, ag hils fighting fervor smacks of Chesterton.

The title for this book, Day of Deliverance, is that of the long
poem with which the book opens, a poem filled with the dream of hope
familiar to us all. Under the title are the two following lines setting
forth this dream and Benet's purpose:

Written today, that i1t need never be
Uritbten in blood again for you and me,

The sound of war is in the book~—war for the fighter and war for
the men and women searching for the broken bones of thelr children in
the rubble. Benet was striving to achieve just this sound, for his
poetic interpretations of the world confliet were his contributions to
the ware effort. In his acknowledgments appended to Day of Deliveransce

“Lst1antic Monthly, CLXXIV (October, 1944), 129,
42500k Week, (August 27, 1944), p. 7.



he enmerates some of the uses to which his war poems were put. The
following are examplessy

Meny of these poems, thanks to the generous hospitelity to them
of Norman Cousins, first appeared in The Ssturday Neview of Idj~
erature, Franicdin P, Adams in the Wew York Post sponsored "The
Burning Orphanage,® "Prayer for England® (vhich lest had an
aatonishing response in England itself, being reprinted on
October 12, 1940, in the London Dzaily Express, and distributed
by the British Library of Informaticn), and "Dunkerque,” =11 of
vhich werc first used ir his column, "The Conning Towere®ecees
"Day of Deliverance® was written for the Philadelphia Inguirer
at the request of Arch C. Luther, and has been used in broed-
casts by the Third Service Commend, adapted for radio by Sgt.

H. Ponald Spatz, and distribuied by the Writers'! War Board.
*Dance of Heroea®™ and the poem now titled ®Lidice® appeared....
in the "Wer Poems of the United Nations,™ edited by Joy Davidman,
The official magazine of the U. 5. Merines The Leatherneck has
used, in part, "The Myriad Ghost.® P™Archipelago® has been
included by Lieutenant Cormander Griffith Baily Coale in his
*Tictory at Midway." ®For the Red Army® was a contribution to

the Ammiverssry Number of Soviet Russia Today. "For Hellas® has
been distributed by the Office of War Information.

Since this was the first beok of poetry Benet had published since
his marriage to Marjorie Flack, this voliume is fittingly dedicated to
her, as follows:

TFOR MARJORIE
You who glive always, but so seldom take;
¥ho are brave, brown-eyed, grave, laughing, purely truej

In a dark time, but for a deep love's sake,
Margie, these are for you.

There &re only infrequsnt lyrics in the one hundred fifty pages
of the book. Some of the poems are political in character, most of them
are on the war theme, none of them are of love and romance. ™Lines to
& British Playwright® are written to Noel Coward. ®In Thanksgiving® celw
ebrates the allied victory in North Africa., His reactions to a documens
tary film are presented in PAfter Seeing Desert Vicfory." He tells iy
"The Strong Swimmer”® of a Negro's heroiam in the Pacifie. Throughout



86

2ll the poems he employs his usual variety of styles.
Mr. Coleman Rosenberger gives a detailed review of Day of Deliver-
ance in "Poet as Public Speaker,” in which he writesi

This (writing of the present war) has been a perilous ground for
a poet, Karl Shapiro, for example, writes in the introduction
to his recent V-Hour: "Since the wer began I have tried to be on
guard against becoming a 'war poet'.....We know very well thai
the most resounding slogans ring dead after a few years, and
that it i1s not poetry to keep pace with public speakers and the
strategy of events.® v

What Shapiro has been on guard against, Benet has actively
sought. Where Shapire shunned the "strategy of events," Benet
takes for his subjects "Taraws," "Lidice," "The War Dead,"ee..
Where Shapiro did not compete with the public speakers, Benet
has vigorously entered the competitionsesesss

As a public speaker Benet is better than most, as an old
and practiced and effective user of words. His first book of
poems was published in 1913-—the year incidentally that Karl
Shapiro was born., In the years since then Benet has led a full
and active life as a professional man of letters: as poet, nov-
elist, editor’ a.ntho:-ogist and eriticecsoee

It is not, however, merely as a skilled literary practi-
tioner that Benet invites attention here. It is as a man who
possesses considereble awareness of the world in which we live,
vho earlier than many was alert to the menace of fascism and
who seys clearly many things which are in need of sayingessse

Like the rhetoric of most public speskers the verse in
Day of Dgliverance 1s more impressive in its total effect than
any single line, In "bitter cup" and "bloody boot," for example,
Benet has not sought to avoid the cliche., But the whole speech
is still effective. Whatever the volume's weakness, 1t is good
to have a poet moving in an area of public responaibility.
There are already enough poet's painting paper-wz%ghts and fond-
ling their personal psycholegical peculiarities.”

The last volume of Benet's poems wes Stairway of Surprise, pub-
lighed in 1947. This book contains two hundred sixty-five pages, and
is the largest of Benet's collected poetical works, It is divided into
nine parts, and so much variety is displayed throughoutthat it is more
like several books in one. The title is from a stanza from Emerson's

43poetry, LXV (November, 1944), 101-3.



"Pass in, pass in,” the angels say,

"In to the upper doors,

For count compertments of the floors,

But mount to parsdise

By the steirway of surprise.®

The dedication is to his friend and fellow-writer of long~etending,
Amy Lovemant

¥etve seen a rampant quarter-century through

In work with hope. But what I've done to earn

The steedy friendship of aone so fine and true

Is murgatory es thig esmell return.

The first section of the book is called “Center Is Everywhere,®
a title taken from Empedocles' A Lost Treatige:

The nature of God is a circle of which the center
is everywhere and the circumference is nowhere.

®The Noblest Frailty" 1s the subject for the second portion, and iz teken
from this quotation in Dryden's Ihe Indian Fmperop; "Love's the noblest
frailty of the mind," The succeeding parts of the book are under the
names of ®Gallery;® "The Fire Is Crystalj" "North Shore," which contains
the "Ballad of Cape 4Ann," where he spent so many delightful days; "Speek
What You Think Today;" ®High Fantastical;" "Sommets;® and "Pendant."
The last portion of the book conteins one of his rare terse and trenchant
" quatrains, "Whose?®
Seientific and empirical,
Whose intellection do you call
The fundamental miracle
That anything should exist at all?
Acknovledgrents for these poems show that many of them appeared
in The Satupday Review of Literature, Atlautic, University of Kansas Cliy
Review, The Holy Cross Purple, New York Times, New York Times Sun Magazire,




New Yorker, Encore, and The Gloucester Times, Many of the poems had not
appeared in print previous to the publication of the book.

The typography and binding for thie book were based on originsl
designs by W. A. Diggins, Benet's friend end collaborator in A Baker's
Dogen of Hublems.

Many of these poens were written to people Benet had known and
loved throughout the yéars. There i3 one poem called ®Fee Simple which
is ®In Memoriam of C. E. S. W.," the PZeus® of The Dust Which Ig God.
Ahother called "Token - For M, ¥. B." was, of course, for Benet's fourth
wife, "Deep Fhythm* showed his sympathy for and uerstanding of the
American Negro, Qf;m&ggg, written of the poetess Benet so often
befriended and encqumged, contained thess lines:

She was all fire and spirit. The thraat chokes, O she

was Iinsetiable candor in & vese too frail

of alabaster, that held an occult grail.

She evolved her prophesies as a seeress does,

On the dust jacket of Stalrway of Syrprise the publishers identi-
fied the poet as the man who "conducts The Satwrday Review of Literature's
renowvned department 'The Phoenix Nest'™ and swmed up this book in these
wordss

His last previous volume Day of Deliverance found a wide, eager

public. In Stalrway of Surprise are to be found the variety,

the impassioned voice and supple poetic art, the music that made

hig earlier golumes happy events toc countless readers. It is idle

to speak of ™aturing? in the case of so accomplished a craftemang
here 1s the ripe frult of a fine and moving talent.

Indeed, throughout his last volume of poetry Benet reveals himself,
as he had revsaled throughout his entire 1ife and writings, as ®a man of
many moods and much learning,® And throughcut the book Benet's faith im

the potentiah goodness of man and his purpose in the universe is more



apparent than in any of his other works. Mr. Hillyer says of this books

In wisdom znd indencity, The Steirway of Surprigse, I feel,
surpasses anything Mr. Benet has done before, With this book
he takes an incontestable place among our imporitant living posts.

by

Hr. Untermeyer appralses his friend's last booic of poetry thuss

His gemut was widening. & deeper voice was matiched by a mors
impassioned musle. The lover of liberty found new expression
in his celebration of civil rights, ih hymns to those beaten,
betrayed, and erucified hecause they allied themselves with
unpopular causes, in rhapsodies tc the true democracy.

Shoulder to shoulder now they stands

Our valiant dead and all cur valiant living

To vivify with giving and forgiving

This Country of the Free, the impartial land
That it night be: with heart and mind and nerve
In many-in-one to strengthen and pregerve.

I will not see it open for bleating sheep
Wetched by 8ly wolves; or, in new dark ages,
Industrial feudal lords dispensing wages

Each from his fief and his baronial keeDeecses
Now, in this sge, when, vhatace'er the weather
We must fairly tozether live or die together./*

Watt and Car s in their rscently published antholozy Collsge
Reader, include "iden on Strike" f{rom Stairway of Surprise as representa-
tive of Benets They have this explanatory remarks

Scattered throughout his volumes of verse....2Te many poems
vhose message is explicit enough. The just wrath of "Mem on

Strike® is not elsezgere matched but suggests & vein the author
might well develop.

Rthough Stairway of Surprise was the last volume of Benet's
poetry to be published before his death, it is not too much to expeet

that perhaps some day another book of Benet's unpublished poetry will

M‘tﬁ_v York Times (August 24, 1947), p. 7.
45@5_ Saturday Review of Literature, XXXITI (May 20, 1950), 14
“Bvatt and Cargill, Gollese Reader, pe 920.



zppear, together with poems that have appeared in current publications
since the date of publication of Stairway of Surprise.

The last poem to date to appear in print was in the July, 1950,
i1ssue of The Atlantic Monthly, titled "The Fancy," with a typlcally Benet
parenthstical explanation under the title, #With a Bow to George Borrow's
Lavengro.* This poom is also typical of Benet in its display of erudition
and love for the past, Without a2 modicum of like knowledge of and love
for antiquity, the rcader is apt to £ird much of Benet's writing unintelw
ligible, "The Faney" is practicolly meaningless unless one knows that
George Borrow, British author and traveler living between 1803 and 1841,
was a canbinztion of Gil Bass and Bunyan, and that Borrow wrole Lavengro,
vwhich perhaps ic his nasterpiece. This novel has come to be more fully
appreciated in this century than when it was published in 1851, To ap-
preciate "The Fancy®™ one also needs to know that "Lavengro® means in
the gypsy language "word master,” a title given to Borrow in admiration
by the gypsies with whom he lived and roamed for so many years. lLavengro,
largely autoblographical, narrates Borrow's early life and travels, his
first meeting with the gypsies, his studies in philology, and the 1ife
of the times. Benet ends this poem with these words:

esesthe professer that Borrow extolled
As though he were Homer invoking the herves of oldww

Thelr 1ife in his language; his memory never to pass
Though faded their glory as fadeth the flower of the grassi4’

4Tmo stlantic Monthly, CLOOVI (Fuly, 1950), 67.



And now that "finig" haes been appended tc Benet's poetry, one
feels thet his memory will never pass as long as people love vnusuelly
exquisite languege, deeply inspiring thoughits, und the ideals of freedam
and liberty for which this country stands, because Beret's poetry con-
tained all this——and much more., Perhaps mmch of Benetls poetry will
fade ®as fadeth the flower of the grasgh——and gsome of it slready hasg
faded. Benet, like Borrow's professor, extolled many of the heroes of
old; but hie also extolled the era in which he lived and the peopls of
this era. These, threough Benetfs poetry will be presserved for future

generations, ®their life in his language.”



CHAPTER IV
THE ANTHOLOGIES AND ENCYCLOPEDIA OF WILLIAM ROSE BERET

It has been said of William Rose Benet that the "very conditions
of his 1life, his many activities in editing magazines and anthologies of
verse, seemed to contribute toward a neglect of his own gifts in favor of
his ebility to encourage and to appreciate the works of others."™ The
fourteen volumes of poetry discussed in the preceding chapter represent
an achievement attained by few poets devoting thelr entire time to the
art of writing poetry. Yet the writing of poetry was only one of Benet's
many fields of literary endeavor. As Henry Seidel Canby said of Benet
as a young man vwhen he joined the staff of the Literary Review, Benet
"could do anything—vwrite poetry, write editorials, write eriticism.®
But Dr. Canby could not then foresee his future greatness as an anthol-
oglist,

Louls Untermeyer? says that he and Benet "grew up with, around
and on poetry," and that they shared a youthful enthusiasm not only for
pulse-pounding ballads but for unspeakably bad verse. It was a genuine
passion for poetry that they shared for most of a lifetime., Benet's avid,
omnivorous and continuous reading of poetry of all types and from &1l
countries gave him a vast and extraordinary background of the poetry of

loregory and Zaturenska, op. cite, p. 440.
*Mhe Saturday Review of Literature, XXXITI {May 20, 1950), 13.



all ages. This wide knowledge Benet put to use in a field of literature
not embraced by the writing of poetry or in the editorship of literary
nmagazines—that of complling the works of other poets. One of Benet!'s
outstanding contributions to the field of American letters is the mmber
of splendid, interesting, and unusual anthologies he collected and edited,
some by himself and some in collaboration with others. In his New Poets

from 0ld: A Study in Literary Geneticg, Dr. Henry W. Wells, professor of
English at Columblia University, includes Benet among the outstanding

anthologlists of our time, as shown in the following paragraphs

Specific evidence of the lively interest
taken by well~read poets in their forerummers
is discernible in the large number of anthologies
gleaned from considerable periods of literature
by prominent modern poets. Comprehensive collections
of verse have been made, for example, by Cohrad
Alken, W. H. Auden, William Rose Benet, Lawrence
Binyon, Robert Bridges, Robert Graves, John
Masefield, Walter de la Mare, Herbert Read,
Carl Sandburg, Edith Sitwell, Genevieve
Taggard, Mark Van Doren, Robert Penn Warren,
and William Butler Yeats. The list might be
eagily enlarged. This activity implies a lively
interest on the part of the editor in the work
of his antecedents; indeed, it presumes a certain
connoigseurship, Such labor and enthusiasm can
hardly bg without significance for the compiler
himself.

Benet'!s connolsseurship in whatever he was interested was highly
developed. One of his earliest interests was in children's literature
and throughout his life he maintained this interest. The first of his
anthologles was for this audience that he loved. It was Poems for

Iouth, An Amerdcan Anthology, published by E. P. Dutton and Company in

3genry W. Wells, New Poets from 0lds A Study in Literary Genetics,
Pe 9.



1923. Benet's purpose in collecting these poems is best expressed in his
own words from the Preface to Poems for Youths:

The primary purpose of this book is to
furnish to the American youthese.. not an en-
tirely comprehensible series of selections
from the works of all the American poets of any
distinction who have ever written, but, on
the other hand, a compemdious selection of a
certain portion of the best work that has been
done in the field of American poetry.....The
endeavor has been to include only poemg of
comparatively simple and direct appetleecese

In general, and finally, the compiler
has tried to preserve with all the strict-
ness possible under the circumstances, the
canong of his own private artistic taste, and
he has constantly endeavored to keep before his
mind's eye the particular audience for whom
his compilation was intended.

After a lengthy introduction, Benet addresses himself to his
youthful audience in the following letter:
To the Young Readert
The thing to do is to read poetry for
pleasure, not as a task.ee...Your own temper-

amental bliss will indicate the particular
kind of poetry that is the best food for your

spirite—good hunting!
William Rose Benet’

Included in this umisually discriminating selection are poems
of one hundred twenty-four American posts, with a few brief blographical
sketch and critical comment about each poet. The poems are arranged
chronologically according to the dates of birth of the poets, with Fitz-

Green Halleck (1790-1867) heading the 1ist and Hilda Conkling (1910~ )

4¥411iam Rose ‘Benet, Poems for Youth, p. vii.
5Ib;,d., p. xcxiv,



concluding it, Benet's comments about each poet give concisely the con-
census of the critics about that author's works, together with his most
distinguishing characteristics. Benet does not include any of his own
poetry in Poems for Youth.

Benet realized that, generally speaking, boys and girls like
anthologles, and the larger the collection the better; that young people
like to browse over extensive fields, nibbling at this, rejecting that,
and gobbling up whole portions; and that very few anthologies had been
compiled specifically for youthful readers. In Pgems for Youth Benet
presented an enticing field for their first independent literary or poetic
explorations. Although the title of this bock indicates that the selec-
tions were made for young readers, the five hundred twelve pageg of the
anthology contain an ample collection for anybody, regardless of age.

A review of Poems for Youth in The Bookman's Magazine recommends
the anthology in these words:

William Rose Benet has accomplished a commendable bit of
anthologizing and has produced a collection which, on the whole,

should fulfill its purpose of appealigg to young men and women
in the late teens and early thirties.

The Nation acclaims Poems for Youth as a book that "gives an ex-
cellent survey of the more spirited and lucld examples of American verse,"7
whereas Babeite Deutsch, critic on the New York Times, has nothing but
derogatory remarks about this first compilation of Benet's. Her adverse
criticism is exemplified in the following:

Mo Boolman's Magazine, LIL (June, 1925), 492.
Tme Nation, CXXI (July, 1925), 100.



‘The book bristles with facile narrative pleces on incidents
of the Civil War, sentimental twitterings, melodramatie vacuities,

The compllers personal bias is obvious enough. It is unfortunate

that he decided to exclude his own productions, which are richer

in fantasy, more sonorously rhymed and far leas bombastic than
most of the ballads of "camparatively simple and direct appeel™
which he has geen fit to offer to the umsophisticated high gchool
geniors and college freshmen for whom his book is intended,

Six years later, in 1929, Benet edited jointly with John Drinkwater
and Henry Seidel Canby Iwentieth Century Poets. Canby writes the preface
to this compilation of more than six hundred pages, which is an anthology
of English and American verse written since 1900. The poetry of each
nation appeers separately, with groupings arranged by the editor. A short
biographical summary precedes the work of each poet represented. Drink-
water writes the introduction to the first section, which is on British
poetry, and consists of two hundred seventy pages. Benet introduces the
second section, on American poetry, which covers three hundred sixty-six
pages. Benet divides the American poets into seven groupings, but gives
no basis for these groupings.

In the two-page foreword to the American section Benet states
the ever-present problem of the anthologist of "how to exemplify a wide
range of work by Judiclous selection.”? He beging the American grouping
with the poetiry of William Vaughn Moody. In the second group he includes
two of the works of his brother Stephen, "King David,® and "The Golden

Corpse.® His own works are represented by ®The Falconer of God" and

8Rew York Times, (May 17, 1925), p. 13.

9John Drinkwater, Henry Seidel Canby, and William Rose Benet,
Iwentieth Century Poetry, p. 273.



"There Lived a Lady in Milan.” Both the Benet brothers are included in
Part ITI, lola Ridge is represented by six poems in Part II, among which
is an excerpt from her femous ®"The Ghetto.”

Ro one after even a cursory reading of Twentieth Century Poets,
vwhich, incidentally, was worthily printed by Houghton Mifflin Company,
could pessimisticslly complain that poetry is dead, for much fine and
significant verse of more than a quarter of this century 18 collected in
this volume. The New York Times gives high approvel to the volume in
the following commentst:

Messrs. Drinkwater, Canby and Benet have come closer to
triunph in their difficult task than any other anthologists

since Conrad Aiken issued his rigorously selected "Modern

Poetry." They have covered a huge field and selected from it

with tact and underatending, the result being & good sized

book that actually does glve a comprehensive picture of what

has been accomplished in Fnglish and American poetry during

the last three decades.l

Margaret Wallace, however, does not regard the amthology so highly,

for in her review in the New York Evening Pogl she declaress

They have garnered a large and rather academic representation
of the lyric verse of England and America, but they have harvested
in an indecisive fashion which leaves the purpose and usefulness
of the anthology somewhet in doubt.eee.The editors have taken a
poeition more critical than appreciative and they have been in-
terested not so much in good poetry for its own sake as in the
illustration of movements, tendenﬂes and innovations--in short,
in a sort of poetic fashion show.

The next work of compiling that Benet engaged in was of a totally
different nature. In 1932 he published the poetry of his second wife,
Elinor Wylie, who had died in 1928, In the foreword, dated December 1,

LO%ew York Timea, (Jumary 19, 1930), p. 25.

1lgey York Evening Post, (December 21, 1929), p. 13.




1931, from FNew York City, to Collected Poems of Flinor Wylie Benet explains
the contents of the book thus:

The contents of this book embody the contents of Elinor
Wyliel!s four books of poems, N Catch the Wipd (1921), Black
Amour (1923), Irivie) Breath (1928), and Angels and Earthly
Creatures (1929), in the exasct sequence and order in which they
were originally published. Added to these is a section of poems
hitherto uncollected in book form, some of which have previously
been published in periodicels. A few, on the other hand, have
never before been printed. 'The editor has felt deeply the respon-
gibility of inecluding in a volume by this poet no work of whose
inclusion she might not have approved., Owing to many considers~
tiong, hovever, it seemed judicious to gather within the same
covers the best of her work in verse that any exact bibliography
will ghow reposging in magazine files. And, in a sifting and re-
sifting of the poetry she left behind in mamseript, certain
other writings zlso seemed to merit inclusicn...e.

Such mention (of "A Tear for Cressid,® a song for which she
devised the tune) leads me to say a word concerning the lighter
verse that, in intervels of writing poetry, Elinor could shape so
deftly and wittily, principelly for the entertaiment of her
intimete friends, though she occasioml}g gave it to the ®columns®
of Christopher Morley end of "F, P, A,®

The introductory remarks, although they present personal knowledge
and information about the poetess, are noticeably impersonal, whieh is in
direct contrast to the words of love and grief in his introduction to
Perpetual Light, which was written in memory of his first wife. Only in

the following instance in the five-page foreword does Benet express his
own private and personal feelings for Elinor Wylies

In bearing witness to this more frivolous-——and yet hardly
so frivolous, after all-—gide of one I deeply love and whom I
have always esteemed a genius, I will not be misunderstood by
anyone who rsally knew Elinor. It is the casual, the fragmentary,
the apparently inconsequential that touch the heart to the quick
when a great and noble spirit, also so beautifully human, is gone.
And all her friends knew Elinor's lively, witty side, her childe

126011 ected Poems of Elinor Wylie, pp. v-vi.



likeness, her headlong sympethisés, the impulsive traits that en-
deared., Erudite end the paragon of artistic integrity, she could
flash into a mood of clever nonsense at any moment, or exclaim with
an apparent abandon of admiration over some bijouterie or some apt
phrase coined by another. Her bronze hair seemed to have wings,
and her head on its beautiful tnroat to bear the fece of one fly-
ing. Often tense with actual physical pain, her lineaments in
laughter had both the surprised innocence and the mischief of a
child, She loved old Scotch and Irish ballads and songs, and sang
them in a high-pitched wistful way jhat I shall never forget.

But I have been led far afieldecsces

The volume of three hundred eighteen pages conteins one hundred
g8ixty-six poems, These are divided into five parts—the first four perts
represent Mrs, Wyliets four published books of poerty, and the fifth part
contains her hitherto uncollected poems. Two pictures of the poetess
and a facsimile of her almost undecipherable handwriting are included.

Gregory and Zaturenska mention this book in their A History of

American Poeltry in this marmmer:

Her posthumously published Collected Poemg containing her four
books of poems between the covers of a single wolume appeared in
1932. The book was edited by her husband, Williem Rose Benet,
and his preface, unlike most pileces written on such occasions
(one has only to remember the ghoulish figure of J. Middleton
Murry over the remains of Katherine Mansfield) is an excellent
tribute to Mrs. Wylie's mgmory, informal, 1light in texture, and
yet sustained by dignity.

The next of Benet%s compilations was one of his most original —-
Flfty Pootss Ap American Auto-Anthology, published in 1933 by Dodd, Mead
and Compeny. Bookman's Mamual, A Guide to Literature, catalogues Fifty
Poets thus:

Fifty contemporary American poetg have each selected frem
their own work their favorite poem and have described the cir-

Bm.g,., pPp. viii-ix.
u'ﬁregory and Zaturenska, op. cit., p. 285.
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circumstances which inspired it.15

Benet, in the introduction, tells of his inspiration for this
collection, and the time and efforts involved in editing it. His ac-
counts of the reactions of some of the outstanding American poets of
this day are highly entertaining and illuminating, for the responses
he received ranged from ignoring his request completely to spontaneous
enthusiasm. The following excerpis from the opening remarks are in-
dicative of Benet's manner of thinking and working:

Having engaged in the compilation of three anthologies

and having perused, in my time, several hundred, it occurred

to me one evening that the experiment should be made of let-

ting the poets choose their own poems for inclusion. I know

how often they marvel that the anthologist selecis some
particular composition by which to represent them. I know

how anthologies continue to duplicate the same selectioneesse

I know, as a poet, what an irritation this can be.

essesel thought it would be especially interesting to
write to those I conceived to be the best fifty poets in

America and to see whether it were not possible for them to

select from all their published work one of theiI6shorter

poenms by vhich they would like to be remembered.™"

Benét.expresses regret at the omission of several women poets
whose work he would have liked to include, particularly that of his
glster, Laura Benet; but, as he said, "limited choice must exclude
some admirable work."®

Some of the poets Benet comsiders worthy of inclusion in his
fifty best American poets and their personal selections of the poem by
vhich they would like to be known to posterity include the following:

Charles Erskine Scott Wood, who did not begin to write poetry until he

15pessie Graham, Bookman's Manual, A Guide ito Literature, p. 169.
16p rty Poets: An American Auto-Anthology, pe vii.
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wvas sixty years old, chose his ¥From the Poet in the Desert;® Edward
Arlington Robinson selected e passage from "Tristrem and Isolt of
Ireland;®" Witter Bynmer preferred his "A TentSongi" Lola Ridge picked
out *Light Song;* Louls Untermeyer designated his"Transfigured Swang"
John Gould Fletcher indicated "The Swan;® Christopher lMorley specified
his ®"The Dogwood Treeg® amd Stephen Vincent Benet declded upon ®The
Hiderts Song.® That Conrad Aiken and Fdma St. Vincent Millay would make
no choice was a disappointment to Benet.

Of the inclusion of his own favorite poem among the works of the
fifty best American poets, Benet modestly writes:

Vnen his publisher insisted that the editor include omne
of his own poems in this anthology, and prevailed upon him, per-
haps affected by the idlosyncrasy of choice exhibited by same,
perhaps because poems of one's own that one has long known have
a way of becoming stereotyped in one's memory, he decided upon
the sonnet that accompenies this note. His best shorter poens
such as they are-—are to fowrd 1n the volume of his selected
poems published in 1927 Map Possegsed. The sommet here used
has as yel appeared in no book of his., TFor peimission to use
it he has to thank The New Yorker. His easily-mistaken feeling
is thaet is sccomplishes a certain {luidity within the somnet form
and touches upon & universel experience., Peculisasrly enough——for
the precise opposite is usually the case with this poet-~the title,
in this instance, came first and the poem was written fairly
rapidly without a great deal of correction afterward. Certain
lines seemed to fall into place of themselves. As to the guestion
as to vhether prayers are or are not answered, the poel here feels
slightly gullty, as in his own case it seems to him that he heas
been particularly fortunate in eventually getting the best things
that he ever wanted in this world. That ;‘,s as near as he can come
to his precise attitude toward the poem.l

The poem he selected was "Dead Letter Office," which was later included
in Starry Harnesg. The poem reads as followss

17
ibid., p. 3.
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From the mind of mankind, like rapid invisible fires,
Vhere do the agonized prayer and the wild wish go,
Crying on heaven—of the unbearable throe

Born—and those desperate, unsppessed desires

That also sssume no outward verbal attires?

Constent, incessant, up threugh thin air they flow,
Sparing the 1lip to learn or the ear to know,
Enissaries secret, gealed with the blood of our sires.

Protests, adjurings, hopes like missives of ecloud,
Where do they fade, or where do they whirl as leaves?. . «
Lost in thelr urgency, 2ll teo long unclaimed,

I have seen them hide in the silence of the proud,
In the dark ironic eye, in the amile that grieves,
In the wound unshown and the name that im never named, 18

The only criticism of Fifty Poets to be found appears in Pgetry
Magszine and is edversely inclined toward the whole idea, as is sesn in
these remarks:

Fiffy Poets is an snthology conceived in the belief that

there are at least fifty living American poets worth listening

to about themselves and e certain one of their poems. It is
offered to the public with the umreluctant lines of namny poets
conapiring toward that charitable hope. The items that compose
thls egregious book are not without interest to the mathematician
vho would discover how eccentric in our time is the pursuit of
poetry, nor to the philosopher who yearns to peruse lines upon
the vanity of humen wishes, For the researcher they may some day
possess genuine antiquarien significance; it is & pity that by
then the luster of the more aorgeous comie passages will be over-
lsid by the patine of time.l

The following year Benet published the Prose g@ Poetxry of Elinor
¥ylie. Benet wrote the introduction for this book, which contained excerpts

from Mrs. Wyliets four volumes of poetry and from her four novels, Jen-

nifer Lorn, Ihe Vepetian Glass Nophew, The Orphsn Angel, and Mr, Hodge apd
Mr, Hazard.

roid,, p. 84

1980etry, XLIV (May, 1934}, p. 108,
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The next anthology Benet compiled wes Poems for Modern Youth.
Benet's first anthology, Poems for Youth (1923), had proved such a suc-

cessful venture and had filled such a need that another collection for
young readers was edited and published in 1938, in conjunction with
Adolph Gillis. Modesty, unobtrusiveness, and demureness are adjectives
that many different writers have used in suming up the personality of
Benet; and nowhere 1s this characteristic personal quietness more evident
than in the signatures of the collaborating editors of Pgoems for Modern
Youth., Adolph Gillis bears the titles of "Principal, Public School Nun-
ber Three, Brooklyn, New York, Former Head of the English Department,
James Madison High School, Brooklyn, New York," whereas Benet simply uses
his full name. Perhaps he knew he needed no further identification.

The introduction to Poems for Modern Youth is rather lengthy, and
is followed by "Why Read Poetry?" and "To the Teacher.® Each of these
sections is written in a stimulating and charming mammer that enhances
the value of reading poetry. The inclusion of Christopher Morley's
"At the Mermaid Cafeteria™ in the front of the book immediately catches
the eye and interest of the reader. The varlous groupings of the poems
are under captions that are appealing to teen-agers: "Stories Brave and
Strong,® "Modern Marvels," "The Workaday World and Its People," "The
Funny Side," "The Well of Wisdom," "Under the Open Sky," "All Manner of
Creatures,” "Challenge to Courage,” '"Man and Warfare," "Remarkable Sonnets,"
"Love and Memory," "Footloose for Far Places," and "Men and Women in Lit-
erature and Fable."

Following the poetry selectlons are scme excellently prepared
ailds for both the teacher of literature and the student, such as "Study
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Helps;® "General Questions;® "Speciel Assigmments;® "Supplementary Readings;®
®A Poetry Library,® which ineludes Benet's Msn Possessed; ®"Biographical
Notes," and indices of authors, titles, srd first lines.

Only three of Benet!s own poemns are included in this textbook for
high school poetry study——"Jesse James," ®The Falconer of God," and ®The
Last Ally.”

AMgo published in 1938 was The Oxford Amthology of fmerican Liter-
ature, edited by Williem Rose Benet and Forman Holmes Pearson, A second
edition of this anthology was published in 1%47. Many eritics and ]
professors of Emericah literature feel this is one of the best anthologies
of American literature ever published., This volume of some seventeen
hundred pages is an historical selection from the literary expression of
the American neonle., It contains prose &s well as poetry, selected from
the output of the best writers from the days of John Smith to the date
of publication, Drief notes on each writer are included, together with
a short bibliograpﬁy for each. The srrangement is chronological, and
the indices are full and valuable,

Mr, E. L. Tinker, reviewing The Oxford Anthology for The Few York
Times, states:

The worth of such & volume 1s eniirely dependent upon the con~
ascience and literary teste of its editors, so "The Oxford Antheol-
ogy of American Literature" is most fortunate, for Willism Rose
Bgnet and Norman Holmes Pearson planned and executed it with care
and intelligence, The sum total of the passable literzature of
colonial days and even in the first half century of our existence
a8 & nation presented a pitiebly small cholce, but the editors
have succeeded in bringing a fresh interest to oft-trodden ground
by selected umhackneyed excerpts from eighteenth and nineteenth
century authors. Thelr Jjudgment wes admirable, and the most es-
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sential examples of creetive writing have been fit into
the genersal pattern of our intellectual development.

Mr, Charles Angoff, writing in Livipng Age, reviews the anthology
favorably, saying:

Arguing with s palr of canthologisis vho admit everything
beforehand nakes little sense. Fortunztely, their volume repre-
sents so catholic a tasie that probably few gpeclalists will
find much to carElat, and most genersl readers will find much
to delight them.

A critic for the Yale Review, Mr. W. M. Sale, Jr., expresses his
reactions to The Oxford Anthology of Americaop ILiterafage in these vords:

The book provides ample evidence of the usefulness of intel-
ligence and scumd scholarghip in neking an snthology. Principles
guided the construetion of this book, though the statement of

these principles in the prefece is much fuszier then j;;hat made
by the selections themselves and in the commentaries.

Another compilation of Bemet's is The Oxford Campanion ‘o American
Literatyre. The book is an excellent aid to teachers and students. This
volume is made up of short explanatory notes about American authors and
literary churacters. Biographical data, titles, and critical comments
are included in these briefl sketches.

It seems no feat at all for 3enet to jump from editing enthologies
for high school students to contrituting war songs to a book of conviviel
verse for men. In 1918 John McClure had edited The Steg's Hormbook, which

he dedicated to H. L. Mencken. McClure scaid in the preface: " A complete

?Ohew York Times, (Decamber 25, 1938), p. 13.
23 ving Mge, CCCLVI (March, 1939), 95.
22¥31e RBeview, TXVITI (Spring, 1939), 639.
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collection of the convivial and merry verse in the English language would
doubtless be of interest to scholars, but for the most of us it would be
insufferably dull......!ﬁg_ﬁb_gg‘_s_ Hornbook is designed as & companion,

not an encyclopedia." McClure sets the tempo for his umusual anthology
with this quotation from King Henry IV: "Give me a cup of sack; I am a
rogue, if I drunk today." The thirteen parts of The Stag's Hornbook
bear such titles as "The Jug," "The Merry Men," "The Joys We Miss," "Our
Lady Nicotine," and "A Mad k"orld, My Masters._" When the second revised
edition of McClure's The Stag's Hornbpok was published in 1943, Benet
added the final section—timely selections of war poetry.

Leo Kennedy writes in Book Week of th:is coilection of poems on
wine, women, and merriment: "For those who have never read 'The Stag's
Hornbook! there i3 a tremendous treat ahead; joy in store and fun to
come,"?3 Louis Untermeyer says: "It alwoys was a jolly book. It
st1ll is. And i% is more insinuating and far more serviceable in this
grim embattled day than 1t was when it served the gay and garish 1920%s."%4

The year 1945 saw three more anthologles published in vhich
Benet collaborated. The first of these was Great Poems of the English
Language, which he edited with Wallace Alvin Briggs. This work elicited
no response from critics and reviewers, and has not been included in
local library poetry selectlions.

The second anthology of this year was complled in conjunction with

23Bock Yeek, (November 28, 1943), pe 4«
hme Saturday Raviey of Literature, XXVI (December 11, 1943), 26.
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his friend of many years, Conrad Potter Alken, and bore the title An

Anthology of Famous English and American Poetry. This is one of The
Modern Library books published by Random House and contains nine hundred
fifty-one pages. In the compilation of Iwentieth Century Poets in 1929
Benet had edited the section on American poets; but in this anthology he
collected the section on English poets, leaving Aiken to select those for
the American ¢roup. One hundred fifteen English poets were included, be-
ginning with Chaucer and ending with C. Day Lewis. The American grouping
embraces eighty-elght poets, starting with Anne Bradstreet and concluding
with Jose Gareia Villa, Aiken includes none of his own poetry nor that
of his collaborator. There are indices of authors and of first lines,
but no blographical sketches.

In his introduction to the section on British Poetry Benet defends
his choices in these words:

This anthology, like any other, involves personal predilec-
tion, though it endeavors to be catholic in tasie. My only ori-
terion has been what I consider excellent. Some of my cholces
will certainly display an idiosyncracy not shared by readers of
different temperament. One is also limited as to scope by a
book's planned size. Whlich only means that there 1s really more
good English verse accumulated from the past than an ordinary
volume will hold--what Saintsbury has called "the grace and the

glory of the written word that conguers Time." That is what I
have striven to present here. Perhaps on a good deal of it we

may agree.<5
The concluding paragraph of his introduction echoes the troubled last
days of the second World Wer and Benet's far-seeing vision and hope

for the futuret

25William Rose Benet and Comrad Aiken, An Anthology of Famous
English and American Poetry, p. 5.
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But in the last amalysis, it is the poels who chiefly point
the way, as they have always done. It is the poets who sense the
weather of the world, and feel in which direction the wind of
human higtory is blowing.e....If we owe some of our highest stand-
ards of living to the revelations, exhortations, admonitions in
English verse, we may be sure that they will contimuslly be secured
and enlarged by new rhythmic voices. And perhaps we may be allowed
to hope that thus the walls of a new s;%gitual city will rise to
music, as did those Babled of old time.

Reviewer Sterling North writes of this anthology in these wordsi

And where in this curious pot-pourri (the American section)
are such real destiny poets as George Dillon and Elizabeth Madox
Roberts? Obviously the editor is either ignorant or prejudiced
in this respect. Generally speeking, this anthology is worth the
money if only for the first half of the g;}g]ish section, vhere the
selections are unquestionably excellent.

Mige Pearl Strachan, critic for the Christian Sciepce Monitor, is
also conscious of the monetary value of this compilation, for she writess

From Chaucer to Tennyson and Whitman, you get more than your
money's worth. It is not so comprehensive as, for example, the
Viking Book of Poetry, edited by Richard Aldington, which has
never been surpassed since its appearance in 1941. For the price,
however, this is a good and representative selection....Among the
works of Americen contemporaries we could well spare such offer-
ings as Oscar Williams to make room for some of the really good
poetry excluded from the collection. If no more print could be
spared we should like to have seen & few of the selections give
place to works of poetszgoth recognized and worthy of recognition
who are notably absent.

Poetry of Freedom is Benet's third anthology to be published in
1945. This was compiled with Norman Cousina, editor of The Saturday Review
of Iiterature., This anthology is inspired by the chaotic conditions of a
world at war, and throughout the eight hundred twenty pages of this anthol-

R sy De 8.
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280 rigtian Science Monitor, (Jamuary 19, 1946), p. 4e
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ogy are poetic expressions representing the urge to freedom of all peoples
from the early Greeks and Britons to the young men of the second Vorld
War,

This inspiring and enjoyable collection of poems expressing the
instinet for freedom execites a very positive reaction in a reviewer in
the New York Times in this comment:

A1l in all, the book should make the most veluable addition to

the private library, the public library, the schoolroom. One can-
not help thinking that such a book carefully studled by the
children of Germany over a generation would be an excellent agent
provacateur for the cause of freedom.

Mr. R. M. Lovett, author and critic, also strongly advocates the
worth of Poetry of Freedom in his review of the book in Poetry, in which
he says:

It 18 an imnensely more difficult task. to survey the vast
scene of world poetry in following a single theme than to proceed
along the beaten highway of literary history. Palgrave and Quiller-
Couch demonstrated the wvalue of the anthology in increasing the
reading of poetry, but Mr, Benet and Mr. Cousins have bettered.
their instruction. Their collection gives to poetry an immediate
impact upon human minds, an impsct which is more than ever valuable
in the present day vwhen the fate of the world is bound up with the
idea that men have 38 liberty, and the means they are prepared to
take to achieve it.

In the author's own periodical Mr. Untermeyer declarest

Here is the best that men have sald about the lasi best hope of
earth; here, cumulatively gathered, music and meaning are combined
in "a message that can be conveyed in no other way."

The last of Benet's compilations is Poetry Package, which was pub-

2INew York Times, (August 5, 1945), p. 25.
30pgetry, LXVIT (October, 1945), 46.
3lThe Saturday Review of Literature, XXVIII (June 23, 1945), 34.
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lished jointly with Christopher Morley in 1950, shortly before Benet's
death. Mr. Morley refers to this in his note to his "Ballade of William
Rose Benet® as % pamphlet of verses.® No reviews of the booklet are yet
available, nor have copies of it reached the local bookstores.

Perhaps one of the most lasting and far-reaching contributions
that Benet has made to American culture is his The Reader's Encyclopedia,
published by Thomas Y. Crowell Company in 1948. This is a one~volume
encyclopedlia containing miscellaneous information on world literature,
art, music, history, mythology, and current affairs. Benet used some of
the material in the twenty-year-old Crowell's Handbook for Readers and
Mriters. While the book is convenient and almost indispensible as desk
equipment for quick and ready reference, in idle moments one may browse
through it solely for the pleasure afforded by reading. This encyclopedia
serves to identify or define rather than to discuss or analyze. It is
an excellent starting point for seeking information about the subjects
covered in it.

Despite minor flaws and carelessness the book has been acclaimed
by eritics, students, end the public. Shortly before Benet's death The
Reader's Eneyelopedia, in 2 four-volume edition, was distributed by the
Book~of-the-Month Club as & "book dividend,® whereby the owners of this
reference work were increased by thorsands.

Mr, C. J. Rolo, writing in The Atlantic Monthly, says of The
Reader's Encvclopediat

There are some omissions (for instance, Koestler and &
mmber of noted painters, including Bommard and Derain) striking
in view of the many trivial contemporaries included. Still, the

book is a superb achievement——immensely informative, azdelight
to browse through and an amagzing value for the price.

32pe Atlantic Mopthly, CLXXXITI (Jamery, 1949), 88.



Library Journal rates it in this manner:

Any livrary (or individual, for that matter) not possessing this
reference work lacks the best ong-volune encyclopedia of litera~
ture and the arts on the market.>>

Mr. Horace Reynolds, in the New York Times, writes of it thuss

Those readers who remember with affection Dr. Brewert's
little red "Reader?s Handbook®™ will relish Mr., Benet's new
reference book for reeders.....The book is eccentric emough to
leave out Augustus John, unconventional enough not to 1list the
composer of "Carry Me Back to Ole Virginy.® It is also casual
enough to be critical of some contemporary writers and not of
others., As such, it is a referegze book with a personality.
It invites, not repels, reading.

Mr, Clifton Fadiman's sumration of The Reader's Encyclopedis is not

only complimentary but penetrating, as shown by this comments
¥hat transforms ®The Reader's Encyclopedia®™ into & kind of

masterpiece among miscellanies is simply the mind of Mr. Benet.

Mr. Benet is not merely a compiler, but a scholar; he is not

merely learned, he is educated. The evidences of his mental

temper are not traceable in eny single entry. They permeate the

entire booksesss One can, of course, pick mieroscopic flg even

in the editor's almost perfect flair for the up-to-date.

In looking over the thirteen anthologies which bear the name of

William Rose Benet——four of which he edited solely and nins of which he
edited jointly with prominent poets, authors, and editors—and his Reader's
Encyclovedia, one is forcibly reminded that here is truly "e man of many
moods and much learning.® To have written as many books of poetry as

Benet did iz a2 sign of genius; to possess the analytical ability and re-
tentive memory displayed in compiling his anthologies and encyclopedia is

3314brary Journal, LXXITI (December 1, 1948), 1744.
Hpew York Timeg, (November 7, 1948), p. 16.
35Me Saturday Reviev of Literature, XXXI (October 23, 1948), 20.



evidence of another kind of genius. These two facets of his life's work,
however, are only a part of his contributions to American literature.
Benst earned his 1ivelihood as en editor, and in the next chapter his
editorships, as well as his miscellaneocus forms of writing, will be

discussed.



CHAPTER V
THE MISCELLANEOUS WRITINGS OF WILLIAM ROSE BENET

A panoramic view of Benet's writings published during four
decades convinces one that Benet could write almost anything. In
analyzing the various forms of writing that he used from time to time,
one feels that perhaps he tried his skill with words in different
media for sheer joy of seeing vhether he could master a particular
form——he usually did. That Benet could write poetry is proved by his
fourteen published volumes of poetry; that he could compile and edit
the poetry of others is evidenced by his thirteen anthologies; and
that he could amass information about world literature and art is seen
in his encyclopedia. Benet!s many other forms of writing will now be
considered-—translation, novel, children's literature, short stories,
drama, introductions, and his work in connection with The Saturday
Review of Literature. While he was editor of this magazine he wrote
nmerous essays, editorlals, reviews, criticisms, and his popular
columns. |

Soon after Benet's marriage to Teresa Frances Thompson in 1912,
he assisted his devout Catholic wife in her translation from the
French of one of her favorite books, The East I Know, by Paul Claudel.
Benet identifies Claudel in The Reader's Encyclopedia ast
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French poet, playwright, and diplomat, born 1868. Was
once French Ambassador to Japan and wrote The East I Know.
He is a mystical Catholic poet. His plays owe a debt to
Aeschylus. The Tidings Brought to Mary (1916) is among
his most notable works,.i

Although Benet did not share his young wife's religious enthusiasm,
he did appreciate the literary ability of Claudel, who was practically
unknown in this country, and gladly assisted in this means of present-
ing the ardent Catholic poet to the American public., Their completed
work was published in 191} by the Yale University Press, with a note
of appreciation from Claudel and an introduction on Paul Claudel write

ten by Pierre Chevannes, reprinted from The New Statesman, London.

Chevannes! full explanatory comments on Claudel's life and works, a
few of which are quoted below, help the reader to understand and appre-

ciate The East I Know:

Claudel worked for more than twenty years in silence in an
almost complete obscurity. Nobody even mentioned him save a
few very independent artists,....Moreover, Claudel was usually
far from France, Consul in various towns of the Far East; he
published his earlier works anonymously lest their Catholic
character should damage his career.....These latter days
Claudel's glory, which had so long been obscured, has suddenly
blazed forth, if not to the great public, at least to the public
which reads and is interested in literature.

Since any poetry, almost without exception, is reduced in power and
beauty when translated into the verse forms of another language, the
Benets cast their transcription of Claudel's poetry in prose form. The

beauty, delicacy, charm, and picturesqueness of Claudel's keen imagery

Lthe Reader's Encyclopedia, p. 217.
2

Paul Claudel, The East I Enow, p. vii,
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have been preserved in the Bénett!s rhythmic and sympathetic translation,
as may be seen in the following description of an opium den in a city
in Japan:

An opium den, a market of prostitutes, these last
£i11 the framework of my memory, The smoking den is a vast
nave, empty all the height of two stories which superimposes
the balconies inside. The building is full of blue smoke, one
breathes an odor of burning chestmts. It is a heavy perfums,
powerful, stagnant, strong as the beat of a gong. Sepulchral
smoke, it established between our air and dreams a middle at-
mosphere which the seeker of these mysteries inhales, One
sees across the haze of the room the fire of little opium
lamps like the souls of the smokers. gater they will arrive in
greater mmbers. Now it is too early.

Although Benet was quite conversant with great poetry and litera-
ture from all over the world, The East I Know is his only published

effort along these lines.

After the publication of the translation there followed in quick
succession three volumes of poetry. At the same time Benet was also
busy with his job as assistant editor of The Century. Then, after the
first World War, for six months he successfully, if somewhat disinter-
estedly, wrote advertising copy and slogans. In 1920 he joined the

editorial staff of the Literary Review, which grew into The Saturday

Review of Literature, v&here, despite his many other literary activities,

he served either as assistant editor or contributing editor until his
death, This phase of his career will be discussed later.

In his first year with the Literary Review appeared the first of

Bénet's works written for children. His interest in young people has

been seen in the three anthologies for youth, the first of which appeared

31bid., p. 15.
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in 1923, His Flying King of Kurio, however, was designed for an even

younger audience, and was published in 1920, The illustrated book of
almost three hundred pages tells of the activities of two children,
Michael and Amanda, who in reality live in New York City and in fancy
in their secret country of Kafirista. The children are fortunate
enough to discover what children are always longing to find--a house
apart from the house in which their family live. In their case it is
an apartment very near their own, to which they can go through their own
cupboard when no one is looking. The people in this other apartment are
very odd and at the same time very sympathetic. iir. Tractable, the man
they visit, makes plans and invents things. He shows the children his
designs for "A Recreation Home for Superanmuated Cats." .The childrent's
visits to the Tractable's apartment always lead to exciting and inter-
esting happenings.

Benet also wrote a number of short stories for children, some of
which stories were published in the famous old 9;13. Nicholas, a magagine
for readers under eighteen years of age. "Wooden Boy and Wooden Bird,"
a fairy story worthy of Grimm or Anderson, appeared in the issue for
January, 1925. The #Wooden Boy turns out to be Prince Rupert, and the
Wooden Bird Sir Lionel Agravaine de Wyvern. The delightfully written
story is appreciated as much by grown-up readers as by children. The
following sentence, one of many such, illustrates B;.net's humor, as
well as his love of words: "The reason why he mighit have been in-fine

it-es~i-mally per-tur-ba-tious-——which is two words, meaning small fry-—
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was because there was & tiger sitting on the top step."/*

"Bartholomew Pendred,” appearing in the issue of April, 1925, of the
same magazine, 1s about a 1little boy and a Liege Lynx and a Unicorn.
Benet's play with words is also seen in this story, of which the follow-
ing paragraph is typical:

There was silence—~broken only by the hoarse "Eepl

eepl" of the Iz bird, flapping afar. Bartholomew Pendred

stood astonlshed at the entrance to the Kohl Range, The Kohl

Range must not be confused with the kitchen range. There are,

you will find, all sorts of ranges; there is the mountaln range

and the kitchen range and rifle range and catile range. The

Kohl Range was a mguntain range and it was in the northeastern

part of Kallyopla.

Another story for children appeared in book form in 1941. This was
Adolphus: or, The Adopted Dolphin and The Pirate'!s Daughter, a nonsense
tale told in pictures and in rhymes. The verse was written by Benst
and his fourth wife, Marjorie Flack, did the delightfully amusing 1llus-
trations. Adolphus is about a helpful young dolphin who rescued a

maiden, a pirate's daughter, from the sea and returnmed her to her lover.
The New Yorker rates it as "a handsome amusing book,"® and The Saturday
Review of Literature says "Whale of & book., Must."’ Mr. A, T. Eaton,
reviewing it for the New Z_Q_rk.'_l'jﬂgg, writess

Adolphus as he meets a shark, or gambols in the
waves for pure joy, or, as very gratified after the success

45t, Nicholas Magazine, LII (Jamuary, 1925), 261.

SIbid,, LII (April, 1925), 640.

She New Yorker, XVII (December 6, 1941), 141.

Tthe Saturday Review of Literature, XXIV (November 8, 1941), 10.
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of his efforts, he leaps and curves from the fosm, is irresist-

ible. Unfortunately, the text is less successful. Unless set forth

with the verve and metrical facility of a Bab Ballad by W. S.

Gilbert, a tale of thwarted lovers finally united has little in-

terest for boys and girls. However, though McHenry and Angelina

may leave young readers cold, they follow the antécs of Adolphus
with ummixed delight. For readers from eight on.

Another interesting facet of Benet's many contributions to our lit-
erature and one that is almost completely overlooked in considering kis
greatneas as a poet and critic is his several editions of Mother Goose
Mursery Fhymes. He made several comprehensive collections of what he
considered the most loved and the best of these children's rhymes. The
first of these Mother Goose books appeared in 1932, with illustrations
by Fern and Frank Peat. A 1934 edition was illustrated by only Fern
Peat. In 1938 an exquisite and appealing edition was printed by the
Heritage Club, with drawings by Roger Duvoisin. The latest edition
appeared in 1943.

The last of Benet's children's stories was Timothy's Angels, pub-
lished in 1947. The famous children's illustrator Alajalov did the
fascinating pictures. This slight picture book of only twenty-three
pages 1s designed throughout to give pleasure to children between the
ages of three and six., Even the hand-written text is interesting to
them. The poem and the gay pictures describe a small boy's reaction to
a thunder storm. Jane Cobb, in The Atlantic Monthly, writes: "A wamm,
funny, simple little poem, completely umpretentious, and the pilctures

have just the touch of sophistication that no well-run nursery should be

8New York Times, (November 30, 1941), p. 42.
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without."? Mr. M. B. Snr;m,lo reviewer for Library _{m, rates it as

a picture book which will appeal to both children and their elders be-

cause of its combined simplicity and sophistication. Benet'!s sister-

in-law, Rosemary Carr Benet, writes of Timothy's Angels in this manner:
It is a reassuring fantasy and may help a child who

becomes frightened when the clouds pile up. Alajalov's angels—

halfway between choirboys andﬁtreet urchins—are wonderful

against cerulean backgrounds.

Sti11 another type of writing at vhich Benet tried his hand was
the novel. The First Pergon Singular, Benet's first and only attempt
at novel writing, wes published in 1922, If Benet had taken his task
more seriously and had written more carefully, the book might have been
better, This was the novel he composed in his father's garage to earn
money to repay a loan. The First Person Singular is a mystery romance.
The real heroine hovers like a ghost throughout the story, not coming
bodily into the picture until near the end., Twenty years before the
story opens Gertrude Gedney, at the age of sixteen, had run away from
her home in a small Pennsylvenia town and had become almost a myth,.
Vhen the story opens, a Mrs. Ventress, of New York, and about the same
age as Gertrude, tekes a furnished house for the summer in this town.
She exocites much curiosity among the staid inhabitants, who think she
is Gertrude. Involved with the personality mystery is also a literary

nystery, both of which are solved vhen the real Gertrude Gedney twrms

UPe

e Atlantic Monthly, CLXXX (December, 1947), 144.
1013 brary Journal, LXXII (December 15, 1947), 1783.
Ume New Yorker, XXITI (December 6, 1947), 142.
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The Boston Transeript reviews Benet'!s mvel in this manner:

Its positive qualities run in the followlng orders
excellent dialogue, good power of characterization, and an
interest in the plot. The author is not ashamed to have a
story to tell. So long as a writer can, in his first novel,
describe attrasctive men and women and also others who are
mean and petty, and do it as well as Mr. Benet has done here,
it is no business of his reviewer to try to dictate to him.
He may be permitted to say that, although the author's
interest was probably more centered in the puzzling plot, his
succeas was greater in his people themselves R

Comment in the American Library Aspociation Booklist includes this

remark about The First Person Singulars

Mr, Benet again and again shows a sign of possessing

the knowledge, insight, power of a novelist in an uncommonly

& yarn sod eultivating a memmer mot his omid |

Miss Hildagarde Hawthornel4 feels that there is a good deal of
clever writing interspersed throughout the very long book, but that the
story is not well comstructed, and that it drags badly. Some of this
clever writing is seen in such phrases as "in her Bessieish way," ™in
one of his spare moments unconferential," "after persistent unsuccess,
she had also forged tools to blunt and dull it," and "'Mefdis Plsk—
dat!s my damnation.t'®

In 1927 Benet published yet another type of book when he gathered
together fifty-five short pleces from various periodicals and columns
to make up Wild Goslingst A Selection of Fugitive Plecegs. These selec-

tions, for the most part, are essays in which his fancy has run gently

ummm (May 13, 1922), p. 7.
Lamerican Library Assoeiation Booklist, XVIIT (July, 1922), 364.
Yr4torary Review, (June 3, 1922), p. 699.



mad, and which typified his writings in that era of jazz and sophistica-
tion. This book is dedicated simply "To Elinor." The quotation from
which the title is taken is found in Chatterton's "Resignation:®

He laid his books aside, forgot to read,
To hunt wild goslings down the Tweed-—

Benet, with tongue in cheek, defines goslings immediately after this
quotation as "the offspring of a Goose.,—-Dictionary." His acknowledg-
ments are made in the same spirit:

The unfortunate periodicals which must share with me
the responsibility for originally printing the masterpieces
here included are, in various degrees of culpability: The
Century Magasine (for short stories originally appearing under
the pseudonym of "Cabot Heam"), Harper's Monthly Magasine,
Life, The New Yorker, The Commonweal, but chief-.‘é the original
rﬂz;'axy Review of the New York Evening Post and The Saturday
Review of Literature. B

Benet's humor is again displayed in the "Author's Note" which follows
the acknowledgments:

_ Some of the brilliant papers in this profound volume
are written in the first person, some affect the editorial “we."
Well, we knew that all along and, personally, I don't care.

lr, Grant Overton, in The Bookman, writes of this book in the

following words:

The nearest comparison is with certain of Christopher
Morley's books, but Mr, Benet has his own flavor in essay-
writing. #Wild Goslings is like Shandygall and other Morley
morsels in type, nowhere in manner. There is perhaps less
verse than so good a poet as Bill Benet ought to give us in
a book of his. Show me a book of more delightful fooling if
you can,

Ur. H. 5. Gorman, in reviewing Wild Goslings for Books of the

New York Herald-Tribune, says:

ls*mzm, LIV (March, 1927), xxvii.
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Most of these pleces have been flung off wlth some
rapidity for the exigencies of the hurried jJournalism, and
yet there 1s always a certain roundness and a gay esprit to
them. Whether Mr. Benet is writing about "Bathroom Reciters"
(he appears to be one himself), "Taxicabaret," or "On Having
Indigestion,” he never loses a sort of mellifluous (there is
no other word for it) good humor end an almost naive zest in
snappinf one's fancy (in this case his own) about as hard as
he can.l6

The New York Iimes' eritic, Mr. L. Kronenberger, is not so favor-
ably inclined to this book as are the preceding critics, for he writes:

He has more gusto and sense of fun in him than actual wit and
cleverness. He 1s more appreciative than inventive, a better
detector of absurdity in others than a creator of absurdity
himgelf. One thing which works against him, of course, is
the fact that much of what he laughed at in his column when
it was new has become hackne in the meantime, Its time-
liness is past and it dates.

The Boston Iranseript is entirely adverse in its reactions to

Wild Goslings, as shown in this criticism of it:
One is reminded upon reading this collection of

essays, vhich ought not to have been reprinted, of a young

man filitting about at an afternoon tea, touching upon this

subject with one group, upon that with another, smiling at

everybody, being far too clever. But not sophisticatedly

clever, either. It is very well for such essays and trivia

as it contains to be printed bit by bit in the backs of

magazines where vigor is not amiss, but to place it between
covers 1s futile. '

Although Benet also wrote a number of short stories during this
period of his career, it appears that these were written early in his
life "for the exigencies of hurried journalism.," His short storles
will do 1little or nothing to perpetuate his fame. As mentioned in his
acknowledgments for the selections in Wild Goslings, he wrote a mumber

Opocks of the New York Herald-Tribune, (April 2, 1927), p. 3.
wﬂ_eg York Times, (February 27, 1927), p. 2.

18Boston Transeript, (April 2, 1927), p. 3.
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of his first short storlies under the nom-de-plume of "Cabot Hearn."
His short stories for children heve been mentioned above. Perhaps his
most famous short story 1s "Seesaw," which appeared first in The
Atlantic Monthly for February, 1934, and was reprinted in Scholastic
December 7, 1935, This is a story in the 0. Henry mammer, vherein a
man wvho has come upon unfortunate d;ays is trying unsuccessfully to
sell his collection of rare books written by Prosser. He is befriended
by & man who turns opt to be Prosser himself. The Scholastic Magagine
contained a biographical sketch of Benet along with the short storys
in this brief outline of his 1ife and works was this comment: "From
'Seesaw! you can see that Mr. Benet can tell a story in prose as sure
as anye. nl9

One of the most unusual of all Benet's books is to be found filed
in libraries in the sectlon devoted to technieal publications on print-
ing and typography. This is A Baker's Dozen of Emblems, a small but
exquisitely printed book published in 1935, by the Mergenthaler Linotype
Company. The drawings were by W. A. Dwiggins and the verses were by
Benet. These drawings and verses were collected, according to the
title-page, "from various numbers of the Saturday Review of Literature

issued in 1927 and 1928, and Electra, A New Linotvpe Face, from the
hand of the said W. A, Ds" Mr, Dwiggins is an artist of note, and has

designed many de luxe editions of famous books, especially for the
publisher Alfred A. Knof., Mr. Dwiggins has this explanation of these

emblems:

19me Scholastic Magazine, XXVII (December 7, 1935), 5.
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These drawings were mailed to Mr. Benet from month

to month. No word was passed to him about the draughtman's

note except the lettered title under the design. His part

of the game was to riposte with a quatrain that should inter—

pret the theme, His success as a mind-reader was astounding.

Thirteen linear drewings are included, one to a page, with the
verse under the emblem. The various colors of ink used in the printing,
usually one color to a drawing, are outstanding and brilliant. The
titles for these emblems are "Scheme for a Mountain," "Fete in Xanadu,"
"Type Ornament with Landscape Attached,"” "NOX MII," “Prester John Con=-
templates the Setting Sun," "The Icons," "Panic, Inc., Dusk Division,"”
Shrine for an unusual god," "The Persian Tale," "Sinbad's Trophies,"
"The Knight'!s Lady, Death, and the Devil," "Ominous House," and "The
Story of the House that Crossed the Canon." One of these, "Type Ornament,

with Landscape Attached," was used as the afterpiece in Designed for

Reading, the anthology published in 1934 by the authors of The Saturday

Review of Literature.

The most humorous of these drawings and verses was "The Story of
the House that Crossed the Canon," the verse of which reads:

"This avvyation," the puncher said, "it's raw;

Things is too certain., Now take a proper test;

Like when Hank sailed the bunkhouse *crost the draw;

That was the kind o' flyin' we done out West i
The bitterest of them is "The Icons," the drawing for which is a back~
ground of skyscrapers against which is seen three illuminated gasoline
pumps of a filling station, and in the foregwound the silhouettes of a
number of people with bowed heads. Benet's quatrain explains the

drawing thus:
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Far fade the gods, like cloud by cloud pursued;
Obstructive towers decree our nether night.
0 Service Stations, lo, the multitude
Bowed worshipful beneath your moons of” light!
The most thought-provoking of all is "Shrine for an unusual god." This
illustration is a series of curved lines suggesting a blank church win-
dow, with elements of Catholic, Gothic, Byzantine, Jewish, and Moslem
religious architecture intertwined. The verse for this drawing reads:
At last, the Tabernacle Satisfying!
Vain human kind, discard all doubt and fear,
Your dreams its void with various forms supplying,
Unless, indeed, you place a mirror here!
Following these thirteen drawings and verses are explanations and
cormments by ¥, A, Dwiggins on a new linotype face designed by him.
In 1936 Benet engaged in another diverse form of literary endeavor
-~that of editing twenty-two heretofore unpublished letters of Elizabeth

and Robert Browning. These letters were presented in serial fom in

issues of %he Woman's Home Companion, from September through December of
that year, under the title of "Addressed to Wimpole Street." Subsequently,
they were published in book form under the title From Robert and Elizabeth

Browning: A Further Selection of the Barrett-Browning Family Correspond-

ence, The binding of this book is interesting in that the only thing on
the front of the dark green cover is the autograph in gold of each of

the Brownings. These letters brought forty thousand dollars at an auc-
tion at the American Art Association Anderson Galleries. The consignment
was offered to the public as "the property of a gentleman residing in
London," and the letters were said to have been discovered in 193l by

a membsr of irs. Browning's family. Benet cbtained access to these
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letters, which were undeniably authentic, and wrote the introduction
and notes between the letiters, most of which were addressed to Eliza-
beth's sisters, Henrietta and Arabella. These letters include the first
ones sent home after Eligzabeth's marriage, and cover a period of about
eleven years. Host of the messapes were written from Italy.,

The concensus of critics is that very little emerges froum these
letters that was not already known, but that it is delightful to renew
acquaintance with this interesting and famous couple.

In the year 1939 Benet ventured into still another field of writing—
that of the drama. Day's Ind was his solitary——but very successful—
attempt in this medium. This plgy, which had for its sub~title Fantasia,

was published for the first time in The Besi One-Act Plays of 1939,

edited by Margaret Mayorga. This collection is criticized in The Satur-

day Review of Literature as follows:

Miss Mayorga's material is, on the whole, not so re-
warding as Mr, Mantle's and since there is little check by
counter-opinion or audience reaction, her selection is
more subject to whim. In the present volume her taste ranges
widely and so does the quality of the short plays.zo

In her preface Miss lHayorga states: "The introductory remarks

to several plays included here—aspecially to Air Raid, Haunted Water,

The Hungerers, and Day's End-—demonstrate the revision of accepted dramat-

ic techniques for new purposes."a In the introduction to Day's End the
beginning of a new dramatic movement is outlined briefly, and it is in
this new spirit that Benet wrote Day's End. Just before World dar I,

a group of young people in Vienna organized a "spontaneity theater.®

20
The Saturday Review of Literature, XXI (March 9, 1940), 20.

21Margaret Mayorga, The Best One-Act Flays of 1939, p. viii.
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They became more interested in the therapeutic aspects of the work than
in the benefits that might accrue to the theater. This group developed
and brought to America. the dramatic fom now known as "Living Newspaper.”
From Germany in 1930 the first of these "agitprop" (agitation-and-
propaganda) plays werc introcduced into this country by a German-speaking
labor group, Prolet-Bulme, In these plays mass recitations, little
scenery, and symbolical costumes were used. Since that day mass and
choral chants have been used by workers! groups and in progressive cole~
leges and schools,

Miss Hayorga says, in introducing Day's End:

Similar to the plays used in these untraditional theater
groups, Day's End is a fluid form. The play was produced with
stylized setting with parts memorized by individual actors. It
might be given as a mass chant against a background of draperies.
Even more significant would be a spontaneous reading in which
unrehearsed players give to lines the feelings that smoulder
in every creature of subways,

Readers do not need to be told of his nine books,of
poems, his two novels, a children's story, several edited volumes
and translations, and his nationwide tours as reader and lecturer.
It is a pleasure to introduce him here in the role of a drrmuaﬂ::l.siz.22
Day's Ind was originally produced by the Footlight Players and

Carolina Art Association on the Annual Playwriting Program at the Dock
Street Theatre in Chai'leston, South Carolina, In lMay, 1939, this play
won the national award given by the Dock Street Theater. The setting

for the play is in a New York subway train and the time is 5:30 p. m.

The characters include A Shop Girl, Slick Specimen, Young Married Man,
Solid Cltizen, Broker, ‘loman with Bundles, Girl with Book, Radical,

Politician, Cop, Schoolboy, Merchant, Artist, Anonymous, loborman,

221b4d., p. 310.
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and Durmies. From merely reading the cast of characters one can sense
the drama——not only in personal lives but in the urban and national life
of our times—-that can occur in a brief ride on the subway. Such drama
Benet has captured in his unconventional and penetrating lines of this
play. One wishes that he had written other dramas, sc gripping and
thought~provoking is Day's End,

Several of Benet's articles that appeared in the pages of The

Saturday Baview of Literature have been reprinted in pamphlet form. One
of these was'WNoah's Ark," which dealt with the origin and making of

Webster's International Dictionary, Second Edition. This article was

reprinted and distributed in 1939 by the G, & C, Merriam Company, pub-
lishers of the Dictionary. Benet begins his account of this huge under-
taking in the following interesting manner:

The Ark went forth on the waters of the Deluge to pre-~
serve every variety of living thing.....But the Ark that the
second NHoah launched at the beginning of the nineteenth century
in America was a book to preserve a living language, bearing in
it his implicit testimony to the "wonderful structure of language,
and its progress from a few simple terms, expressive of natural
objects which supplied the wants or affected the senses of un-
lettered ftan, thro a series of ingenius combinations to express
new ideas, growing from the growth of the human mind, to its
highest state of refinement.” Note that "thro," by the way!
Webster was one of our earliest simplified spellers.

For anyone who loves words and their history, this brief recounting
of the growth of our dictionary and the technicalities involved in pube-
lishing this new edition will prove not only instructive but entertain-
ing reading as well.,

After the death of his brother in 1943, a booklet called Stephen
Vincent Benet was published, and it included Benet's article "My Brother
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Steve," which had been published in The Saturday Review of Literature

for November 15, 1941, and John Farrar's "For the Record,” together
with a ccmplete bibliography of the writings of Stephen Vincent Benet,
In reading Benet's intimate and human account of the childhood and
young manhood of the brother who meant so much to him, one wishes that
Stephen in his tum had left to the world a similar story about #illiam
Rose.

Also to appear in pamphlet form were "Sagacity," a poem first
printed in 1929, and "Reviewing Ten Years," a personal record of ten
" years on the staff of The Saturday Review of Literature. This latter

pamphlet was compiled by Benet and published in 1933.
Benet has also written a number of introductions to books by other

authors. lle wrote introductions to Last Poems oi Elinor ¥ylie, for which

Miss Jane D, Wise had transcribed the holographs, and to Love Poems of

Six Centuries, edited by Helen Huston. This latter book was published
just before Benet's death. Of this book reviewer Gustav Davidsen writes

in The Saturday Review of Literature:

The authors on the whole are excellent and represen-
tative. William Rose Benet's brief but vastly entertaining
introduction on octogenarian poets who sing of love, wisely
and well, is alone worth the price.23
Over and above Benet's poetry, his anthologies, and his frequent

sallies into various fields of literature, such as the novel, drama,

translation, and short stories, his contributions as an sditor of the

Literary Review and The Saturday Review of Literature stand pre-eminent

23me Saturday Review of Literature, XXXIII (June 10, 1950), p. 23.




130

and are worthy of more detailed treatment than is here possible. There
was, of course, the continuous flow of Benst's posetry into the pages of
these magazines and the routine behinu~the~scenes business of editorship

which lLe maintained from the inception of the Literary Review in 1920

until his death in 195C. These activities in themselves were time-
consurring enough to occupy the full enmergies of a less prodiglous
writer. TYelt Benet continued for thirty years his literary contributions
to the leading weekly periodical devoted wholly to literature. His

writings for The Saturday Review of Literature fall into the main classi-

fications of essays and editorials, criticisms and reviews, and his
columns.

lany of Benet's sarliest essays were included in ¥ild Geslings,

which was published in 1927. Even before thet date six of his essays

had been included in the twenty-one essay: that made up Saturday Papers,

edited by Heury Seidel Canby, William liose Eenet, and Amy Loveman in
1922, This was the first volume of selections from essgys on literature

that had appeared in the Literary Review in 1520 and 1921. The six

essays written by Benel to be included in Saturday Papers were "Novel

Nowadays," “Prospero and the !'Pictures®" "Shamefaced Art," "'Is It
What our Readers Want?'" ¥Literary Revivalism,” and "On Literary
Structure.”

In 1934 the editors of The Saturday Review of Literature published

another collectilon of essays, Designed for Reading, An Anthology Drawn

from The Sglurdsy Review of Litereture, 192:-193L.  This book was

dedicated to their muituel friend, Thomas ¥, Lamont. In the foreword
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it was stated that the selectionsreprinted in Designed for Reading had

been chosen for their intrinsic interest as representative of the lit-
erature of the decade betwsen 192 and 1934. This marked the tenth
anniversary of the founding of the periodical.

In the chapters on "Writing,” Benet's "Poetry and Perlodicals"™ was
included; in the section on "Reviews," two of Benet's reviews appeared

- one on Thurso's Landing by Robinson Jeffers and another on A Story-

Teller's Story by Sherwood Anderson; in the "Poetry" section, "Overture

to Yan®" represented Benet; and in the part on "Imaginative Writing,®
Benet's "Liberty and Hot Dogs" was included.

Charles A. Cockayne, editor of Modern Essays of Various Types,pub-

lished in 1927, includes Benet'!'s essay "lend Your Mind."zh This essay
is as mentally stimulating today as when it was written. In it Benet
says in essence that sometimes it seems as though most minds atrophied
from lack of lending; that it is an easy matter to lend the mind to
something, but it is much more difficult to lend of the mind; that many
people have catchewords and are stuffed with quotation marks, but they
themselves have little to lend. True lending of the mind is a diffi-
cult art in itself; but, nevertheless, he commends its cultivation.

One of Benet'!s timely essays written during the second World War
was designed for the youthful readers of the magazine in which it ap-
peared, Scholastic, the American High School Weskly, and was titled
fAmerica Means." This excellent and needed lesson on toleration was sum-

marized by the editor in the following manner: "It means a lot of things,

2)""Lend Your Mind," in Charles A. Cockayne's Yodem Essays of
Various Types, pp. 183-186.
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says this distinguished poet and critic—from good neighbors and free-
dom of speech to clam chowder and 'I can do it! and fair play." In this
essay Benet says in part:

Yes, wetve had our Kp-Kluxers and Fiery Double~Crossers, our
vhite-nightshirts and fraldy-cat masks, our poisonous intoler-
ants, and human sharks and fomenters of race-hatred--we have

some of them yet, some of the most flannel-mouthed-~but they're
Just the scum of the boiling} and our melting pot hzs been
bolling with all races and all colors and all creeds for a long
time now. What is extraordinary sbout it is hovw long and well, in
general, all of the different races and colors and creeds have
gotten along together.

When Benet tells what America means to him, his words fairly sing., He
concludes this essay with these challenging wordss

sseseand some of us came here for petty reasons, but most of
us came here for freedom and to escape from some form of intol-
erant tyranny, and because in the living words of our own
William Penn, "Great God hath wrltten his law in our hearts, by
vhich we are told and commanded to love and help and do good
to one another and not to do harm and mischief one unto another.
Let us live together with mutual fair playl®

And if there doesn't come a 1ift to your heart and a
catch in your breath when you read those words end you think
of all that they can mea?, vhy then I'm very much afraid that
you're not an Amertcanl?

Of the many editorials signed "W. R. B," that graced the pages of
The Saturday Review of Literature for so many years, his last one, "The
Vhy and The How," seems to sum up most fittingly a lifetime devoted to
poetry and to eriticism of it. This editorial, which is presumably the
last thing he wrote for publication, appeared in the annual poetry mmber
of the Saturday Review, vhich mmber turned out to be a memorial issue
to him, He begins this editorial by saying that he has recently ocom-

pleted a thorough delving into all the verse-——good, bad, and indifferent

25scholastic, XXXTT (February 7-12, 1944), 36.
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—~that he had written in the course of some thirty-five years, an
activity which, he remarks, "cannot be recommended as an entirely
pleasant taski"™ Then he mentions the mail he receives from young
poets, and muses why people continue to try to write poetry, unre-
munerative as it is. The editorial concludes in the following words,
as 1f this were his final statement of position in regard to the matter:

¥hat lasts—I do not mean heart-throbs—is great skill

plus that indefinable element that visits any of us

so rarely. The poet, like the Scholar-Gipsy, may find

himself at the end of a long life still "Waiting for the

spark from Heaven to fall," yet also "Still nursing the

unconquerable hope. Still clutching the inviolable

shade," and, through the implicit pledge of that sad,

immortal cadence, know how well zorth all pangs of the

spirit his pilgrimsge has been.?

Another important phase of Benet's works was his eriticisms.
One of the most recurring terms applied to his list of literary
activities is "critic." His "Reviewing Ten Years" summarizes the
firgt decade of his work as critic for The Saturday Review of Lit-
erature; and "Remembering the Poets, A Reviewer's Viste," in the
twenty-fifth anniversary issue of the same periodical (August 6,
1949), records Benet's impressions during thirty years of review-
ing. In this resume he advlises that the danger in reviewing today
is not from propaganda but from desicca.ticn.m

Not only has Benet reviewed countless books for his own
publication, but his reviews of current prose and poetry have ap-

peared in many of the natlon!s leading periodicals., His numerous

26py o Saturday Review of Literature, XXXIIT (May 20, 1950), 25.
27Ibid., 25th Anniversary Number (August 6, 1949), 60.
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reviews and critical writings are worthy of more complete study and
treatment than can be accorded them in a general summary of his life and
works. Suffice it to say that each of Benet's reviews sparkles with his
brilliant phraseology and captivates through kindly humor and generous
manner of presentation of the book under his consideration.

Benet is noted also for his encouragement to young poets; and this
characteristic is reflected in many of his critical writings, as, for
example, in "The Editor Looks at Poetry," which is included in Norman
Cousin's Writing for Love or Monsy. This book, published in 1949 by the

editor of The Satu;dax Bgview of Literature, is concerned with writing

as a craft; it is not a "how-to" book, but one that discusses the prob-
lems facing the writer today. The chapters of this book were originally
articles and editorials that appeared in The Saturday Review as part of

that magazine's concern with the pleasures and pains of writing. In
"The Editor Looks at Poetry," Benet expresses his belief that beginning
poets need to see their poetry in print—and also to be paid for it.

He concludes with the following remark about a poet who was appreciative
enough to express his thanks for the ceriticisms that Bemet had taken the
trouble to give: "He had the pride in his art, and the humility before
it, of the true poet.."‘?8

Perhaps the endeavor that has endeared Benet to more readers than

any ctﬁer is his colum "The Phoenix Nest." So well known is he for
this columm that he is often called "The Phoenician." Dr, Canby thinks

zanoman Cousins, Writing for Love or Money, p. 1kl.
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that Benet conducted "the wisest and wittiest and most graceful column

in New York,"?? In the obituary notlce in Wilson's Library Journal it 1s
said that "for many years in his column 'The Phoenix Nest! Benet dis-

cussed subjects ranging all the way from poetry to world affaira."Bo

"The Phoenix Nest" is described in The Reader's Encyclopedis &8
the title of a poetic miscellany of 1593 edited by *R. S. of the Imer
Temple, gentleman,! and containing, among other poems, some by Lodge
and Breton3® and also as "a literary column given to poetry and talk
about writers of the past, conducted by William Rose Benet, in The

Saturday Review of Literature.">t
The first column, in the opening number of The Saturday Reylew,
began with the following bits of verse, vherein Benet explained the

origin of the name for his new columns

"Let the bird of loudest lay
~ On the sole Arabian tree
Herald sad and trumpet be,
To whose sounds chaste wings obey."

Thus writ Shekespeare in a poem
I but vaguely understand,

Yet, because it's come to hand,
Let it serve me for a proem,

% 3 3 %

I met a Phoenix in the sand
(To turn to Keats, with tongue in cheek)

¥ 9% W 3 3

I gaid, "Sweet Phoenix, on the loose,
Let us put our wits to use,

Ever let the Fancy roan,

"Pleasure never is at home."

*Ime Saturday Review of Literature, XXXITI (May 20, 1950), 9.

30y41500's Library Jourpal, XXIV (June, 1950), 714
31_’I_h_@_ Reader's Encyclopedia, p. 850.



With the which unblushing crib
I this colymn dedicate

And my pen I consecrate

From the handle to the nib

In the service of my betters

And the books that they compose.
Aid thou my initial throe,
fhoenix, patron fowl of letters!

Then Benet continues:

The "bird of loudest lay" looked dowmm and asked us
what our own particular lay was. ¥We soon explained, We have
the vast silence of this fantastical desert in which to meditate;
and the Phoenix, with all the wisdom of the gorgecus East, to
consult on literary matters.ecese.

And now to get to work, An occasional Chimaers may
stroll our way, attracted by the ratile of our Underwood. Ve
expect the Roc and the Gryphon in, a few evenings a month. The
Roc is awfully conservative. The Phoenix may interrupt us occa-
siocnally, but she sleeps mostly in the top of her tree.

Some mention of topics of current interest followed, including that of
Douglas Fairbank's new picture "The Thief of Bagdad." Benet concluded
his first ®"Phoenix Nest" thus:
#e have been confounded recently by certain figures

that may that $2,000,000 worth of white poper flows =xmually

from the presses and binderies of Manhattan. Nevertheless,

we shall continue to spoil ocur quota. And so, the Arabian

sun has set on our first nerfect week.

William Rose Benst.

P. S. Phoenix sends love to alll2

In this whimsical manner Bgnet continu;d for many years to "spoil
his quota of white paper® to the delight of ever-widening circles of
readers. So personal was the loss felt by many readers when Benet died

that they wrote letters of condolence to Ehe Saturday Review of Litersture.

3 ZThe Saturday Review of Literature, I (August 2, 192}), 22,
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One of these letters began: "Sir: It is perhaps unconventional to
write a letter of condolence to the editor of a magazine, but for so
pany years I have been pouring over SRL that I feel the editors are my
friends.” In order to give recognition to these lgtters a two-page
spread of "Letters to the Editor" was published in the Saturday Review
for June 10, 1950-—the issue in which the name of Williem Rose Benet
was dropped from the list of editors. These pages were captioned
"For We R. B«" The Editor's Note reads:

Since the death of William Rose Benet on May 4, 1950,

so many friends of "The Phoenix Nest" have sent tributes and

sympathy. Below are printed a very few of the letters re-

ceived, The editors wish to thank everyone who expressed the
esteem and affection which William Rose Benet inspired.

Thus, throughout his life, in whatever medium Benet wrote, he in-
spired esteem and affection—poetry for which he won the nation's high-
est prizej textbooks and anthologies which are ranked with the finestj
an encyclopedia which is rated as invaluable; drema that was accorded a
national award; and a type of journalism that a wide and intelligent
group of readers will miss for many years to come, Truly, the death of
this prolific and versatile and learned American writer has left a

place that will be hard to fill.



CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

For almost forty years the name of William Rose Benet has
appeared in the forefront of Americ'n men of letters. His contribu-
tions to the culture of his times heve been mmerous, varied and
interesting. A few of his eritics feel that his name will go dowm in
the annsals of litersture as one of the greatest and most difficult
poets that America has produced. On the other hand, some eritices,
although they recognize his originnality, fluidity and profundity, feel
that his writings hsve been too hurried, too mechconicsl, and too ver-
bose to stand the test of time.

Benet was born with extrsordinary literary t-lents that made pos-
8ible his unususl litersry contributions. These talents se-med to be
the f:mily herit~ge of his generation, for they were shared by his sis-
ter, Laura, and his brot;her, Stephen Vincent. For three poetic geniuses
to be born into a militory family wes indeed a rvhenomenon. Their parents,
however, seemed equal to the occasion, and provided a vholesome, normal
home 1life for their evceptional children. The mother and father early
recognized the unusual literary interests and abilities of their three
children, and throuzh sympat‘hetic understanding and eareful marbture of
these qualities gave the children free rein to dewvelop their gifts in

their own specizl ways. Since the father was st-~tioned in many perts
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of the country during his career in the army, the Benet children had the
opportunity of growing up against a wide and diverse background of these
United States. The love and appreci~tion of their native land and 1ts
peorle of all rnces, colors, and creeds thus acquired early in their lives
later found exrression in the writings of each of the Benets. And the
love and appreciation that each member of the famlily held for the others
were also engendered early in their lives and endured throughout the
years, to the mutual comfort and inspiration of all.

The experiences of William Rose Benet during his college days st
Yale also bore much fruit in his later 1life. His work on the Yale
Courant and the Yale Record gave him confidence and knowledge useful in
the editorial work to which he devoted the major rortion of his time and
efforts. It was at Yale that his long and profitable association with
Henry Seidel Canby was begun.

The first editorial position Benet held was with The Century
Magazine. He began as office boy in 1911, and when he entered ﬁle Ay
Corps in 1918 he was associate editor. In 1920, after a period of read-
Justment following Yorld War I, Benet joined Henry Seidel Canby, Christo-
pher Morley, and Amy Loveman in founding the Literary Review of the New
York Evening Post. From this grew The Saturday Review of Literature,

Am=rical's leading weekly publicstion devoted exclusively to literature.
The felicity of collaboration that existed for thirty years betwveen the
four founders of the Literary Review is unparalleled in the history of
American journalism. When Benet's sudden death terminated these years
of mutual friendship and literary endeavors, the esteem, admiration,

and respvect in which he was held by his fello -writers was sincerely
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expressed in their tributes to Benet in the Anmual Poetry Rumber of The
Saturday Review of Literature. With poetic appropriateness;,this Annual
Poetry Mumber which Benet, as poetry editor, had just completed at the
time of his death was published as a memorial to him.

During his long career as editor Benet did much to raise the
quality of American Journalism through the high calibre of his editorials,
his keenly discriminating criticisms, and his authoritative and scholarly
articles and esssys. The underlying warmth, generosity, and humor of
the American people found reflection in his "wisest and wittiest and most
graceful of columns.” "The Fhoenix Nest®™ not only endeared Benet to
countless readers but exerted much influence for good in publicizing and
supporting worthy charitable and literary causes, Many of Benet's essays,
editorials, articles, and reviews have already been included in antholo-
gles of such types of writing. It is not too much to expect that more
and more recognition will be given to these rhases of Benet's works.

In his position as poetry editor Benet not only winnowed for pub-
1lication the best from the poetry that heaped his desk, but he also gave
unstintingly of his time, counsel, and encouragement to young aspirants
of poetry. If, in his honesty, he felt discouragement was necessary,
he mingled his criticisms with such kindness that the sting went out of
it.

As demanding as were his duties as editor, Benet always found time
to promote and po ularize the cause of poetry. His anthologies, several
of which were compiled in collaboration with other men prominent in the

field of letters, are used in high schools and colleges throughout the



country, His Oxford Companion to American Literature and The Readerts
Encyclopedia are almost essentlal to teachers and students of Americen

literature, The Oxford Anthology of American Literature, edited with
Norman Holmes Pearson, is considered one of the finest such collections
ever made.

Not content with his duties as editor and as anthologlst, Benet
expressed his exceptional creative vigor and versatility in many other
types of composition. Children's stories, editions of Mother Goose,
short stories, translations, the novel, the drama, encyclopedia—in all
these media Benet worked. DBut that medium through which he expressed
himself most fully and freely was through poetry. From early childhood
Benet loved poetry, in any and every size, shape,form,or fashion. In
his trrn, he created volume after volume of colorful » Sonorous, and
brilliant verse. From the time his first poem to be published appeared
in 1902 until after his death, 3Benet's poetry graced the pages of
America's leading periodicals. It is as a poet, perhaps, that Benet
will be longest remembered.

The first period of his poetry is marked by The Merchants from
Cathay (1913), The Falcomer of God (1914), The Greet White Wall (1916),
and The Burglar of the Zodiac (1918). The exuberant, romantic verse
of these volumes is displayed in a variety of forms, and through subjects
ranging from Oriental fantasy to cowboy balladry.

Man Possessed, published ih 1927, and Golden Fleece, in 1935, are
collections of what Benet considered the best that he had published up

to those dates. In these two representative volumes of poetry one
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erratic talent. This poetry of his middle years is less expansive but
more exquisite than his first poetry.

The poetry of the last decade of Benet's life still displayed
his metriesl variety and skill, his vast kmnowledge, and his zest for
living, but is more condensed and refined in word and thought. The
last volume consisting of only his poetry was Stairway of Surprise
(1947). This was the largest of all his volumes of poetry and covered
a vast fleld of widely divergent interests. Here his creative ability
is shown to be unabzted with the years,

His masterpiece and Pulitzer-Prize winner, The Dust VYhich Is God,
will long stand not only as a lengthy and revealing autoblography in
verse, but as an epic of America. In this monumental work Benet ex-
presses his belief and faith in the ideals of American democracy, des-
pite all the faults it may contain; and his belief and faith in the
goodness of man and his purpose in the universe, despite all of man's
littleness and meanness. In this book Benet also writes feelingly and
graciously of each of the four besutiful and famous women who so influ-
enced his life--and vho each, in turn, became "™rs. Benet," Teresa
Frances Thompson, Flinor Wylie, Lora Baxter, end Marjorie Flack. To
each of these women he pays grateful tribute for the help and inspira-

tion which they, in their own individual manner, gsve him.

The last book to bear Benet's name was fittingly a book of poetry

—Poetry Packzge——published in the spring of 1950, in conjunction with
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his old friend, Christopher Morley. Vhen death dramatically interrupted
Benet's many end varied services to the literary profession, Morley
wrote to Amy Loveman: "For your own private comfort, look, when you
have a chance at pp 57-58 of 'John Mistletoe' where 1s mentioned his
special habit of slipping away." Mr. Morley, at the age of forty, had
written John Mistletge (1931) as a reminiscence of his life slong the
American Grub Street. A portion of his reference to his friend in that
book readst

I saw a poet yesterday; my old Endymion.....He was look-
ing well, handsome, even prosperous; perhaps because he has
not been writing much poetry.....He sat, demure &s usual, dur-
ing miscellaneous lunch-table palaver; how charmingly, wvhen he
was fain to leave, he slid off from the group, leaving in'a
quiet ripple, no unnecessary splash. I God-blessed him in
my heart, for I am happy to be one of those conspirators who
know how great a poet he i8¢svee

My mature Endymion slipped sway; we are all always slip-
ping away. He had work to doj we all always have work to doj
sometimes the work does US. If Wordsworth thought the world
was too much with him in the Lakes, what would he have felt
on W, 45th St.? The drink the poet must learn to mix for
himself needs the ingredient none knows how to name. Shall we
call it Wholeness, or Oneness, or Simplicity? Cell it what
you please, it brings for an instant the drowsy numbness
Keats mentionedy and then words neither mumb or drowsy. It
brings clean certalnty; not the negatives of philosophy,
but the positives of intuition, the continuous integrality
of life. Then he catches up with Time by standing still,
and standing so, in an alr of dreadful clearness, he knows
how simple all is. The philtre scalds in the threat but it
goes to the Right Spot. Consclousness is made vhole, seeing
is belleving. A wormhole drilled smooth in dead wood, the
fuzz of frost on a mouldered twig, the taste of cold water,
an axe-blade going through the billet at one stroke, were
one morning's suggestion of that feeling., Everything becomes
analogy, of which i1s the Kingdom of Heaven. Then--again
quoth my cld Endymion-~-he drinks honey from the poisoned lips
of Life.



He slipped away, he went about his affairs. I wonder if
he knew how much of my love_went with him. And he had given
me just the drink I needed.l
In this busy work-a-day world if more peorle would only stop

and visit a few moments with Benet through his writings, they, too,

might receive just the drink they nead.

]'Christopher Morley, John Mistletoe, pp. 54, 57-58.
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