MON

MONACENSIA

Verbundkatalog Kalliope

In: Decision. Vol. I, No. 3, Marz 1941. S. 68-73

The Vanguard - Yesterday and Tomorrow.

Mann, Klaus

1941-03-00

Nutzungsbedingungen

Bei zahlreichen Dokumenten auf monacensia-digital.de sind die Urheberrechte bereits abgelaufen. Sie
sind gemeinfrei und durfen ohne weitere Riicksprache mit der Monacensia weiterverwendet werden.

Bei den Dokumenten, bei denen noch Urheberrechte bestehen, missen fir eine Weiterverwendung
stets die Rechteinhaber*innen angefragt werden sowie eine Publikationsgenehmigung der Monacensia
eingeholt werden. Das Zitatrecht bleibt hiervon unberihrt.

Zur Erteilung einer Publikationserlaubnis wenden Sie sich bitte an:

Monacensia im Hildebrandhaus

Literaturarchiv

Adresse: Maria-Theresia-StraBe 23, 81675 Miinchen
E-Mail: monacensia.literaturarchiv@muenchen.de

Terms of use

The copyrights for numerous documents on monacensia-digital.de have already expired. They are in the
public domain and may be reused without further consultation with Monacensia. In the case of
documents for which copyrights still exist, the copyright holders must always be contacted for further
use and publication permission must be obtained from the Monacensia. The right to quote under
copyright law remains unaffected by this. To obtain permission for publication, please contact:

Monacensia im Hildebrandhaus:

Literaturarchiv

Address: Maria-Theresia-StraBe 23, 81675 Minchen
E-Mail: monacensia.literaturarchiv@muenchen.de

Visual \\Llibrary



TJhis Month
In Books

The Vanguard—Yesterday
and Tomorrow.

New Directions in Prose & Poetry, 1940.
New Directions, Norfolk, Conn.

What James Laughlin is doing as a
publisher and editor for the younger
generation of American writers cannot
be too highly praised. Each year his
catalogue offers a fine variety of first-
rate literary material, and his yearly
survey, New Directions in Prose &
Poetry, is becoming a more and more
representative vehicle of the articulate
vanguard.

The output of 1940 is again gener-
ous in quantity and value—more than
600 pages, and yet excellent in format,
pleasant to look at and pleasant to read.

The average person who ventures on
perusing the voluminous inventory of
a “striving generation,” usually ex-
pects, with a sort of melancholy resig-
nation, gross exaggerations and ambig-
uous images—wildly hysterical stuff,
full of shrill indictment and tiresome
self-pity. He will be surprised to find a
more urbane and constructive attitude
in this anthology. Isn’t it odd and para-
doxical? While the world turns mad,
and the rank-and-file columnists give
us the shivers with their apocalyptic
rhetoric, the vanguard appears com-
posed and politely reasonable.

It is neither odd nor paradoxical.
For it is the vanguard’s intrinsic func-
tion to be different; to oppose the
norm; to debunk the worn-out slogans
of yesterday, and to anticipate the for-
mulas and fashions of the future.

During the first decades of this cen-
tury, the vanguard, always revolution-
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ary and iconoclastic, reacted violently
against the stale positivism of the nine-
teenth century—its shallow cult of
Progress, the hypocritical morals and
the rationalistic boredom of a hbourgeois
society. It was this sweeping revolt
against the nineteenth century which
determined the style and the philosophy
of the most advanced writers, thinkers
and artists, from Strindberg, Wedekind
and D. H. Lawrence to Oswald Speng-
ler, Picasso and Gertrude Stein.

This playful rebellion “against civil-
ization,” stimulating and creative in
the realm of art and literature, was
already foreshadowing, or actually pre-
paring, another event and major tribu-
lation that was to take place on another
plane. Paradoxically enough, the insur-
rection of creative minds against the
drab materialism and hideous hypoc-
risy of modern life was instrumental in
bringing about the revolution of nihil-
ism, which is the potential destruction
of everything man has thought, accom-
plished and cherished during thou-
sands of years.

To glorify the chaos may be stimulat-
ing, as long as civilization is still intact.
But with the revolution of nihilism dev-
astating a continent and threatening the
last citadels of decency and order
everywhere, it behooves mature and
responsible men to renounce all eccen-
tricity and to participate, actively and
humbly, in the well-intended efforts of
those who want to defend this failing
order by improving it, by propitiating
and preparing its gradual transforma-
tion.

I take it as a promising sign that the
problems and achievements of architec-
ture—a constructive topic par excel-
lence—assume so central a place in
the composition of New Directions. The
lucid and sober spirit that prevails in
the remarks of Edgar Kaufmann Jr.
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on The New Design and Public Accept-
ance, is modern in the most encourag-
ing sense of the reasonably
planned, confident, realistic, bare of
orthodox hysteria or pretentious man-
nerism. The same is true of an impres-
sive report on Bridgeport, Connecticut
—“An analysis of Urbanism and the
planning for it,” made by five members
of the Yale Graduate Group in Archi-
tecture.

word,

There is in this anthology an un-
assuming seriousness, an honest aware-
ness of responsibilities, both social and
artistic, which is so often lacking in the
literary products of the vanguard. This
mood of earnest endeavor is apparent,
even in some of the more playful ex-
periments. Perhaps I ought to except the
“chainpoems,” a new “intellectual
sport” invented and described by Mr.
Charles Henri Ford: “After writing his
line . . . the poet forwards the MS to
the next on the list (which has been
drawn up in advance by whoever starts
the chainpoem), together with the list
itself, and so the chainpoem resolves to
It's probably lots of fun
for a bunch of poets or inspired ama-
teurs sitting together for an evening.
The results, however, are rather feeble.
I cannot but wonder—as Mr. Bishop
does in his bright introduction to the
chainpoem department—*“why, in this
year of 1940, in the midst of a war in
which the conquerors have left nothing
conceivable to chance, in which the ex-
act methods have been adopted to pro-
mote a brutal triumph, why should so
have collaborated on a

completion.”

many poets
work from which discipline has been
deliberately discarded and which, if it
is to succeed, can only do so by the
happiest of hazards?”

It has to be said that, in general, the
poetry in this anthology falls short of
the prose. The most impressive poem
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is, in my opinion, Babel: 1940, by
Eugéne Jolas. Babel: 1940—that is the
nightmarish vision of a civilization
stripped of its common faith, laws and
language. The incommunicability of the
human idioms—God’s curse and pun-
ishment to man for the sacrilegious
scandal of his arrogance—becomes the
terrific symbol of a total disintegration
of all human standards and values.

Twelve radios blast with jungle-
speeches

Together in a baragouin of despairing
insurrections

They shrill lascivious yawps through
the air

In the saintless chants of the aggres-
SOTS « « »

In the end, there is a great fear and
sadness; but there is also a hope, though
it can only be expressed as a timid
question:

Toutes les ballades sont mortes
And we wonder in our deepest dream

Will the vocabularies never cease
clashing

Werden die Waorterbiicher immer
streiten

Will the bicker-words never grow silent
In the elegy of a great love
Will the liturgical word never come

again

With the choral of the frontierless
voices

In the resurrection of the sacred
tongue

The resurrection of the sacred

tongue: A young American, Paul Good-
man, has a less mystic designation for
the same ultimate hope. Calmly and
confidently, he begins his Utopian story,
A Ceremonial, with the following
words: “A breezy May morning (not
long after the establishment among us
of reasonable institutions) fgs

There are no bombastic descriptions
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as to the nature of those “reasonable
institutions.” He just tells us what hap-
pens and what is said in a solemn after-
noon hour on May Ninth—of what year?
It may be very close, or very far away.
Next spring, or a spring in a hundred
years from now.

However, the air will be magically
transparent, and there will be speeches
and music—Beethoven’s long quartet,
opus 130 in B-flat major—and when
music and speeches are over there is
“the pure daylight of the beginning of
evening,” and then, high over the hill,
gleams the star Venus, “afterthought of
the Sun.” All things, and the words
and gestures of men, seem transfigured
in an atmosphere of serenity and solemn
elegance. The general mood is one of
pensive joy—a spirit akin to that of a
person slowly recuperating from a
virulent disease.

The poet visualizes a period of social
peace following our era of disintegra-
tion. Instead of the hideous detonations
of bombs and the clamorous lies of
propaganda, there is the comforting
lucidity of fine music, the measured
dialogues of wise men, and the cheerful
laughter of youth.

Just what is new in May Ninth (it is
as old as music and science!) is the
unique coupling of fastidiousness and
love. And yes! to my mind—as evening
fell on the first May Ninth, and the
planet Hesperus was in the sky, there
was most of love.

The tone of this young American
voice reminds me, admitting the infinite
differences in style and scope, of cer-
tain venerable accents long-known and
ever-loved—the accents of Goethe’s mel-
low wisdom and fatherly confidence.
Indeed, the spirit of this Ceremonial, the
spirit of Architecture and the Liturgical
Word: this synthetic pathos which rec-
onciles and embraces the antithesis be-
tween ‘“revolutionary” and “conserva-
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tive,” Faith and Reason, foreshadows
the saving message of a coming
Humanism.

Goodman’s contribution is by far the
most remarkable and most promising
one this anthology offers. The same
artistic conscientiousness, however, and
the zealous concern with the intrinsic
human problems, is noticeable in some
of the other essays and stories as well.
I feel this pathos of responsibility—
the earnest striving of a professional
artist for the maximum of formal per-
fection—in the Notes on Writing by
Katherine Anne Porter. How touching
and characteristic it sounds when she
starts a letter from Berlin (in Decem-
ber, 1931) : “My poem as I look at it
this morning is not so good as I hoped.”
There is sympathy and a broad knowl-
edge of human things in the melan-
choly wit and the ironic nonchalance
of Weldon Kees’ nicely readable prose,
and I recognize these qualities also in
George Orwell’s penetrating style. His
analysis of Henry Miller’s work is un-
doubtedly the most accomplished and
most thorough essay contribution. Yet,
his merciless examination of contem-
porary conditions, both spiritual and
social, seems somehow tainted by a cer-
tain immoderate bitterness and arro-
gant despair, which pretends to be
“realistic” but is really as extravagant-
ly exaggerated as the following state-
ment Mr. Orwell makes about Mr.
Miller's novel, Tropic of Cancer: “Here
in my opinion is the only imaginative
prose-writer of the slightest value who
has appeared among the English-speak-
ing people for some years past.”

.?(\ﬂrwelrs radical criticism. however,

has constructive elements, for all its ill-
tempered aggressiveness. The only de-
partment in New Directions where a
really macabre anarchism prevails, is
a very elaborate anthology of Values
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in Surrealism. Mr. Laughlin, in his
Preface, has a rather apologetic man-
ner of presenting this particular fea-
ture of his literary parade. He says
expressly that he does not approve of
Surrealism, but on the other hand
hopes that “it will not be kicked around
as a dead body that has no further
use.” I agree with him that all truly
poetical tendencies and experiments
have a signal value and important func-
tion nowadays in counterbalancing the
humdrum soap-box style of the “leftist-
realist school.” Nevertheless, 1 cannot
help feeling that the visions of Franz
Kafka, Jean Cocteau, Julien Green, and
some others, are more authentic and
significant than the at once pedantic
and chaotic program of M. André
Breton, founder and leader of the Sur-
realist movement. In fact, I consider
it a mistake to include a lengthy sur-
vey of Surrealism in an anthology of
new directions in America. For Sur-
realism is not dead enough to be dis-
cussed as a purely historical phenome-
non; nor is it really alive.

Undoubtedly, the editor of the Sur-
realist department—Nicolas Calas, a
young Greek poet who has lived in Paris
—has done an excellent job. Here they
are, neatly and methodically compiled:
the pre-Surrealists, the real Surrealists,
and the post-Surrealists. We are in-
formed that among Breton’s forerun-
ners were Saint Joan (The Apocalypse:
Surrealist in philosophy), Charlie Chap-
lin, and the German poet Holderlin—
Surrealist in his madness and through
Empedocles . . .

There is an unbearable pretension
—an infantile and shocking arrogance
in this tactic of “assigning” certain fig-
ures of the past, or even of the present,
to the weird hierarchy of the Surrealist
club. For some shady reason the Mar-
quis de Sade and Leon Trotsky enjoy
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supreme honors in this ghostly organiza-
tion. I wonder what may be the intel-
lectual link between the hyper-individ-
ualistic philosophy of the murderous
Marquis and the rigid materialism of
the Russian Marxist, whom Mr. Calas
calls “the most titanic figure of our
time.” It is the same Calas who, when
asked what consequences the Surrealist
philosophy would have on social moral-
ity, replied, cheerfully and bluntly:
“Who cares about social morality?” It
seems questionable if Leon Trotsky
would have appreciated saucy bonmots
of this sort. I don’t.

How stale and yet provocative this
whole attitude has become, this irre-
sponsible pell-mell of Marxism and
romanticism, Schizophrenia and pub-
licity, puerile monkey-business and
morbid inspiration, distorted Freudian-
ism and phoney eccentricity . . . I am
afraid that Herbert J. Muller is only too
correct when he says:

In Hitler's world, we cannot afford to
pass over the obvious charge: although
the Surrealists pride themselves on
fighting against “all forms of reaction,”
insist upon a ‘“‘transformation of the
world” in the name of liberty, they are
actually in line of the most profoundly
reactionary movement of the day, and
chiefly exploit the dark powers that
enslave man.

Yes, they are in line with yesterday’s
frustrated, treacherous avant-garde. In
line with Signor Marinetti, that aging
buffoon who degenerated to a garrulous
lackey of a blood-stained tyranny; in
line with Ezra Pound, who lowered him-
self to the degree of broadcasting as an
American Lord Haw-Haw for a collap-
sing impostor, Signor Mussolini; in
line with all those German “expres-
sionists” who used to tickle us with
their diabolic jokes and were so quick
in becoming obedient followers of the
Fiihrer.
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I don’t suggest, to be sure, that André
Breton., as an individual, has the wish
to make his peace with the brutal pow-
ers of retrogression. In fact, his per-
sonal integrity is beyond any doubt,
as is, by the way, the intensity of his
talent. But this does not alter the fact
that Surrealism as a movement is noth-
ing but a dubious, if startling concoc-
tion of all those anti-rationalistic liter-
ary and artistic tendencies which I
called before “the playful rebellion
against civilization.” Breton and his
spectacular crowd were, indeed, the pre-
tentious heirs of Dada, Futurism, and
Expressionism, whom they survived for
half a decade or so. But now all this is
over.

Mr. Calas informs us that “Paris,
needless to say, is no more a center of
Surrealist activity,” which sounds
hardly surprising. The truth is, how-
ever, that “Surrealist activity” had vir-
tually ceased even before the Huns in-
vaded the Ile de France. There were
not many left of Breton’s followers: the
master was abandoned by his most
faithful friends. The purest spirit and
most lovable character among them,
René Crevel, committed suicide, leav-
ing on his chaotic desk this terrible
note: Je suis dégoiité de tout . . .:
his cruel farewell to the movement and
to the world. Louis Aragon renounced
all apocalyptic eccentricities and joined
the disciplined family of Little Father
Stalin. So did Paul Eluard, the poet,
whom his Surrealist pals had called the
nurse of stars. Philippe Soupault
proved an able journalist and versatile
official of the Third Republic. Salvador
Dali, “relentless young Catalan painter
. . . and theoretician (paranoiac-critical
methods) for Surrealism” (according to
Mr. Calas’ bizarre “Dictionary”) took
to window-dressing, window-smashing
and other prosperous and spectacular
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occupations. Others are dead or scat-
tered over the world.

André Breton’s plight is tragic. With
all his uncanny skill and fervent energy
he created nothing that has lasting
life. Now, he is alone, frustrated and
sterile—most alarmingly threatened by
those evil forces which he too long
fostered, if only unwittingly.
rLHe still has friends, and I hope
wholeheartedly that they may succeed in
helping and saving him. At the same
time, however, I wish that they would
renounce their efforts to transplant
Surrealism to this country.
~ Mr. Calas has little doubt that Ameri-
cans will respond to Surrealism “as
Europeans have.” Melville and Poe, he
says, are “‘Pre-Surrealists”; moreover,
he claims, “in a sense as Surrealist, Bar-
num and his circus, so much more
interesting than the decadent Russian
ballet.”

This faithful emissary and talented
disciple of a muddled high-priest takes
it, then, for granted that the coming
culture of America is to be a stunning
combination of Baudelaire and Cecil
de Mille—the morbid ecstasies of the
Parisian fin de siécle presented with
Barnum’s glaring hullabaloo. The
Venus de Milo with the features of
Sarah Bernhardt and adorned with the
tail of some submarine monster, parad-
ing in Madison Square Garden to the
tune of a colossal orchestra executing
Susa’s most dashing march: What a
picture! How breathtaking! How ab-
surd!

Happily, this is not the New Direc-
tion whose shape emerges from James
Laughlin’s valuable collection. It con-
tains a few pieces of excellent writing
and also some less exciting material.
However, what makes this book signifi-
cant is, in my opinion, its moral cli-
mate, which guarantees and determines
its esthetic standards. These young
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writers have turned away from the
fanaticism of political orthodoxies and,
simultaneously, have overcome the sin-
ister attraction of a chaotic nihilism.
The air we breathe is refreshing; it
will tear asunder the ghastly appari-
tions created by hysteria, snobbery and
despair.

Klaus Mann




