Editor’s Column

IN STRIVING to accept articles of significant interest to the entire profession—and to do so without
soliciting significant material on a significant theme or significant subject—the PMLA Editorial
Board has long recognized that some issues of the journal would inevitably be, well, a bit strange
(“eclectic” is, I believe, the respectable term). This issue is a case in point, and I am at a loss to know
how to organize, much less relate, nine articles involving subjects as diverse as aphorism, war, psycho-
politics, suffering and calm, reading, Weimar Germany, metaphor, providence, and a sled named
Rosebud. Let’s begin with Rosebud.

I do not know if Robert Carringer’s study of Citizen Kane is the first article ever published in PMLA
that is devoted entirely to analysis of a film; if so, I think we have made a happy beginning, for not
only is Orson Welles’s classic one of the best-known films ever made, but Carringer’s treatment, in
addition to offering a persuasive interpretation of Kane, involves comparison of written narrative
and thus has implications for literary criticism. It also provides insight into the creative process of a
complex art form, and would seem to be a model of the kind of film criticism appropriate for PMLA.

While Carringer takes a new approach to a successful and world-renowned film, Wayne Kvam
treats a not very successful, totally obscure play through a very old-fashioned approach—literary
history uncontaminated, as one member of our Editorial Board put it, by any theory of historiog-
raphy. Illustrating a period of German culture through the perspective of the 1931 Zuckmayer and
Hilpert stage adaptation of A Farewell to Arms, Kvam combines a theater history of Weimar Ger-
many with a close analysis of the problems in, and the meaning of, adapting Hemingway’s romantic
novel about freedom during the time when Nazism was coming to power. It helps to have seen
Citizen Kane before reading Carringer, but one need not have read 4 Farewell to Arms (or even have
seen the movie) to return with Kvam to a critical point in world history.

Beverly Coyle’s article on Wallace Stevens’ poetry is of obvious interest to any scholar concerned
with studying the complex modes of Stevens’ thought and the lyric forms in which these modes may be
discerned, but the article is also of interest to anyone who has ever felt that aphorism and ‘‘serious”
poetry are incompatible. Coyle’s stunning analysis takes us from “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a
Blackbird” to almost that many ways in which aphorism became an “anchorage of thought” for
Stevens throughout his career. It is a fresh approach to the work of an important poet, and its con-
clusions may have application to other poets (Hopkins, for instance) in other periods.

So too James Averill’s analysis of suffering and calm in Wordsworth’s early poetry, an article that
attempts to come to terms with an aspect of Wordsworth’s work that has often embarrassed even the
most devoted Wordsworthians. Beginning with the sense of calm that pervades the concluding lines
of The Ruined Cottage—a conclusion many critics have tended to view as “elegiac sleight-of-hand”—
Auverill leads us through this and other poems in an effort to show that the pattern of calm following
suffering is not an evasion of troublesome questions evoked by an awareness of human misery, but a
response, somewhat akin to the psychological mechanism of catharsis, which Wordsworth’s imagina-
tion makes to the fictional representation of suffering. The problems involved, and the questions they
raise, transcend the poetry and even Wordsworth himself, and thus, like Coyle’s treatment of Stevens,
Averill’s article should be of interest even to readers unfamiliar with the works discussed.

Melvyn New’s study begins with a question to which most of us would probably reply in the
affirmative—"Is the world of eighteenth-century English fiction a providential world?” No, says
New; not totally, not as many of us have assumed it to be. Considering the fiction of the entire cen-
tury, treating the complexities of the movement from romance to novel, New synthesizes earlier
criticism and suggests how the evolution of the novel was influenced by the transition from a Christian
to a secular world view. An important comment on a genre and a century, New’s article helps us make
better sense out of some seemingly senseless episodes in the work of major eighteenth-century English
authors.

The question of providential order is surely not as crucial today as it was in the eighteenth century,
but the question of curing societal ills has not gone away. In her study of Doris Lessing’s major novels,
Marion Vlastos turns to the work of R. D. Laing in an attempt to explain how Lessing, like Laing,
explores the idea that madness could be our potential salvation, that the mad person is our best means
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of understanding the insanity of a supposedly sane society. Laing’s theories are, to say the least, con-
troversial; so, no doubt, is Vlastos’ use of such theories to explain Lessing. But this is an area in which
considerable interest has been expressed in recent years, and I think it is good for PM LA on occasion
to publish articles—with all their hazards—that treat authors whose life work is still in progress.

In reporting on Max Byrd’s article on “‘reading” in Great Expectations, our consultant specialist
wrote: “Although one has supposed that there was not much new to be said about Great Expectations,
Max Byrd has produced a genuinely original interpretation of an important thematic strand in the
novel. All readers of Dickens will welcome these fresh insights, which are most persuasively, indeed
elegantly, presented.” I agree. Great Expectations is one work with which all readers are familiar, and
“reading” is, of course, our stock in trade. I cannot imagine anyone not finding this essay to be of in-
terest.

If our consultant on Byrd’s essay was delighted to find an article that says something fresh about
Dickens, equally so was the reader of Joyce Sparer Adler’s essay on Melville’s Billy Budd: ““This is a
very provocative piece of work which may well inaugurate a whole new line of interpretation not only
of Billy Budd but of all the works leading up to it.” Whether or not it inaugurates a whole new line of
interpretation, I suspect that this article will provoke a long line of letters to the PMLA Forum, for
Adler’s approach is radical, presenting a Billy Budd that not many of us realized we had long been
reading.

The issue concludes with Michael McCanles’ analysis of the literal and the metaphorical. From his
opening sentence (“‘A literalist could be described as one who both takes metaphors too seriously
and does not take metaphors seriously enough”) to his conclusion (‘“*both fictive and nonfictive dis-
courses, each in their different but reciprocal fashions, are enabled to make metaphorical statements,
which we treat as if they were true, about worlds which we treat as if they were literal””), McCanles
unravels a dazzling series of paradoxes in commenting on a critical problem with which all of us have
no doubt wrestled. Since examples are drawn from 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream and Don Quixote,
Shakespeare and Cervantes scholars will find the article to be of special interest, but in it, as with all of
the material in this issue (from Rosebud to Billy Budd), I trust readers will find the kind of intellectual

excitement that PMLA is attempting to generate.
William D. Schaefer

Frame enlargement from Citizen Kane courtesy of Janus Films.
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