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from “A Fable for Critics” (1848) 
 

 Emerson  
 

            There comes Emerson first, whose rich words, every one,  
Are like gold nails in temples to hang trophies on,  
Whose prose is grand verse, while his verse, the Lord knows,  
Is some of it pr-- No, ‘tis not even prose;  
I’m speaking of metres; some poems have welled  
From those rare depths of soul that have ne’er been excelled;  
They’re not epics, but that doesn’t matter a pin,  
In creating, the only hard thing’s to begin;  
A grass-blade’s no easier to make than an oak;  
If you’ve once found the way, you’ve achieved the grand stroke...  
 
           ...his is, we may say,  
A Greek head on right Yankee shoulders, whose range  
Has Olympus for one pole, for t’other the Exchange;  
He seems, to my thinking (although I’m afraid  
The comparison must, long ere this, have been made),  
A Plotinus-Montaigne, where the Egyptian’s gold mist  
And the Gascon’s shrewd wit cheek-by-jowl coexist...  
 
‘Tis refreshing to old-fashioned people like me  
To meet such a primitive Pagan as he,  
In whose mind all creation is duly respected  
As parts of himself--just a little projected;  
And who’s willing to worship the stars and the sun,  
A convert to--nothing but Emerson….  
Life, nature, love, God, and affairs of that sort,  
He looks at as merely ideas; in short,  



As if they were fossils stuck round in a cabinet,  
Of such vast extent that our earth’s a mere dab in it;  
Composed just as he is inclined to conjecture her,  
Namely, one part pure earth, ninety-nine parts pure lecturer;  
You are filled with delight at his clear demonstration,  
Each figure, word, gesture, just fits the occasion...  
 
            He has imitators in scores, who omit  
No part of the man but his wisdom and wit,-- 
Who go carefully o’er the sky-blue of his brain,  
And when he has skimmed it once, skim it again;  
If at all they resemble him, you may be sure it is  
Because their shoals mirror his mists and obscurities,  
As a mud-puddle seems deep as heaven for a minute,  
While a cloud that floats o’er it is reflected within it.  

 
Bryant  

 
            There is Bryant, as quiet, as cool, and as dignified,  
As a smooth, silent iceberg, that never is ignified,  
Save when by reflection, ‘tis kindled O' nights  
With a semblance of flame by the chill Northern Lights.  
He may rank (Griswold says so) first bard of your nation  
(There’s no doubt that he stands in supreme ice-olation),  
Your topmost Parnassus he may set his heel on,--  
But no warm applauses come, peal following peal on,-- 
He’s too smooth and too polished to hang any zeal on:  
Unqualified merits, I’ll grant, if you choose, he has ‘em,  
But he lacks the one merit of kindling enthusiasm;  
If he stir you at all, it is just, on my soul,  
Like being stirred up with the very North Pole…. 
 
But deduct all you can, there’s enough that’s right good in him,  
He has a true soul for field, river, and wood in him;  
And his heart, in the midst of brick walls, or where’er it is,  
Glows, softens, and thrills with the tenderest charities… 
But, my friends, you’ll endanger the life of your client,  
By attempting to stretch him up into a giant:  
If you choose to compare him, I think there are two persons  
           fit for a parallel--Thompson and Cowper...  
 
A brain like a permanent straight-jacket put on  
The heart that strives vainly to burst off a button,-- 
A brain which, without being slow or mechanic,  
Does more than a larger less drilled, more volcanic;  
He’s a Cowper condensed, with no craziness bitten,  
And the advantage that Wordsworth before him had written.  
 
            But, my dear little bardlings, don’t prick up your ears  
Nor suppose I would rank you and Bryant as peers;  
If I call him an iceberg, I don’t mean to say  
There is nothing in that which is grand in its way;  
He is almost the one of your poets that knows  
How much grace, strength, and dignity lie in Repose;  
If he sometimes fall short, he is too wise to mar  
His thought’s modest fullness by going too far...  



 
 Hawthorne  

 
            There is Hawthorne, with genius so shrinking and rare  
That you hardly at first see the strength that is there;  
A frame so robust, with a nature so sweet,  
So earnest, so graceful, so lithe and so fleet,  
Is worth a descent from Olympus to meet;  
‘Tis as if a rough oak that for ages had stood,  
With his gnarled bony branches like ribs of the wood,  
Should bloom, after cycles of struggle and scathe,  
With a single anemone trembly and rathe;  
His strength is so tender, his wildness so meek,  
That a suitable parallel sets one to seek,-- 
He’s a John Bunyan Fouque, a Puritan Tieck;  
When Nature was shaping him, clay was not granted  
For making so full-sized a man as she wanted,  
So, to fill our her model, a little she spared  
From some finer-grained stuff for a woman prepared,  
And she could not have hit a more excellent plan  
For making him fully and perfectly man....  

 
  Cooper  

 
            Here’s Cooper, who’s written six volumes, to show  
He’s as good as a lord: well, let’s grant that he’s so;  
If a person prefer that description of praise,  
Why, coronet’s certainly cheaper than bays;  
But he need take no pains to convince us he’s not  
 (As his enemies say) the American Scott....  
He has drawn you one character, though, that is new,  
One wildflower he’s plucked that is wet with the dew  
Of this fresh Western world, and, the thing not to mince,  
He has done naught but copy it ill ever since;  
His Indians, with proper respect be it said,  
Are just Natty Bumppo, daubed over with red,  
And his very Long Toms are the same useful Nat,  
Rigged up in duck pants and a sou’wester hat...  
 
And the women he draws from one model don’t vary,  
All sappy as maples and flat as a prairie.  
When a character’s wanted, he goes to the task  
As a cooper would do in composing a cask;  
He picks out the staves, of their qualities heedful,  
Just hoops them together as tight as is needful,  
And, if the best fortune should crown the attempt, he  
Has made at the most something wooden and empty....  

 
 Fuller  

 
         ...But there comes Miranda, Zeus!  where shall I flee to?  
She has such a penchant for bothering me too!  
She always keeps asking if I don’t observe a 
particular likeness ‘twixt her and Minerva;  
She tells me my efforts in verse are quite clever;-- 
She’s been traveling now, and will be worse than ever;  



One would think, though, a sharp-sighted noter she’d be  
For all that’s worth mentioning over the sea,  
For a woman must surely see well, if she try,  
The whole of whose being’s a capital I:  
She will take an old notion, and make it her own,  
By saying it o’er in her Sibylline tone,  
Or persuade you ‘tis something tremendously deep,  
By repeating it so as to put you to sleep;  
And she well may defy any mortal to see through it,  
When once she has mixed up her infinite me through it.  
There is one thing she owns in her own single right,  
It is native and genuine--namely, her spite;  
Though, when acting as censor, she privately blows  
A censer of vanity ‘neath her own nose.  
 
            Here Miranda came up, and said, “Phoebus! you know  
That the Infinite Soul has its infinite woe,  
As I ought to know, having lived cheek by jowl,  
Since the day I was born, with the Infinite Soul;  
I myself introduced, I myself, I alone,  
To my Land’s better life authors solely my own,  
Who the sad heart of earth on their shoulders have taken,  
Such as Shakespeare, for instance, the Bible, and Bacon,  
Not to mention my own works; Time’s nadir is fleet,  
And, as for myself, I’m quite out of conceit--”  
 
            “Quite out of conceit!  I’m enchanted to hear it,” 
Cried Apollo aside. “Who’d have thought she was near it?…  
As if Neptune should say to his turbots and whitings,  
I’m as much out of salt as Miranda’s own writings’  
(Which, as she in her own happy manner has said,  
Sound a depth, for ‘tis one of the functions of lead).  
She often has asked me if I could not find  
A place somewhere near me that suited her mind;  
I know but a single one vacant, which she  
With her rare talent that way, would fit to a T.  
And it would not imply any pause or cessation  
In the work she esteems her peculiar vocation,-- 
She may enter on duty today, if she chooses,  
And remain Tiring-woman for life to the Muses.”  
 
            Miranda meanwhile has succeeded in driving  
Up into a corner, in spite of their striving,  
A small flock of terrified victims, and there,  
With an I-turn-the-crank-of-the-Universe air  
And a tone which, at least to my fancy, appears  
Not so much to be entering as boxing your ears,  
Is unfolding a tale (of herself, I surmise,  
For ‘tis dotted as thick as a peacock’s with I’s).  
Apropos of Miranda, I’ll rest on my oars  
And drift through a trifling digression on bores...  
There was one feudal custom worth keeping, at least,  
Roasted bores made a part of each well-ordered feast,  
And of all quiet pleasures the very ne plus  
Was in hunting wild bores as the tame ones hunt us....  

 



 Poe  
 

            There comes Poe, with his raven, like Barnaby Rudge,  
Three fifths of him genius and two fifths sheer fudge,  
Who talks like a book of iambs and pentameters,  
In a way to make people of common sense damn metres,  
Who has written some things quite the best of their kind,  
But the heart seems all squeezed out by the mind...  

 
Irving  

 
            What!  Irving?  thrice welcome, warm heart and fine brain,  
You bring back the happiest spirit from Spain,  
And the gravest sweet humor, that ever was there  
Since Cervantes met death in his gentle despair...  
 

Holmes  
 
            There’s Holmes, who is matchless among you for wit;  
A Leyden-jar always full-charged, from which flit  
The electrical tingles of hit after hit...  
His are just the fine hands, too, to weave you a lyric  
Full of fancy, fun, feeling, or spiced with satiric  
In a measure so kindly, you doubt if the toes  
That are trodden upon are your own or your foes’.  

 
 Lowell  

 
            There is Lowell, who’s striving Parnassus to climb  
With a whole bale of isms tied together with rhyme,  
He might get on alone, spite of brambles and boulders,  
But he can’t with that bundle he has on his shoulders,  
The top of the hill he will ne’er come nigh reaching  
Till he learns the distinction ‘twixt singing and preaching;  
His lyre has some chords that would ring pretty well,  
But he’d rather by half make a drum of the shell,  
And rattle away till he’s old as Methusalem,  
At the head of a march to the last new Jerusalem.  

 
 


