Notes on Randall Jarrell
(pronounced Jah-RELL / Johnson D1)

-“Randall Jarrell was a complex and fascinating man: lover of fast sport cars and black cats, beloved teacher to a generation of UNCG students, doting father to his two step-daughters, scathing critic of poetry he deemed inferior and gifted poet” (Lingerfelt H5).

-Why do some not read Randall Jarrell today?  When his wife, Mary, was still alive, she heard one lecturer say it was because “poems about love and beauty – the kind that John Keats wrote and Jarrell’s husband, Randall, penned occasionally – have been out of style in academic circles for years” (Schlosser A1).

-The two complimented one another.  “He called her Best Beloved.  Or pet.  Or sometimes von S., an abbreviation of her maiden name, von Schrader.  She called him Dear One.  They were the Jarrells – Randall and Mary – and they were stars in Greensboro’s literary scene.  For a while, they shone, too, on the national stage, most brightly from 1956 to 1958 when Randall Jarrell, then an associate professor at UNCG, was poet laureate of the United States.  They didn’t call it poet laureate back then.  They called it Consultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress.  But it was the same thing.  Poetry consultant.  Poet Laureate.  The Big Poetic Cheese.  It was an honor for the Jarrells and their adopted hometown of Greensboro (Johnson D1).  In 2004, Poetry Greensboro was dedicated to Jarrell.  This is celebrated throughout the month of April (Johnson D1).

-The two met in 1951 at a Rocky Mountain Writer’s Conference in Boulder, Colorado.  She had never heard of him (Walton H5).

-In 1981, his wife collected his letters from old friends and universities.  She edited those letters from 2,500 to 650 and compiled them in a collection (Schlosser D1).

-However, in the years since his death, Jarrell has been included on lists (like one by Esquire’s art critic) of “’extremely short list of America’s great critics.’  [John Simon] said Jarrell’s writings contain enough ‘insights per paragraph to last your average critic, with the customary padding, an entire long essay.’  He said Jarrell’s works ‘resemble Hamlet in that every other line is, or should become a famous quotation’” (Simon qtd. in Schlosser D1).

-“Randall Jarrell was known first for his brilliant but often acerbic reviews in literary magazines.  He was probably the best southern reviewer since Edgar Allan Poet, and just as effective, winning respect for his critical judgements, but making a few enemies” (Calhoun 627-28).

-What did Jarrell have to say about other poets of the age?  In his 1965 The Third Book of Criticism, Jarrell said this of Frost and Cummings:
“Though Frost has little of Hardy’s self-effacement, his matter-of-fact humility; Frost’s tenderness, sadness, and humor are adulterated with vanity and a hard complacency” (Jarrell 300).
“E.E. Cummings persisted so boldly and stubbornly, for a whole career, in his own individuality, that it is hard for his readers to believe that he is gone.  No one else has ever made avant-garde, experimental poems so attractive to the general  and the special reader; since the early twenties, Cummings has been more widely imitated and more easily appreciated than any other modernist poet” (Jarrell 319).

-Jarrell thought his poem, “Eighth Air Force” “best expressed his views on war” (Meredith).  In it, “he describes the bivouac of aviators as a place where men play with puppy dogs.  The sentimental image of the puppy exists here incongrusously with that of the ‘murderers,’ the ‘guilty’ airmen who have dropped tons of bombs on ‘innocent’ civilians.  J.A. Bryant Jr., in Understanding Randall Jarrell, writes:  the principal function of the men, actually boys viewed here in the evening before a mission is simply that of effective instruments and the nature of their moment of rest, a countdown to further deployment.  The speaker, himself a survivor of bombing missions, contemplates the men. . . . He reflects that, for all their appearance of innocence, these men are murderers’” (Meredith).  “Readers are forced to ask the question . . How could we condemn a man such as this one?  Jarrell thus suggests that one should not find fault with this airman who has been bombing ‘innocent’ civilians” (Meredith).  Do we see this problem with other parts of World War II (think Nazi concentration camps) and indeed all wars?

-Why did we choose the poems we chose?  “’The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner,’ a brief (five lines), horrific indictment of war, arguably Jarrell’s most recognized work.  Jarrell spent several years of his life serving his country in the U.S. Army Air Corps in World Ward II.  During that time, he published his first book of poems, ‘Blood for a Stranger,’ and garnered enough powerful material for two other collections dealing with war, ‘Little Friend, Little Friend’ and ‘Losses’” (Lingerfelt H5).

“The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner”

-Think Memphis Belle here before we start reading this poem.

-The poem was written in 1945.  Why is that significant?

-What is
	“my mother’s sleep” (womb of plane)
	“belly” (bottom of plane)
	“my wet fur” (leather jacket)
	“six miles from earth” (flying)
	“black flack” (shots)

-Why is the last line so horrific? (grotesque nature of war)

-Why is the gunner not given a name?  (he is one of many)

-Is this a dramatic monologue?  Discuss.

-When Jarrell died, one of his colleagues discussed one of his poems, “The Lost World’, which was written early in his career.  “Certainly ‘The Lost World’ is a great poem that speaks to us in mid-twentieth century America, to our lives, just as Wordsworth spoke to his contemporaries in the early nineteenth century” (Watson D3).

-“During Randall Jarrell’s lifetime, people often were impelled to write and thank him for a poem or an essay that had brought them new insights about the world and about the mystery of finding themselves in it” (Ross D3).

-Jarrell wrote four books of poetry intended for younger audiences.  The best known of those, The Bat Poet, was illustrated by Maurice Sendak in 1963.  You may know that name if you ever read a book called Where the Wild Things Are in your childhood.  Sendak came to the New York Public Library in 1999 to participate in a night honoring Jarrell.  Sendak has gone on to write and illustrate more than 80 books” (“Literary Notes” H5).

-When you get an opportunity sometime.  Go to the Greensboro Public Library – Central.  There should be a mural there of Jarrell (or at least there was in 1999) (Walton H5).
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