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George Hart

Editor’s Note

This “special issue” of Jeffers Studies is special in many respects. First and 
foremost, it is a festschrift in honor of Robert J. Brophy, timed to coin-
cide with the thirty-fifth anniversary of the publication of his Robinson 
Jeffers: Myth, Ritual, and Symbol in His Narrative Poems. It is a triple is-
sue, containing six scholarly articles, a transcription of an early draft of 
Cawdor, and a critical anatomy of a unique Jeffers manuscript, the Great 
Sheet. And, it contains a wealth of visual material we usually are unable 
to include in regular issues: photos and reproductions in honor of Bob 
Brophy, illustrations from a limited edition of Cawdor, images relating 
to some of the critical essays, pictures of manuscript pages from the 
Library of Congress, and a full-scale facsimile of the Great Sheet. We 
hope that our readers and Jeffersians everywhere will find this issue a 
treasure trove of critical insight, scholarly production, and rare material. 
Everyone who contributed to this issue did so in honor of Brophy’s 
groundbreaking critical work and his career-long record of scholarly 
achievement.

In my editor’s note in the last issue, I described Brophy’s book as a 
field guide to Jeffers’s breakthrough narrative poems, written during his 
most fertile period in the 1920s. Considering the articles in this volume, 
Myth, Ritual, and Symbol can also be seen as a catalyst for wide-ranging 
inquiries into Jeffers’s narrative practice beyond this period. In the call 
for papers, we asked for submissions on any aspect of Jeffers’s narrative 
poems, especially those which Brophy so closely analyzed in his book. 
The submissions that we got, at least those which made it through the 
peer-review process to be included here, contained many surprises. The 
only article to reconsider a narrative poem that Brophy discussed in his 
book is ShaunAnne Tangney’s reading of “Tamar” and its use of deca-
dent tropes as social protest. Tangney places “Tamar” in a new context, 
demonstrating that other literary-historical (and social) approaches can 
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stand with a myth-ritual approach and make meaning in what many 
would consider the poet’s most important narrative. The only other    
article on one of the major 1920s narratives is James Baird’s reading of 
“The Women at Point Sur.” Baird both supplements Brophy’s account 
of 1920s narratives—“Point Sur” did not receive sustained attention in 
Brophy’s book because it did not use myth-ritual structure as did the 
other narratives—and extends it, arguing that the poem in fact entails 
the collapse of mythic structures.   

Tim Hunt and Rob Kafka took the opportunity to dig deeper into the 
development of Jeffers’s narrative art. Hunt looks closely at ritual impli-
cations in the drafts of an early lyric, “Salmon Fishing,” and connects 
them with Jeffers’s meditations on his craft in “Apology for Bad Dreams.” 
Hunt’s argument for seeing Jeffers’s ritualizing as a form of witnessing 
adds to and contends with Brophy’s longtime struggle with this impor-
tant yet elusive text. Kafka’s essay possesses both a wide scope and a 
precise focus. Drawing from a deep familiarity with Jeffers’s early narra-
tives and the fragments of his abandoned “Point Alma Venus” project, 
Kafka directs our attention to a recurring Jeffersian figure, the light-
house-keeper’s daughter, to whom we might otherwise fail to give much 
notice. Kafka makes a strong case for the psychological significance of 
this character in Jeffers’s work, guiding us through her first appearances 
in the pre-“Tamar” period through unpublished drafts in the 1930s.

The last two critical articles take up Jeffers’s narratives in his middle 
and later periods. My article emerges from a line of questioning pro-
voked by Myth, Ritual, and Symbol, specifically the myth-ritual schema 
presented in its appendix. I had always wanted to write about the short-
er narratives that appear regularly in the 1930s, but never had a sense of 
how they fit into the larger body of work; Brophy’s use of Northrop 
Frye’s mythoi in that schema showed me the way to seeing these poems 
as Jeffers’s “comic” narrative mode. Robert Zaller takes up Jeffers’s later 
narratives and traces the theme of resurrection as it develops from an 
incipient to an explicit concern. The range and diverse interests repre-
sented by these articles shows us, I think, how much more we have to 
learn about Jeffers’s narratives, and how Brophy’s book can help us in 
our continuing investigations of them.

Along with these critical essays, there is a “special section” of this 
special issue that includes two remarkable archival documents. Dirk 
Aardsma’s transcription of the Library of Congress draft of “Cawdor” 
represents a major editorial feat in Jeffers studies—a complete version of 
this first draft, including all the relevant revisions. For the first time, 
readers have the chance to see the compositional process involved in 
drafting one of the major poems, and they can judge the penultimate 
version of the narrative that capped Jeffers’s artistic successes in the 
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1920s. Aaron Yoshinobu’s transcription of the Great Sheet takes us 
back to the breakthrough moment of this period. Approaching this 
document as he would layers of geological strata, Yoshinobu maps the 
notations and fragments on the page and determines a possible chrono-
logical order for them, giving us a glimpse into the birth of Jeffers’s poet-
ics as well as his stonemasonry. 

It is our great privilege to gather this material together in honor of 
Bob Brophy, and it is with great pleasure that we bind it in a cover with 
Gene Kafka’s stunning photograph of the Big Sur coast. It is the least we 
can do to show our appreciation of and admiration for Bob’s work.
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Robert Brophy’s Robinson Jeffers: Myth, Ritual, and Symbol was not the 
first book on Jeffers. Earlier studies, including those by Lawrence Clark 
Powell, Radcliffe Squires, and Frederic Ives Carpenter, still have valu-
able things to teach us. But Brophy’s book regrounded the project of 
reading Jeffers, and the approach he articulated has informed much, if 
not most, of the important work on Jeffers in the years since. Earlier 
scholars had focused on such matters as Jeffers’s philosophical roots; 
they had emphasized the nature and significance of the claims that 
Jeffers might be advancing through the poems; and they had debated 
how to categorize the long poems generically. What made Myth, Ritual, 
and Symbol so productive a turn in the history of Jeffers scholarship was 
that Brophy largely sidestepped matters such as these and instead turned 
his attention—and ours—to the question of how the poems might work 
structurally and symbolically. He asked us, that is, to focus on how to 
read the poems and to build our theorizing from that ground. In part he 
did so in order to counter the then all-but-total rejection of Jeffers by 
the New Critics and the academy by showing that the poems, especially 
the long narrative and dramatic poems that were then critically least 
acceptable, could be read closely, and that their meaning derived from 
their aesthetic and structural dimensions instead of existing separately 
from them. Now, some forty years later, the New Critics are themselves 
in eclipse, a dusty historical episode boxed away in a back corner of the 
critical attic, but Brophy’s project continues to matter. The most obvi-
ous reason would be that Brophy’s demonstration of the nature and im-
portance of Jeffers’s use of ritual and mythic structures and imagery re-
mains a productive, indeed necessary, approach to the long poems. His 
research clearly established the depth of Jeffers’s interest in, extensive 
command of, and use of ancient myth and ritual and his productive 
awareness of the work of the Cambridge anthropologists, especially 
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Gilbert Murray and Jane Harrison, and their theories about the ritual 
and mythic substructure of Greek tragedy. But Brophy accomplished 
something even more fundamental in Myth, Ritual, and Symbol. Instead 
of arguing for ancient myth and ritual as the meaning of the poems, 
Brophy identified them as elements within the poems that help us to 
understand how the poems work and, thereby, to participate more fully 
in them. By demonstrating that any effort to understand Jeffers must 
start with the process of experiencing the poems through engaged close 
reading, he made it necessary to read Jeffers’s texts as poems first, with 
matters of doctrine and philosophy having to be understood through 
the process and experience of the poems.

But in spite of the value and power of Brophy’s approach in Myth, 
Ritual, and Symbol, and in spite of the compelling readings of core texts 
of the Jeffers canon that his book offers, we are still struggling to come 
to terms with Jeffers’s at times seemingly simple work, and the achieve-
ment and significance of the long poems remain matters of debate and 
disagreement. What was Jeffers doing, and why does it matter? The 
questions still trouble us, and their urgency is not simply a matter of 
how to justify Jeffers’s significance to those in the academy who focus on 
American poetry yet continue to overlook his work (though this is an 
important goal); even more it is a matter that those of us who are con-
vinced of Jeffers’s achievement and cultural and historical importance 
continue to sense that the poetry outstrips our individual and collective 
efforts to account for it.

Brophy’s recent essay, “Jeffers’s ‘Apology for Bad Dreams’ Revisited,” 
is a case in point. In it, he reconsiders the powerful and influential read-
ing of this key poem that he developed in the final chapter of Myth, 
Ritual, and Symbol, and his renewed questioning of the poem leads him 
to conclude, “And thus my search for the deepest meaning of ‘Apology’ 
for me remains frustrate. Jeffers’s intent remains ambiguous” (13). And 
he adds, “Closing, I can only remark that my more youthful conclusions 
have become doubts; I have had second thoughts over the full meaning 
and dimensions of ‘Apology for Bad Dreams’” (13).

Brophy’s second thoughts about “Apology” matter deeply. In Myth, 
Ritual, and Symbol he casts the poem as a paradigmatic ars poetica in 
which Jeffers systematizes and justifies his poetic project, especially his 
narratives. Moreover, his analysis of “Apology” functions as a summa-
tive coda to his demonstration that (as he put the matter in the Epilogue 
to Myth, Ritual, and Symbol) understanding Jeffers requires attending 
carefully and fully to his “mythic intent, ritual structures, and allied 
imagery patterns” (286). Potentially, then, Brophy’s recent “doubts” 
challenge us, at the least, to continue to question the process and mean-
ing of “Apology,” and they might, as well, call into question the use of 
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“myth-ritual analysis and archetypal criticism” (xi) that Brophy out-
lined in the Foreword to Myth, Ritual, and Symbol and then developed 
through his readings of “Tamar” and other crucial long poems.

I do not know how far Brophy would extend his recent “doubts” about 
his earlier reading of “Apology for Bad Dreams,” but I want to argue that 
his premises in Myth, Ritual, and Symbol remain productive and sound. 
These include his claims that “Jeffers had familiarity, competence, and 
conviction in dealing with myth and ritual”; that sacrificial motifs and 
patterns are central to his perspective and to his poems; and that his 
specific awareness of these motifs and patterns reflects not only his read-
ing in classical literature but also “the findings of the newly burgeoning 
science of cultural anthropology—as reported in such works as Sir James 
Frazer’s The Golden Bough, Jane Harrison’s Themis, F. M. Cornford’s The 
Origin of Attic Comedy, and Jessie Weston’s From Ritual to Romance” (7). 
We should, I believe, continue to take it as a given that Jeffers knew  
this material and drew heavily on it, especially in the long poems, but 
Brophy’s revisiting of “Apology” suggests we need to continue to explore 
and extend the paradigm he established in Myth, Ritual, and Symbol. 
That myth and ritual are crucial to Jeffers’s poetry should remain a     
given. Precisely how Jeffers understood myth and ritual and how they 
function in the poems continue to be crucial questions. While these 
matters can be addressed most fully through the narratives, especially 
the narratives of the 1920s, including the “Point Alma Venus” frag-
ments and The Women at Point Sur, the shorter poems can offer impor-
tant clues. In particular, Jeffers’s revisions to “Salmon Fishing,” revisions 
that appear to coincide with the development of his mature voice and 
stance, provide a possible context for considering Part IV of “Apology 
for Bad Dreams.”

Jeffers wrote “Salmon Fishing,” the evidence suggests, in December 
1920, as he was working out the techniques and assumptions that would 
typify his mature poetry.1 Two preliminary typescripts survive: one typed 
soon after the poem was written, the other apparently from 1923 when 
he was assembling a preliminary version of Tamar and Other Poems (CP 
5: 317–21). The two typescripts show Jeffers moving toward the poem’s 
final conception, and a reworking of the latter two-thirds of the poem 
written in pencil across the bottom of the two typescript documents yet 
another step in the process. Across the drafts, the basic scene remains 
the same, and the tone seems to shift little. Yet the revisions, though 
perhaps subtle, fundamentally alter the poem’s resonance and implica-
tions, and they reflect a fundamental change in Jeffers’s relationship to 
nature and how the poems enact that relationship.
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In the 1920 typescript the “anglers” are a flat, intrusive presence; they 
“torture” the fish against the backdrop of the “Red ash” of a solstice 
“sundown,” which implicitly indicts their actions:

Autumn and evening rains make the earth young-blooded,
The southwind shouts to the rivers,
The rivers open their mouths and the salt salmon
Nose up into the rapids;
In Christmas month against the smoulder and menace
Of a long angry sundown,
Red ash of the dark solstice, I have seen the anglers
On the rocks and in red shallows
Reel out their lines to torture, silent men
Playing the three-foot steelheads,
And land their living bullion, the bloody mouths
And scales full of the sunset
Twitch on the rocks, no more to wander at will
The wild Pacific pasture, nor wanton and spawning
Race up into fresh water.

In this draft nature figures as renewal, pleasure, energy—even speech 
(“The southwind shouts to the rivers”), while the human figures not 
only intrude on nature’s dialogue with itself but disrupt it with violence 
and death. The relationship between nature and the human actors in 
this draft can be read as a simple (even simplistic) dichotomy, and the 
speaker’s pronouncement of “hav[ing] seen” all this seems an example of 
the overly naïve voice and rhetoric that detractors too often assume 
characterizes Jeffers’s work, in which a misanthropic speaker rejects hu-
mankind for its destructive violence and longs to be part of an edenic, 
pre-human nature. (How such a rejection of human violence and a 
longing for a redemptive nature might, at this point for Jeffers, relate to 
his anguish over World War I and the intellectual, emotional, and aes-
thetic crisis it precipitated for him, would be worth considering. Such a 
reading might well cast “Metempsychosis,” the original version of “The 
Hills Beyond the River,” which would have been written about the 
same time as the original draft of “Salmon Fishing,” as a complementary 
poem.)

In the 1923 typescript of “Salmon Fishing” Jeffers rephrased a num-
ber of lines. The adjustments to the first half leave the poem’s under-  
lying logic essentially unchanged, but the revisions to the middle are 
another matter. The speaker no longer sees the “anglers” as “Reel[ing] 
out their lines to torture” but instead sees them, in what is now the “Red 
fire” of the solstice sunset, this way:
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                        I have seen the anglers,
Like dark herons, like priestlings
Of a most patient mystery, at the river-mouth
Perch the rocks and lash the pool there.

This revision naturalizes the “anglers” by equating them with the “dark 
herons” that also fish the river mouth. The anglers are no longer figures 
outside nature who violate its wholeness and tranquility, and the poem 
no longer posits violence as something the human figures impose on an 
otherwise tranquil nature. The anglers’ actions are still acts of violence 
and death (the “living silver” of the fish still “Twitch on the rocks”), but 
this violence, the violence that they enact, is now the violence that is 
both within nature itself and fundamental to it. Anglers and herons 
both kill the fish they harvest, but this violence does not violate nature; 
it is more simply an aspect of the destruction, renewal, and continual 
transformational flux that is nature and which contains anglers, salmon, 
and herons. This revision also presents anglers, herons, and salmon as 
all enmeshed in a ritualized and sacrificial landscape of fire and blood. 
In this draft, the “long angry sundown” of the earlier typescript has be-
come a “storm-prophetic sundown,” and rather than “Red ash,” there is 
“Red fire of the dark solstice” (an image that better fits a moment of 
actual ritual sacrifice and also underscores the implicit analogy later in 
the poem, where the salmon’s bloody scales are “full of sunset” as they 
“Twitch on the rocks”).

The 1923 typescript is a stronger, more complex piece than the 1920 
version, but it is also confused or muddled or contradictory in at least 
one way. The anglers seem not only to participate in nature’s flux, as 
herons do, but also to stand above or outside it as “priestlings,” which 
projects their fishing as being of a different sort and order than the    
herons’ fishing. While violence has been shifted in this second draft 
from something that man enacts on nature to a fundamental feature of 
nature itself, human violence seems to be both within and of nature, 
while also being apart from it. In some sense human violence is of a dif-
ferent order, even unnatural. In part, this difficulty is in the image itself. 
Salmon fishers do not consciously direct their fishing as a sacrificial rite 
(however many private quirks may be part of their fishing). In part the 
difficulty is rhetorical and conceptual. It is the speaker of the poem who 
sees the fishing as if it is a ritual. More logically, this figure who “has 
seen the anglers” would function as the priestling, but the voice in the 
poem stops short of assuming that authority for the scene’s actions and 
imagery.

The revision Jeffers developed in pencil across the bottoms of the two 
typescripts in the next stage of rewriting suggests that he recognized the 

5A Poetics of Witness



Jeffers Studies

promise of the trope of sacrificial ritual in the 1923 typescript and that 
he might also have sensed that he hadn’t quite resolved the implica-
tions of casting the anglers as “priestlings.” In this penciled revision, the 
workings for line 6 and following read in part:

                                    I have seen the anglers
On the rocks and in red shallows
Draw landward their live bullion, the bloody mouths
And scales[?] full[?]
The wild Pacific pasture,
Nor wanton and spawning race into fresh water.
The men were stranger to gaze at,
Dark forms against the fading red,
Pitiful, cruel, primeval,
Like the priests of the people that built Stonehenge,
Dark silent forms, performing
Remote solemnities in the red shallows
Of the river’s mouth at the year’s turn,

This sketch complicates and extends the revisions made to the middle 
of the poem in the 1923 typescript. The most significant adjustment, I’d 
suggest, is the way the speaker’s act of looking and responding shifts 
from the largely passive pronouncement “I have seen” to the more 
openly engaged reaction of “The men were stranger to gaze at,” which 
in turn makes the figure of the anglers as “priests” a characterization 
that the speaker comes to as he tries to make sense of why they are 
“stranger to gaze at.” In these revisions, that is, the speaker seems both 
to see the anglers as of nature (as herons and salmon are of nature) and 
yet as different than herons and salmon (“stranger”) in part because 
they are able, as the speaker is, to observe and reflect. As such, their 
strangeness is less their consciousness per se than their ability to give 
themselves up to (and into) the moment as Jeffers imagines the herons 
would, even though the anglers, like the speaker, also have the capacity 
to step back and contemplate. In these revisions, then, a dichotomy (or 
more a dialectic) is emerging between active, unreflective participation 
on the one hand (what might be termed participation in the never-end-
ing flux of being) and standing apart to contemplate on the other (what 
might be termed consciousness), and it is the speaker of the poem who 
both recognizes this dichotomy and enacts it in creating the figure of 
the anglers as priests, whose ability to function as if priests for the speak-
er is that they are unaware of their priestliness and even unaware of 
their ritual actions and the landscape’s ritual dimension. At the very 
least, the speaker in this revision is a more active figure in the poem; he 
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is dramatically engaged in the scene and its implications in a way quite 
different from the initial 1920 typescript.

Jeffers recast the poem’s middle section yet again in developing the 
final version as published in Tamar, where it reads:

In Christmas month against the smoulder and menace
Of a long angry sundown,
Red ash of the dark solstice, you see the anglers,
Pitiful, cruel, primeval,
Like the priests of the people that built Stonehenge,
Dark silent forms, performing
Remote solemnities in the red shallows (CP 1: 6)

In this reworking the speaker is again at a somewhat greater distance 
from the scene and its actions. It is now a “you” who is hearing the poem 
(either as the reader or as an aspect of the poet in a kind of internal  
dialogue), and it is this “you” who “sees” the anglers as “performing” 
nature’s central mystery of destruction and renewal against the winter 
solstice sunset. In this iteration of the poem, it is the implied “I” who is 
speaking, and this “I” offers the equation of anglers as priests not as the 
scene’s truth but instead as a figure that pushes the listening “you” to 
move beyond either the mystery of ancient priests or contemporary 
ones, for beyond these mediations we come face to face with the “so-
lemnities in the red shallows,” and the violence, beauty, and renewal of 
“bloody mouths / And scales full of the sunset,” which is (and which 
typifies) the ceaseless change that is the ground of being. In the final 
form of the poem, the reader is asked to recognize the figure of the an-
glers as priests and the details that evoke human ritual but then to move 
through this mediation to acknowledge and affirm instead the deeper 
sacrificial process of nature, in which we participate unconsciously as 
victim and victimizer. This deeper process confronts us with our own 
inexorable vulnerability to the flux of being, but it is also, if our act of 
contemplation is sufficiently charged and active, not only sublime 
beauty but authentic beauty.

“Salmon Fishing,” then, functions through a kind of gazing as action 
that can in a casual reading seem merely a simple scene simply pre-
sented. Yet the poem involves a complex mix of imagined being in     
nature and standing apart from nature to contemplate its beauty (in-
cluding the beauty of “scales full of sunset”), and as it happens Jeffers 
makes the dialectic of action and reflection that is implicit in “Salmon 
Fishing” quite explicit in “Continent’s End,” a lyric from 1922, where 
the figure of the sun’s “tides of fire” evokes the fundamental reality of all 
being, its recurring destruction and renewal, while the sun as a figure of 
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“the eye that watched before there was an ocean” evokes both an   
awareness of destruction and renewal and an awareness from within 
destruction and renewal (CP 1: 16–17). This is the participation in     
nature and consciousness of nature that Jeffers attempts to enact and 
explore within his poems. This project can seem a reversion to the      
romantic mode in the sense that nature is the ground of value and the 
poet’s role is to intuit that value and evoke it for us through his witness. 
But the nature that Jeffers intuits is not Wordsworth’s. It is not just a 
matter of the shift from the Lake Country to the California coast. More, 
it is a matter of how Darwin and modern astronomy intervene and       
recast nature as something that must be recognized (and experienced) 
as material process in which the speaker is enmeshed (as are the poet 
and reader). Moreover, Jeffers’s sense that consciousness is both a means 
to become aware of nature and what sets us apart from it, and thereby 
can alienate us from it, implies that evocations through acts of witness 
can never be the truth of the matter. The truth of nature outstrips lan-
guage, even the language of the poem, which is one reason why Jeffers’s 
poems so often move through reflections on consciousness and nature 
to reach moments where what is truly important occurs as we imagine 
moving beyond the poem to a particular moment of engaged awareness 
that the language can perhaps trigger and partly direct us toward but not 
fully enact, possess, or contain. The poem, that is, functions as a liminal 
space in which nature can support moments of visionary awareness and 
acceptance and which can contain and validate (albeit tragically from 
the human perspective) moments of acceptance of, and reintegration with, 
the ceaseless flux of being. In an ironic way, the poem enacts conscious-
ness in order to place consciousness not at the peak of a hierarchal psy-
chology of the sacred (as the moment when the self transcends itself to 
realize divine vision) but in order to demonstrate its insufficiency, which 
allows us to value and experience more properly its redemptive force.

The complexity of “Salmon Fishing” is also apparent in the way the 
figure of the priests functions. For the anglers to be priests within this 
ritualized and sacrificial scene (and fully one with natural flux), they 
must, it seems, be unaware of their priestliness and the ritual over which 
they preside. The speaker’s awareness of their symbolic resonance and 
the resonance of the scene might lead us to figure the poem’s speaker as 
in some way the actual priest, with the reader and perhaps the speaker’s 
less aware or engaged self functioning as congregants. However, the 
speaker’s very awareness of the implications of the scene which enables 
him both to project the anglers as priests and to imply the irony of their 
unconsciousness (that is, the way their blindness to their role and the 
symbolic dimensions of their action give them their priestly identity) 
compromises to some degree his immersion in being (including its vio-
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lence). The implicit tragedy of the scene is not simply (and perhaps not 
even primarily) its sacrificial pattern or the violence within nature that 
inevitably drives loss and death. The tragedy of the scene is also that 
one can imagine—and even stage—the simultaneity of being’s “tides of 
fire” and consciousness as “the eye that watched” but not actually be-
come that simultaneity. The speaker’s act of figuring the anglers as 
priests functions both as a desire for a similarly unmediated, unreflective 
immersion in the business of nature and as a kind of celebration of the 
speaker’s ability to see what the anglers do not see—the beauty of the 
whole which is intertwined with its unceasing sacrificial renewal. This 
casts the speaker of the poem, finally, not as a priest through whom we 
participate in the ritual he enacts on our behalf but instead as a witness 
both to the beauty of the scene he presents and to the necessity of his 
participation in that beauty (a participation which is necessarily his 
own eventual death and dissolution).

This approach to “Salmon Fishing,” in which the poem enacts con-
sciousness and being through the ritualized scene, points to several pos-
sibly useful connections. For one, it suggests one reason why Jeffers 
eventually chose not to publish “Metempsychosis,” probably written in 
1920 and perhaps related to the same phase of work as the original ver-
sion of “Salmon Fishing.” In “Metempsychosis,” the speaker imagines 
becoming one, physically, with the land, so that its creeks and his veins, 
for example, become through a kind of metaphorical fusion one and the 
same. This was a significant step toward the view of nature in Jeffers’s 
mature aesthetic but not finally adequate. In “Metempsychosis,” Jeffers 
acknowledges his (and our) full participation in the materiality of nature 
and its process (including dissolution and renewal), but in this poem, he 
creates this participation by imagining that he can simply erase the com-
plication of consciousness. (Conversely, in the late poem “Vulture,” he 
imagines a similar full union with and through nature, which requires 
moving beyond consciousness and returning to the flux of nature 
through the physicality of death.) Acknowledging the materiality of 
being and one’s full participation in it is to align one’s self with the 
“tides of fire,” but the desire to set aside consciousness is, finally, just 
that, a desire. The approach to nature in the initial draft of “Salmon 
Fishing” resembles the approach in “Metempsychosis.” In revising “Sal-
mon Fishing,” though, Jeffers moved well beyond “Metempsychosis,” 
and these reworkings underscore the importance of the comments he 
made in his April 24, 1926 letter to Donald Friede, a letter written 
while he was struggling with the “Point Alma Venus” fragments out of 
which not only “Prelude” and the “The Women at Point Sur” emerged 
but also “Apology for Bad Dreams”:

9A Poetics of Witness



Jeffers Studies

The story [Point Alma Venus], like Tamburlaine and Zarathustra, is the story of 
human attempts to get beyond humanity. But the superman ideal rather stands 
on top of humanity—intensifies it—ends in “all too human”—here the attempt 
is to get clear of it. More like the ceremonial dances of primitive people; the 
dancer becomes a rain-cloud, or a leopard, or a God. The protagonists are a 
paralytic old farmer, a preacher who has renounced his faith, a weak imaginative 
boy who kills his father. The episodes of the poem are a sort of essential ritual 
from which the real action develops on another plane. (SL 68)

In the first two sentences here, Jeffers makes it clear that he sees his 
project as something other than the heroic (but implicitly misguided) 
attempt to transcend the “all too human”; instead, he suggests his effort 
is “to get clear of” the “all too human” altogether. These sentences 
evoke, without naming, the perspective of “Inhumanism.” The next 
sentences, though, are less clear conceptually and syntactically, but they 
are highly suggestive and, I believe, crucially significant.

There are several facets to the puzzle: first, who or what is “More like 
the ceremonial dances of primitive people”? The meditative process out 
of which the poem emerges? The imaginative action of writing and/or 
reading the poem? The dynamic unfolding of the poem itself? And if  
the episodes of the poem are “essential” and a “ritual” form (or ritual 
action), what is the other “plane” where the “real action” of this ritual 
unfolds? We could attribute any lack of clarity in this passage to its      
being in a letter where one might write impressionistically and with 
minimal reflection and revision. However, Jeffers was often quite pre-
cise in his letters and seldom deliberately vague. Moreover, in this letter 
he is writing about something that he has, it seems, been wrestling with 
in the poetry (including “Apology for Bad Dreams,” which would have 
been written around this time). 

Most literally, the argument here seems to be that this never-com-
pleted attempt at “Point Alma Venus” is an “attempt” to “get clear” of 
“humanity” by having the poem’s action function like a “ceremonial 
dance,” which parallels, derives from, and symbolically expresses “the 
real action,” which “develops on another plane” (literally, it seems from 
comments earlier in this letter, the Coast landscape itself). If so, who is 
trying to “get clear” of “humanity” is clearly key. Judging from the revi-
sions to “Salmon Fishing” and the way the characters do and do not 
understand themselves in the narratives of this period, the answer seems 
to be that the consciousness that generates and narrates the poem is 
seeking to “get clear” by imagining characters who enact rituals which 
express the nature of which they are a part. The characters are, like the 
angler/priests in “Salmon Fishing,” absorbed in their participation and 
not conscious of the ritual they enact or its symbolic resonance. If so, 
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then, it is the poem’s speaker who achieves, through the mediation of 
the human figures he has evoked, moments of awareness. And these 
moments come from (and through) the ceremonial actions he has per-
ceived (and imagined), which he evokes through the poem. Through 
these representations, mediations, and processes, the speaker aligns 
himself with (and accepts) natural process (“rain-cloud”), unselfcon-
scious being in nature (“leopard”), and the simultaneity of the flux of 
being and totalizing awareness (“a God”). 

As in “Salmon Fishing,” the presumed speaker of this uncompleted 
narrative imaginatively fuses with the world he draws from the process 
of nature and creates in order to reach an interlude of extended con-
sciousness that includes both non-human nature and a sense of the hu-
man viewed from a perspective beyond the human. However, what is 
key is that Jeffers does not project the poet or speaker as becoming 
“God” or “a God.” The poet is figured more as a witness who can per-
ceive the implicit ritual surrounding him and who can, then, by attend-
ing to this “real action” on “another plane” become conscious of—and 
express—the being of “rain-cloud,” “leopard,” and “a God.” The speak-
er, through the mediations and processes he perceives and enacts, comes 
closer to accepting and celebrating the “God” which would be their     
totality. Here, as in “Salmon Fishing,” the poet is less the transcending 
agent of the aesthetic world than a participant in it, a witness, and this 
rhetorical position, and its logic, might well extend to “Apology for Bad 
Dreams.” If so, “Apology” might be less an apologia for the poet’s dreams 
(in which Jeffers attempts to justify his aesthetic and practice to the 
reader) than an apologia for God’s dreams, which are our reality (in 
which Jeffers, or if one prefers, Jeffers’s persona, attempts to understand 
and accept God’s ways in order to bear witness to them and celebrate 
them properly).

In the Foreword to the 1938 Selected Poetry Jeffers offers this explana-
tion of “Apology for Bad Dreams”: “Cruelty is a part of nature, at least 
of human nature, but it is the one thing that seems unnatural to us; the 
tension of the mind trying to recognize cruelty and evil as part of the 
sum of things is what made the poem” (CP 4: 394). Jeffers’s comments 
of this sort could at times be the truth of the matter but not the whole 
truth (as, for instance, his comment in the Introduction to the 1935 
Modern Library edition of Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems about 
having imitated “Milton and Shelley” in his apprentice years, when the 
manuscript for this piece shows he had instead originally noted that he 
had been imitating “Wordsworth”—a more revealing and critically   
resonant admission that he chose to elide), but in this instance Jeffers 
might well be pointing openly to the core of the matter, and if so, the 
“tension” that “made” “Apology for Bad Dreams” parallels the tension 
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that he was progressively engaging as he transformed “Salmon Fishing” 
through the series of revisions. Recognizing this can help us address one 
of the interpretive cruxes in “Apology”—how the pronouns function in 
Part IV, which reads:

He brays humanity in a mortar to bring the savor
From the bruised root: a man having bad dreams, who invents victims, is only 

the ape of that God.
He washes it out with tears and many waters, calcines it with fire in the red 

crucible,
Deforms it, makes it horrible to itself: the spirit flies out and stands naked, he 

sees the spirit,
He takes it in the naked ecstasy; it breaks in his hand, the atom is broken, the 

power that massed it
Cries to the power that moves the stars, “I have come home to myself, behold 

me.
I bruised myself in the flint mortar and burnt me
In the red shell, I tortured myself, I flew forth,
Stood naked of myself and broke me in fragments,
And here am I moving the stars that are me.”
I have seen these ways of God: I know of no reason
For fire and change and torture and the old returnings.
He being sufficient might be still. I think they admit no reason; they are the 

ways of my love.
Unmeasured power, incredible passion, enormous craft: no thought apparent 

but burns darkly
Smothered with its own smoke in the human brain-vault: no thought outside: 

a certain measure in phenomena:
The fountains of the boiling stars, the flowers on the foreland, the ever-

returning roses of dawn. (CP 1: 210–11)

If the impetus to “Apology” was at least in part to acknowledge—and 
accept—“cruelty and evil” as natural rather than “unnatural” (and 
thereby part of the God and the divine presence in the order of things 
rather than apart from and in opposition to them), then the “He” that 
opens this section should, it seems, be read as “God,” as should the rep-
etitions of “He” that initiate the third, fifth, and thirteenth lines. This 
context also suggests that the “man having bad dreams, who invents 
victims,” is not only lesser than God (i.e., “only the ape of that God”) 
but also mistaken. The poet’s task, as witness, is not to imitate God but 
to perceive, accept, and celebrate God. The poet’s task is not to invent 
victims but to perceive victims, even more to perceive the ritual and 
sacred resonance of victimhood, including God’s own self-elected vic-
timhood within nature and natural process which is in some sense also 
the condition of his being (here, again, the dialectic from “Continent’s 
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End” of “tides of fire” and “eye that watched” is implicit). And at root 
this means to perceive one’s self as participating in this victimhood.

The challenge to the poet, that is, is to focus on God’s act of “bray[ing] 
humanity” to release “spirit.” It is not the poet’s place to break the 
“atom.” The poet’s task is to bear witness to God’s breaking of the 
“atom,” and this requires the poet, the speaker, the consciousness that is 
generating the poem, to bear this witness both in the sense of bearing 
the vision of the released spirit and of bearing manifestation as an 
“atom” that is being “bray[ed]” and broken. For the poet to face up to 
God’s injunction to “behold me” as God breaks itself “in fragments” and 
“mov[es] the stars that are me,” the poet must embrace his own psychic 
fragmentation. The challenge, here, to the speaker, the poet, is not to 
function as a lesser to God (as, that is, “a God”) through imitation and 
invention but instead to accept one’s participation in God’s ceaseless 
becoming (which is ironically to accept one’s dissolution) and by being 
willing to be “broken” for the glory and beauty of “God’s” process of 
releasing spirit attain a visionary glimpse of that glory. To attain this 
holistic appreciation (to get “clear” of humanity rather than “beyond” 
it), the speaker must set aside concern for self and identity, and the poet 
must recognize that the attempt to “ape” God would be to evade, in 
part, these challenges. It would be to pretend to “know” the “reason / 
For fire and change” and why God, in spite of “being sufficient” is not 
“still.” These matters are beyond “reason”; they are simply the ways of 
God who is, for the speaker/poet “my love.” Accepting that there is “a 
certain measure in phenomena,” while “thought” is “Smothered with its 
own smoke in the human brain-vault” (and, thus, finally inside and 
obscured by subjectivity rather than “outside” and “certain” in its mea-
sure) is to recognize that one can only partly understand God and being. 
This means that one must accept that one can neither grasp a final 
meaning nor invent one. And in turn, recognizing and accepting this 
condition prepares one to experience the beauty of both “The fountains 
of the boiling stars” and “the flowers on the foreland” and also to intuit 
that such beauty is both ever-disappearing and “ever-returning” (in this 
context it is useful to note that the phrase “roses of dawn” not only al-
ludes to a recurring figure in Homer but that the image implicitly joins 
“boiling stars” and foreland “flowers” into a single, comprehensive beauty).

Read in the context of “Salmon Fishing” and Jeffers’s comments in 
his April 24, 1926 letter to Friede, “Apology for Bad Dreams,” espe-
cially Part IV, shows Jeffers diminishing the poet’s role, not elevating it. 
It shows him offering the figure of the poet less as the prophet or priest 
presiding over his characters, more as the participant in and through 
their being. As such, “Apology” is less a celebration of the poet’s aes-
thetic powers than it is a self-chastisement not to aspire to be God’s 
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“ape” and to accept instead one’s condition as “atom” to be broken. In 
this way, “Apology” resembles the original strategy for “Sign-Post.” The 
original opening verse paragraph (later discarded) shows that the “you” 
being exhorted in this seemingly didactic poem was originally, explic-
itly the speaker himself, not the reader (CP 5: 558). Similarly, in Part IV 
of “Apology” the speaker, the poet, exhorts himself to accept the chal-
lenge of being a witness to “God” and not to give in to the temptation 
to be as if “a God” through attempting to “ape” “God.”

We have wanted, I think, to read “Apology for Bad Dreams” as a 
poem in which Jeffers explains—and justifies—his narrative practice to 
his readers, an ars poetica. However, the development of “Salmon 
Fishing” reflected in Jeffers’s revisions to it, the letter to Friede, and the 
Foreword to the 1938 Selected Poetry all suggest that we should attend 
seriously to the word “Apology” in the title of “Apology for Bad Dreams” 
and the possibility that Jeffers did actually mean the poem as an apologia 
for the existence of “cruelty and evil” as strands within the totality of 
being which is God. Implicitly (in turn) Jeffers is then apologizing not 
for there being violence in his own poems but instead for the difficulty 
he has had in accepting these realities. If so, “Apology” does not cele-
brate the poet’s bad dreaming as a sign of his special strength or vision 
or authenticity but rather calls his relationship to this bad dreaming 
into question. The poet’s goal, the human goal, is not to seek redemp-
tion through creation but to seek it through participatory contempla-
tion in natural (and divine) process that enables moments of redemp-
tive awareness.

Perhaps ironically reading “Apology” as an apologia and not an ars 
poetica may provide important insights into Jeffers’s aesthetic. On April 
30, 1926, six days after Jeffers wrote Friede about how the “essential 
ritual” of “Point Alma Venus” “develops on another plane,” he wrote 
Friede again to tell him that it had become “dreadfully clear” that the 
poem “would not do” and that he would have to “pick this thing to 
pieces” and start over. As explanation, Jeffers offers that the poem had 
become “too long, too complicated, and, from the attempt at compres-
sion, neither clear nor true” (SL 70). The transcription of “Point Alma 
Venus” suggests that the last quality, “true,” may well have been the key 
to Jeffers discarding the poem. As Jeffers’s final attempt at “Point Alma 
Venus” progresses, the narrator becomes increasingly a spectator to his 
characters and their issues, and as the narrator becomes more alienated 
from the characters and the world of the poem, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to imagine how the projected arc of the plot would yield the 
compelling catharsis that marks the endings of both “Tamar” and “Roan 
Stallion.” The core of the problem is the figure of Old Morehead, even 
though he is in some ways the most interesting creation in the poem. 
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Jeffers constructs this “paralytic old farmer” (as he puts it in the first of 
the two letters to Friede) as having a comprehensive awareness of all 
the physical life of the region; of present and future; and of conscious 
and unconscious energies of all the other characters. His awareness 
makes him as if a God, and he is suffering the agonies of all the poem’s 
agonists. He is not literally the God who “brays” the characters, but he 
experiences the pain of the “bray[ing]” and, it seems, anticipates or ex-
periences something of the “savor” and the “naked ecstasy.” The figure 
of the “old farmer,” though, does not “invent” the characters through 
which he experiences nor their suffering. Within the logic of the poem, 
they are “invented” by God, but in reality, of course, they are the inven-
tion of the poet, the narrator, who is, in this way God’s “ape.” The 
problem—aesthetically and conceptually—for Jeffers (what makes the 
poem, it seems, not be “true”) is that it is Old Morehead who functions 
as the “witness” in this aesthetic economy—not the speaker or Jeffers, 
who has deferred himself into a position of projecting and imagining 
Old Morehead’s witnessing. Put another way, the problem is that the 
poet and speaker has positioned himself as the God, not as the atom.

What Jeffers perceived as the failure of “Point Alma Venus” has to 
do, I would suggest, with failing to fulfill the terms of Part IV of “Apology 
for Bad Dreams.” The challenge, Part IV suggests, is not to invent char-
acters who are victims (to “ape” God) but instead to use the imagined 
characters to enmesh one’s self in the flux of being and to bear the risk 
of becoming one’s self the sacrificial victim. In “Point Alma Venus,” the 
characters—Barclay, Edward, Old Morehead—bear the risk, not the 
narrator. In “Tamar” and “Roan Stallion,” though, the speaker, the nar-
rator, bears the risk both through and with his characters. Tamar’s trans-
gressions are, at a different level, the speaker’s, and this is also the case 
in “Roan Stallion.” This is partly evident in the various passages in the 
two narratives where the speaker interrupts the narrative to react to it. 
It is also, I think, evident in one of the cruxes of “Roan Stallion”—what 
actually happens physically between California and the stallion on the 
hill top. Some have read the passage as implying an intensely transgres-
sive union; others have read the passage as evoking a symbolic union. I 
would suggest the passage leaves the actuality of what happens between 
California and the stallion unclear, and that the actual transgressive act 
is that of the speaker imagining the simultaneous possibility of physical 
and symbolic union. It is the speaker’s risk and vision that give the pas-
sage its energy, which the imagery expresses. What makes “Tamar” and 
“Roan Stallion” different from “Point Alma Venus” is that Jeffers in the 
first two risks an intense psychic participation in the transgressive viola-
tions projected and enacted in the poems. In these poems, the speaker 
is also sacrificial victim (atom not ape). In “Point Alma Venus,” Jeffers 
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had written himself out of the poem, leaving his characters to bear      
existence and as a result cutting himself—and us as readers—off from 
any possibility of catharsis and visionary awareness. He had, that is, 
sacrificed the possibility of witness.

The probable time frame for the composing of “Apology for Bad 
Dreams” suggests that it was written around the time Jeffers came to 
recognize that “Point Alma Venus” had failed and would have to be 
abandoned. And if this was the context for “Apology,” it underscores 
the possibility that the poem was less an occasion for Jeffers to codify his 
aesthetic and explain it to the reader than it was an occasion where he 
was trying to understand why “Point Alma Venus” was different from 
“Tamar” and “Roan Stallion,” where he had gotten off track, and what 
he needed to do to get back on track. As such, the poem is not an argu-
ment in verse about how his poems function and why this is justified—
an ars poetica in the usual sense—but a poem in which Jeffers attempts 
to reorient himself, to turn away from the temptation to “ape,” and to 
re-accept that awareness can only emerge from recognizing and experi-
encing that one is an “atom” being “bray[ed].” The probable time frame 
for composing “Apology” points to one other possible connection—
“Prelude.” If “Apology” is, in part, an attempt to reconnect the perspec-
tive of witness in “Salmon Fishing” to the process of his narratives, it is 
worth noting that the narrative that Jeffers tackled after “Apology” was 
“Prelude,” where the speaker’s participation in the figures of the narra-
tive (from the rocks to the oil-tanks to Onorio’s desire for a symbolic 
and literal crucifixion) is even more evident than it is in “Tamar” and 
“Roan Stallion.”

My sense is that Jeffers wrote “Apology for Bad Dreams” less as an 
explanation or justification of the material and methods of his long    
poems than as a reminder to himself of the limitations of poetry and the 
poet’s perspective. Approaching the poem this way has several possible 
benefits. For one, it underscores how “Apology” may anticipate such 
later self-critiques as “Love the Wild Swan.” But perhaps most basically, 
approaching the poem less as an ars poetica and more as a poem of wit-
ness (akin in spirit and rhetoric to “Salmon Fishing”) brings “Apology 
for Bad Dreams” clearly into the center of Jeffers’s career-long medita-
tion on the divinity of nature and the need to celebrate it—and the 
intense difficulty of doing so. Recognizing this, we are better positioned 
to continue the examination of how Jeffers understood myth and ritual 
and how these matters, especially ritual, function in his work, and as we 
continue this examination we will, at each stage and step, be renewing 
our indebtedness to the interpretive project Brophy framed and initiat-
ed more than forty years ago in Robinson Jeffers: Myth, Ritual, and Symbol 
in His Narrative Poems.

16



Endnote

1. For a discussion of the dating of “Salmon Fishing,” see The Collected Poetry of 
Robinson Jeffers (CP 5: 56). The remarks on “Salmon Fishing” that follow are adapt-
ed from a talk, “Lyric Ritual: Jeffers and the Poetics of Post-Romantic Witness,” 
presented to the Association of Literary Scholars and Critics in October 2002.
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Robert Kafka

The Lighthouse-Keeper’s Daughter

As Robert Brophy has pointed out, Robinson Jeffers’s concern with 
myth and ritual, with its concomitant de-emphasis on characterization, 
became central to his narrative plan with his reading of Jung, perhaps 
Frazer, and others apparently sometime after the First World War—that 
is, during the few years when he underwent a creative transformation 
from journeyman versifier to iconoclastic poet (Myth 6–7). Once Jeffers 
had found his voice and his themes during the period 1919–1922, he 
returned to his earlier work to mine it for plot elements and characters, 
to work them out again in the hard rhythms of his authentic voice and 
in light of his newly attained knowledge—especially, as William Everson 
has repeatedly pointed out, in the culture-shattering notion of libera-
tion through violation. Whereas Jeffers’s immersion in the literature of 
myth, which Brophy terms a particularization of ritual (Myth 8), pre-
pared him for mythopoeic creation in the decades that followed, mythic 
attributes and analogues are not uncommon in the earlier period. The 
difference is that these elements in the earlier verse function as literary 
conventions, while in the later verse they embody a profoundly realized 
religious truth. 

This distinction is apparent in the development of a character type 
that recurs in four narrative poems written between 1915 and 1927. 
The lighthouse-keeper’s daughter first appears as the title character in 
what is probably Jeffers’s earliest narrative, the unpublished “Clare 
Avon” (1915). After a significant hiatus during and shortly after the 
First World War, when Jeffers was occupied with other themes and proj-
ects, she surfaces again, centrally though briefly, in “Sea-Passions” (CP 
4: 330–36), which Tim Hunt dates spring-summer 1919 (CP 5: 49–50). 
In the preliminary drafts of The Women at Point Sur (1923–26), which 
are variously and tentatively titled but are here referred to collectively 
as the “Point Alma Venus” fragments, she is more fully formed as April 
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Nelson, who plays a major role in most of the numerous versions of that 
story. Finally, in the only published appearance Jeffers gave her, she ap-
pears fleetingly as Faith Heriot in the “Prelude” to “The Women at 
Point Sur” (1927). Faith, of course, figures prominently in the narrative 
itself, but not in her role as the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter. As we look 
at the poems that these characters appear in, we will note that the first 
three contain elements of autobiographical reference, in the first inci-
dentally but centrally in the second and third, suggesting that the char-
acter type is one that might be key to an understanding of Jeffers’s psy-
chology, and possibly of one of his most difficult poems, “Apology for 
Bad Dreams.” This suggests that the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter is a 
figure of Jeffers’s imagination that accompanied or grew out of his early 
creative experiments in autobiographical revelation—an experiment 
that he abandoned with her only published appearance. 

It has become commonplace to speak of the remarkable creative 
transformation that Jeffers underwent after the First World War, under 
the triune influence of Wife, War, and Stone—though Everson would 
have us substitute Eros for Wife and Thanatos for War, in light of the 
revelations of “Mal Paso Bridge” and other poems (Brides xvii ff). Some 
elements were inevitably abandoned—Ruth Alison for instance, of the 
eponymous poem in Californians, does something that no heroine from 
Jeffers’s mature period could ever do: she dies of a broken heart. Yet 
Everson has adumbrated the salvaging effort that Jeffers engaged in 
when he returned to his early work to mine themes and characters. He 
noted, for example, the direct lines from “The Vardens” to “Cawdor,” 
from “The Three Avilas” to “Tamar,” and from “A Woman Down the 
Coast” to “Prelude,” which cut through the sudden creative and intel-
lectual eruption of that period (Californians 21; Alpine xxiv–xxv).1 But 
because “Clare Avon” and the Point Alma Venus material remain un-
published, and “Sea-Passions” only appeared in the Collected Poetry in 
2000, the significance of the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter has not been 
apparent. This obscure character whom Jeffers repeatedly revisited 
throughout his transitional years, whose father is identical in each itera-
tion, who is inextricably involved with a central tenet—violational lib-
eration—of Jeffers’s religious vision, and who bears striking resemblance 
to a figure in his own adult sexual fantasies, is central to the poet’s      
psychobiography and artistic development. 

“Clare Avon”2

Since this poem was unpublished by Jeffers and not included in The 
Collected Poetry of Robinson Jeffers, a brief summary is given here. 
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Clare’s father, latterly a Christian fundamentalist, had a career as a 
debauched sea captain and now keeps the light at the (fictional) Cape 
Contra. Clare falls in love with an unnamed “fisher-boy”3 who arranges 
nocturnal trysts in her room in the lighthouse tower, just below the 
light. When she gives him a signal by a lamplight in her window, he 
leaves his boat on a nearby island, swims to the lighthouse, scales the 
tower by means of a rope, and enters her window. They enjoy their pas-
sion and sleep until the coming dawn hurries him from her window. Her 
father however has decided to wed her to Roger, a young man of the 
town, but has also discovered his daughter’s affair with the fisher-boy 
and her method of signaling him. He invites Roger, Roger’s sister, and 
some townspeople to the lighthouse for a betrothal-party. During the 
party, Clare’s father goes upstairs to Clare’s room and lights the lamp in 
Clare’s window. The fisher-boy on the ocean sees it and heads for his 
island, where he leaves his boat and clothing, and swims to the light-
house. He climbs the rope and at the top discovers that Clare’s father 
awaits him with a knife. The old man cuts the rope; the fisher-boy lets 
out a cry and falls to the rocks below. Clare hears the cry and goes out, 
followed by Roger and his sister. She tends to the boy with the help of 
the other two, takes him down to her father’s boat, and sets out over the 
sea. The boy is badly injured, but alive. The old man comes out of the 
lighthouse and discovers Roger and his sister, who tell him that Clare 
has escaped with her lover. In fury, he drives the visitors from the light-
house. Alone in the tower, old Avon howls with rage, and with his 
senses leaving him ascends to the light and extinguishes it. A ship   
misses its channel for want of the light and breaks on a rocky island, 
where the castaways find the fisher-boy’s boat and clothes. The final 
stanzas describe a God, too remote for praise or worship, smoothing the 
waters for Clare’s boat to glide to safety. 

The story is “unalloyed melodrama,” as Everson said of “The Vardens” 
(Californians xx). Clare, like other heroines of the Californians period, is 
a one-dimensional paragon, virtuous even when failing in virtue. A 
child of nature, her gathering of flowers is described at length and fi-
nally in sacramental terms: “as worshippers the eucharist / Take with 
most reverent touch of fear and faith / So hushedly did Clare her blos-
som-wreath.” And while most of the action takes place at the light-
house, it seems to have impressed itself upon Jeffers’s mind not as a 
symbol but solely as an image suggesting loneliness and isolation. But if 
its major faults, which are all too obvious, can be overlooked, it is dif-
ficult not to admire the effort and achievement that it represents in 
narrative structure and poetic form. And it conveys more clearly than 
any other narrative poem from Jeffers’s apprenticeship his poetic alle-
giances at the time.
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The poem is a pastiche incorporating narrative and figurative ele-
ments from Keats, Shakespeare, and Marlowe. The narrative line is very 
loosely adapted from both Keats’s “The Eve of Saint Agnes” and the 
myth (primarily through Marlowe) of Hero and Leander.4 In the latter, 
Hero, like Jeffers’s heroine, lives in a tower by the sea and is the devotee 
of Venus, as Clare is of Nature. Each is the chaste object of a lover’s 
fervid passion, though Hero is jealous of her chastity, while Clare, 
Nature’s child, is unconcerned with hers. Each lights a lamp in her win-
dow: Hero as a mark for Leander to swim to, Clare as an all-clear signal 
to her fisher-boy. Each lover swims naked—across the Hellespont in the 
earlier story, from a nearby island in Jeffers’s—to the tower where his 
desired dwells, and enjoys a night of love-making. With the coming      
of dawn, Leander steals away and swims back across the strait, as the 
fisher-boy does until his last visit.

The plot similarities to Keats’s poem are confined to two elements: a 
maiden who receives a clandestine nocturnal visit from a lover who has 
swum to her abode, and the two lovers’ escape into the night at the end 
of the poem. Keats’s poem, unlike Jeffers’s, is predicated upon a tradition 
that a maiden who performs certain rituals on the Eve of St. Agnes will 
see her future husband revealed in a dream. Unlike Keats’s Madeleine, 
Jeffers’s heroine is an active and willing partner in her lover’s covert 
visits to her. There are numerous other divergences, and of course 
Jeffers’s poem lacks the sensuousness and lushness of Keats’s—as it obvi-
ously does the wit and brilliance of Marlowe’s. Yet it is primarily Keats, 
and not Marlowe, whom Jeffers is at pains to imitate throughout the 
poem, in diction (“eremite” and “darkling” among other usages), refer-
ence (for example, a belabored and unconvincing revision, later can-
celled, of the tag of the “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” involving Beauty and 
Wisdom), and form: “The Eve of St. Agnes” and “Clare Avon” are both 
written in Spenserian stanzas.5

The conflation of the myth of Hero and Leander and the legend of 
the Eve of St. Agnes aligns Jeffers with two traditions and creates a nar-
rative framework upon which to build his own conventional story. Yet 
there are elements of the mature work that are evident even in this 
early narrative. For instance, Jeffers includes a striking passage on what 
Brophy terms “the monomyth of eternal recurrence” (Myth 9). When 
Clare first sets her lamp in her window as a signal, Jeffers draws a direct 
comparison to Hero. Then he expands the reference, obviously with 
Keats’s Grecian Urn in mind, and imagines a similar object turning 
slowly, revealing different scenes, revivified endlessly as the cycle is re-
peated in “the infinite unrollment of no change.”6 The maiden repre-
sented reappears “in every land / And every age,” and thus reflects the 
stasis that was Keats’s theme. The passage begins with Clare’s exhorta-
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tion to her lover to come not by land, where he would easily be discov-
ered by her father, but by sea:

“The sea’s way come,” she had said. Not first nor last
  Of willing maidens, but unwillingly
Maiden, since Hero’s joy was overcast
  With rage of waters and the wasteful sea,
  Clare Avon was, nor first nor last was she
Of those that set with cunning and close vows
  A lamp against the lattice-hinge, to be
A light for one man only, and not rouse
The eyes of crafty old age within the house.
  
Not first nor last: but who is last or first
  Of the infinite unrollment of no change?
Lo, all that is or has been is rehearsed
  From time eternal; nor of things found strange
  Is anything found new: an equal range
Of circles never mutable at all
  Brings back the beautiful gestures; nor revenge
Of god nor death can ravage nor appal
The lovely forms, the flesh marmoreal.
   
By what unknown supreme artificer
  Sculptured, there is no man can understand;
We but behold the marble cylinder
  Turn, and the figured frieze, an endless band,
  Unroll itself and draw through every land
And every age the pageant of the prime.
  This maiden body quivering like a wand
Above the lamp, has moved how many a time
Across the world in eager pantomime.

O we have seen her often; she is one
  Of the ageless and unweary images.
She will return until the stars are done,
  And withered like dead leaves the wrinkled seas.
  She will not die; but as the well-zoned frieze
Is rolled, she’ll pass the edge and seem to fade.
  Then some predestined sorrow’s fool will tease
His lids to drought of tears, and shrilly upbraid
The fates that spared not so desired a head.

Twenty-six years later, while on the 1941 lecture tour, Jeffers identi-
fied culture-cycles as one of the recurrent themes in his poems. He said 
he had found the notion of these cycles in Vico of Naples, Flinders 
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Petrie, and Oswald Spengler, but that the idea had come to him earlier 
and independently. Culture-cycles, after all, are a special case of eternal 
recurrence. “Clare Avon” helps to substantiate Jeffers’s assertion that he 
came to an understanding of cyclical history on his own, and that as 
early as his late twenties “the infinite unrollment of no change” in-
formed his view of history and archetypes (“This maiden body . . . has 
moved how many a time / Across the world in eager pantomime.”).

Another passage merits mention in light of the later poems to be 
discussed. After Clare is at sea with her lover and ably handling the 
little boat in the storm, the narrator asks:

  But how should all her craft and courage save
That rowboat when the storm broke up a ship?
  —Yet not the storm. An old man needs must rave
When his daughter runs wild, and who’s to whip
But she, if the old man’s mind and duty slip?

To old Avon, his daughter’s affair is the cause of his temporary insanity 
and the loss of the ship. He intends to flog her for it should he get the 
chance—but Clare is safe with her fisher-boy and will not return. Here 
the anticipated flogging is a minor detail, but it will take on horrific 
proportion in the next narrative in which the lighthouse-keeper’s 
daughter appears, four years later.

But what, we may wonder, was Jeffers’s purpose in writing the poem? 
Years later Jeffers denied that a story-teller had any obligation to pro-
vide moral instruction. Writing to a correspondent in 1938, he said  
“poetry does not necessarily have a ‘message’ except ‘How beautiful 
things are’—or ‘How sad, or terrible’—or even ‘How exciting.’ These 
are the only messages that Homer or Shakespeare—for instance—have 
for us.” (Letters 233). But at this early date, Jeffers had not yet arrived at 
that position. The lines at the beginning of “Clare Avon” involving 
Beauty and Wisdom indicate that Jeffers wanted to do more than simply 
tell an exciting tale. In the first stanza, he writes:

  [S]he had wisdom as a maid may have:
And wisdom’s but a mist, a mocking name,
Except it melt in beauty as flame in flame.

This is followed by a stanza that was cancelled for obvious reasons:

Right wisdom, then, is beauty. Whether truth,
  As my much greater said, be beauty indeed
I am too unsure of eyes and too uncouth
  Of tongue, to attest; but this I pray you heed:
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  Since beauty and wisdom are one, let truth exceed
Our wisdom or fall short, as God devise;
  It matters not, so wisdom’s be our creed;
If beauty is truth, let wisdom be called wise:
If beauty is lies, may wisdom cleave to lies.

By declaring the equivalence of beauty and wisdom, and then extending 
that equivalence to truth, Jeffers had worked himself into a logical cul-
de-sac, resulting in an absurdity in the final two lines which had to be 
expunged—though it is surprising that the stanza made it into the type-
script and was only discarded in a final editing. But before we dismiss his 
conception out of hand, we should remember his treatment of “wisdom” 
in another poem written about the same time and published in 
Californians and Other Poems: “The Homely Labors” (CP 4: 66). In a 
long periodic sentence Jeffers dismisses the outward glories of his life in 
early Carmel—the couple’s falcon-like love, their dreams of their future 
together, the consecration of their lives in the daily setting and rising of 
the sun, the “spiritual agony” brought on by the sight of the infinite 
stars in a gape of cloud—“[n]ot these alone,” he says, can make his and 
Una’s seclusion splendid. What also is needful is the homely labors—
preparing the fire, cutting firewood—and these tasks make him mindful 
of “how much beauty and how sweet desire / And wisdom these include” 
[emphasis added]. Thus the simple tasks of daily living are consecrated 
and exalted, much as Clare’s participation in natural phenomena is, in 
the term “wisdom.” It is a profoundly conservative point of view, and 
one that Jeffers maintained throughout his life—though he would later 
find different expression for it. 

Finally, the closing section of eight stanzas of “Clare Avon” presents 
an inchoate moral order. Jeffers first deals with Love, finding it careless 
and unmerciful—much as he does in the juvenile lyrics that precede 
this poem. It might strike us as surprising that this 28-year-old, recently 
married after a protracted and volcanic encounter with Eros, can write:

 
  Who builds his hope on Love is nowise bolder
To build his house upon Vesuvian fire.

Love being potentially consuming and destructive, Jeffers finds a higher 
moral value in Beauty:

Unalterable words, eternal forms,
  Are what [Beauty] has desire of . . . 
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This is familiar; Beauty is concerned with the eternal, the permanent. 
But the subsequent lines in the stanza do not accord with the mature 
Jeffers’s attitude toward Beauty:

                                     . . . Though up to her
All our poor wisdom labors, none the less
  We know high Beauty keeps no pensioner;
She accepts the sacrificial loveliness:
The bleeding remnant tempts her not to bless.

For the mature Jeffers, Beauty is an attribute of the divine. But as with 
Jeffers’s thoughts on the “message” of poetry mentioned above, in 1915 
he had not come to this realization either. Here the performance of 
routine necessities (“our poor wisdom”) is done in service to Beauty, but 
is insufficient (leaving a “bleeding remnant”). To answer this want, 
Jeffers posits a third, supreme good:

There is one higher than [Beauty]—but not for us.
  One greater than she is—we worship not.
He is one with all, and works through all, and thus
  Stands beyond all, intolerably remote.
  He is the thinker of the infinite thought,
The weaver of the incognizable dream.
  He cares for all, we say; or cares for naught,
We know not. He is the streaming of the stream.
He the eternal, the impartial, the supreme.

Clare’s story is an exemplum of Jeffers’s moral order as he conceived it 
in 1915. Loving, while Love is quicksand, and embodying Beauty 
through her Wisdom (that is, her intimate daily participation in her 
environment), Clare is assured salvation by neither of these necessary 
but insufficient virtues, but by the—not grace, but whim—of an “intol-
erably remote” God. Jeffers at this time is uncertain whether this God 
cares at all.7

There remains one specific detail to be noted in “Clare Avon.” Before 
the main action of the story begins, Clare is apostrophized:

Ah Clare, Clare Avon, simple and sweet maid,
  Who know not much but soon may come to the knowing!
O small brown head enwound in comely braid,
  Bent low to blossoms of wild Love’s own sowing!

The “small brown head enwound in comely braid” is a description of 
Una Jeffers’s signature hairstyle, apparent in the Genthe and Hagemeyer 
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photographic portraits, as well as Robinson’s own sketch of his wife in 
1915.8 Una continued to wear her hair in this fashion throughout her 
life. Clare’s hairstyle might seem trifling, but it furthers the incorpora-
tion of autobiography that Everson noted in the early verse. The ex-
tended address to Una at the beginning of “The Vardens,” written 
shortly after “Clare Avon,” occupies 22 of the 55 stanzas, and after the 
narrative has begun Jeffers continues to address his wife. Here he tells 
Una of the similarity between her own hair and Marina’s:

           . . . I think that either side
Her clear gray eyes, thick-lidded, somnolent,
The dark brown hair fell downward in such wide
And equal curves as yours has; and was bound
With double braids the little head around. (CP 4: 156)

Here the braids are not simply a descriptive touch: after her brother-
lover is shot by her other brother, Marina stanches the bleeding from 
his lifeless body with her uncoiled hair.9 

Unlike the narratives of Jeffers’s maturity, some of his early narratives 
carry varying weights of autobiographical reference. In fact we might 
extend the identification of Clare with Una by noting that Jeffers con-
sidered Una a savior from his youthful dissolution and squandered ener-
gies, as Clare is the savior of the fisher-boy.10 We will return to the   
autobiographical thread in the next section. 

“Sea-Passions”

When in 1974 Everson published much of Jeffers’s apprentice work in 
Brides of the South Wind, he presented four pages of what he believed to 
be “Peacock Ranch.” He did not have the benefit of the discovery 
twelve years later of the full text of that poem and others at Occidental 
College. In fact, the first three pages that Everson published were in-
deed from that narrative, but the last, which was the basis of his conjec-
ture on the poem, was from another narrative written about the same 
time, “Sea-Passions,” which was discovered in its entirety in the same 
trove as the complete “Peacock Ranch.” “Sea-Passions” was also written 
in rhyming couplets, but in a verse line longer even than the Locksley 
Hall meter of “Peacock Ranch”—the one clue that might have tipped 
Everson off that that one page was from a different poem. Hunt posits 
that it was written sometime after April 1919, when “Peacock Ranch” 
was completed (CP 5: 47). What is remarkable is that Everson’s in-     
tuition about “Sea-Passions”—though he could not know that this is 
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what it was, and he had only one page of typescript to base his conclu-
sion on—turned out to be pitch-perfect:

[I]t is a pity we have no complete text of “Peacock Ranch” [i.e., “Sea-Passions”] 
for what we do have makes it quite clear that this poem signals the long-deferred 
transition from the conventional romantic poet of Californians to the savage 
iconoclast of Tamar. His first narrative of irrepressible violence, it was conceived 
by him after the impact of the war changed him from ideality to ruthlessness. 
(Brides xxiii–xxiv)

“Sea-Passions” is indeed Jeffers’s “first narrative of irrepressible vio-
lence.” Its stark brutality is amplified by its spareness and brevity, and it 
remains appalling with repeated readings, whether approached from the 
earlier verse or backwards from the mature narratives. The theme of the 
story is the absence of divine justice in the world. In “Clare Avon” di-
vine justice is capricious and unreliable. In the pastoral narratives of 
Californians, it is mostly not at issue—though in stanza 46 of “The 
Vardens,” it is denied in a few tangential lines. But in “Sea-Passions” 
the matter is central, and Jeffers, just as he had in the earlier and unpub-
lished “Storm as Deliverer” (1917; CP 4: 257–77) renounces it again 
with finality. 

None of the major characters is named. The story unfolds briskly in a 
mere forty couplets, with a few lyric verses interspersed. In the first two 
couplets, a young man who is in training to be a priest drives on a winter 
night to the stone house of his dying father, situated on a rugged coast 
where waves crash on the rocks below. He is told that his father might 
live for two more hours. The rest of the poem except the final couplet is 
monologue, the father’s confession to his son. The father disapproves of 
his son’s choice of profession, but hopes that his story might help him to 
escape “foolish . . . father-love” (i.e., the son’s God-love). He had come 
to the coast with his young wife, the young man’s mother, and shortly 
afterward his wife died. He tells the son that he used to swim in stormy 
weather, when there would be only one other swimmer. One day he saw 
her from off-shore, a young girl standing naked on the rocks, shielded 
from land-view by the sea-cliffs. And here, the father creates a nested 
narrative:

The girl later found a lover and enjoyed “amphibious loves” with 
him, until he lied to her. She took revenge by stabbing and wounding 
him during one of their trysts in the ocean. The man partially recovered 
and started out near sundown in stormy weather to (fictional) Point 
Fuertes lighthouse, where the girl lived with her old bible-reading          
father, whom the man intended to confront. A steamer approached,  
but the lighthouse lamp was out because of the keeper’s inattendance—
just as it was in “Clare Avon,” for the same reason and with the same 
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result. Seeing the imminent danger, the man swam in the storm to the 
tower, and, standing on a buttress, he saw through a window the old 
keeper flogging his bound daughter’s naked shoulders, the blood stream-
ing down her back. At the climax, the steamer was wrecked on the 
rocks, and the drowning people and the bound and flagellated girl cried 
up to God, as the old keeper continually cried the name of God. “Red 
in the flesh to be white in spirit,” the keeper chants.

At this point, the father declares the inoperability of divine justice 
and the insufficiency of Christian dogma, and reveals himself to be the 
man who was the lover of the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter in his own 
nested narrative:

Curious moralist stitch your cloths of crime to consequence and ruin to sin,
Folly, adultery, madness, shipwreck, death, a Nessus shirt to fold him in.

But that bad man lived unpunished and will die at peace, God’s paths are more
Deeply strange than your divinity plumbed yet. I am the man, I have dived 

lower. (CP 4: 335)

Though the narrative is brief, it unfolds in three layers. There is the 
nested narrative, the kernel which contains most of the action of the 
poem. Enfolding this is the son’s visit, and the father’s interpretation of 
what had happened, which he accomplishes by first concealing his in-
volvement and then exposing it. Finally, there is the author’s arrange-
ment of the narrative, which is the more complex because the lyrical 
fragments that he intersperses are apparently those of the father, but are 
actually his own as well, as we will see below. 

Brophy has commented on several other ritually bound, suspended 
and/or tortured figures in Jeffers’s narratives (Myth 51 ff). Tamar dreams 
of herself suspended naked between the sea and sky (CP 1: 60); David 
Carrow at Christmas-tide is shot and then hanged at the end of “The 
Coast-Range Christ” (CP 4: 362–64); Helen is ritually hanged and tor-
tured at the end of “At the Fall of an Age” (CP 2: 303). Brophy con-
tends that these victims are “hanged to propitiate winter forces and to 
bring a return to fruitfulness” (52). We recall that the son in “Sea-
Passions” returns home to be present at his father’s death on a winter 
night. The horrific flogging has purchased the walled-off domestic secu-
rity of the lyrical interpolations, examined below. This looks forward to 
more familiar passages in Jeffers, e.g., Onorio Vasquez’s insistence, after 
the death of the crucified hawk in the “Prelude” to The Women at Point 
Sur, that “[i]t is necessary for someone to be fastened with nails” (CP 1: 
248). Redemption requires sacrifice.

The father closes by saying that in his life he was favored by having a 
“steady and senseless heart,” which he terms “Old sea-boulder.” But this 
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will not suffice for the son, who “[r]oamed the shore and beat the boul-
ders with his bare fists while his father died.” It is not hard to detect at 
the end of “Sea-Passions” a correspondence between the father and 
Jeffers himself, who wrote repeatedly of his cold nature and declared 
kinship with the sea-boulders. Furthermore, just before the first ten 
lines of the passage below beginning “A barren foreland” are inserted, 
the father (who is assigned as author to the lyrical verse sections of the 
poem) says, “Yonder were the seven great boulders pushing from the 
soil.” He says this upon his deathbed within his own house. Una and 
Robinson referred to the stones on Carmel Point where they built Tor 
House as the “Standing Stones” (Donnan Jeffers 7), borrowing a phrase 
from the Irish. Evidently, the “seven great boulders” are the Standing 
Stones by another name.11

Interrupting this savage tale are pieces of a lyric that clearly was writ-
ten earlier by Robinson to Una. Some of these lines, interspersed at 
three points in the narrative, were inscribed by Jeffers on the walls of 
the attic of Tor House, where by life-long habit he composed his poetry. 
They are familiar to readers of Jeffers as a single poem which was first 
published in Melba Bennett’s Robinson Jeffers and the Sea (1936), where 
they are said to be “from Una’s scrap book.”

A barren foreland without a fountain, without a tree,
Bulks of monument granite push up from the brow of the hill,
Monstrous blocks break through for a broad-beaked prow in the sea,
Winds blow over, the waters below never are still. . . .
  There are only simple things here,
  Three huge people my dear,
  The earth’s old hard strength,
  The keen air’s messenger powers,
  The coiled sea’s moving length,
  Immense neighbors of ours.
 I will build a stone house for young life and rock walls for the seedlings of love,
Ribs of rock round a hot soft heart, crannies in granite for the roots of flowers;
Waves wrestling below, winds ranging above,
Braggarts, go by, the old earth is our friend, touch nothing of ours. 

(Bennett [ix])12

The first four lines, with their alliterative plosives and concentration of 
stressed syllables, convey the violence of the locale. This is balanced by 
the acceptance of the greater world and its elements in the following six 
shorter lines. The closing promises protection to his family from the 
elements. What is remarkable is that this idyllic autobiographical lyric 
is cut up and distributed in “Sea-Passions” among lines of sadistic        
horror. It is worth noting, in light of what will follow, that the threats  
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to the family’s domestic tranquility are here merely external natural 
forces—the wind and ocean—and not threats arising from within the 
poet himself. 

And so in this tale Jeffers associates himself—by sharing his author-
ship of the lyrical portions—with a character whose sexual transgres-
sion has led him to a vision of “irrepressible violence” and a realization 
that God does not interfere in the human drama. But it is a long stretch 
from this to the conviction that violation can liberate—Tamar’s dis-
covery. Upon completion of her story, which Hunt believes to have 
occurred in late 1922 or early 1923 (CP 5: 59), Jeffers embarked upon 
the project that was to consume much of his compositional energy for 
the next five years, laying it aside for only relatively short periods, and 
culminating in the June 1927 publication of The Women at Point Sur.13 
In it Jeffers not only affirmed the principle of Tamar’s discovery, but 
qualified it by placing it in a larger social context. The birthing of that 
poem was the most difficult of Jeffers’s career, and it is clear now that it 
was a rapidly conceived and realized story—begun and finished in about 
six months, extending to 175 published pages—that broke decisively 
with the drafts that had preceded it. It is in those drafts that Jeffers dealt 
with the immediate aftermath of Tamar’s knowledge and the next in-
carnation of the character we are examining. 

The “Point Alma Venus” Fragments14

In January 1926 Jeffers wrote to George West, a San Francisco news-
paperman, of his use of incest as a theme in “Tamar” and mentioned in 
closing: “My next theme I think is parricide. There’s something to be 
said for this, too, as a theme” (Letters 59). Jeffers was alluding to a proj-
ect that had likely been on his desk since at least 1923, which finally 
evolved into The Women at Point Sur. Three months later he wrote to 
his publisher a brief description of the poem, which he said was titled 
“Point Alma Venus,” though that title does not occur on any of the 
existing versions and fragments.15

The act of parricide is not represented in the fragments, but several of 
the late versions make it apparent that this was the direction Jeffers was 
working toward. The lines “My son, do you mean to kill me? / I shall 
know God first” occur as marginal notations in two of the versions. And 
in the later versions Barclay’s wife Audis encourages her son Edward to 
kill his father. Among the many plot elements that Jeffers was working 
with are the following, all taken from one of the last versions:

• Rev. Arthur Barclay’s renunciation of his faith from the pulpit in 
Los Angeles, and his desire to discover the real God;
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• His escape to coastal Monterey County—in earlier versions to 
Carmel, in later ones to the Big Sur country—with his wife Audis 
and son Edward;

• Barclay’s terrors and torment at the prospect of death;
• Edward’s resentment of his tutelage under his strict father, and his 

dreams of world domination;
• Barclay’s interest in parapsychology, and his arrangement for his 

family’s participation in séances;
• Audis’s attempted suicide;
• Edward’s sexually charged swimming scene with Natalia Halloran 

(variously called Jane Halloran and Natalia Morhead in other   
versions); his failure and shame;

• Telepathy, connecting the son in the ocean with his father in his 
study;

• Barclay’s desire to visit the Point Aumentos lighthouse (drawn from 
earlier versions of the historic Point Pinos lighthouse in Pacific 
Grove);

• Barclay’s rape of the Indian servant-girl Maruca;
• Audis’s discovery of the outrage; her enlistment of Edward in tor-

turing Maruca as vengeance;
• Barclay’s visit to the lighthouse; on the way he passes an Indian 

burial ground, which fills him with revulsion;
• Another séance, arranged with Rose Nelson and others at Barclay’s 

home, with a cast of spiritual characters, leaving Barclay feeling 
uncertain and suspicious;

• Audis’s urging of Edward to kill his father;
• Another séance arranged privately by Barclay with Rose Nelson 

and daughter April on a “breast-shaped mound of ancient burials”;
• The recently drowned Natalia Halloran’s appearance at a subse-

quent séance;
• Barclay’s hold on reality becomes increasingly tenuous, while he 

accumulates power.

Such a bare listing of course omits nearly all of the action and the 
actors’ motivations, interactions, and conflicts, as well as the narrator’s 
commentary on them. The final two versions that survive are both al-
most 100 manuscript pages long. For our present purpose we will focus 
only on a few of these elements.

When Barclay discovers that the Point Pinos lighthouse-keeper’s 
wife, Rose Nelson, is a spiritualist who conducts séances for the locals 
around Point Pinos and down the coast, he interprets this as a confirma-
tion and progression of his spiritual quest. Rose’s husband is, like the light-
house-keepers in “Clare Avon” and “Sea-Passions,” a bible-obsessed  
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old sea-captain, who says the voices his wife hears are “lies.” While 
skeptical, Barclay wishes to test Rose and her communications with the 
other world. His visit to the lighthouse, often delayed but finally an-
swering a siren-call that he had long heard, is for him an exploration of 
a mysterious symbol. Here, he recognizes a correspondence among the 
layout of the lighthouse grounds, some doodles that he made absent-
mindedly on a piece of paper, and the prehistoric rock-carvings in 
Brittany (in Carnac) and Britain: 

He took a pencil in his hand to make notes in a tablet.
His thought wandered away; he was drawing concentric circles on the paper,
Ring within ring, a ray slashed from the center
Through the widest circumference. He looked with wonder at what he had 

drawn: what working
Of the deep mind, deep under consciousness,
Does that symbolize? Ring within ring, wall within wall, the prison of 

existence?
The labyrinth of our awful ignorance? Escape, the ray cut through the circles?
This sort of thing they sculptured before history begins on the stones at Carnac
And north in the islands: cup-and-ring markings, the old masons 
Drew in a dream . . . “why,” he thought, “the actual diagram of Aumentos 

lighthouse,
Ring within ring, the round tower built around the light, and the house 

embraces
The tower, the low stone wall circles the house, the driveway circles the wall,
The old cypress hedge circles the driveway. Then, from outside, the road leads 

down to it
Cuts in through the hedge, the path runs through the wall to the door of the 

house: the channel
That I was drawing from center through circumference. The same,” he 

thought, “the old same
Instinct that made the cup-and-ring markings in Carnac, it planned the 

lighthouse
And drew my drawing. We are one humanity.—Humanity?” he thought,
“It was not humanity made the circle within circle of the eight planets.”

Such overt reference to racial symbols, though not characteristic of all 
of the “Point Alma Venus” versions, recalls a key passage from “Roan 
Stallion,” written perhaps a year before the lines given above: “The fire 
threw up figures / And symbols meanwhile, racial myths formed and 
dissolved in it, the phantom rulers of humanity / That without being are 
yet more real than what they are born of . . .” (CP 1: 194). And in a 
letter to Powell (Letters 183) Jeffers himself acknowledged the presence 
of “racial memories” in Tamar’s dream (CP 1: 34 ff) and Onorio Vasquez’s 
visions.16 The symbolism is evident in other passages of the “Point Alma 
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Venus” material as well. In the final extant version, for example, Barclay 
visits the two Morros, breast-shaped hills, one of which is crowned by 
the lighthouse. The other is a native American burial ground with a 
stone menhir at the peak; erosion has revealed human remains, from 
which, as reminders of his own mortality, Barclay recoils in horror. The 
lighthouse and the menhir become nipples, one spewing light and life 
in rhythmic, sexual pulses across the landscape; the other oozes death. 
“The two poles” of the universe, thinks Barclay. 

Barclay’s son Edward died in the First World War before the action of 
The Women at Point Sur opens. But in the “Point Alma Venus” material, 
he is a prominent character. His conflict with his father, fed by his 
mother’s venom against her husband for his abandonment of his faith, 
of his position, and of her security, increasingly takes shape as the nar-
rative progresses. Edward becomes Barclay’s antagonist and presumptive 
murderer—presumptive only because the versions are left incomplete, 
though the notes for the poem make Edward’s role clear. Edward is also 
modeled closely on Robinson Jeffers himself. No other character that 
Jeffers ever delineated draws so directly from his own life story. Edward’s 
father is a clergyman, twenty-two years older than his wife, as Jeffers’s 
father was. Edward endures long sessions studying Greek and Latin   
with his father, just as Robinson did. Like Robinson, Edward is schooled 
in Europe; he is lonely and friendless; he dreams the dream of the      
powerless:17

                         . . . He walked across the sand-hills
Dreaming his dream; the father was not the only dreamer; his was far off 

though.
Huge Asia beyond the sun-glint plain of sea there.
The horses of Mongolia, the old ferocity; it was Edward Barclay 
Gathered them, the nomads heard him, he spoke of Attila, 
The glory of Genghiz, the spoils of Timour, the earth desert of grass forever
Where the hooves of the host trampled it. “Remember the fury of your fathers,
The spears driven through China, the rape of India, the waves of the horses 

roaring westward,”
He cried, he blew up the coals of the old daring courage, he welded the tribes 

into one weapon;
Air-planes for ponies, bought with the loot of the East, shadowed the world 

with terror; it was Edward Barclay
Rode the storm, the double wings of the hawk of Asia darkened America and 

Europe;
He ruled, he scourged the world, avenging his youth upon it. 
This was nineteen-fourteen, the early summer, when courage, 
Not come to the act, dreamed in boys’ minds.
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Later, after Barclay has visited the lighthouse at Point Aumentos, met 
the keeper and his daughter April Nelson, and attended séances with 
April and her mother Rose, Edward again on the shore yields to his day-
dreams, this time centering on a public flogging of naked treacherous 
women in the presence of another who resembles April. In the dream 
April witnesses and passively assents to the violation and humiliation of 
Natalia Halloran, with whom Edward (in reality, not in dream) had 
experienced sexual humililation:

                                                            . . . He lay in the shadow
Of rocks beside the sand-bar of the stagnant stream, at the beach for bathing,
His mind and his flesh making a dream.
Dominion of Asia: to wake Mongolia
From the ancient sleep, he Tamburlaine and Genghiz, gather the tribes, the 

wild riders,
Buy them with the first loot air-planes for ponies, shadow America and Europe
With menace, with empire: so wide a dream had avenged on the world his 

subdued childhood
For years, hundreds of repetitions, hosts of brave men slain in huge battles,
And now there were women in the folds of the dream, one faithful, the others 

traitresses,
Beautiful spies; the faithful one resembled April Nelson, that woman’s
Daughter; she often wept for the others, they had fitting punishments, stripped 

naked, whipped senseless
In the midst of the camp; but that black moon of treachery Natalia Halloran, 

himself
Punished when she defied him; in April’s presence, with April’s terrified 

approval
He tore the clothes from her white skin, she screaming, he humbled her
On the rough bed in the tent. Afterward she’d be given to the soldiers.

A similar passage occurs in the earlier “MacTorald” version, with far 
more detail. Here Edward’s dreams of world domination are more fully 
expressed, and then shift to a fantasy of literary conquest—fanciful, but 
more attainable. The daydream is a reaction to his humiliation in a 
sexually charged swimming scene with Jane (in other versions, Natalia) 
Morhead, and ends again in sexual frustration, insecurity and shame.

                                        . . . Edward
Had lived inward and fed on dreams, his father
Ruling him, dreams for refuge: the father had grown feeble
These last two years, but the old ghost lived: what dreams?
Of domination, Macedonian Alexander
Shaking the tower of the world . . . Tamburlaine . . . himself,
Edward Barclay . . . he had written a bloody history
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All over the blank pages of his future,
He against the people: he had gone west into Asia,
Wakened Mongolia out of the ancient slumber,
The wild riders gathered, he had made them a wedge
To split Asia, flung the east over Europe, the west
Intolerable over America, and ruled
One terror, the twin destructions of the world.
The dream lived with him out of childhood, the great war
Fed, not eclipsed it; but now two years new elements
Mixed in this dream of vengeance on a world
In which he was too little and separate; reality
Breathed on the edge of the dream: and if Mongolia
Were deaf to him . . . he’d no sword to whip the world with . . . 
A poet stands separate, against the world, wielding some power,
He might put magic into words and make
Something to be remembered against the world,
Having ranged Asia, and the east wisdom: now sometimes
Edward Barclay walked about his dream
Poet instead of conqueror: the other element
That entered with adolescence: desire came in,
Wondering desire, visions of naked breasts
And the white thighs of women: the woman here,
When they were swimming, a week ago, had touched him 
On the arm and on the flank: he never doubting
Himself contemptible still, although the future
Would bow before him, had shrunk like bats from sun
Thinking she mocked him: she caught his hand in hers
Now, and he thought, “Mockery again? Not mockery?”
Not-mockery was more terrible: he left her his hand,
But shook with fear . . . a mountain chasm of failure . . .
How could he be equal to any turbulence
Or sweet crisis in the world?

These passages are remarkably self-revelatory. In June of 1940, Jeffers 
wrote with arresting candor to a correspondent who had inquired about 
imaginary companions in his childhood:

I had little or no companionship with other children and spent much time in 
day-dreams, but I do not remember imaginary companions (meaning playmates). 
I was usually alone against the (imaginary) world, astonishing a curious or hos-
tile people by my exploits—a flying man, or an animal-companioned man like 
Kipling’s Mowgli. This up to 14 years or so, then I found satisfactory companion-
ship of my own age. Occasionally after that when circumstances isolated me 
again. (Letters 281; formatting slightly amended)
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That in this poem of unexampled self-revelation Jeffers includes as 
one of the major figures April Nelson, the daughter of the keeper of the 
light at Point Aumentos, now comes as no surprise. We have seen that 
a young girl in a tower was early and loosely associated with Una, and 
that she then evolved into a suspended and tortured girl. Below we will 
see that this figure is present also as the terrified object of Jeffers’s own 
sexual fantasy in some of his most intimate autobiographical verse, 
which he declined to publish. 

In this version of the “Point Alma Venus” fragments, Jeffers moves 
further in the direction that Brophy first demonstrated: relating the nar-
rative to the action of the year-God cycle. Here, after a séance on a 
hilltop Indian graveyard, Rose Nelson enters a trance and invites the 
dead to enter her and speak through her. “The hill shakes, the old rock 
/ Swarms upward like an ant-heap.” Tribal voices are heard, but Barclay, 
in his desire for April, has convinced himself that it is fraud. April has 
half-fainted and sees her mother’s face like a mask with alien figures  
appearing in the eye sockets; Rose is now the voice of God, and April 
imagines Barclay as God, not to be resisted. Barclay, having embraced 
violation as a means to discovery and freedom, has gathered her in his 
arms:

                                                             It is out of a story lost and forgotten
In the youth of the world, before the first Demeter: the bereft mother in the 

sun,
The God, the maid in his arms, striding down hill into the darkness.
                                                                                                              Minds 

dreamed
In the dawn of the mind: and you toward noon, and the attitudes, the gestures,
Return, dreaming the evening of the world: you dreamed of wings in the wan 

morning,
You have forged them about noon, fly with steel falcons . . . I will tell you more 

clearly.
There is a column carven with images, the triumphs of the race, the attitudes, 

the gestures;
The ages wonder about it and consider its faces: after many returnings
Memory is prophecy: you pilgrims of the circle would have grown weary but 

the attitudes
Are beautiful, the gestures beautiful, evening’s worth dreaming. 
                                                                                                       . . . The stone-

eyed mother
Rose from her rock; the ghosts babbled in her throat, she moved like stone 

walking;
Her masters had forgotten how to guide the live limbs. . . . 
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                                                                                                  Fierier possession
Rode the man with long spurs, desire his youth had denied avenging its 

prisons.
His other burden, the girl April,
In his arms, her eyes upward, hardly distinguished him from the intolerable 

sunlight,
She felt the long strides of his strength, she saw the branches of the pinewood
Cover the sky: some obscure
Brutality to be suffered, a crucifixion: what violence? the sweetness of it
Was the necessity: an irresistible power: submission was all.

Barclay-as-Hades carries downward into darkness his Persephone from 
her bereft mother, recreating Persephone’s ritual death at the end of the 
year and promising her return. The Demeter-Persephone-Hades myth is 
one of the oldest of the Greek myths, and Jeffers tells us here that his 
story, like the one that inspired the Eleusinian Mysteries, reaches back 
even earlier than that to a prehistoric prototype now lost. We have re-
turned to the “infinite unrollment of no change,” with the “column 
carven with images” in “Point Alma Venus” standing in for the marble 
cylinder of “Clare Avon.” Memory is prophecy. 

The passage above points up an anomaly in the “Point Alma Venus” 
material. Unlike Jeffers’s other narratives, early and late, this one makes 
explicit reference to classical myth and mythological concepts, such as 
the year-God cycle. Some of these references are not very notable in 
themselves, but taken together illustrate Jeffers’s conscious intention to 
incorporate into his narrative elements of myth by reference. The fol-
lowing lines are from an early version of “Point Alma Venus,” in which 
Barclay addresses the congregants at an Easter sunrise sermon: 

I cannot tell you what is true. But I can tell what’s false: the books, the Bible, 
the stories,

The church and the faith founded on them: all false, all false, lies of the liar. 
The story that Jesus

Was God and a son of God and died to save us: a myth related to the myth of 
Adonis.

The story that he rose from death on the third day, the tomb in the rock was 
broken open:

The yarns of idle fishermen, the washings of Syria.

The final line appears in the first chapter of “The Women at Point Sur,” 
but not the reference to Adonis, which Jeffers perhaps felt was too       
direct or didactic. 

There are other instances of direct reference. The following lines are 
found on the opening page of the version of the poem that we have 
mainly been referencing. As is typical with the notes that Jeffers made 
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for his narratives, they float and shift between prose statements of in-
tentions, notes on narrative development, and poetic snippets of dialog 
or narrative. Here Jeffers notes his intention in prose (not carried 
through) to connect Barclay with Earth Mother worship (Kali is not 
only the Hindu Earth Mother, but the goddess of Change) and then 
switches to Barclay’s voice in narrative verse, apparently again at the 
Easter sunrise service which occurs in several versions, and supplies the 
most explicit statement of the year-God myth to be found in his work. 
(The interrupting parenthesis is the poet’s note to himself):

The father [i.e., Barclay] worships mother Earth (Kali); he has come to this wor-
ship through confusion with his dead former wife, not Edward’s mother; though 
communicates with her through Rose Nelson[.]

I know the story of Jesus Christ dying to save us is a vain story, I know it’s 
falsehood. 

God is a woman to men, a man to women; to me God is a woman.
She is Venus, she is Kali, she is the mother, she is the nourisher, the fountain.
                            (That God is not sexual)
I came out of her, I return to her in a woman’s arms, I return to her
Dead, when I go underground; she takes me home, remoulds me, green I grow 

out of her.

There are other direct references, such as Barclay’s characterization of 
his wife Audis, after his outrage upon Maruca, as “scapegoat of the 
Venus,” and the marginal notation “Mahadeo” (Shiva), given without 
any context. 

 
“Prelude” and “The Women at Point Sur”

On April 30, 1926, Jeffers famously wrote to his publisher:

. . . when I gave a whole morning to reading the manuscript [of “Point Alma 
Venus”] considerately it became dreadfully clear that it would not do. . . . Every 
story that ever occurred to me had got wound up into this one poem, and it was 
too long, too complicated, and, from the attempt at compression, neither clear 
nor true. . . .

Now I must pick this thing to pieces; and I promise a book for spring publica-
tion . . . (Letters 70)

Spring 1927, that is. Jeffers was giving himself a year to “pick this thing 
to pieces” after having spent over three years—at the very least—on it. 
And it took him almost that long: he finished “The Women at Point 
Sur” in mid-February 1927; it was published in June.

39The Lighthouse-Keeper’s Daughter



Jeffers Studies

It must have been a heavy task, one that called for a re-evaluation of 
so much of the work that he had done since his breakthrough with 
“Tamar,” and which had totally absorbed him, except for relatively brief 
interludes when he wrote “Roan Stallion,” “The Tower Beyond Tragedy,” 
and various lyrics. This material drew on his own life-story, and encom-
passed various narrative lines that he had already worked out in service 
to his narrative goal. Now he had to perform wholesale amputations 
upon it. The effort has not been fully documented, but we sketch here 
the broad excisions that were necessary for him to impose focus and 
control on his story, “to burn” the narrative “down to significance,” in 
Arthur Barclay’s phrase.

Gone are the visits to the lighthouse and its occupants, the old light-
keeper and his medium-wife. Their daughter April has been re-sired as 
Barclay’s daughter, whose violation by her father in chapter XIII initiates 
what Hunt has termed the nightmare portion of the narrative (Hunt 
207). All of the séances at which the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter       
assisted—gone, and with them all of Barclay’s interest in the paranor-
mal. Edward has been killed off in the war in France before the action 
begins, though he and his impulse toward parricide are alive in April’s 
subconscious. Therefore, the sexually charged swimming scenes with 
Natalia Morhead (or Jane Halloran) are absent, as are Edward’s day-
dreams of conquest. Maruca the Indian-girl remains, but she is no      
longer deceived by Barclay; rather bought by him. Audis, who in her 
derangement had flogged Maruca and goaded her son to kill his father, 
recedes into passivity. As Everson commented, “[Jeffers] had to begin all 
over again . . . center all in Barclay.”18 And Jeffers did not immediately 
begin work on “Point Sur” after his letter to Friede; he finished several 
shorter poems and the short narrative “Home” by mid-June (Hunt, CP 
5: 74). That so much narrative material could be cast off and the story 
re-imagined so quickly is a testament to the heat of Jeffers’s creativity at 
this time. It also contextualizes the bitterness that Jeffers felt at the 
failure of his magnum opus, as expressed poignantly in “The Bird with 
the Dark Plumes.” 

It is in the “Prelude” to “The Women at Point Sur” that Jeffers finally 
introduces the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter to his public, but in a tight-
ly compressed role. The lighthouse is once again the light on the north 
horn of the Monterey Peninsula: Point Pinos (which Barclay in his 
dreams in the earlier versions had thought of as Point Alma Venus). It 
is swaddled in dunes and pasture, close to habitations—even within view 
of Barclay’s residence, in some versions, inviting the communal involve-
ment essential for the séances. It is immediately contrasted to the light 
station at Point Sur, which is remote, forbidding, inhospitable. And 
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what is about to occur down the coast is far from the orbit of ordinary 
human affairs.

The lighthouse-keeper’s daughter little Faith Heriot
Says “Father the cow’s got loose, I must go out 
With the storm coming and bring her into the stable. 
What would mother do without milk in the morning?” 
(Clearly Point Pinos Light: stands back from the sea 
Among the rolling dunes cupped with old pasture. 
Nobody’d keep a cow on the rock at Point Sur.) 

Faith’s lineage in Jeffers’s cast of characters is apparent in her sexual 
yearning and her father’s religious belief:
  

This girl never goes near the cowshed but wanders
Into the dunes, the long beam of the light
Swims over and over her head in the high darkness, 
The spray of the storm strains through the beam but Faith 
Crouches out of the wind in a hollow of the sand 
And hears the sea, she rolls on her back in the clear sand 
Shuddering, and feels the light lie thwart her hot body 
And the sand trickle into the burning places. 
Comes pale to the house: “Ah Bossy led me a chase, 
Led me a chase.” The lighthouse-keeper believes in hell, 
His daughter’s wild for a lover, his wife sickening toward cancer, 
The long yellow beam wheels over the wild sea and the strain 
Gathers in the air. (CP 1: 243–44)

The structure and compositional history of “Prelude” are of interest 
here.19 The first twenty-one lines, a first-person soliloquy by Jeffers, 
were published separately in The American Mercury for December 1926 
under the title “Preface.” Allowing for several months’ time for submit-
tal, acceptance, and publication, these lines were likely completed in 
the late summer of 1926 at the latest. In late 1926, as his readers pon-
dered his brief soliloquy, they realized that they had never heard any-
thing quite like this from the poet before. He was contemptuous (insu-
lating himself against “the animals Christ is rumored to have died for”), 
defiant (“the hateful-eyed / And human-bodied are all about me: you 
that love multitude may have them”), revolted (ashamed to speak of 
“the active little bodies, the coupling bodies, the misty brainfuls / Of 
perplexed passion”). His bald statement that “Humanity is needless” 
amplified the premise of “Roan Stallion” (“Humanity is the start of the 
race”), and the rest of “Preface” suggested the implication of this for his 
narrative art. But “Preface” accounts for only a tenth of the verse lines 
in “Prelude.” What was added was another section of twenty-three lines, 
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an invocation of storm and an incantation praising natural violence     
as liberating, and a final section comprising a lengthy phantasmagoria 
of 149 lines, with narrative elements revisited cyclonically in swirling 
tension.

The action of this section takes place during a roughly 24-hour period, 
from late afternoon or early evening of one day “in the slide of the year” 
(CP 1: 243) until about the same time the next. The incantatory invo-
cation of storm has already been spoken by the narrator (“Come storm, 
kind storm. . . . / I was calling one of the great dancers / Who wander 
down from the Aleutian rocks and the open Pacific . . .” (CP 1: 241). 
While Jeffers incorporates a number of vignettes as the storm progresses 
over the 24 hours, the main story is Myrtle Cartwright’s, adapted from 
the first part of a narrative written in 1917.20 The passage begins with 
the Vasquez brothers on Palo Corona, the crucifixion of a hawk, and 
Onorio’s vision of the colossal figure of Our Lady of the Sorrows walking 
naked on the Pacific. As evening draws on the wind drops, and old 
Vasquez sends his seven sons to set fires, the autumn ritual to clear the 
pastures for new growth.21 In order, the rest of the vignettes are given or 
revisited as follows: 

• Myrtle Cartwright, sick with feverish desire, tries to sleep as the 
thunder begins over the ocean and the rain is imminent. 

• Now Faith Heriot, in the passage quoted above, slips out during 
the night under pretext for storm-induced autoeroticism on the 
shore. 

• The hawk is apostrophized, its strain mirroring God’s strain in the 
gathering storm and apparent everywhere, in the ocean, the elec-
tric charge in the clouds, in the countervailing atomic forces in the 
oil in the oil-tanks in Monterey. 

• The rain finally comes, and lightning terrifies Myrtle. 
• The Vasquez sons have gone home. After midnight the wind rises 

again, nearly blowing the roof off the Vasquez farmhouse. Onorio 
sees another vision: the eucalyptuses bent north under the wind, 
everything streaming north to a strange lover, a prefigurement of 
Barclay’s role in the narrative to follow. 

• In the morning, Myrtle yields to her desire and leaves the house 
for her lover amid the wind and lightning. 

• The first oil-tank in Monterey is hit with lightning and explodes 
in flame.22

• Myrtle scrambles up the hillside on all fours in the rain and mud, 
imagining the lightning coming to cover her like an animal. 

• The nine other oil-tanks wait in anticipation. 
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• Myrtle arrives at Rod Stewart’s and offers herself; Rod takes her to 
the barn where he satisfies her desire. 

• Other oil-tanks take fire from the first. 
• Onorio is apostrophized. “It is necessary for someone to be fas-

tened with nails,” he says. 

Sacrifice and redemption, violence and liberation, the themes of the 
narrative to follow, become cyclonic winds that join with the actual 
storm that has slammed into the coast in an awesome depiction of the 
violence that Jeffers intuited at the heart of existence. There is nothing 
in American poetry like it.

The structure of the phantasmagoria reveals Myrtle’s central role. 
Her story is advanced in five segments separated by segments of other 
vignettes as the narration mirrors the circularity of the massive storm; 
the Vasquez family is the subject of four segments; the crucified hawk 
and oil-tanks three each; and Faith only one. Myrtle, the heroine of the 
ten-year-old “A Woman Down the Coast” (published in CP as “Storm 
as Deliverer”), whom Jeffers constellated with three other earlier hero-
ines as “Brides of the South Wind” (CP 4: 368), is central in “Prelude” 
but recedes in “Point Sur,” appearing primarily as a minor character 
who joins the throng on the mountain at the end. Faith, on the other 
hand, is a minor figure in “Prelude” but is one of the main characters in 
the story that follows, though as the pathetic high-strung lover of 
Natalia who has moved into the Morhead household to take care of old 
Morhead, not the desirable daughter of the old bible-obsessed man who 
keeps the light. While their trajectories cross between “Prelude” and 
“Point Sur,” neither survives in any of the work that follows “Point Sur.” 
In this circumscribed sense, “Point Sur” marks in Jeffers’s creative devel-
opment, as he later said in a broader context of “The Waste Land,” an 
end and not a new beginning (CP 4: 423). 

Though Jeffers only accorded the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter one 
appearance in his published verse, it was in his most sustained, intense, 
and violent lyrical-narrative composition—for “Prelude” contains ele-
ments of both genres. His gesture to her there was a valedictory one. 
She had haunted his creative imagination from the time he took up nar-
rative in 1914 until twelve years later when, standing at the break-over 
moment of his career, he was ready to present his magnum opus. 

Bad Dreams: The “Apology” and Two Others

We have seen that the figures of the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter and 
her bible-obsessed father are threaded through Jeffers’s early narratives, 
and that the thread runs into the early years of the mature work. We 
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have also seen that these manifestations are accompanied by passages  
of autobiographical revelation, as well as the poet’s emerging sense of 
archetypal action and the necessity—even “holiness” as Everson insists 
(Earth 227)—of violence. But the simple juxtaposition of these auto-
biographical and metaphysical matters with the figures in the lighthouse 
suggests that something else ties them all together. 

The unity of conception of the old lighthouse-keeper in the four   
narratives—all four keepers are interchangeable, differentiated only by 
greater or lesser detail—suggests that Jeffers viewed them as representa-
tives of the religious codification that he had escaped. Yet while he 
admitted that his education under the tutelage of his father was harsh—
his scholarly father “beat” Greek and Latin into him—the lighthouse-
keeper of these narratives is far removed from the Rev. Dr. Jeffers, who 
was tolerant and increasingly liberal throughout his career (Karman). 
The characterizations of the lighthouse-keeper thus suggest a more  
general antipathy to religious doctrine, which Jeffers had renounced 
years before these poems were written. 

The figure of the keeper’s daughter—except for her third appear-
ance—can then be seen as a representation of Jeffers’s emergent and 
expansive religious sensibility, which he himself once reluctantly iden-
tified as pantheism, but which in his later verse seems closer to panen-
theism. All four instances of the type are presented sympathetically. 
Clare Avon is identified as “the child of Nature,” and the unnamed girl 
in “Sea-Passions” acts the part. In the earlier narrative, Clare is roman-
tically consecrated in nature, while in the latter the keeper’s daughter is 
consecrated through horrific violence. April Nelson, embodying some 
of the natural characteristics of her previous incarnations, is an assistant 
to her mother’s mediumship, an extra-orthodox connection to the      
beyond. While she is more completely characterized than any of her 
sisters, she functions in the narrative as a false hope to Barclay’s quest, 
and like so much in that narrative and “Point Sur” is a foil to Jeffers’s 
own religious point of view. It is Faith Heriot—and once again we here 
speak of her role as the keeper’s daughter in the “Prelude,” and not her 
role in the later narrative, where Jeffers took her character in another 
direction—who among the others in this group, in her reckless freedom 
and sexual abandon amid the violence of the elements, most closely 
encompasses Jeffers’s epiphanic vision. Because the characters of both 
the lighthouse-keeper and his daughter cut close to the quick of Jeffers’s 
emergent religious outlook, it is not surprising that elements of auto-
biography attend these revelations.

This outlook was first fully announced in “Apology for Bad Dreams,” 
which Jeffers wrote during the composition of “Point Alma Venus.” A 
compelling discussion of the “Apology” forms the conclusion of Brophy’s 
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1973 book. Yet in a recent article, Brophy returned to the poem with a 
new set of questions. How can it be, he asks, that the quintessential 
scientific rationalist of American poetry in the Twentieth Century at-
tempts to “[b]urn sacrifices once a year [i.e., his annual publication of 
violence-drenched narrative poems] to magic / Horror away from the 
house” (CP 1: 209)?23 He offers three readings at different levels of the 
poem (though he never feels that he has gotten to the heart of the mat-
ter); ours supports his second, the therapeutic reading. In this reading, 
Jeffers is

somehow confronting and sublimating into verse narratives the “insanities of 
desire,” that is, one’s subterranean, “from the core” instincts, desires, aggressions, 
and cruelties, “lest you martyr some creature.” [This reading involves] a strategy 
of fantasy-release and avoidance therapy. Through it, metaphorically, [Jeffers] 
will not beat horses. It is perhaps most commonly recognized in Freudian terms 
and strategies.” (“Apology” 7)

Thus the creative act becomes for Jeffers a salvific act, through which 
his tensions are released vicariously. By writing out his torments and 
desires, he is able to immure himself against them. If he were to stop 
writing, by implication his desires would overwhelm him and destroy 
the carefully—and consciously—constructed domesticity created by 
Una, primarily, but also through his own complicity. He comprehends 
the precariousness of his position and so is wary of weakness, another 
dimension to his oft-stated “desire to the rock.”

There is evidence—admittedly scant but nonetheless arresting—that 
the brutality that erupts in “Sea-Passions” and the “Point Alma Venus” 
fragments, stories freighted with autobiographical detail, parallels a     
sadistic sexual fantasy that the War apparently triggered in Jeffers him-
self, and which he addressed privately in poetic composition. There are 
two lyrical pieces that testify to this. In the first, Jeffers addresses a tall 
girl imprisoned within his tower and describes in clear terms his sexual 
intent. The lines appear on the “Great Sheet” at Yale’s Beinecke Library, 
among other notes and verses written in early 1922. Everson concluded 
his Introduction to Brides of the South Wind with a dramatic description 
of this most famous of Jeffers’s manuscripts, which contains not only 
seminal notes on the emergent “Tamar,” but an early draft of “Continent’s 
End” and an architectural drawing of Hawk Tower, then under con-
struction (Brides xx). But Everson omitted this crucial piece of verse,24 
an incomplete lyric, if the Roman numeral that introduces it is defini-
tive—though it is possible that in the process of writing the poem Jeffers 
abandoned that plan and finished the poem without going back to strike 
out the Roman numeral. The repetition in the second and third sec-
tions documents its evolution:
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I

The trees of my planting are russet and yellow, they have perished in the wind.
A great wave came at the winter solstice and has taken my garden
From the brow of the cliff in the rains of Orion and left bare rock.
Only my stone cliff, only the stone of the house and the stone of the sea-walls
Remain after storm, delight is escaped, only strength is strong.
________________________________________________________________

The pit of my tower is sunken under ground, it is walled and cornered with 
thick granite,

If I had you a prisoner there you might scream for help but none could help you.
You would become quiet and sweet and submit to be handled.
________________________________________________________________

1 A room at my tower’s root is buried in the bed-rock,
2 You can hear there the rumble of the waves but no murmur of the rushing of 

the wind.
3 Tall [ ] white girl, if I had you down there like a candle in a cavern
4 You might scream but no hearing nor help, I would look at the secret of your 

treasure,
5 I would use [ ] in violence, I would stab you with love, I would [mouth] with 

you tenderly.
6 And you, would [turn] [sweet] after [anger], you would sigh and submit to be 

handled.
________________________________________________________________

Therefore how timidly I approach delight,
And trembling at it,
As a robbed man a coin the road’s dust.
Because her hair now
Is red and gold, because she is tall and high-headed,
Are these a reason
I should be given a leave to finger the harp-strings
And plant in the orchard?
________________________________________________________________

So if I had you a prisoner while you [rage? range?] though
I am not enough humble
Nor enough arrogant to uncentre my life
For the uncontrolled’s sake.
Go by and smile and never dream I will follow.
I have not gone mad yet.
I have no jealousy, I have only desire,
And a wolf’s caution.

Though Hawk Tower is not a lighthouse and this captive girl not a 
lighthouse-keeper’s daughter, she is clearly a representative of the char-
acter type we are examining. Jeffers’s enfolding of this tortured figure 
from the lighthouse directly into his autobiography is unprecedented. 
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The “insanities of desire” that he was shortly to write of in “Apology” 
are here nakedly displayed as his own. 

The setting in the first five lines is ominous in Jeffersian terms. Not 
the leaves of the trees Jeffers has planted, not even the garden, nothing 
but stone is left on the cliff-brow in the wake of the winds of winter. We 
know these winds are from the south, the violent winter storms of the 
central California coast that are the eastern edge of the huge counter-
clockwise rotating weather systems that descend from the Gulf of Alaska. 
And in Jeffers the south wind is always a harbinger of violence, in both 
the non-human and human spheres. 

The next two duplicative sections describe the threat of a violational 
act in the tower in gothic, sinister terms. This is the age-old dream of 
the powerless, as Jeffers felt himself to be throughout his youth, under 
the iron domination of his father. We have seen another example of 
such a vicarious domination dream above, in the “Point Alma Venus” 
material. In the fourth section Jeffers describes himself, the imagined 
tormentor, sympathetically. He approaches his captive “timidly,” as a 
man who had been robbed of the sexual gratification he seeks. Con-
trasted here are his imaginary captive and his wife, for he next wonders 
whether the physical attributes of the captive—her hair-color and       
her stature, both the opposite of Una’s—are enough to justify such a 
betrayal.

Finally, he admits that for all the sexual storm within him, he is not 
willing to sacrifice his domestic life to his desire. He is “not enough 
humble” to submit to his passions and “not enough arrogant” to re-
nounce his vowed responsibilities and throw over all he has worked for. 
Yet the fragment ends with the creepiness of a stalker’s taunt: “Go by 
and smile and never dream I will follow.” He suggests chillingly that he 
might change his mind (“I have not gone mad yet” [emphasis added]), 
and that his “wolf’s caution” might turn at last to a different advantage.

The psychological tension and sadism of this passage—physical vio-
lation is threatened, not released, finally repressed, and then threatened 
again—are accounted for in these oft-quoted lines from the second sec-
tion of “Apology for Bad Dreams”:

This coast crying out for tragedy like all beautiful places: and like the 
passionate spirit of humanity 

Pain for its bread: God’s, many victims’, the painful deaths, the horrible 
transfigurements: I said in my heart, 

“Better invent than suffer: imagine victims 
Lest your own flesh be chosen the agonist, or you 
Martyr some creature to the beauty of the place.” And I said, 
“Burn sacrifices once a year to magic 
Horror away from the house, this little house here 
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You have built over the ocean with your own hands 
Beside the standing boulders: for what are we, 
The beast that walks upright, with speaking lips 
And little hair, to think we should always be fed, 
Sheltered, intact, and self-controlled? We sooner more liable 
Than the other animals. Pain and terror, the insanities of desire; not accidents 

but essential, 
And crowd up from the core”: I imagined victims for those wolves, I made 

them phantoms to follow, 
They have hunted the phantoms and missed the house. (CP 1: 209–10)

“The insanities of desire,” the poet tells us, “crowd up from the core”—
his as well as our own. And horrifically, these experiences are essential, 
including pain and terror. 

A poem written almost twenty years later mirrors the dynamic of 
“The trees of my planting,” though it is more ambiguous and puz-
zling.25

Adolescent’s Love

Bird in the storm,
I had some better thoughts, but remembering you
Has driven me wild.

Marble, archaic, boy-slender, sole flower of dawn
In this foul world.

Has no one told you my dear that innocence,
Long invalid, died
One hundred years ago in her cold bed?

Mourn her to-night,
While sunset makes a red eye like a cigar-end
In the murk of cloud.

You are like an archaic marble, hard, clean and terrible . . . 
Opposite sunset.

The world is dying, the ocean like the gray scum
On molten lead,
But cold, and the sky a cloud-crust: love, your pure face,

Your virgin body.
I have loved a woman but never a girl before. I will violate you
Like a sacked city,
Mourning dead innocence.
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Hunt posits that this unpublished poem is “a distant cousin” to the pub-
lished “I Shall Laugh Purely,” which seems likely: the verse-form is 
similar, and the description of the young girl as “boy-slender” appears in 
both. Is the adolescent of the title Jeffers himself, who sees himself as 
adolescent because of this attraction? Other questions proliferate. But 
these questions aside, the poem suggests a number of things that are 
relevant to our present inquiry. The opening line “Bird in the storm” 
was originally “Bird out of storm”—indicating that the young girl was 
somehow sheltered from storm. No tower is mentioned, though a haven 
of some sort is suggested. But the change erases that, and instead             
focuses on the storm of sexual desire.26 Here the “storm of the sick       
nations” (“Natural Music,” CP 1: 6) in the early years of the Second 
World War has released a pent-up illicit sexual desire, as the First did in 
the earlier “Sea-Passions.” As with the earlier fragment “The trees of my 
planting,” the violence is psychological—threatened, not actual—and 
the sexual gratification arises from the imagined unwilling subjugation 
of the victim. The world decays, innocence is long dead, the face of 
nature is apocalyptic—and Jeffers, as despoiler, aligns himself with the 
forces of degeneration. There is no suggestion of a coming resurrection. 
Most of Jeffers’s published poems, even at their darkest, point a way to 
salvation, however far off or difficult to achieve, even if only by implica-
tion. His own private musings were sometimes of a different tenor.

This poem was written during or in the aftermath of the period of 
creative desiccation that Jeffers underwent in 1938–1940, a period that 
coincided with the outbreak of hostilities on the continent, reminding 
us of Everson’s identification of the Eros-Thanatos dynamic as being 
particularly powerful in Jeffers. At this time he conducted the short-
lived affair with Hildegarde Donaldson, whom he had met in Taos, 
which resulted in Una’s near-successful suicide attempt by gunshot. The 
prophecy he had written earlier in “Apology for Bad Dreams”—that he 
must continue to write violent stories lest he and his family become 
victims—must have come home to him at the time. 

Though this private apparition from the late 1930s is closely related, 
the figure of the lighthouse-keeper’s daughter in Jeffers’s oeuvre is con-
fined to the long years of apprenticeship and the very early mature      
period—the same period when Jeffers’s most inward-looking explora-
tions of his own autobiography were written. It was during this period 
that his religious awakening occurred, memorably described by Jeffers 
himself in a letter written by Una to Lawrence Clark Powell as similar 
to what “adolescents and religious converts are said to experience.”27 
While this suggests a sudden conversion, Jeffers was feeling his way to-
ward his own religious vision long before this occurred, as testified by 
much of the verse written before 1920. The critical realization of the 
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role of violence in this vision—the violence of natural process, that is, 
which inheres in the cyclic returnings that Jeffers saw all about him, 
and which forms the superstructure of the mythic narratives that Brophy 
first revealed—was fully internalized by the time “Point Sur” was writ-
ten, allowing Jeffers finally to move beyond this iconic character.

Endnotes

1. Other vectors are the character of the bed-ridden old man upstairs (in 
“Peacock Ranch,” the unpublished “Point Alma Venus” fragments, “The Women 
at Point Sur,” “Thurso’s Landing”), a young girl dancing naked on the shore 
(chastely in “Emilia,” wantonly in “Tamar”), heroines dreaming of horses rising 
from the sea (in “Dorothy Atwell” and “Tamar”), shipwreck (in the early and un-
published “Clare Avon,” “Peacock Ranch,” the “Point Alma Venus” fragments, 
“Loving Shepherdess”), a sex-in-the-ocean scene (in “Sea-Passions,” the “Point 
Alma Venus” fragments, and sublimated in “Give Your Heart to the Hawks”), and 
the binding and flogging of a naked young woman (in “Sea-Passions” and the 
“Point Alma Venus” fragments). Even the hollowed-out redwood tree that serves 
as a trysting place for Ruth Alison and her lover, described in sacramental terms in 
Californians, reappears transmogrified in Jeffers’s mature period as “The Summit 
Redwood,” the towering concealment of old Escobar’s cattle-thefts.

2. The typescript, with heavy autograph revisions and the penciled year of com-
position in Jeffers’s hand on the first page, is at Occidental College. It was in the 
trove of material discovered in 1986, the year before the centennial of Jeffers’s 
birth, which had been sealed by Melba Bennett. Written in 146 Spenserian stanzas, 
four of which have been cancelled, it represents a remarkable prosodic feat that 
might explain its survival. The stanzas are arranged in fourteen numbered sections, 
each stanza renumbered within its group. Hunt surmises that “Clare Avon” and 
“The Valley” were too late in composition for inclusion in Californians (CP 5: 31). 
But the weight of imitation in “Clare Avon” suggests to this writer an earlier date, 
late 1914 and/or early 1915, and that it is this that Jeffers was at work on during his 
and Una’s earliest months in the log cabin at 5th and Monteverde after their re-
moval to Carmel. Perhaps the death of Jeffers’s father, a biblical scholar, in December 
1914 freed him to portray Christianity in an unflattering light in the character of 
Clare’s father.

3. In one of the cancelled stanzas, he is amusingly named “Hector Dare.”
4. It is likely that Jeffers approached the latter story through Marlowe’s treat-

ment, as Marlowe is one of the poets Jeffers sometimes cited among his favorites. A 
curiosity of diction also suggests a debt to Marlowe: Jeffers’s use of the archaicism 
“whist” (“[The sea] that spoke but low, its diapason whist / In lack of wind the pas-
sionate organist . . .”) seems a deliberate echo of Marlowe’s use in “Hero and 
Leander” (“where all is whist and still”). Yet one crucial detail in “Clare Avon” is 
missing from Marlowe’s poem, though it is central to the myth as told by Musaeus 
Grammaticus and Ovid: the lamp which Hero lights to guide Leander as he swims 
the strait to her. 
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5. In addition to the derivations from Keats and Marlowe, Jeffers has overlaid 
extravagant Shakespearean comparisons and reference to the nightingale and lark 
debate in Romeo and Juliet. Clearly the poem was too derivative and artificial for 
inclusion in Californians. 

6. In the description of the “figured frieze” Jeffers doubtless recalls an object from 
his childhood, mentioned in the opening of “Hellenistics”: “I look at the Greek-
derived design that nourished my infancy—this Wedgwood copy of the Portland 
vase: / Someone had given it to my father—my eyes at five years old used to devour 
it by the hour” (CP 2: 526). 

7. Later he will have no doubt: “[T]his is the God who does not care and will 
never cease” (“Explosion,” CP 3: 414).

8. Reproduced in Jeffers Studies 7.2.
9. Ruth Alison is also described as having two braids (CP 4: 91).
10. Among others, Everson has noted Una’s savior role (Brides xxx). 
11. A photograph of some of the stones before Tor House construction began 

faces page 4 of Garth Jeffers’s monograph, Memories of Tor House. Brophy points 
out that Jeffers wrote in “Apology for Bad Dreams” of his home by the “standing 
boulders,” and at the end of his life in “The Beginning and the End,” of his home 
“[b]eside the standing sea-boulders” (“Apology” 9).

12. Bennett’s text is given here, because in CP it exists only in fragments within 
“Sea-Passions.” But the Bennett text apparently predates the fragments incorpo-
rated in “Sea-Passions.” In line 11 she has “seedlings” (a clear reference to the 
Jefferses’ twin sons), while the “Sea-Passions” typescript has “seedling.” The dis-
crepancy is accounted for in another snatch of lyric verse in “Sea-Passions,” not 
included in Bennett’s text, where the father speaks of making toys “to gladden our 
boy”—that is, the young man who hears the father’s confession. 

13. Hunt surmises that the earliest of the “Point Alma Venus” material might 
have actually preceded the composition of “Tamar.” If not, it was certainly begun 
soon after “Tamar” was completed.

14. Quoted verse material in this section is from the preliminary drafts of “The 
Women at Point Sur,” listed in the Works Cited. 

15. The genesis of the title is given in the text of the final two versions. Barclay 
tutors his son Edward in Greek and Latin, as Dr. Jeffers had tutored Robinson. After 
studying Lucretius’s “De Rerum Natura” with Edward, Barclay dreams of the light-
house at Point Aumentos, but in his dream it is called Point Alma Venus. “Alma 
Venus”—nurturing Venus—is the address used in the invocation in the first lines 
of Lucretius’s poem. There is no topographical feature named “Point Aumentos” in 
Jeffers country, but Aumentos Rock and Aumentos Reef are located a few hundred 
meters off Point Pinos, where the lighthouse of the “Alma Venus” fragments is 
situated. See below for the symbol of the lighthouse as life-giving nipple.

16. See Brophy’s explication of this dream (Myth, 33 ff). 
17. Edward’s dreams of domination and sexual conquest in the “Point Alma 

Venus” material—and much more—are the subject of the first part of Chapter V of 
Robert Zaller’s Freudian reading of Jeffers in The Cliffs of Solitude. Interested readers 
are referred to that source for passages and analyses that extend beyond what can 
be given here. The daydream passages presented here are from different versions 
than the one from which Zaller selected.
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18. Letter to the author, January 20, 1977. 
19. Hunt has described and analyzed the three sections of “Prelude” (196–204).
20. Hunt retains Jeffers’s later penciled title, “Storm as Deliverer,” instead of his 

typed title, “A Woman Down the Coast,” which Everson preferred. See CP 4: 257 
and Alpine, xxiv.

21. Jeffers first referred to this activity in “The Coast-Range Christ,” CP 4: 
346.

22. Jeffers here describes an historical event, and follows the chronological un-
folding of it fairly closely in his account in “Prelude.” The oil-tank fires in Monterey 
had occurred on September 14, 1924. The first tank was hit by lightning in the 
morning, and by 6 p.m. another had exploded, creating a chain reaction that con-
tinued until 3 a.m. of September 15. For an account and photographs, see <http://
telemetrix.com/pipeline/fire.htm>.

23. Deborah Fleming, on the other hand, finds Jeffers, like Yeats, to be an anti-
rationalist, though she does not deal with “Apology for Bad Dreams.”

24. For the text presented here, I rely on Hunt’s transcription in CP 5: 331–32, 
digital scans of the Great Sheet supplied by Aaron Yoshinobu, and my own tran-
scription made from the manuscript. This accounts for the variances from the text 
as given by Hunt. In some instances, I have adopted his readings over my own after 
reviewing the digital scans; in others I have preferred my own to Hunt’s.

25. Hunt’s version is given in CP 5: 652. As with the previous poem, I have 
modified Hunt’s transcription of the MS in light of my own transcription. I have 
also deleted excised words and phrases for readability. Line 18—a crucial one—is 
heavily amended and could easily yield other readings. The poem appears on the 
verso of a form letter from Time magazine, soliciting a subscription for a special 
publication. It is signed by P. I. Prentice as Vice President of Time, a position he 
held from 1939 to 1941. 

26. Another point of ambiguity in the poem is the cancelled word “Homosexual” 
before the title “Adolescent’s Love.” The fantasy is overtly heterosexual, if my tran-
scription of the 18th line is correct. Possibly the boy-slenderness of the girl suggests 
a homosexual attraction—or the speaker is a persona.

27. Letters, p. 213. Una is usually identified as the author of this passage. But as 
is frequently the case when answering inquiries about her husband, she wrote from 
a draft response by Jeffers himself written in the third person. The holograph of his 
draft is at the University of Texas.
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ShaunAnne Tangney

“Did you think you would go
laughing through France?”

Decadence and Social Protest
in Robinson Jeffers’s “Tamar”

When we think of decadent literature, we are quick to recall Baudelaire 
and Wilde, perhaps Max Beerbohm or William Butler Yeats. Our focus 
is on the Absinthe-besotted atmosphere that surrounds the sexual and 
cultural deviance we associate with decadent literature; that hot-house 
humidity and those fetid orchids of poetry and prose that are somehow 
more associated with Europe than America. Indeed, in his book Glorious 
Perversity: The Decline and Fall of Literary Decadence, Brian Stableford 
says that “there was, of course, no American Decadent movement. 
America was the last place on earth to provide fertile soil for literary 
Decadence, because it was the nation most thoroughly infected with 
the mythology of progress” (130). It is arguable that there was no deca-
dent movement in America, but certainly there were writers of deca-
dent literature—and there were precisely because of the so-called myth 
of progress, which implies that civilization must and will relentlessly 
persist. Decadent writing itself can be seen as a critique of the myth of 
progress, and it is misguided of Stableford to assume that there was only 
blind acquiescence to that myth in America. There were countless writ-
ers who criticized and debunked it, and some of them did so using the 
aesthetic tropes of and historical concepts behind decadence.1 In my 
paper I will read Robinson Jeffers’s poem “Tamar” as decadent litera-
ture. I order my argument along the contention that decadence is a kind 
of artistic expression affected by conditions of historical decline (or at 
least the conception of historical decline) and will posit that Jeffers uses 
the conventions of decadence to lodge social protest—ultimately, in 
“Tamar,” against war. Jeffers is not himself decadent, but some of his 
writing is, and it is important that we acknowledge this dimension of his 
work in a critical manner.2

While it is evident that Jeffers was well aware of the aesthetic tropes 
and historical concepts of decadence, little if any scholarship has sug-
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gested that they were crucial to his work. Readings of “Tamar” tend to 
be formalist, archetypal, or psychological, and certainly the poem war-
rants these kinds of interpretations. Perhaps the most notable formalist 
reading of the poem appears in Frederic I. Carpenter’s Robinson Jeffers. 
In his chapter on “the long poems,” Carpenter struggles with the primi-
tivism of ancient myth and modern morality and psychology. “The 
mythical characters of the modern poet [. . .] find themselves in conflict 
with modern civilization,” he writes, “[a]nd their author must somehow 
mediate this conflict, remembering not only the demand of his primi-
tive characters that their inner nature be given full expression, but also 
that of his modern readers that moral law must prevail” (57). As for 
“Tamar,” he does not completely resolve this conflict but rather con-
cludes that the poem “may be described as a modern myth about myth” 
(60). The bulk of criticism of Jeffers’s long poems, and of “Tamar” spe-
cifically, is of the archetypal variety, the most poignant by William 
Everson (Brother Antoninus) and Robert Brophy.

In Fragments of an Older Fury, Everson reads “Tamar” as evidence of 
ongoing hostility toward women, which is “archaic, but it is also arche-
typal—an ineradicable factor in the masculine heart” (53). Everson tries 
hard to show this hostility in a good light: “Faithful to the primacy of 
man’s immortal anguish, [Jeffers] has the supreme dignity to register our 
hostilities and our fears at their very root” (55), but the sexism inherent 
in archetypal criticism is evident here. However honest Jeffers might 
be, according to Everson, one of the key aspects of “Tamar” is that it 
shows us the primeval and perennial hostility toward women. In Rob-
inson Jeffers: Myth, Ritual, and Symbol in His Narrative Poems, Robert 
Brophy gives the most comprehensive archetypal reading of “Tamar” to 
date. Brophy states that “[a]s in all of Jeffers’ narratives there are several 
levels on which the dramatic figures operate; first, as human individuals 
who are victims of inner weakness or fateful event; second, as agents of 
the life-force cooperating in cyclic change; and third, as mythic figures 
interpreting the fatality of events by their human drama” (15). It is  
intriguing, however, that Brophy adds what might be called a fourth 
dimension to that triad, that of the natural landscape of the central 
California coast. He still interprets the physical landscape archetypally 
(calling the “‘twisted coast’” correspondent to original sin, for exam-  
ple [26]), but his understanding that this element of Jeffers’s poetry be 
neither ignored nor underestimated is a significant addition to the scope 
and impact of archetypal readings.

Finally, Robert Zaller has added psychological readings to the criti-
cism of “Tamar.” In general, Zaller claims that Jeffers “constructs the 
family, as does Freud, as a dehistoricized locus of ego combat” (“Freudian 
Family Romance” 239). As for “Tamar” specifically, he argues that Tamar 
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breaks free from patriarchal authority, signifying Jeffers’s own break from 
the dour Presbyterianism of his own father. “Tamar’s confrontation 
scene is Jeffers’ own unresolved Oedipal dilemma,” Zaller writes, from 
which he concludes: “The Freudian view is, it seems to me, more fruit-
fully explanatory that any other that has yet been advanced to account 
for Jeffers’ poetic development in general and the pivotal importance—
acknowledged by all critics—of ‘Tamar’ in particular” (“Tamar’s Oedipal 
Transcendence” 18). While the psychological readings of Jeffers in  
general and of “Tamar” specifically are an interesting element of Jeffers 
criticism, I would not argue them as finitely as does Zaller. Indeed, I 
think there is a great deal of room for further interpretation of the       
poems, and recognizing Jeffers’s use of decadence is a worthwhile addi-
tion to the critical oeuvre.

It would seem both helpful and wise to set up my argument with some 
discussion of decadence per se, including a definition of the term and its 
relationship to literature. This is easier asked for than delivered, how-
ever. As David Weir says in the preface to Decadent Culture in the United 
States,

decadence is hard to define because the concept is so nuanced and polyvalent 
that the very procedure of definition misses the point. . . . Is it a general cultural 
condition or an individual mode of behavior? Does decadence refer to the state of 
a particular society at a specific historical moment or to a segment of society at 
any point in time? Does the appreciation of decadence require a special type of 
moral, emotional, or psychological sensitivity? . . . In aesthetic terms, is deca-
dence mannered and imitative or, as some think, innovative and original? (xiii)

Even while admitting its complexities, Weir does point to what we 
might call the two main concerns of decadence: the corrupt civilization 
or society, and the artistic produce of those who are interested in that 
corruption. Weir later correctly notes that the root of the word deca-
dence is the word decay, and that it is from a sense of decay that all 
other nuances of decadence result. From there, he suggests, “some basic 
discriminations are fairly easy to make” (xiii).

First of all, Weir says, “decadence is often used to describe conditions 
of national or imperial decline” (xiii), and the fall of Rome is most often 
used as the prime example. The argument is that Rome fell because of 
internal weaknesses caused by social and political corruption coupled 
with “overindulgence in rarified pleasures” (Weir xiii). Likewise, in 
decadent literature, social decay is portrayed as a result of excessive, 
aberrant pleasures, and the greatest emphasis is put upon sexual plea-
sures. Decadent literature often focuses on sexualities or sexual acts 
that, according to Weir, have replaced “the normal healthy desire to 
propagate and preserve the species” (xiv); he also argues that “deca-
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dence . . . involves a deliberate violation of moral codes of conduct and 
the inculcation of a sense of sin (xv). The dichotomy we see Weir build-
ing is that of civilization and nature (also conceived as barbarian or 
primitive). As he suggests, “overcivilization or overrefinement results in 
a sense of apathy and a feeling of unworthiness that involves the wish 
for renewal from without—the desire for a fresh infusion of barbarian 
blood” (xiii). Decadence, then, explores both the overcivilization and 
the barbarian, or the primitive, and perhaps even considers the latter an 
antidote for the former.

Because the multiple incidents of incest in “Tamar” have always 
stood out for readers of the poem, let me begin my reading of it with 
that topic. In decadent literature, sexuality is often what we might con-
sider nonconformist, consisting of homosexual or incestuous relation-
ships. Decadent writers very often turned away from “an ideal love 
rooted in the natural relations of the sexes” (Beckson xxx) and towards 
“new sensations in forbidden love, for sexual depravity revealed a desire 
to transcend the normal and the natural” (Beckson xxx). The normal 
and the natural here should be read in terms of overcivilization; what a 
decadent society thinks of as normal or natural is in fact only a con-
struction of its own (increasingly corrupt) ideal. Indeed, there is a clear 
connection between overcivilization and social construction: when we 
live in a state of overcivilization, it is difficult to recognize that what we 
consider normal or natural, right or righteous, is often no more than a 
human invention. In decadent literature, then, sexual nonconformism 
is a literary device used to critique social and spiritual decay, which is 
evident in all the sexual acts in “Tamar.” 

The first incidence of incest we witness in “Tamar” (other acts of 
incest precede the poem’s time-frame) takes place between Tamar and 
her brother, Lee. Their sexual congress happens outside, in nature—in 
a river, actually, while they are bathing. The poem’s omniscient narrator 
describes the scene: “Ah Tamar, stricken with strange fever and feeling 
/ Her own desirableness, half-innocent Tamar” and later “Ah Tamar, / 
It was not good, not wise, not safe, not provident, / Not even, for cus-
tom creates nature, natural, / Though all other license were” (CP 1: 25). 
The claim that custom creates nature is decadent indeed. In an over-
civilized society, nature, to use Jeffers’s word (but we might think of it as 
wilderness, or the non-human), is less and less available to us. And be-
cause nature is less available we don’t really have a relationship with it, 
but rather with our idea of it; hence, custom creates nature. In “Tamar,” 
nature is almost unnatural, and it is fitting, then, that the nonconform-
ist sex acts in the poem, most especially the incestuous ones, take place 
in that setting. 
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Tamar’s sexual relationship with her brother Lee results in her preg-
nancy. She cannot bear the thought of a child born of incest, and so 
seduces Will Andrews, an old friend of the family. First she convinces 
herself: “‘O I can do it, I can do it,’” and then she allows herself to be 
brazen: “‘Why should I be careful,’ / She thought, ‘if I frighten him off 
what does it matter, / I have got a little beyond caring.’ ‘Let’s go down / 
Into the willow’” (CP 1: 36–37), she says to Will, where they do in fact 
have sex, and once again, the sexual encounter takes place in a natural 
setting. Afterward, both suffer an agony of second thoughts and broken 
dreams. Will professes undying love, says he’ll go away, or kill himself, 
and Tamar replies, “‘There is nothing to do, nothing. / It is horribly 
finished. Keep it secret, keep it secret, Will. I too was to blame a little’” 
(CP 1: 40), but then she goes on a rampage, saying, “‘You have loved me 
and broken me, the house is broken / And any thief can enter it.’ . . . 
‘You have broken our crystal innocence, we can never / Look at each 
other freely again’” (CP 1: 40). Regardless of the fact that Tamar’s rage 
is somewhat false (she lost her virginity to her brother, not Will), the 
figure of the broken house is intriguing and again brings up the civiliza-
tion/wilderness dichotomy. The “broken house” is a symbol of Tamar’s 
lost virtue, and yet a house is more akin to civilization than the natural 
settings of Tamar’s sexual relations. In decadent literature, even though 
nature is the site of sexual nonconformism, civilization can’t be the    
site of sexual—or moral—virtuosity, for civilization is corrupt and un-
healthy. Jeffers, like other decadent writers, uses the trope of noncon-
formist sexual relationships not to promote sexual nonconformism, but 
rather to put a focus on social and spiritual decay. The “broken house,” 
then, is not a symbol of Tamar’s so-called sexual depravity, but of soci-
ety’s fallen state.

Jeffers continues to work with the decadent dichotomy civiliza-    
tion/wilderness as he brings the Cauldwell family house—the physical 
structure—into play in the poem. As an example of civilization, we 
might suspect the house to be a site of good, but because of the decadent 
paradox it is not quite that simple. Intriguingly, it is Tamar who recog-
nizes that the house is not a place of virtue: “‘It is God’” she says, “‘Who 
is tired of the house that thousand-leggers crawl about in’” (CP 1: 47), 
referring to the infestation of millipedes the house suffers in the waning 
days of August. If we assume that God is synonymous with virtue, then 
the house, as artifice, is certainly not the site of virtue. She continues:

                                                     “I say He has gathered
Fire all about the walls and no one sees it
But I, the old roof is ripe and the rafters
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Rotten for burning, and all the woods are nests of horrible things, nothing 
would even clean them

But fire, but I will go to a clean home by the good river.” (CP 1: 48)

Not only is the house infested with hideous bugs, but also, in Tamar’s 
mind, it is unclean, “ripe and . . . rotten for burning.” These are clearly 
decadent images, and they are foist upon the house, not upon Tamar, 
the alleged sinner, nor upon the “good river” where the incest and sex-
ual promiscuity actually happened. The house here can be read as a 
symbol of civilization; as such it is a corrupt place, while nature remains 
clean and good, even though it is nature that has been the site of all 
allegedly deviant sexual activity. Tamar tries to burn down the house at 
this point in the poem but is not successful—for the house has a purpose 
yet to fulfill.

Tamar miscarries her child—at almost nine months—and after the 
miscarriage she is installed in her bedroom in the house. Angry that 
Tamar never told him about the child (he says he would have taken her 
away, someplace they could have lived together as a family), Lee decides 
to enlist and is bound for World War I and Europe. But before he leaves, 
he visits Tamar in her bedroom, where she makes another sexual ad-
vance on him, to which he replies “‘You whore, you whore, you whore,’” 
and then “‘Well, you shall have it, / You’ve earned it’” (CP 1: 78), and 
he begins to whip her with a quirt. He cries out throughout the ordeal, 
but Tamar

 
Took it silently, and lay still afterward, 
Her head so striken backward that the neck 
Seemed strained to breaking, the coppery pad of her hair 
Crushed on the shoulder-blades, while that red snake-trail 
Swelled visibly from the waist and flank down the left thigh. 
“O God, God, God,” he groaned; and she, her whole body 
Twitching on the white bed whispered between her teeth 
“It was in the bargain,” and from her bitten lip 
A trickle of blood ran down to the pillow. (CP 1: 79)

The scene is chilling, but it makes Jeffers’s point: conventional morality 
serves violence. No one is “saved” by this beating; no “sin” is erased 
because of it. While Lee calls out to God, Tamar realizes that guilt “was 
in the bargain”; that is to say, is but a function of conventional morality. 
She knows that in conventional terms she has sinned, but she knows as 
well that she did so to serve her own ends (“‘If I have done wrong it has 
turned good to me,’” she says later (CP 1: 74). This is evidence of the 
subversive nature of decadent writing, as Charles Bernheimer discusses 
in “Unknowing Decadence.” Bernheimer writes:
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the notion of decadence is inhabited by a doubleness that puts fundamental 
moral and social values in question. There is an implicit appeal to a norm that 
sustains society’s assumptions about what is natural, good, right, life-sustaining, 
progressive, and so forth. But there is also the suggestion that this appeal con-
stricts human potential, denies opportunities for pleasure, and discredits the    
attraction of the perverse and destructive. (51)

Decadent literature calls into question assumed or conventional  
moral norms and won’t let the reader ignore the pull of nonconformi-
tive behavior, which can serve as social critique. By flagrantly display-
ing sexual nonconformism, writers of decadent literature force the  
reader to question social and moral norms and values. “Tamar” calls a 
particularly vexing social norm into question: that of war. No matter 
that killing another human being is strictly forbidden by the Judeo-
Christian moral code, history is replete with the killing of war. As such, 
it is reasonable to call war a social norm. And the connection between 
nonconformitive sexuality and war is not tenuous in “Tamar.” It can be 
argued that Jeffers uses sexual nonconformism to foreground that which 
he finds truly perverse: humankind’s willingness to wage war. The house 
as symbol of civilization isn’t a site of virtue; rather it’s a site of necessary 
conflagration that will keep Lee and Will out of World War I.

“Tamar” is published some six years after World War I, but convinc-
ing arguments can be made that the poem was indeed a protest against 
that war, against all wars. In the second section of the poem, Lee’s father 
reminds him that there is a dance that night, but Lee says he’s not going, 
he’s staying home evenings from then on. Recalling Lee’s recent acci-
dent on a horse, his father warns him, “‘Don’t do it; better dance your 
pony down the cliffs again than close / Young life into a little box; . . . 
Come summer we’ll be mixed into the bloody squabble out there, and 
you’ll be going headforemost’” (CP 1: 23). The father wants his son to 
have some fun, some levity, before he’s compelled into war. Lee replies 
“‘A soldier’s what I won’t be, father”’ (CP 1: 23) but dreams that night 
of being killed in battle, indicating that the war is indeed much on his 
mind. But why does Jeffers include the war at all in the poem? Brophy, 
Everson, Carpenter, and others are certainly correct in their arguments 
that “Tamar” is a modern attempt to deal with ancient questions about 
the origins of the universe and our role in it; “Tamar” could have been 
a successful poem in that vein never mentioning World War I or any 
war. But it does. Indeed, the war, or Lee’s entrance into it, serves as the 
poem’s denouement: it is only after his decision to enlist that Tamar 
reveals the generations of sexual nonconformism in the Cauldwell    
family and poses them as an evil less than war: “But I was thinking / Last 
night, that people all over the world / Are doing much worse and suffer-
ing much more than we / This wartime” (CP 1: 72). It seems plausible 
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indeed that sexual nonconformism in “Tamar” is used to foreground 
what Jeffers considers a “true” perversion: war.

The connection between the war and sexual nonconformism is 
brought to full view by the end of the poem. Both Lee and Tamar have 
engaged in sexual acts that were considered less than virtuous in the 
early twentieth century. Lee is no stranger to the whorehouses of 
Monterey, and while Tamar’s sexual encounters have been few, they 
have been non-traditional. Tamar even (falsely) augments her few-but-
strange sexual acts and taunts Lee with her marks in the cypress tree and 
her lamp left in the window, actions that make Lee believe she has had 
multiple sexual partners, and also that Tamar has defiled their own love. 
But all of this love and jealousy, need and passion, only comes to light 
after Lee announces his decision to enlist, and that he will not even 
wait for morning but will leave that very night. Over and over again, 
Tamar phrases their sexual connection, and its ramifications, in terms 
of the war: “‘O, / You beast’” she shouts at him once; “‘I wish you joy of 
your dirty Frenchwomen / You want instead of me’” (CP 1: 59). And a 
second time, when Lee calls for her to open her bedroom door, she re-
plies, “‘I opened it for you, / You are going to France to knock at other 
doors’” (CP 1: 69). But in the final scene of the poem, when Lee has 
beaten Tamar and has slashed Will’s face with a knife, when the house 
has already caught fire, and Tamar has in her grasp both her Lee and 
Will, she says, “‘What, shall the men that made your war suck up their 
millions, / Not I my three?’” (CP 1: 84). And finally, in nearly the very 
last lines of the poem, Tamar, with Lee in her arms, the fire raging about 
them, says, “‘Did you think you would go / Laughing through France?’” 
(CP 1: 89). Some might be tempted to read this as Tamar’s last perverse 
act of possessiveness, but I believe the wiser choice is to read the lines 
as a condemnation of war. It is perhaps clumsy poetics, but it is Jeffers’s 
voice as much as Tamar’s that asks a generation of Americans if they 
thought their participation in World War I would be simple, easy, guilt-
less, or horror-free. Jeffers is clear in this scene that war is the greatest 
human transgression, and Tamar here is heroic, preventing Lee and Will 
from participating in what Jeffers recognized as the scourge of civiliza-
tion: warfare. Such a strong anti-war stance makes “Tamar” clearly a pro-
test poem, a political poem, although it has not often been read as such.

That the poem takes a stance on war is not surprising if we recall that 
all the aesthetic conditions of decadence are predicated on its historical 
notions of national or imperial decline (Weir xiv). Neville Morley notes 
the long tradition of the decadent historical narrative:

This is the kind of account offered in the universal histories of Oswald Spengler 
and Arnold Toynbee, and the tradition can be traced back via Giambattista 
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Vico to Augustine and Polybius. Historical change in this narrative is seen to be 
cyclical: civilizations and cultures rise and fall. This repetitiveness—Vico’s cycle 
of barbarism-heroicism-barbarism, Spengler’s view that “eras, epochs, situations, 
persons are ever repeating themselves true to type”—is not to be dismissed as 
merely the product of the historian’s romantic inclinations, but lays bare the 
logic of historical development. Societies and cultures are seen as natural objects 
following the diurnal and seasonal rhythms of nature, or as higher-order bio-
logical entities subject to the same life courses as individual animals; inevitably, 
therefore, they pass through twilight as well as dawn, autumn as well as spring, 
and periods of decline and decadence as well as periods of growth and decay. 
(273)

Despite the cyclical patterns of nature, decadence keeps its focus on the 
decline and decay, and remains uneasy about the future civilization that 
might arise after the decline. As such, decadence is, for the most part, 
pessimistic in nature, and it is important to note that the pessimism that 
follows from the historical concept of decadence functions as social pro-
test. With their focus on periods of decline and decay, decadent writers 
are set to descry society’s worst tendencies, and therein decadent litera-
ture becomes political literature.

It is also important to note that Jeffers was well aware of the historical 
conception of decadence. In a speech titled “Thoughts Contingent to a 
Poem,” he says that

civilization historically is not a steady stream but a succession of separate waves, 
each of which differs in character from all the others, and passes normally 
through stages of growth, maturity, and decline. This idea is clearly put forward, 
though incompletely, by the archaeologist Flinders Petrie, in a little volume 
called “The Revolutions of Civilization,” first published in 1911, “Civilization” 
he says, “is an intermittent phenomenon,” and “a recurrent phenomenon.” 
Oswald Spengler’s big books, “Decline of the West” develop the theme much 
more thoroughly; but with still German formalism, remorselessly defying nature 
to fit theory. (CP 4: 396) 

His aside on Spengler’s style notwithstanding, it is obvious that Jeffers 
was very familiar with the historical concepts of decadence. We know 
as well that he read Vico, and that he interpreted (or, arguably, misin-
terpreted) Darwin with an eye towards perpetual rise and fall. It is my 
argument that Jeffers took his reading of social and cultural history, his 
understanding of decadence, and used it in his poetry as social protest.

On decadent literature as social protest, the editors of Perennial Decay: 
On the Aesthetics and Politics of Decadence assert that “decadent writing 
is no more ‘decadent’ than realist writing is ‘real.’ Only when critics 
begin to recognize the consequences of this insight and examine the 
uses of decadence, rather than its meaning, can critical discussions of the 
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topic move beyond assumptions (often unwittingly) inherited from 
Nordau” (12). The allusion to Nordau implies that critics of decadent 
literature all too often limit their criticism to a kind of taxonomy of 
“morbidity, . . . artificiality, exoticism, or sexual nonconformism” (2), 
and ignore that decadent literature “poses serious literary, political, and 
historical questions” (1). Far from being apolitical, decadent literature 
“aims to undermine conventional boundaries and borders” (25) and of-
ten “serve[s] the interests of progressive, and even radical, political 
aims” (26). For example, the editors suggest that the recent work of 
Jonathan Dollimore “finds in Wilde’s strategy of sexual and aesthetic 
inversion a valuable contribution to contemporary theoretical debates 
on dissent, nonessentializing, and antihomophobic forms of cultural re-
sistance” (26). The essential political nature of decadent literature, 
then, is subversive; it challenges assumed norms and poses alternate 
means and possibilities.

Tim Hunt makes a strong argument as to the political nature of 
“Tamar.” Examining the surviving copies of tables of contents of rough 
drafts of Tamar and Other Poems, Hunt notes:

 
Instead of simply adding the most recent work (and paring some of the least  
recent) . . . Jeffers deleted recent work (including pieces eventually in Tamar) 
while adding several explicitly political and historical poems he had long          
discarded and would never actually publish. Moreover, he used these specific 
poems (written during and about the First World War) to frame “Tamar,” not his 
more recent nature lyrics. In other words, Jeffers at first contextualized “Tamar” 
as a political poem, even though Tamar’s incest and destruction of herself and 
those around her is in no way explicitly political. (99)

The conclusions Hunt draws from his bibliographic study are convinc-
ing, and he unnecessarily undoes them with his last statement about 
Tamar’s actions. Tamar’s actions are—and Jeffers’s poem is—overtly po-
litical, and Hunt himself goes on to reassert that fact when he suggests 
that the inclusion of “Shine, Perishing Republic” in the later publica-
tion, Roan Stallion, Tamar and Other Poems, is strongly indicative of 
Jeffers’s historico-political concerns. “Shine, Perishing Republic,” one 
of Jeffers’s best-known poems, is clearly political, and clearly decadent 
as well:

While this America settles in the mould of its vulgarity, heavily thickening to 
empire,

And protest, only a bubble in the molten mass, pops and sighs out, and the 
mass hardens,

I sadly smiling remember that the flower fades to make fruit, the fruit rots to 
make earth.
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 Out of the mother; and through the spring exultances, ripeness and decadence; 
and home to the mother.

Here we have the pervasive decadent image of the overripe fruit, the 
trope of decay and fecundity. And this sense of decay is clearly linked to 
the decline and fall of a civilization, indeed, a nation, America; here 
clearly is the condition of national or imperial decline. The poem fore-
grounds the pessimism of decadence as well, for Jeffers warns later in the 
poem,

 But for my children, I would have them keep their distance from the 
thickening center; corruption

Never has been compulsory, when the cities lie at the monster’s feet there are 
left the mountains. (CP 1: 15)

Evident in the poem is Jeffers’s use of the decadent civilization/wilder-
ness dichotomy, with the primitive, non-human wilderness as a kind of 
antidote to corrupt civilization. Jeffers’s disdain of civilization, his rec-
ognition of its corruption and of its death-throes, is further evident in a 
letter to Mark Van Dorn and James Rorty that references “Tamar”    
specifically. In the letter, Jeffers says that “Tamar” can be read as a

judgment of the tendencies of our civilization, which has very evidently turned 
the corner down hill. “Powers increase and power perishes.” Our literature, as I 
said in answer to the New Masses questionnaire, is not especially decadent (be-
cause in general it is not especially anything); but our civilization has begun to 
be. (SL 117)

Powers increase and power perishes—and all too often through the 
mechanism of war. The mechanism of war is, for Jeffers, the ultimate 
corruption of civilization. If a historical conception of decadence cen-
ters on the cycle of birth, growth, and decay, it lodges its version of so-
cial protest by showing us that if we keep planting the same seeds then 
we will only continue to grow the same produce. In “Tamar,” Jeffers tells 
us that if we only plant the seeds of war, we will only grow endless war. 
Tamar’s pregnancy can be read as a radical disruption of the cycle—an 
attempt to return to something more primitive and to shun the horrors 
of civilization. Incest notwithstanding, Tamar suffers great sadness at 
the loss of her child. “To live here / Seventy-five years or eighty, and 
have children, / . . .  would not / Be a bad life” (CP 1: 73) she says wist-
fully, knowing she will not live through the night. Her attempt to dis-
rupt the cycle fails, but Jeffers’s social critique is clear.3

Jeffers often posed radical solutions in his poetry, and while he was 
not politically radical, he did sympathize with radical ideas and moves. 
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The aforementioned passage from the letter to Van Dorn and Rorty 
concludes:

Some of you think that you can save society; I think it is impossible, and that 
you only hasten the process of decadence. Of course as a matter of right and 
justice I sympathize with radicalism; any way I don’t oppose it; from an abstract 
viewpoint there is no reason that I know of for propping and prolonging the 
period of decadence. Perhaps the more rapid it is, the sooner comes a new start. 
(SL 117)

Here again is the new start that decadent writing as social protest calls 
for. Perhaps more than many writers of decadent literature, Jeffers is 
especially keen on the idea of a new start. Jeffers’s new start calls for a 
radical reassessment of civilization and a return to a more primitive kind 
of life, as evidenced in the non-human environment. This call for reas-
sessment and return is evident in both prose and poetry. In the foreword 
to the 1938 Selected Poetry of Robinson Jeffers, Jeffers says that he sought 
out “contemporary life that was also permanent life; and not shut from 
the modern world but conscious of it and related to it; capable of ex-
pressing its spirit, but unencumbered by the mass of poetically irrelevant 
details and complexities that make a civilization” (CP 4: 392). In 
“November Surf,” he longs for a time when he might see “The cities 
gone down, the people fewer and the hawks more numerous, / The     
rivers mouth to source pure; when the two-footed / Mammal, being 
someways one of the nobler animals, regains / The dignity of room, the 
value of rareness” (CP 2: 159). In “Boats in a Fog,” Jeffers begins by say-
ing that “Sports and gallantries, the stage, the arts, the antics of dancers, 
/ The exuberant voices of music, / Have charm for children but lack 
nobility” and concludes with “all arts lose virtue / Against the essential 
reality / Of creatures going about their business among the equally / 
Earnest elements of nature” (CP 1: 110). What we consider the hall-
marks of civilization, Jeffers condemns as ignoble and only fit for chil-
dren. Children don’t examine the virtue or necessity of what they want, 
they just holler for it until they get it. Thus, according to Jeffers, civili-
zation spawns the worst kind of immaturity, an immaturity that has 
brought humanity not to the heights of intellect and joy, but instead to 
a constant state of intolerance and quarrel, a state of bloated prosperity 
that leaves society ripe for despots and Caesars.

Jeffers’s response to the immaturity and bloat he sees all around him 
is a return to the primitive, and in “Sign-Post” he points the way: 
“Civilized, crying how to be human again: this will tell you how. / Turn 
outward, love things, not men, turn right away from humanity, / Let 
that doll lie.” (CP 2: 418). As in “November Surf” and “Boats in a Fog,” 
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Jeffers does not call for the eradication of all humanity; rather, he calls 
for a reassessment of the egotistical positioning of human beings at the 
center of the universe, suggesting that in that reassessment, humans 
might regain their nobility, something that they have lost in the mad 
rush to civilization. In a more primitive world, dignity and value are not 
only possible but also prevalent. “Sign-Post” continues: “You will . . . 
see that even / The poor doll humanity has a place under heaven. / Its 
qualities repair their mosaic around you, the chips of strength / And 
sickness; but now you are free, even to become human, / But born of the 
rock and the air, not of a woman” (CP 2: 418). Again Jeffers argues we 
must throw off the corrupt conventions of civilization that might prom-
ise arts and entertainments and other cultural niceties but most often 
lead to irrelevant customs, bad habits and bad politics, warfare and 
planetary destruction. Civilized, he argues, is not how to be human. 
Human is something much more primitive, and perhaps pure. Jeffers is 
perhaps most eloquent and strong on the notion of the primitive in his 
assertion that

[p]oetry is more primitive than prose. It existed before prose and will exist after-
ward, it is not domesticated, it is wilder and more natural. It belongs out-doors, 
it has tides as nature has; while prose is a cultured interior thing, prose is of the 
house, where lamplight abolishes even the tides of day and night, and human 
caprice rules. The brain can make prose; the whole man, brain and nerves, mus-
cles and entrails, organs of sense and of generation, makes poetry and responds 
to poetry. (Preface [Continent’s End?], CP 4: 375)

The assertion of the primitive was, if nothing else, his life’s work, and is 
clearly evident in the final lines of “Tamar”: “Grass grows where the 
flame flowered; / A hollowed lawn strewn with a few black stones / And 
the brick of broken chimneys; all about there / The old trees, some of 
them scarred with fire, endure the sea-wind” (CP 1: 89). Here is the 
decadent writer’s dream: that more primitive, less human environment 
that might serve as an antidote to overcivilized corrupt, rotting society. 
And yet, it is marked, permanently scarred, by human folly and foible. 
Here, civilization—both the ruins of the Cauldwell ranch house and 
the poem “Tamar” itself—remains as a marker, but it is nature that     
endures.

 
Endnotes

1. Cf. David Weir’s Decadent Culture in the United States: Art and Literature 
Against the American Grain, 1890 –1926, in which he traces the careers of dozens of 
American authors who wrote in the decadent style or tradition, each to protest 
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America’s imperial decline and/or the plight of overcivilization and its effects on its 
citizens.

2. It must be noted here that there is a distinction between decadent writing and 
decadent lifestyle. I think whenever we hear the word “decadent” our minds leap 
directly to Wilde or Baudelaire, two writers of decadent literature who also led a 
decadent lifestyle, one directed by drug and alcohol use, sexual experimentation, a 
profound focus on aesthetics, and a desire to shock the general public with dress, 
behavior, and politics. However, as Dennis Denisoff says, “even during the heyday 
of the Decadent Movement, the term Decadent was used to refer to both lifestyle 
and literature” (para. 13); and furthermore, “most of the authors associated with 
the Decadent Movement are known for their writing rather than their lifestyles” 
(para. 16). So it behooves me to repeat: Jeffers was not himself a decadent person, 
one who lived a decadent lifestyle, but he was a writer who, in several of his poems, 
used the tropes and historical concepts of decadence. He was, in certain instances, 
such as “Tamar,” a writer of decadent literature.

3. Jeffers’s anti-war stance grew only stronger as he continued to live through the 
twentieth century. In a letter to the League of American Writers about the Spanish 
Civil War, Jeffers wrote, “You ask what I am for and what against in Spain. I would 
give my right hand, of course, to prevent the agony; I would not give a flick of my 
little finger to help either side win” (SL 266). As for the United States’ participa-
tion in World War I, Una notes in a letter to Lawrence Clark Powell that Jeffers 
believed that “our entrance into the war on one side or the other was unavoidable” 
but that he “disliked the cant of our neutrality followed by the cant of our belliger-
ancy [belligerency]” (SL 213). When the Second World War breaks out, Jeffers ex-
presses utter dismay in the face of the hubris and caprice of humankind and writes 
the poems of The Double Axe, the volume that most clearly exhibits his hatred of 
war. As William Everson says in his foreword to the Liveright edition of The Double 
Axe, “[n]o other contemporary verse comes to mind that is quite so brusque, savage, 
and intransigent. What anti-war poetry of the sixties, for instance, equals ‘Eagle 
Valor, Chicken Mind’ for incisiveness?” (x). Everson’s assessment of the poem is 
correct in that it needs no analysis, merely presentation: “Unhappy, eagle wings 
and beak, chicken brain. / Weep (it is frequent in human affairs) weep for the ter-
rible magnificence of the means, / The ridiculous incompetence of the reasons, the 
bloody and shabby / Pathos of the result” (CP 3:134).
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                                 I say that if the mind centers on humanity
And is not dulled, but remains powerful enough to feel its own and the others, 

the mind will go mad.
Robinson Jeffers, The Women at Point Sur (CP 1: 308)

Whoever battles with monsters had better see that it does not turn him into a 
monster. And if you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back at you.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil (85)

Scraps and metaphors will serve.
Robinson Jeffers, “Prelude” (CP 1: 241)

The first readers of Robinson Jeffers’s narratives “Tamar,” “Roan Stal-
lion,” and “The Tower Beyond Tragedy” interpreted those works as  
dramatic presentations of Freudian psychological and social forces. 
They were confounded by Jeffers’s next narrative poem, The Women at 
Point Sur, which seemed, according to that viewpoint, to boil sexuality 
and violence in a cauldron, producing a dense mixture which, for many 
readers, was overwhelming. Critics thought that the point that repres-
sion can produce violent, irrational reactions had been made well 
enough in Jeffers’s earlier works, and they did not understand why the 
poet belabored in such an unpleasant fashion a point he had already 
established. For example, Howard Mumford Jones thought the poem an 
“excess of sex, insanity, and perversity” (qtd. in Vardamis 21).1 Not 
until Robert Brophy, in his study Robinson Jeffers: Myth, Ritual, and 
Symbol in His Narrative Poems, presented a further layer of analysis did 
later readers understand that those first narratives were not only psy-
chodramas but presentations of Jeffers’s cosmic worldview, in which the 
entire universe is an energy exchange which constantly changes and 
renews itself through destruction, rebirth, growth, decay, and destruc-
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tion again, which continues the cycle. God is all of this, constantly        
in flux and violent change, and humanity only a part of this flow, and   
a small part at that. This viewpoint he came to call Inhumanism to 
underscore humanity’s limited role in the cosmic process. Jeffers used 
the characters in his narratives to show their varying degrees of aware-
ness of this view and the consequences of that awareness, or lack of it, 
in human life. In order to recognize this greater reality, one must see the 
human dimension of reality as “the mould to break away from” (“Roan 
Stallion,” CP 1: 190), often through a violent act which shatters ordi-
nary morality and the human-centered view that comes with it. 

But some of the objections of the readers of the 1920s still hang over 
The Women at Point Sur. In the earlier narratives, incest, sex obtained 
under false pretenses, animal worship, and matricide had been part of 
the mix, presented as examples of the process by which the universe 
renews itself. Although the reader, and even Jeffers himself, might shrink 
from and condemn these anti-social actions, as Jeffers says in “The 
Bloody Sire,” “Violence has been the sire of all the world’s values” (CP 
3: 25). The shock and pain of violence are needed to rebuild the uni-
verse no less than gentleness and quiet growth. But The Women at Point 
Sur ramps up the characters’ acceptance of violence to a crescendo. In 
addition to suggestions of the brother-sister incest which appeared in 
“Tamar,” in The Women at Point Sur there is father-daughter incest, 
shocking enough in itself, but in the later poem forcible rather than 
consensual. Random murder and cannibalism are also suggested. Must 
we, as puny humans whose motives, passions, and actions are ultimately 
laughable in terms of the vast universe, accept even these excesses in 
order to know and experience the full reality of existence? Jeffers           
answers this question by showing that the protagonist of The Women    
at Point Sur, Arthur Barclay, is a self-absorbed failed hero who does     
not understand the full implications of his search for ultimate reality, 
and whose attempts to break through to truth only ruin his life and 
those of others. The quest must be undertaken with openness rather 
than egotism.

Barclay’s failure does not mean that the poem is a failure. Jeffers wrote 
in a letter to Frederic I. Carpenter, “[W]e endow a person in a story with 
certain excesses of thought or passion and see what their logic leads to, 
and are thus perhaps warned ourselves, so he suffers instead of us” (SL 
196). Jeffers accomplishes what he set out to do in the poem, to show 
how Barclay’s failure is a wrong turn on the path of enlightenment, in 
spite of the remark made by the narrative voice halfway in the poem, 
“These here have gone mad: but stammer the tragedy you crackled    
vessels” (CP 1: 289). This statement is not an admission but a bench-
mark; it does not mean that Jeffers has lost interest in the poem but will 
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complete it anyway, but that insanity has overtaken its characters, and 
therefore the poem is difficult to read and understand, a conclusion that 
most readers also reach. Jeffers uses mythic elements which do not play 
out as they should as a reminder of what madness truly is—an insistence 
on personal vision or power that turns in on itself, and which might be 
seen in a less intense form in the family, the workplace, the life of the 
nation.

As Robert Brophy shows, Jeffers used the monomyth of the eternal 
return, the closest analogy to his own view, to signal the reader to an 
underlying cosmic structure which informed and helped explain the   
reality beyond the naturalistic action in “Tamar,” “Roan Stallion,” and 
“The Tower Beyond Tragedy”:2

By myth . . . is meant the monomyth of eternal return. Myth is seen as an exten-
sion of ritual, that is, as the dramatic particularizing, in time and space . . . of the 
more elemental monopattern of death and rebirth by which the cosmic god 
unfolds himself eternally. (8)

This essay proposes to show that Jeffers uses myth differently in The 
Women at Point Sur than in the other narratives because he presents his 
main character, Arthur Barclay, as a seeker after truth who takes a wrong 
turn and becomes a “lunatic” (SL 116), although his conclusions about 
the nature of reality are similar to those of Jeffers himself. In addition to 
Barclay’s thoughts and actions, Jeffers signals the reader that Barclay’s 
search is fruitless by scattering hints of a mythic structure that Barclay 
should have been aware of but failed to recognize. Instead of an over-
arching myth which might help to unify and explain the wild events of 
the narrative, as in earlier works, there are only bits and pieces—shards 
of myth, but not a mythic whole. The monomyth of the eternal return, 
the myth of the renewal of human life and vegetation through the cycle 
of the birth, death through dispersal, and return of the year god (a sub-
category of the monomyth), and the Faust myth appear in The Women 
at Point Sur in a scrambled fashion which reflects the confusion of 
Barclay and the community he gathers to him. In “Sign-Post” Jeffers 
says that with proper perception “The poor doll humanity has a place 
under heaven. / Its qualities repair their mosaic around you, the chips of 
strength / And sickness . . .” (CP 2: 418). The chips of myth are never 
assembled in The Women at Point Sur but remain what a mosaic is before 
a wise hand begins its construction—bits and pieces meaning nothing. 
As Jeffers says, “Scraps and metaphors will serve” (CP 1: 241). Although 
this poem is often regarded as a failure, the confusion and unresolved 
nature of its narrative are part of the experience of madness that Jeffers 
intended to convey. The reader goes on the same wild philosophic and 
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emotional ride that Barclay—and Jeffers himself—endured. But before 
an analysis of the character of Barclay, the poem, and its action begin, 
here is an examination of the myths that Jeffers used in other works in 
order to better understand their partial appearance in The Women at 
Point Sur.

Mythic Background 

Robert Brophy, building primarily on the discoveries and theories of 
anthropologists and literary critics such as Sir James George Frazer, Jane 
Harrison, F. M. Cornford, Gilbert Murray, Jessie L. Weston, Northrop 
Frye, Joseph Campbell, and Mircea Eliade, shows that “primitive” and 
ancient societies such as the Greeks recognized a cyclical view of reality 
and commemorated it in their myths, legends, art, and ritual which pre-
sented symbolically the monomyth of the eternal return. The human 
element of the cycle is the hero who aids his or her people through a 
quest which results in greater understanding for all. Joseph Campbell 
describes briefly the monomythic hero’s journey:

The hero . . . is the man or woman who has been able to battle past his personal 
and local historical limitations to the generally valid, normally human forms. 
Such a one’s visions, ideas, and inspirations come pristine from the primary 
springs of human life and thought. Hence they are eloquent, not of the present, 
disintegrating society and psyche, but of the unquenched source through which 
society is reborn. The hero has died as a modern man; but as eternal man—per-
fected, unspecific, universal man—he has been reborn. His second solemn task 
and deed therefore . . . is to return then to us, transfigured, and teach the lesson 
he has learned of life renewed. (Hero 19–20)

The most important feature of the monomythic hero’s quest is that he 
or she returns with the gift of knowledge which the hero shares with his 
or her people. Campbell says, “The great deed of the supreme hero is to 
come to the knowledge of this unity in multiplicity and then to make it 
known” (40). That is what makes him or her a hero in the ordinary 
sense—a person with exceptional skills who endures great trials, sur-
vives, and helps others. 

The hero’s quest is treated ironically in Jeffers’s work, because he was 
suspicious of any endeavor which is human-centered. Too much em-
phasis on humanity blurs the basic point that the universe is an energy 
exchange of which the human race is only a part. Proper acceptance of 
this view leads to humility and stoicism, not pride or romantic judg-
ments of human achievement. Although the hero’s task is to enlighten 
the people, there are traps and snares in that path. The deliverer of the 
divine message—Jesus, Mohammed, Buddha—becomes merged with 
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the message itself and becomes, improperly, an object of worship. Such 
an outcome feeds the normal human desire to be praised and loved. 
Jeffers warns against the danger of messianic urges in such works as 
“Shine, Perishing Republic,” “Woodrow Wilson,” “Dear Judas,” and a 
poem which was originally planned as a prelude to The Women at Point 
Sur, “Meditation on Saviors”:

How should one caught in the stone of his own person dare tell the people 
anything but relative to that?

But if a man could hold in his mind all the conditions at once, of man and 
woman, of civilized

And barbarous, of sick and well, of happy and under torture, of living and 
dead, of human and not

Human, and dimly all the human future:—what should persuade him to speak? 
And what could his words change? (CP 1: 399)

The only character in Jeffers’s narratives who reaches full awareness of 
the nature of reality and understands its meaning is Orestes in “The 
Tower Beyond Tragedy.” His sister Electra urges him to act as a conven-
tionally guilty person after he has killed his mother, but he understands 
that the audacity of that act has caused him to break through human 
morality to a grander perspective through which he is one with every-
thing:

                                                                                                   I entered the life 
of the brown forest 

And the great life of the ancient peaks, the patience of stone, I felt the changes 
in the veins

In the throat of the mountain, a grain in many centuries, we have our own 
time, not yours; and I was the stream

Draining the mountain wood; and I the stag drinking; and I was the stars
Boiling with light, wandering alone, each one the lord of his own summit; and 

I was the darkness 
Outside the stars, I included them, they were a part of me. I was mankind also, 

a moving lichen 
On the cheek of the round stone . . . they have not made words for it, to go 

behind things, beyond hours and ages,
And be all things in all time, in their returns and passages, in the motionless 

and timeless centre,
In the white of the fire . . . how can I express the excellence I have found 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
                                                       I have fallen in love outward. (CP 1: 177–78)

The key statement in Orestes’s declaration is “they have not made words 
for it.” The realization he attempts to describe lies beyond language. It 
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must be experienced. The monomythic hero can point the way, but 
each of us must complete his or her own journey to enlightenment. 

Having made witness, Orestes leaves human society, choosing not to 
become a leader or messiah. Joseph Campbell identifies the condition 
Orestes has reached:

But for those who have found the still point of eternity, around which all—      
including themselves—revolves, everything is glorious and wonderful just as it 
is. The first duty of man, consequently, is to play his given role—as do the sun, 
the moon, the various animal and plant species, the waters, the rocks, and the 
stars—without fault, and then, if possible, so to order his mind as to identify it 
with the inhabiting essence of the whole. (“Historical” 25)

Jeffers presents this one instance of a fully realized monomythic hero, 
perhaps in order that his readers know that it is possible to achieve a 
kind of salvation, but one which each person must struggle to reach in 
his or her own way: “But while he lives let each man make his health in 
his mind, to love the coast opposite humanity / And so be freed of love, 
laying it like bread on the waters; it is worst turned inward, it is best shot 
farthest” (“Meditation on Saviors,” CP 1: 401). “Turned inward” de-
fines the root of Barclay’s madness. He thinks of what he learns only in 
terms of himself and his human-centered goals.

A subcategory of the monomythic pattern is the myth of the vegeta-
tion god who dies, is scattered into pieces, then is revived by contact 
with his consort, often a sister, and who brings plants to life again. In 
mythic terms, a story is told such as that of Osiris and his sister/wife Isis, 
who assembles his scattered parts after a personal disaster so that he can 
be resurrected. The stages in the myth correspond to the cycle of vege-
tation—a crop is harvested, its seeds planted, and through a remarriage 
of the elements from which it came (earth, water, and sun), it grows 
again and returns to feed the people for another year. The myth is af-
firmed by a society through its rituals: some societies choose a person 
who is pampered throughout the year—the year-god—then sacrificed 
at the appropriate moment to ensure good crops in the new year; others 
translate the ritual into symbolic art, which Gilbert Murray posits as the 
origin of Greek tragedy (341–63). Another variation of this myth is 
that of the fisher king in the myth of the search for the holy grail, ex-
plained by Jesse L. Weston in From Ritual to Romance (113–36). The 
fisher king is ineffective at releasing his realm from a drought and re-
quests the aid of a hero. Jeffers invokes parts of all three of these varia-
tions on the monomyth to illustrate Barclay’s failure.

Although Barclay does adopt most of Jeffers’s own philosophy, Jeffers 
describes him as a failure in a letter to James Rorty, in which he wrote 
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that The Women at Point Sur is designed to show “in action the danger 
of that ‘Roan Stallion’ idea of ‘breaking out of humanity,’ misinterpret-
ed in the mind of a fool or a lunatic” (SL 116).3 But Tamar Cauldwell, 
like Barclay of The Women at Point Sur, also committed incest and at-
tempted the destruction of her house and family. She is often seen as an 
agent of the powerful, cleansing force which remakes the world. Barclay, 
acting with the same forces and with more awareness of the impact of 
his actions through religious education than Tamar, is a lunatic. Jeffers 
faces a difficulty which is common to all monistic viewpoints. If all 
kinds of actions are necessary for the minute by minute recreation of 
existence, why should any action be credited or condemned? How can 
Jeffers argue both that pain, destruction, and violence are essential (as 
in “The Bloody Sire”) and also that humans are reprehensible or mad 
when they engage in such acts?4

Jeffers gave another clue to his view of madness when he wrote to his 
publisher, Donald Friede, that he intended The Women at Point Sur to 
be “the Faust of this generation” (SL 105). This statement could be 
taken a number of ways. Like Goethe’s Faust, Barclay is a seeker after 
knowledge. The questions he asks, is there a God, is there a life after 
death, and what should a person do in the face of the answers (or lack 
thereof) to these questions (CP 1: 253), were the same kinds of ques-
tions that plagued the German scholar and which might concern the 
monomythic hero. An earlier essay discussed the connections between 
Goethe’s drama and Jeffers’s poem.5 This essay invokes the Marlovian 
view of Faust (without Goethe’s redeeming humanism, which Jeffers 
would have found wrong-headed because of its reliance on the power of 
mankind’s striving) to show how in Barclay’s story Jeffers invokes ele-
ments from the Faust legend to serve as a reminder that no progress is 
made either by the protagonist of the narrative or by the community he 
proposes to enlighten.6 

Jeffers’s use of the Faust myth makes it a failed monomyth within a 
failed monomyth. Faust is an ironic hero because the boon he seeks is 
for his personal use—in Marlowe’s account, he has no desire to help 
others, and the result of his effort is eternal damnation. Faust begins his 
quest by signing over his freedom to another (whether his helper is evil 
or not is irrelevant—he makes the wrong decision), thus losing at the 
outset his ability to act on his own discoveries. He also specifically wants 
knowledge and power for his own purposes. At points in the narrative 
Jeffers specifically invokes that myth, independent of Goethe’s drama  
to which he apparently refers in his letter to Donald Friede. The story 
of Faust first appeared in folklore as a cautionary tale warning of the 
dangers of possessing too much knowledge, or knowledge of the wrong 
kind. Viewed from this perspective, the Faust story becomes a collapsed 
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version of the monomyth—the hero is only a hero to himself.7 The 
Faust story gives us a judgment of a person who need not have taken the 
disastrous course he did and winds up insane—in Jeffers’s poem, Barclay. 
Furthermore, Jeffers also says that he gives us the story of a fool—that 
person is, I propose, Randal Morhead, one who wakes to the reality of 
his existence too late to save himself from disaster.8

 
Barclay as a Character 

As it does in Tamar, the shadow of the First World War falls over The 
Women at Point Sur. Arthur Barclay9 has lost not only his son, Edward, 
in that conflict, but consequently his faith in conventional religion.10 
When Barclay remembers his son, though, it is not the death of Edward 
that he recalls but his leave-taking. Edward went to his sister April’s 
room to say goodbye and locked the door. Barclay felt rejected by both 
of his children and thought that there might have been a sexual en-
counter between brother and sister. This conjecture is never proven, 
but it plants the seed of Barclay’s later rape of his daughter. His desire for 
his daughter had always been present, but later Barclay justifies this act 
in his own mind as part of his “breaking out of humanity” to reach a new 
worldview. This is certainly what Jeffers meant in his explanatory letter 
to James Rorty as one of the purposes of The Women at Point Sur: “sketch-
ing the growth of a whole system of emotional delusion from a ‘private 
impurity’ that was quite hidden from consciousness until insanity 
brought it to the surface” (SL 117). Barclay himself considers the pos-
sibility that his loss of faith is linked to his resentment of the closeness 
his children share and his own feeling of rejection, but dismisses this 
explanation:

                                                         Was it possible
His outburst against religion, against his ministry,
Dated from there, the public passionate resentment?
No; that was reasoned; having taught falsehoods, countenanced 
Lies, must denounce them publicly. And the death of his son
Involved in the same texture; his own starved impotent
Desert of years. (CP 1: 257)

But the dismissal of this reasoning ends with Barclay’s recognition that 
his life has been “impotent.” The reference to the “desert of years” is the 
first of many allusions to the aridity not only of Barclay’s personality but 
to the environment of the poem—a dry summer which suggests the 
need for renewal through the appearance of the monomythic vegeta-
tion god—an environment to which Barclay is unable to bring new life. 
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What Barclay tells himself is a search for a new spiritual awareness is 
really no more than a circuitous path to his indulgence in his own secret 
desires. He is not breaking away from humanity, he is, in the name of 
new freedom, falling prey to his own basest instincts. Unlike Orestes in 
“The Tower Beyond Tragedy” he has not “fallen in love outward” (CP 
1: 178), but rather has fallen in love with his own heart and body.

Reverend Barclay begins a quest which becomes a descent by                 
announcing to his congregation that he has lost his faith and his            
morality:

                                              “The creed died in my mind. . . I thought the 
spirit,

The revolutionary spirit of Christ would survive, flame the more freely. There 
are many others

Leaders of churches have sunk the myths and swim by the ethic. Love: and not 
resist violence: which one of us 

Holds to that now? Dared name it this time last year?” (CP 1: 249)

In this declaration Barclay both explains the reason for his loss of faith 
and ethics and foreshadows the course and conclusion that his new 
quest will take. When he uses the metaphor of flame to describe the 
impact of Christ, he means a flame that supplies positive energy and 
enlightenment. But as Barclay’s journey heads south and inward, fire 
becomes, as it so often is in the monomyth stories and in Jeffers’s poems, 
a literal and destructive fire, but with no promise of future renewal. 
Barclay notes that the violence of the First World War has caused this 
change. How can one face violence with naive love in the wake of the 
slaughter of “last year” (when the war was still going on and took his 
son)?11 Barclay wants to become one of those leaders of churches who 
sink the myths. He will attempt to find a new explanation. There is an 
ambiguity in the phrase “swim by” which might mean “act according 
to” or “ignore.” The latter meaning is what finally animates Barclay. In 
this scene he also gives a clue to the true force behind his quest for new 
meaning. When he tells the congregation that Christianity is false and 
their faith is pointless, they begin to flee, and he tries to hold their at-
tention by reminding them that they “love authority” and “I have au-
thority / Here” (CP 1: 249–50). But he has just denounced the religion 
which gave him what authority he has. He wishes to hold the congrega-
tion for the exercise of personal power alone—and at every juncture of 
the ensuing narrative, he falls back on that viewpoint. He must be 
obeyed because he wants to be obeyed, not because he is genuinely ani-
mated by a new vision of reality which might make life better for his 
followers.
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The key scene in the poem is the one Barclay remembers—standing 
outside the locked door of his daughter’s room while she bids farewell to 
her brother. Sexual desire aside, Barclay’s position is the same as that 
reached by many parents; he has lost control of his children. If the child 
has been raised well, this change is good, however disturbing it might  
be to the parent. Edward’s death in the war gives Barclay a larger cause 
on which to blame his distress, but he never lets go of the desire to be 
totally in control, extending that power beyond his family to everyone 
he meets, so he never grows in personal or emotional terms, even though 
his philosophic discoveries about the violent cycle of the universe are 
the same as those of the poet who created him. Graphically, the mono-
mythic pattern is a spiral. In the story of the vegetation god, the same 
pattern is repeated as the changes in the seasons move through time. In 
the Jeffersian view, the spiraling change occurs without an observable 
pattern and through time which cannot be measured—the universe    
remakes itself from nano-second to nano-second. In Barclay’s story, no 
real progress is made, so the spiral flattens to a circle, with the same    
actions (Barclay’s multiple ascents of the hill—Moses only had to climb 
Mount Sinai once) and the same statements (“God thinks through     
action”) repeated fruitlessly. In monomythic stories, the circle is a sym-
bol of wholeness and completion. In The Women at Point Sur, it is a  
path which leads back to the “private impurity” which Barclay does not 
escape. 

Barclay’s desire for disciples also appears in veiled fashion in this pas-
sage. In his final message to the congregation, delivered over the public 
address system to increase the power of his voice, he urges them, like a 
Nietzschean hero, to “take despair by the throat” but also tells them 
“[t]o hear me again you’ll have to follow me” (CP 1: 250–51). “Follow” 
means to continue with him on his journey, but it could mean to adopt 
his viewpoint. Jeffers reminds repeatedly that one must approach true 
enlightenment as a solitary quest. All disciples are dupes. Later Barclay 
makes his desire for disciples explicit when he thinks, “‘The mind’s 
powerless in vacuo, no one can dispense with disciples / And burn to 
the essence. / Those are the birds that are not caught but with confi-
dence’” (CP 1: 254). This passage is a warning sign for any reader of 
Jeffers’s other early narratives. Enlightenment comes not from group 
action (always a bad idea in Jeffers; see, for example, “The Purse Seine”) 
or from any other kind of strictly human behavior, but from individual 
apprehension of the natural world. Barclay’s describing these future dis-
ciples as captured birds suggests their lesser importance to him, and his 
idea that they can only be caught with confidence sounds like a noble 
motive, but it might also mean that one must secure their confidence in 
order to engage them, so that the confidence he refers to is the trickery 
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of the confidence man. This interpretation is further suggested by his 
next comment, “‘What’s honesty, the end is honest’” (CP 1: 254). If he 
uses or deceives people, he is justified because the result will be the 
knowledge and power that he seeks. 

And what did he expect to receive from the disciples? He does not 
speak of learning from them or even drawing energy from their respect. 
Even this early in the poem, it is clear that Barclay’s philosophy is a rude 
blend of Jeffersian Inhumanism and Nietszchean12 arrogance. Later, af-
ter he has begun to live at the Morhead farm, he thinks of a way to use 
disciples: “‘gather disciples / To fling like bullets against God and dis-
cover him’” (CP 1: 259). Do this, or commit an act “‘so monstrous, so 
irreparable / It will stand like a mountain of rock, serve you for fulcrum 
/ To rest the lever’” (CP 1: 259). Then he imagines an act of human 
sacrifice. The disciples are to serve as mere tools in his search for God. 
Of Natalia Morhead he thinks, “Disciples, this one the first, lances to 
ambush / The power behind powers, bring down the mastodon” (CP 1: 
274),13 as if that power were something one could tame. The disciples 
are phallic lances who will necessarily blunt against this massive target.

Barclay’s thoughts about the imaginary disciples that he thinks sur-
round and surrender to him contain frequent references to his daughter: 
“Going down the hill a company followed him, / His daughter April 
among them” (CP 1: 260); “He awoke thinking of April / His daughter, 
her purity and grace, named from the springtime” (CP 1: 266); “one 
current / Opaque yet, he understood it vortexed on April” (CP 1: 274); 
“‘O little ones, passionate maiden bodies and April faces’” (CP 1: 288). 
In his last sermon to his followers, Barclay boasts, “‘I am God and the 
laws are mine and the times mine: comes up on the hill, the incarnate / 
And perfect April of the world, the shining / Foil for the love’” (CP 1: 
360). “Foil” may be interpreted three ways. Barclay probably means a 
reflective layer to help display better an image, in this case his presumed 
new revelation. But “foil” may also mean a contrast or a weapon, as his 
daughter becomes in this climactic scene. April is the disciple Barclay is 
most eager to “catch.”

 
Barclay’s Search for God 

After Barclay leaves his congregation and heads south past Monterey   
to his vacation home, he says to himself for the first time the state- 
ment with which he begins most of his excesses: “‘God thinks through 
action’” (CP 1: 253). He repeats this motto several times, using it as a 
release from thought and an excuse for anything he does wrong. Then 
he asks the three questions which he claims to investigate throughout 
the rest of the poem:
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First, whether there’s any . . . what the vulgar call God . . . spirit of the 
universe.

But spirit’s a more contaminated word than the other. Life then, one life 
Informing . . . no, being: whether it’s one being . . . why, this is evident.
Second, is anything left after we die but worm’s meat? Third, how should men 

live? (CP 1: 253)

This is the passage in which Jeffers assigns “his philosophy” to Barclay, 
because the former minister states that “God” is first “life,” then “one 
being” (although “this is evident” no more than the “self evident truths” 
of the Declaration of Independence), leaving the reverend with the 
questions of afterlife and morality to decide himself. 

His first decision indicates the path that he will take—impulsive and 
selfish with an overlay of excuses. A young man comes to give him a 
letter, and Barclay thinks that he might kill him—an “action” of the 
God Barclay seeks to understand:

                                    To mould one’s thoughts through action. Give up sanity 
again, be mad enough to act.

This fellow that climbs up the hill to prick my solitude:
Kill him and hide the body, that would be action, not an inch more monstrous 
Than any other. (CP 1: 253)

Barclay’s cold-blooded contemplation of the murder of a stranger is the 
beginning of the evidence that his mind is becoming unhinged.14 Most 
of the other murderers in Jeffers’s works do so because of emotion or 
personal grudge. Barclay’s view of murder without personality is similar 
to the random violence of World War I that took his son’s life, a vio-
lence which he has internalized rather than transcended. After the man 
has left, Barclay concludes “I should have taken him. / He serves the 
hotel, he is not proper to this earth / I shall crop the pure fruit of. If I 
must” (CP 1: 254). The monomythic vegetation figure renews the 
world; Barclay desires to take the “crop” for himself. The most impor-
tant part of this statement is “I should have.” Despite Barclay’s constant 
affirmations of the purifying consequences of violence, he does not here 
act on his impulse to kill and never does. In fact, his acts of violence 
primarily involve women, particularly his own wife and daughter. In his 
view, women are of little importance. He had told the congregation, “I 
know you are fools and soft, woman-brained” (CP 1: 251).

For this reason, Barclay’s sexual unions are not joyous but designed to 
reinforce his view of himself, precisely the love “turned inward” that 
Jeffers warns against. The monomyth features the joining of male and 
female as a prerequisite for renewal, but in the truncated world of The 
Women at Point Sur, Barclay chooses Maruca, the Indian servant, pre-
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cisely because she is undesirable, although her possible later role in the 
renewal of the monomyth is hinted at in the description of her: “The 
heavy protuberances of breast and belly / And the idol thighs” (CP 1: 
266).15 When their coupling is over, Barclay makes it clear that he only 
used her for personal reasons. In his earlier life, he would have feared 
appearing ridiculous, but after his sex with Maruca, that fear is buried. 
Their tryst occurs in a dry stream bed, again a suggestion of the limited 
possibility of fertility and renewal. (Tamar and Lee’s incest took place in 
a pool.)16 Barclay recognizes that this has all been pro forma: “the sym-
bolic flesh / Had served him: the value of the symbol secured” (CP 1: 
273). Later Natalia and Faith meet for a sexual encounter (they “wres-
tle”) in the same spot, and the same imagery is used to describe it, sug-
gesting that their exercise of sexuality brings no joy but only a release of 
energy into an atmosphere too wasted (“starved sod”) to absorb it (CP 
1: 286).

The “monstrous act” toward which Barclay lashes himself, his rape of 
his daughter, April, takes place at night with little description of the 
landscape except for the sky, which features the moon’s quarter as an 
incomplete piece, a “chip of bent moon” (CP 1: 292) and the stars  
which are described as chaotic: “anthill Pleiades” (CP 1: 295). April 
doesn’t understand why her father is taking her into the darkness, think-
ing that she still has nothing to fear from him even if he has gone mad. 
But Barclay confirms her judgment of his insanity when, just before he 
attacks her, he announces that he is God:

                                                    “God has come home to you,”
He said furiously, “to you that refused him 
Faith, now you feel his power and believe. You laughed in your pride
But God is stronger.” (CP 1: 295)

Although Barclay charges that April has no faith (in himself? in him as 
an embodiment of God?) he actually betrays her faith in her belief that 
her father would not harm her. 

April loses her mind as a result of this violation—another version of 
insanity, this caused by severe emotional trauma. April’s view of the 
world has been destroyed by her father’s attack, but it is replaced not by 
enlightenment but revenge. After this injury, April increasingly absorbs 
her brother’s personality in order to bury her own “stained” one (CP 1: 
296). She is also usually described in masculine, phallic terms as she at-
tempts to alter her personality so that she will have the will to shoot her 
father: “She heard her own voice / Formed and steady as the slender 
shaft of a pillar” (CP 1: 297). She dreams the dreams of “an adolescent 
/ Boy”: “Erect sword-slender figure riding the plunge of the great prow 
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toward Asia” (CP 1: 305). “April held hidden under the coat something 
/ That men have [Randal’s pistol] / . . . / . . . April had passed / With a 
boy’s gesture” (CP 1: 342), “April / Averted her eyes [from her mother, 
who is getting dressed], feeling not thinking herself / Boy-sexed in the 
woman’s room” (CP 1: 349).

Her defense is to retreat into the personality of the only other person 
she could trust, her dead brother Edward. In that role April hurls the 
worst charge that a child can make to a parent: “‘I didn’t ask to be born’” 
(CP 1: 295), but she imagines this comment and does not say it to her 
father. Earlier in the encounter, Barclay had said, “‘You wouldn’t ask me 
/ To love backward, back toward the dead, dead souls’” (CP 1: 292), yet 
that is the reaction that his desecration has produced. In the form of 
Edward, April wishes for time to run backward, to end a sorry life by 
negating it before birth.17 Unlike the male-female incest in many mono-
mythic stories (for example, Osiris and Isis) which suggests the integra-
tion of genders into a new, more powerful whole, Barclay’s attack leads 
to April’s disintegration. The episode is another example of the ruined 
mythic pattern in The Women at Point Sur; instead of a sexual union 
producing a new life or at least a movement toward a new configuration 
of energy, Barclay’s rape leads to a desire to reverse the course of spiri-
tual history.

Barclay also fails to recognize the importance of pain not as an end 
but a pathway. It is true that pain is necessary for revelation, but one 
need not inflict pain on others, as Barclay does when he rapes his daugh-
ter. In the “Prelude” which presents many of the themes of the narrative 
in symbolic form, Onorio Vasquez says of the crucified hawk, “‘It is nec-
essary for someone to be fastened with nails’” (CP 1: 248), and he offers 
to take the place of the hawk, but there is pain enough in the world al-
ready; one need not add to it in order to learn from it. Vasquez was able 
to have his vision because he participated in the pain of the hawk, but 
he did not torture it as did his brothers. Now that the hawk’s passion is 
finished, Vasquez can no longer live through him and see visions: “‘No, 
for the topazes / Have dulled out of his head’” (CP 1: 248).

The people at Morhead’s farm who gather to Barclay do so because 
they are impressed by his past position and apparent learning, much like 
those who were impressed by the historic Faust. Their own ignorance 
prevents them from seeing and judging Barclay clearly. Natalia says that 
she cannot understand him—therefore he must be learned (CP 1: 260). 
She is also impressed by his visions of a future apocalyptic change, a 
change which seems to be signaled by an earthquake which some think 
that Barclay has either predicted or caused. He tells Natalia and Faith 
Heriot that the war began a change which will reshape the world: 
“‘When the world changes and the tired soul / Of the earth drinks a new 
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spring: someone is sent to tell men, I am sent to tell you’” (CP 1: 263). 
He identifies himself as a divine messenger, perhaps a messiah, a role he 
invokes when he says later “‘To master the people, set myself free / To 
master the people’” (CP 1: 268). He envisions his new congregation 
assembled “[u]nder the snake-limbed oaks” (CP 1: 271). In mythic 
terms, the snake is seen as a bringer of both knowledge and danger, the 
oak as a symbol of wisdom, but when Barclay finally declares his vision 
of a new world, it is the old stuff of saviorism and personal excess: “When 
I send out my thought there are nerves to take it, / . . . and they will 
come down” (CP 1: 272).18 Barclay uses images of dryness and atrophy 
even when he speaks to April about her growth and physical develop-
ment: “‘God that grows up in trees and mountains, the same power / In 
the wrinkled limbs formed them and smoothed them, drew them long, 
polished them white and shining, mounded the low breasts’” (CP 1: 
271). Rather than describing a newborn baby in terms of joy, freshness, 
and innocence, Barclay uses words such as “wrinkled” and “low,” which 
suggest that as living things age they approach and return to the same 
state of helplessness and weakness with which they began. Decay is in-
herent, even in flourishing life. The canyon and the hills he sees as 
“bronze” (tinted with dark brown), rather than gold, and all this appears 
under the “little bone sky” (CP 1: 272). Even the heavens are touched 
by sterility and death in the drought-plagued landscape which through-
out the poem does not receive the relief of rain. All nature is in a state 
of collapse or appears to threaten in the poem. For example, “the sharp-
tipped crescent [moon] / Reddened and fell in the sea beyond the Sur 
rock” (CP 1: 273). When Barclay assembles his disciples, “in the creases 
[of the mountain] the winter stream-beds / Haired with low oak, but 
higher between deep ridges spiring to redwood, netted the edge of the 
continent / With many-branching black threads” (CP 1: 275–76), as if 
forming a net. The completion of the monomyth cycle would bring a 
new season of fertility and renewal, but the poem ends in the same dry 
environment in which it began.

Barclay delivers a message to the cattle on the hillside which seems 
to convey the same idea that Jeffers presented often: only surrender to 
the great flux that is reality can calm and bring peace: “‘I am not your 
savior, I have sharper gifts than salvation’” (CP 1: 278). Barclay thinks 
that the cattle, always identified as “horned,” suggesting both evil and 
danger, should hear his message because they are “one flesh” with the 
rest of existence, and the only human who hears it is Maruca, who visits 
Barclay because she doesn’t think it good that he should “talk to [him-
self]” (CP 1: 278). While Barclay preaches a message of acceptance to 
those who cannot understand it, Maruca, whom he has cruelly used and 
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scorned, acts on a human impulse of compassion from a world that 
Barclay has left behind.

This passage also mentions the “strokes of the sun” (CP 1: 275), “the 
blinding sun” and that “the sun blazed” (CP 1: 279), all comments made 
by the narrative voice. The sun, along with the season, is the cause of 
the drought which has fallen on the land. The many references to the 
merciless heat of the sun are more symbolic markers showing that this 
poem, unlike the other verse narratives, is stuck in a dead end. There is 
no progress because although Barclay talks of surrender to the elements, 
he is still bound tightly in a cocoon of personal desire and emotion. In 
mythic terms, he is a fisher king who does not even look for a helper to 
aid him on his quest.

Barclay contradicts his own reason for drawing disciples to him when 
he dismisses the first group that follows him: “‘I am gathering seed in a 
great solitude, I shall tell you everything / When I return, but not now’” 
(CP 1: 255). Once again, this remark both invokes a savior (Christ—
“When I return”) or could be a cover for having nothing to tell them. 
After a kind of passion during which Barclay echoes Christ, saying “‘It 
is finished’” (CP 1: 299), he returns to harangue his flock, who, like 
Natalia Morhead, are impressed with his power but do not grasp his 
message: “They understood nothing but listened” (CP 1: 302). Finally 
Barclay tells them something they can understand:

                                                                                “I know that I stand near God 
and speak for him.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
                                                  I am his token
And symbol to you that he will give you these gifts,
Inexhaustible life, incomparable power, inhuman knowledge:
That he will make you Gods walking on the earth
And striking the sky.” (CP 1: 302–03)19

So he tells his followers that they will have great power in this life on 
earth, obviously a perversion of Jeffers’s view of divine power. Then fol-
lows a parade of Barclay-twisted beatitudes. His followers like to drink, 
so God will give them wine; they are poor and God will make them 
rich, and so on. With this declaration Barclay returns to the same kind 
of soothing rather than challenging message he preached when he was 
a minister, debasing the truths he learned about humanity as only a part 
of existence. Perhaps this message is worse than the conventional one, 
because through it Barclay promises salvation not through an afterlife 
but in this world. Barclay is even aware of this reversal and his own in-
sanity: “‘How did the waters turn backward . . . ?’” (CP 1: 301); “‘Madness, 
madness, / And lies: it is put in my mouth’” (CP 1: 303). An old woman 
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taunts him: “‘I am old. / Have you changed that?’” He responds, “‘I will 
change it. When I set you / Back of the bleeding womb and before con-
ception’” (CP 1: 337). Barclay claims to be able to reverse the flow of 
time, but there is only one direction possible. Barclay himself had 
yearned for annihilation, but that is probably not what the old woman 
had in mind.

During another visit to his favorite spot, the top of the hill, Barclay 
undergoes another revelation but does not change his attitude about 
himself: the narrator observes, “Here his faith died” and “Nothing [was] 
discovered in all the vicious circumference.” Barclay thinks, “‘All the 
religions are dead, / When it stank you denounced it. You are chosen to 
found the new one, / To draw from your own fountain the soul of the 
world’” (CP 1: 310). Actually, Barclay has reached an important point 
in a Jeffersian analysis of his and the world’s existence. Conventional 
religion is ill-thought-out and unsatisfying, human knowledge as it is 
traditionally constituted has limits. In terms of his own vision, he has 
committed the “monstrous acts” which should allow him to break “the 
blind mask” of social convention and individual personality and “walk 
in” with “discovery” (CP 1: 240).20 But rather than being armed by this 
new vision, “the mind [remains] center[ed] on [his own] humanity” (CP 
1: 308), and he thinks himself an agent of the divine force, when, in the 
Jeffersian view, there should be no personality left and nothing to make 
a choice. He has reached, instead of enlightenment, another degree of 
madness.

After this further descent Barclay sleeps and dreams of a unification 
of the shade of his dead son with that of Christ (“‘My crucifixion a dig-
ging between the war-lines’” [CP 1: 313]), who says that he wants “‘to 
slay God who violated my mother / And streaked the earth with its 
pangs’” (CP 1: 313). Because Barclay has assumed the identity of God, 
he thinks that Edward/Christ wishes to kill him to avenge his violation 
of April/Mary. He had previously suspected that Edward and April had 
committed incest, but he tries to justify himself in terms of the Christian 
myth by claiming, “‘I embraced the future, I came to a virgin . . .’” (CP 
1: 314), but since the dream is a projection of his own guilt, there is no 
way to get free. The figure in the dream says what April imagined him 
saying, “‘I did not ask for existence’” (CP 1: 314). This dream leaves 
Barclay with “All his body trembling” (CP 1: 314).

After this further descent into “the furnace heart” (CP 1: 320), 
Barclay addresses his congregation and changes his message once again, 
telling them, like Jesus addressing his disciples after giving a parable to 
the multitude, that he will now explain a secret: “‘God has gone mad. / 
. . . / . . . he has turned away from [the mountains], he has gone mad, he 
has turned to love men. You greasy foreheads, / It is not for power nor 
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beauty, what have you got under you that I should love you?’” (CP 1: 
322–23). Although he now identifies himself with God, the earthquake 
which his audience thinks a result of his power has cemented his hold 
over them. In another bizarre echo of the gospels, a woman falls at his 
feet, saying “‘Lord, I am here’” (CP 1: 323).

Jeffers’s view of reality, although non-religious, shares the basic idea 
of all the world’s religions that one must lose one’s sense of self-impor-
tance: “The mind / Passes, the eye closes, the spirit is a passage; / The 
beauty of things was born before eyes and sufficient to itself; the heart-
breaking beauty / Will remain when there is no heart to break for it” 
(“Credo,” CP 1: 239). Barclay’s failure to understand the true nature of 
divinity, in spite of his lip service to Jeffers’s belief in the divinity of the 
energy system, comes in the scene in which Barclay confronts someone 
when the “buried sun” pokes a ray through the fog, and Barclay finds 
that he is looking at his own image. He says, “‘I see the devil is short of 
faces’” (CP 1: 284). Barclay might treat the encounter as a joke, but he 
nonetheless sees that his alleged search for knowledge is actually self- 
indulgence. The other self is not an evil twin but that part of Barclay’s 
mind that is still clear-eyed and sane. It tells him,

                                                                        “You could not fool yourself 
utterly. Your very body

Cries for companions; you stood like a moose bellowing for love. I listened all 
the while with secret laughter

The time we persuaded ourself we wanted disciples to bait the God-trap: their 
sweet persons you wanted;

Their eyes on our eyes. A filthy breed to refer to.” (CP 1: 284)

The scene also ironically references the Faust myth; Faust had to call 
upon the devil in order to obtain the knowledge he sought which lay 
beyond his personal grasp. The Mephistopheles figure here is not an 
agent of evil but a would-be guardian, although his mocking message 
seems delivered with a sneer. Ultimately, the Faust legend grows out of 
the Judeo-Christian tradition. To seek for knowledge which lies beyond 
human ken is to tempt the wrath of God. In the “Faust of this genera-
tion,” evil lies within oneself. One doesn’t need to call forth evil. It 
lurks within the heart of the person who can see no further than his own 
desires.

 
Randal Morhead as Fool 

 
Randal Morhead, unlike Barclay, has experienced the horrors of the war 
at first hand, yet returns with his romantic view of the world intact. 
When he comes back three-fourths of the way through the poem, the 
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last major character to appear, Jeffers pairs him with Barclay, one igno-
rant, the other insane: “The day brought home Randal to the house and 
Barclay to the hill, / The one believing himself happy and the other / 
Believing himself God” (CP 1: 321–22).

Randal has not even doffed his uniform before he attempts to seduce 
April:

“It’s like a story: to have gone over into hell
And fought with all the horrible faces of death 
And lain among his loathsome pickings
Years, then come home and find my dream in my house.
High-bred, shining with mind, my ideal queen.” (CP 1: 328)

Before he left for the war he had deceived Natalia and impregnated 
Faith Heriot. He is also unconcerned about his sick child. Therefore all 
this high-flown imagery might just be a device to enable another sexual 
conquest. Nonetheless, the terms he uses, “story,” “dream,” and “queen,” 
suggest that he sees himself as a hero, like a knight in a medieval             
romance. In any case, the horrors of the war have not pricked him to 
consider a new perspective. Like an adolescent who has yet to enter the 
adult world, he still thinks, or perhaps imagines, because he shows little 
evidence of thought, that happiness and contentment follow from find-
ing an ideal lover. He continues:

                           “What have I got out of the war?
This uniform and a pistol taken from a prisoner.
I kept the light of ideal love burning in my heart,
I knew there was a girl made for me to worship,
I’d never seen her, tant pis pour moi. But now, now,
I have climbed out of hell and found her.” (CP 1: 329).

April is unimpressed. Her reaction involves a rare bit of Jeffersian        
humor: “April perceived / Rather a bodily odor than the spoken words” 
(CP 1: 328), which makes Randal and his rhetoric laughable. Later the 
narrator remarks that Randal has been “appointed to outrage the ab-
straction of her mind / With comic attitudes” (CP 1: 331). If Randal is 
“appointed” to perform this task, he is like a jester in a court, a fool for 
her “queen.” One fears a madman but laughs at a fool. Jeffers under-
scores this point by indicating that deluded young men like Randal are 
common: “[h]is handsome trivial face” (CP 1: 329). April, now thor-
oughly possessed by the spirit of her dead brother, is more interested in 
the pistol (taken from a helpless prisoner rather than seized in battle).

Jeffers wrote that The Women at Point Sur was designed to show the 
dangers of “my philosophy in the hands of a madman or a fool” (SL 
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116). Although Barclay obviously tries to come to grips with Jeffers’s 
worldview, it could be argued that Randal is too slight a character to 
represent that cosmic perspective. But Randal does say, “‘Even before I 
went over / The sea and learned something, I knew all the while / There 
was much better in the world than anything I knew’” (CP 1: 328). 
Recognizing that there is something larger beyond oneself is the first 
step in the journey that Jeffers himself took. Randal, however, insists 
that there is “much better” out there. But Randal has moved only from 
an individual perspective to the favorite fantasies of the larger society: 
“‘I kept my ideals / Bright and clean through it all, I believe in goodness, 
/ In romance’” (CP 1: 331). This from an adulterer. In order to under-
stand Jeffers’s philosophy, one must abandon preconceptions, particu-
larly the idea that the human world or the universe is benevolent, and 
perceive the actual evidence coldly, like a scientist. Like most people, 
Randal shrinks from this idea and collapses into romantic fantasies. 
Barclay has indeed seen the face of God, and the experience has driven 
him mad, but he does have a vision of the truth (perhaps the difference 
between madness and simple insanity), even if his relationship to that 
vision is flawed. A fool, however, only daydreams. His attempt to seduce 
April a failure, he must finally come home to reality:

                                  “I used to think of this place
Tenderly, all for Natalia’s sake,
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
                                      remember thinking most tenderly 
Of the pure woman to return to, I impure but her soldier, 
And now there’s nothing in the house but a sick child.” (CP 1: 333)

His response to these conditions is to couple roughly with his wife while 
imagining April during the encounter. “[T]he strain-shocked mind / 
Returning on adolescence” (CP 1: 335). Finding no joy in this union, 
he abandons even his fantasies and falls back upon a crude imposition 
of male power, choking his wife and demanding, “‘I’m the master in the 
house. / Say it, that I’m the master’” (CP 1: 338). Natalia agrees but 
leavens this concession with the remark, “‘What happened to you to 
make you a fool and a coward . . . ?’” (CP 1: 339).

In the vegetation cycle version of the monomyth, the figure who rep-
resents the dying year and is sacrificed in order for the new, fertile year 
to begin is often represented as a fool because he is allowed to indulge 
himself in any way he chooses before his ultimate death. He thinks 
himself favored, when in fact he is tricked. In keeping with the ironic 
nature of the references to the monomyth in The Women at Point Sur, 
Randal Morhead returns to what he expects will be a celebration of his 
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survival to find that not only his father but his child is afflicted. In           
a bizarre parody of the revival of nature at the close of monomythic 
stories, old Morhead, who had been confined to his bed throughout the 
narrative, rises and goes up the hill to become one of Barclay’s congre-
gation. Rather than an older figure who ceremonially dies, instead it is 
Randal and Natalia’s child Rachel who dies. Seeing the dead child, 
Barclay, in a gruesome parody of the Christian communion (itself a liv-
ing example of the monomyth), shouts, “‘Why should you riot over the 
child, hack her in pieces, / For each a mouthful’” (CP 1: 364). There is 
no evidence that Barclay’s followers act on this command, but to do so 
would be to shake the monomythic parallels further: instead of a mature 
sacrificial victim, the figure who should represent the worn-out old year 
is instead a child who should embody the possibilities of the future. 
While she dies, taking hope with her, the old year, in the form of old 
Morhead, refuses to loosen its hold and stalks about, a reminder of decay 
rather than renewal. Faith Heriot tells him, “‘Come on old scarecrow, / 
Born at the wrong end of the horn, old baby, / You know what you were 
brought out for’” (CP 1: 358).

Everything turns upside down at the close of the poem, which is also 
the end of the walpurgisnacht of drinking, sex, and general abandonment 
which Barclay styled “freedom” (CP 1: 326) and urged upon his follow-
ers. Their campfires have set fire to the dry countryside. The drought 
which has gripped the landscape during the entire poem has brought an 
apocalypse. Ranchers and farmers set fire to brush at the end of the sum-
mer to clear the ground for new growth in the spring, but such blazes are 
“controlled burns.” This fire is a wildfire without purpose, nature run 
riot. Natalia sees the fire from the house: “the red sky streaming / Over 
the hill like dawn in the wrong quarter” (CP 1: 355). Rachel Morhead, 
sick throughout the poem, dies not from disease but from suffocation by 
her mother, who thinks that she is sparing the child by saving her from 
a further woeful life: “‘I’d done her a crime / In the conception, made it 
as right as I could. / For two minutes of hurt bought her eternal heaven’” 
(CP 1: 345). 

April, the fulcrum 

When contemplating the violent, breakthrough act which would allow 
him to experience a new dimension of reality, Barclay had described it 
as the “‘fulcrum / To rest the lever’” (CP 1: 259) which would vault him 
into the realm of ultimate truth. So Barclay’s rape of April becomes the 
fulcrum of violence of which Barclay spoke. But at the end of the poem, 
April, coupled with the spirit of her dead brother, also serves a fulcrum 
which turns against violence. April has been building toward the murder 
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of her father and is totally absorbed by her brother’s personality, as she 
tells her mother:

      “[T]his terrible happiness has flowered
Out of my sister’s misery: I Edward your son,
I died in France . . .
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
                                        Would I dare to go up and face him 
If I were that victim, mother, that stricken April?
I go coldly, having gone under death” (CP 1: 352)

When April finally confronts her father, she speaks with the spirit of 
her brother. “‘I am Edward, father, I have come.’ ‘My dream on the 
mountain,’ he answered, ‘you act nothing but echoes me.’ She knew 
then / That the young man would desire to kill his father / And never 
could do it” (CP 1: 362). True, Barclay grieved the loss of his son to 
violence, and though violent himself, was never murderous. April then 
kills herself (as Edward? as April?) thus becoming the sacrifice for which 
Barclay wished. In another twist on the monomyth, the hero performs a 
heroic deed which benefits his or her people, but must suffer injury dur-
ing the struggle to reach this goal. One of the possible heroic deeds in 
The Women at Point Sur is April’s plan to kill her father, freeing his dis-
ciples from his mad grip. This action is doubly, triply, ironic, because 
April must adopt the personality of her brother in order to gather the 
strength to prepare and carry it out. The next twist is that the plan 
fails—when the time comes to kill her father, April/Edward is unable to 
do it. Finally, the cruelest injury to April comes from her father, but she 
continues to injure herself, another example of the introversion which 
Jeffers thinks keeps humanity from enlightenment: “She caught herself 
back: since no fortitude sufficed / Flayed with the nails of her right hand 
the wrist of the left under the table” (CP 1: 298). Barclay also adds to 
the theme of self-mutilation when he “[strikes] his fists against his eyes” 
(CP 1: 299), and when he plunges his hands into coals just before his 
death.

 
Barclay’s Collapse and Death

Maruca reveals that she is pregnant (presumably from her union with 
Barclay),21 and she plans to raise her child not as a healer or prophet, 
but a predator, a rough beast:

 
“God came secretly and gave me a child in my womb,
The Christ of the lions, for whom I shall kill fawns 
And feed him on the young of the mountains.”
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. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
                                            “He has turned to love lions,
We are wise to the catnipped baits and strychnine, we shall hunt men
After the kitten is grown.” (CP 1: 365)

Similarly, the conclusion of the poem negates the conclusion of the 
monomyth. Barclay turns away from the west, both in tradition and in 
Jeffers’s poetry the direction of renewal (e.g., “Continent’s End” and 
“The Torch Bearer’s Race”), and goes east, in traditional symbolism the 
direction of spiritual quest but in Jeffers’s poetry often a dead end of 
exhaustion. Barclay ventures into a pit—suggestive of Plato’s cave 
where the dwellers are trapped in their own self-delusion—and, after 
three days, dies without resurrection, enlightenment, or redemption. 
The pit is not a natural formation, but an abandoned mine, another 
reminder of humanity’s attempt to impose itself upon and dominate   
nature, as in “Thurso’s Landing.” The effort to subdue the earth has 
failed, but the damage remains.

Sanity

The focus on insanity in this long, difficult poem casts a shadow over a 
question which the poem did not attempt to answer and which is a sub-
ject for another study, but the draining emotional experience of The 
Women at Point Sur compels some concluding comments in that direc-
tion. No one in the poem seems normal, as Jeffers himself notes: “These 
here have gone mad” (CP 1: 289). As Brophy points out,

Sanity, soundness of mind, is marked by a concordance of the mind’s truth with 
the nature of things; to Jeffers this is found in the detachment which accurately 
expresses man’s insignificance, impotence, and mutability. Madness . . . is marked 
by delusion, rashness, and want of reason; to Jeffers this is manifested in man’s 
biases for power, continuance, invulnerability, and control of his fate. (135–36)

That explanation presents the difference between the two states of 
mind on the grand scale. But what about one of Barclay’s questions: how 
should men live—every day, not when on such a quest as his? Mercedes 
Cunningham Monjian makes a point often forgotten:

It is difficult to agree . . . that family ties count for little, because it is significant 
that in many narratives, in the attic-room beneath the eaves of the house lies a 
sick old parent who is cared for with filial love. These people are solicitous of 
their old invalids, as we see in The Women at Point Sur. Old Morhead, paralyzed 
from the chest down, is given not only respect but patient attention. (56)
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Finally, the alternative to the madness of Barclay is evident in the be-
havior of many characters not only in The Women at Point Sur but in 
Jeffers’s other works. The average reader has no difficulty understanding 
that Barclay is mad, and why. The critic, searching for the pain and vio-
lence that Jeffers so often insists upon, races with Barclay to the top of 
his hill and fails to note that there is a level of human decency in Jeffers’s 
poems that he rarely comments upon, but that is as important in daily 
life as a vision of divinity. Evil lives in the human heart, but so does 
compassion and a sense of what it means to be properly human. In the 
other narratives, not only the old and infirm (for another example, 
Martial in “Cawdor”), but the insane (Jinny in “Tamar”) must be toler-
ated and protected, and an attempt made to preserve family in spite of 
its fracture. In addition, “some obscure human fidelity” (CP 1: 198) told 
California that an animal which kills a human, even if the human is 
contemptible and the animal an emblem of God, must be destroyed. A 
human deserves its dignity. Another form of “fidelity” causes Onorio 
Vasquez to pity the tortured hawk and Maruca to help the man who 
abused her when he babbles to himself. Jeffers himself killed an injured 
hawk rather than see it endure crippled and powerless (“Hurt Hawks”). 
Although April plans to kill her father, motivated by revenge, she can-
not respond in kind to the person who attacked her, perhaps because of 
another “obscure human fidelity” to kindness toward fellow humans. 
Renunciation of revenge becomes the central feature of Jeffers’s later 
narrative “At the Birth of an Age,” in which Gudrun drops her plan to 
kill her brothers as vengeance for the death of her first husband, Sigurd. 
In his prose comment on this work (“Thoughts Contingent to a Poem”), 
Jeffers describes this act as an example of the conflict between the       
ancient code of retribution and the newer Christian model of forgive-
ness. That might be so, but it also suggests something the flinty poet 
tried to ignore but could not: there is a place under heaven for human-
ity, and that place might be to tend to others and the earth itself.

Endnotes

1. This judgment from so many critics is odd, because there are fewer such acts 
in The Women at Point Sur than in the preceding verse narratives. Perhaps it is the 
main character’s insistence on such behavior that alienated readers.

2. “Closest analogy” is the term used because Jeffers balks at the notion that one 
could pin a label on not just his version of reality, but of any such explanation. 
Even the clear-eyed view of science ultimately supplies metaphors, not truth: 
“Science and mathematics / Run parallel to reality, they symbolize it, they squint at 
it, / They never touch it” (“What’s the best life for a man?” [CP 3: 425]).

3. Given the number of times that Jeffers specifically identifies Barclay as insane, 
it is hard to understand why so many readers think that Barclay speaks for the poet. 
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For example, Mark Van Doren writes that “Mr. Jeffers shows us [Barclay’s excesses] 
with a satisfaction that Mr. [Floyd] Dell would certainly call unsocial” (Karman 
62). Jeffers says his characters “have gone mad” (CP 1: 289); of Barclay, “The God 
in his insane mind / Answered” (CP 1: 311–12), “The insane starts and dispersions 
of his mind” (CP 1: 325), “He lay deprived in the awful return of sane thought, /     
. . . / He knew in a flitting instantly forgotten moment / That sanity was too fright-
ful to endure” (CP 1: 336). “Barclay, the stars forming and dying / In the measure-
lessness of his lost mind . . . “ (CP 1: 346–47). 

4. Aware that there is no easy answer to this dilemma, even in his own mind, 
Jeffers injects himself into the narrative of The Women at Point Sur more than he 
did in the earlier works, struggling along with Barclay to understand what moral 
choices still trouble the person who recognizes the inhuman reality of the universe. 
Tim Hunt has pointed out in his textual note to the Liveright reprint of The Women 
at Point Sur how Jeffers wrestles with his own relationship to the story and its char-
acters, finally deciding in “Meditation on Saviors” (originally titled “Note on ‘The 
Women at Point Sur’” [Hunt 217]) that no message of salvation from the pain and 
stress of life is needed, because it comes naturally: “[Humans] are not to be pitied 
but very fortunate; they need no savior, salvation comes and takes them by force, / 
It gathers them into the great kingdoms of dust and stone, the blown storms, the 
stream’s-end ocean” (CP 1: 401). Jeffers has traveled with Barclay down a road on 
which Barclay confused his vision of cosmic reality with his own personal power 
and thought to “save” humanity. That way is not for the poet. Further, moral ques-
tions remain for the individual no matter what belief system he or she chooses, so 
that battle continues for all of us: “while he lives let each man make his health in 
his mind” (CP 1: 401). 

Jeffers apparently undercuts a mythic interpretation of his works by his insis-
tence that enlightenment and salvation are matters for each person to settle. Myths 
are an entire society’s statement of its beliefs, which suggests that knowledge 
through a group’s sense of wisdom is possible. But Jeffers presents his view through 
symbols, not ideology, so most of his characters remain unaware of the larger mean-
ing behind their struggles. Further, the monomyth to which Robert Brophy and 
others refer is “mono” only as a broad structure. The journey the hero takes, the 
difficulties he or she encounters, the gifts and knowledge which he or she returns 
to the people, all remain specific to the person who makes the quest.

5. Baird, “Faust and The Women at Point Sur,” Jeffers Studies 1.4 (1997): 28–39. 
6. In his study of the practical and social limits of human knowledge, Forbidden 

Knowledge, Roger Shattuck links Goethe’s Faust with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein as 
early nineteenth-century warnings against the excesses of the romantic revolution, 
just as Jeffers says he intended The Women at Point Sur as a tale of wrongly tran-
scended limits. Shattuck determined that there have been only two new myths 
generated since ancient times, the legend of King Arthur and the story of Faust 
(78–80). Arthur’s court was destroyed because its members attempted a search for 
the Holy Grail which they were not prepared to complete, so both new myths show 
that if we are not able to assimilate what we learn from the destruction of our old 
world view, we violate the limits of our knowledge and abilities to our ruin.

The myth of Faust is based on a real person, the fortunately named Johann Faust 
(Ger. faust = fist), a scholar and doctor who lived circa 1500. He possessed great 
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knowledge and could perform tasks that other scholars could not (perhaps—
Shattuck calls him a “charlatan” [80]), so he acquired not only followers but ene-
mies who assumed that such transcendent knowledge and powers could only come 
from an otherworldly source. There is no evidence that the historical Faust came to 
a bad end, however. The notion that Johann Faust made a bargain with Satan to 
exchange his soul for knowledge and power comes from the chapbook The History 
of the Damnable Life and Deserved Death of Doctor John Faustus published by Johann 
Spiess in 1592. With that publication the historical Faust began to become a local 
legend which grew to the larger mythic category through its treatment in the hands 
of Christopher Marlowe and Johann Goethe, who were interested in the philo-
sophical implications of the story of Faust rather than its use as a tale to frighten 
peasants.

7. Arthur B. Coffin’s comment, “There are strikingly moving passages in the 
poem, but they ornament an ideological structure rather than embody it” (95) sug-
gests just the interpretation offered here. The ideological structure that Barclay 
presents is fluid and unworkable, so the poetic passages that describe it cannot 
embody it, as it is a shell without meaning. Obviously, as Jeffers himself noted in  
his letters to Rorty and Friede, it is difficult for the reader to expend the effort of 
attempting to absorb so much failure. But both William Everson and Robert Zaller 
think that Barclay was finally successful in his quest but unable to assimilate what 
he had experienced or explain it to others—even to himself. Everson (Brother 
Antoninus), in his essay on The Women at Point Sur in Robinson Jeffers: Fragments 
of an Older Fury, states that Barclay is successful in breaking through to a new truth 
in spite of his madness and inability to convey that truth:

[T]he true answers of a poet are beyond him, visitational solutions emerging 
from the fabric of an inspired utterance, a synthesis of intuition from a world, a 
cognitive realm, which philosophy and science are unable to reach. . . . We are 
offered a redeemer who, on the conscious level, revolts us to the basis of our   
being. . . .

. . . [W]hat Jeffers has done is put a typical prophet—a religious seeker bearing 
all the psychic liabilities an accusative clinical psychology could attribute to 
him—through a test run in order to determine if any affirmation possibly sur-
vives the extremes of such negation, of such nihilism. It is my belief that Barclay’s 
quintessential truth does just that. (140–41)

Robert Zaller, in his analysis of The Women at Point Sur in The Cliffs of Solitude, 
expands the analyses of both Hunt and Everson. Like Hunt, he finds that Jeffers 
identifies with Barclay as a person seeking for a new truth and works out for himself 
the pitfalls that lie in the poet’s path through Barclay’s excesses. He also finds, like 
Everson, that Barclay’s search for truth is fulfilled within himself; his madness and 
crimes are necessary to reach that truth. Zaller adds that Barclay’s downfall is his 
inability to communicate that truth. All that he is able to convey to his followers 
is the force of his own personality that led him to attempt such a quest. Thus his 
vision became personalized and therefore trivial:
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The incidents of “Point Sur” are thus inseparable from the occasions of Barclay’s 
will. In this way too he is an analogue of his creator; indeed, in no other poem 
does Jeffers seem so intimately connected with his hero, albeit in a relation of 
antagonism. . . . Jeffers rid himself of Barclay by creating him; in living out the 
corruption of his vision he purged and strengthened it. (131)

8. I am indebted to Prof. Terry Beers of Santa Clara University, who first sug-
gested to me this interpretation of Randal Morhead’s character.

9. Jeffers coyly names his central character after two figures who quested. 
Barclay’s surname, Arthur, is a reference to the great king whose powers nonethe-
less did not allow him to find the Holy Grail. His last name is pronounced the same 
as another religious figure who sought knowledge, Bishop George Berkeley.

10. Lawrence Clark Powell points out that religious figures had supported the 
horrors of the First World War:

. . . Jeffers looks back on his fellows in the “ruinous churches” still worshipping 
a bearded God in their own image, and finds ridiculous “men’s inability to see 
God clothed in anything but the contemptible body of the ape.” After the car-
nage of the war of 1914–1918, in which 10,000,000 men, blessed by their priests, 
went to the shambles, Jeffers puts the Rev. Dr. Barclay into the pulpit, from 
where he publicly denounces the hollow shell of orthodox religion. (153)

11. Barclay also refers to another disaster of the period, the influenza pandemic 
of 1918 that killed more than the war: “the plague in the air that killed its millions” 
(CP 1: 281).

12. The Nietzschean connection is made explicit when Barclay uses the title of 
one of the German philosopher’s works: “‘I have come to establish you / Over the 
last deception, to make men like God / Beyond Good and Evil’” (CP 1: 282 [my ital-
ics and capitalization]). Barclay also alludes to Also Sprach Zarathustra in the pas-
sage in which he confronts himself in fantasy: “‘Here you are, madness. / The Magus 
Zoroaster thy dead’” (CP 1: 284).

13. The metaphor of the “mastodon kill” as an example of excessive human 
power reappears in “Original Sin” (CP 3: 203–04).

14. Robert Zaller points out that “Barclay does not commit murder, an act that, 
in the aftermath of World War I . . . , could scarcely retain its power to shock” 
(118).

15. The narrative voice cruelly refers to Maruca’s room as “her kennel” (CP 1: 
345), suggesting that Jeffers himself is infected by Barclay’s low opinion of women.

16. The image of stagnant water or water which is trapped and flows nowhere 
appears again with a reference to Audis Barclay “[trembling] over her private cis-
tern of bitterness” (CP 1: 298).

17. Faith Heriot’s abortion is another example of this theme. Faith also wishes 
not to have been born, perhaps as a way of dealing with guilt over the potential life 
she ended: “The thing would be to find out a way of getting unborn. / I have found 
out a way” (CP 1: 340).

18. The oak also plays a part in some myths as a catalyst for the onset of madness, 
as Robert Brophy points out in his analysis of “Roan Stallion”: “The pursued 
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[Johnny, the stallion’s owner] first takes refuge by an oak (the tree sacred, among 
other deities, to Cybele, the mother-lover-destroyer of Attis who drove him mad, 
to his death) . . .” (98). Discussing “Tamar,” Brophy notes “The tree branches dou-
bling back on themselves . . . induce . . . narcissism which in myth-ritual terms 
marks the autumnal down-swing, the death-wish, scapegoat phase of the cycle, 
anticipating a purging, loosing of violence” (26).

19. Jeffers scores himself in this passage with Barclay’s use of the word “inhu-
man,” and perhaps warns himself not to become wedded to his personal philosophy. 
(See endnote 2.)

20. In these words from the “Prelude” which precedes the action of the poem, 
Jeffers, in his narrative voice, reminds the reader that he had given this advice in 
“Roan Stallion” (CP 1: 189–90) and thereby suggested that The Women at Point Sur 
would be a detailed investigation of the examination of that viewpoint in the life 
of an educated person, Barclay, a clergyman. California of “Roan Stallion” was an 
actor, not a thinker. Neither was Tamar nor Orestes. The enlightenment that the 
latter finds at the end of “The Tower Beyond Tragedy” comes after violent action. 
Jeffers shows finally that Barclay’s education has no more prepared him for enlight-
enment than if he were Maruca or Onorio Vasquez—perhaps less so, because 
Barclay’s training has pushed him further away from the natural world, the source 
of wisdom.

21. Like so much else in the whirligig of actions and statements that end the 
poem, Barclay’s paternity of Maruca’s child is uncertain. Joe Medina, one of the 
cowboys who tortured the hawk at the beginning of the poem, at least attempts to 
rape Maruca (CP 1: 285). Also, Maruca “loved him” (CP 1: 296), so was there sex 
between them, and was it consensual? Obviously Jeffers, a careful writer, could re-
solve these questions if he chose. He is quite precise at the beginning of the poem, 
stopping the narration to clarify the identity of the lighthouse Faith Heriot’s father 
tends when Faith covers her absence by telling her father she is stabling a cow: 
“(Clearly Point Pinos Light: stands back from the sea / Among the rolling dunes 
cupped with old pasture. / Nobody’d keep a cow on the rock at Point Sur.)” (CP 1: 
243–44]). The extreme length of the poem, its repetitiveness (Barclay’s many as-
cents of the hill and his discoveries and sermons), the conflicting interpretations of 
many events of the conclusion suggest that Jeffers wanted the reader to experience 
the same sense of confusion and exhaustion as does Barclay.
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There is an interesting contradiction in the way Robinson Jeffers’s      
poetry is read by sympathetic critics. Jeffers’s work is generally consid-
ered to have two modes, narrative and lyric, and critics most often deal 
with one or the other in isolation. The arrangement of the Collected 
Poetry reinforces this basic distinction: in the running titles, the left-
hand footer designates the period by the title poem of the collection 
published in those years; in the footer on the right-hand page, poems 
longer than twenty pages are indicated by their title, or the shorter       
poems are gathered in groups under the rubric “lyrics.”1 Such labeling is 
a matter of convenience, of course, but it underscores the critical ten-
dency either to read Jeffers as a narrative-dramatic poet, with attention 
to his longer narratives based in classical drama and myth, or to read 
him as a lyric poet, with attention to his ecological witness to the divin-
ity of the material universe. What this binary division of subgenre in his 
work allows us to overlook is the variety of narrative modes that Jeffers 
deploys. In the 1930s, Jeffers developed a short narrative form that      
departed from the tragic structures of his major long poems and incor-
porated the ecological and bioregional sense of place found in his lyric 
poems. These shorter narratives provide a middle ground on which 
Jeffers can explore the implications of human survival within the com-
munity of nature that can rightly be considered a comic counterpart to 
his more famous tragic narrative poems.

As Robert Brophy demonstrates in Robinson Jeffers: Myth, Ritual, and 
Symbol in his Narrative Poems, Jeffers’s long poems are dominantly tragic 
in structure and purpose, and the choice of this mode is intended to 
expose human self-involvement and reveal a way out of it. Discussing 
the famous passage on tragedy in “Roan Stallion,” Brophy writes, 
“Tragedy ‘breaks man’s face’; tragedy slits eye-holes in the previously 
blind mask man wears in his role of tragic actor” (88). The tragic mode 
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of the major narratives is, as Brophy asserts, Jeffers’s main statement 
against a human-centered vision of God and the universe: 

Since the time of Copernicus, astronomy has attempted to correct the Ptolemaic 
bias that put earth and man in the center. On the contrary, man is a speck on 
Earth which is but a minor satellite to a sun which is millions of light-years off 
center in a galaxy which is light-centuries off center in the universe—if there 
actually is a center to be contemplated. Once reoriented within such a realm, 
man cannot be comfortable in his solipsistic, presumptuous complacency. (89)

Brophy convincingly argues that to understand Jeffers’s pantheistic      
vision of a divine cosmos, the tragic element in his narrative poems 
must be experienced and the basis of their plots in myth-ritual structure 
must be understood. 

It is here that the contradiction in critical reading is most apparent. 
Even though his tragedies are intended to slit eyes in the mask of homo-
centrism and show us the beauty of the divine universe, ecocritical in-
terest in Jeffers focuses mainly on the lyrics, which present that beauty 
directly through description and offer moral statements on humanity’s 
obligations toward it. In one sense, Jeffers’s great contribution to the 
post-Darwinian attack on homocentrism might also be his great flaw to 
a readership that has already accepted the necessity of leaving behind 
“the arrogance of humanism,” in David Ehrenfeld’s phrase. In fact, a 
year after Brophy’s book was published, Joseph Meeker advanced a    
theory of “literary ecology” that proposed that comic modes such as    
the picaresque and dramatic comedy are better suited to an ecological 
view of humans as members of an ecosystem rather than lords of            
creation. In The Comedy of Survival, Meeker writes, “Tragedy is ulti-
mately metaphysical, and it is always evident that biological prob-     
lems of survival and welfare are of small concern” (51). Tragedy’s basis 
in myth-ritual orients Jeffers’s narrative structures toward action that 
emphasizes humanity’s disconnection and away from the biological  
process that integrates it into nature; with a singular attention to the 
tragic in Jeffers’s narratives, we lose the opportunity to see how his     
narrative reinventions of place can reveal characters’ biological con-
nection to the community of nature in which they exist. If we look past 
the simple binary that distributes the longer and mid-length poems    
under the narrative rubric, and anything that runs ten pages or less     
under the lyric rubric, we can find shorter narrative poems, especially in 
the work of the 1930s, which operate in a comic mode that supplements 
the tragic mode of Jeffers’s major work as well as the ecological witness 
of the strictly lyric poems.

In ecological terms, one might suppose that if we strip away myth or 
narrative, and focus intently on objective description of place, we get 
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closer to the actual environmental particulars, but such scientific objec-
tivity would deny Jeffers the power of his ability with narrative. Envi-
ronmental philosopher Jim Cheney proposes another way to think 
about myth and story: “A Western scientific description of the specifics 
of the ecosystem within which one lives is not adequate. It provides the 
wrong kind of myth. It can and ought to inform our construction of     
appropriate mythical images, but it cannot function as the centerpiece 
of a viable environmental ethic, much less a mythos for our times” 
(132). What Cheney proposes instead is what I think becomes apparent 
in many of Jeffers’s shorter narrative works, poems in which he drops 
the myth-ritual structure and the tragic imperatives and deploys a   
comic mode. Cheney writes, “The task then is to tell the best stories we 
can. The tales we tell of our . . . ‘storied residence’ in place are tales not 
of universal truth, but of local truth, bioregional truth” (133). If Brophy’s 
version of myth connects Jeffers’s narratives with their deep sources in 
ritual, Greek and Nordic myth, and tragic drama, Cheney’s environ-
mental mythos connects story with ecosystem, or bioregion, and read-
ing Jeffers’s “non-archetypal,” shorter narratives in light of this concept 
adds another layer to our understanding of his narrative practice.

One clue for discovering Jeffers’s comic mode is in fact exposed by the 
thoroughness with which Brophy explores tragedy in the longer narra-
tives. The appendix of Myth, Ritual, and Symbol presents a “Schema for 
Jeffers’ Myth-Ritual Patterns,” derived in part from Northrop Frye’s 
Anatomy of Criticism. Brophy boldly adapts Frye’s “theory of myths,” 
which is meant to encompass the narrative patterns of Western litera-
ture, to the work of a single author. The schema puts into graphic form 
the myth-ritual patterns that Brophy discusses in detail throughout his 
study, thereby offering a concise summation of his argument about the 
meaning and structure of Jeffers’s major narrative poems of the 1920s. 
By schematizing the seasonal pattern to which Frye’s mythoi correspond, 
Brophy confirms the importance of myth and ritual in Jeffers’s work, 
and he establishes the context in which the narratives offer their richest 
meanings. Frye’s theory of myths posits that there are “four narrative 
pregeneric elements of literature . . . mythoi or generic plots” (162), and 
he connects each of the four mythoi with one of the four seasons, em-
phasizing the cyclical patterns of action in natural process that corre-
spond to “divine activity” (158). Brophy’s schema puts Frye’s model 
into action, imaging the seasonal cycle as the driver of the circle of 
mythoi, and the circular graph shows “the seasonal context of tragedy,” 
indicating that “Jeffers’ poetry accents the tragic autumn phase of the 
cycle” (298). 

Whereas placing Jeffers’s narratives in this context reveals the tragic 
nature of his story-telling, it also raises the question of these other mythoi 
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in his work as a whole. If Jeffers’s poetry is dominantly autumnal and 
tragic, is it exclusively (some might say relentlessly) so? Where might 
we look in his work for examples of the solstice modes of romance and 
satire, or the other equinoctial mode of comedy? Brophy does not deny 
other mythoi in Jeffers’s work, and he points us to the most likely of the 
other modes, comedy, as the essential counterpart of tragedy. He writes, 
“Though his poetry touches all four seasonal phases (see, for instance, 
‘The Maid’s Thought’ for the motif of spring resurgence), his vision 
characteristically is tragic” (298). “[S]pring resurgence” does indeed 
find expression in Jeffers’s poetry, and Brophy’s example is apt, as would 
be the two poems that follow it in the Collected Poetry (“Divinely 
Superfluous Beauty” and “The Excesses of God”). However, as lyrics, 
these examples fall outside of Brophy’s concern in his study, and in Frye’s 
system they would have to wait until the “theory of genres” to be ac-
counted for because the mythoi are “pregeneric.” The power of Brophy’s 
application of Frye’s theory lies in its focus on narrative, Jeffers’s major 
poetic strategy for expressing his cosmic vision.2 Identifying and assess-
ing Jeffers’s comic mode supplements Brophy’s account by adding an 
“ecological” dimension, in Meeker’s sense, to his narrative practice. 
Rather than demonstrating humanity’s disconnection from the divine 
cosmos through tragic, incestuous self-involvement, the comic mode 
indicates humanity’s biological integration into the natural cycles of 
particular ecosystems, and the possibility of its continued survival and 
satisfaction (if not happiness) there.

The comic mode, as it emerges in the shorter narratives, also seems 
related to a larger shift in orientation in Jeffers’s major poems, a shift 
away from the determinism of the archetypal patterns that are Brophy’s 
concern to more temporal and human concerns. Terry Beers sees this 
change in part as a shift toward an “epic,” or historical, mode as Jeffers 
left behind the tragic and mythical themes of twenties-era work such as 
“Cawdor.” According to Beers, “Thurso’s Landing,” published in 1932, 
“marked a new creative direction in Jeffers’s verse, one noticed at the 
time by many reviewers. Granville Hicks, writing for Nation, found it     
‘Perhaps the most human poem he has written’” (48). Moreover, as 
Robert Zaller points out, characters in the middle and later narratives 
such as Reave Thurso embody human value in a way that archetypical 
characters such as Tamar Cauldwell do not. They are, Zaller writes, 
“deliberately antiheroic, men of tough fiber but of limited ambition and 
imaginative capacity. Their moral gravity derives from their capacity to 
endure an unsought (though not necessarily an unmerited) suffering; 
they are not men who have rashly dared fate but whose very humanity 
has enmeshed them in it” (“Narrative” 243). Whereas this antiheroic or 
epic mode allowed for a more historical (i.e., temporal) account of      
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human action, the longer narratives’ plots are still essentially tragic, so 
it is in the shorter narratives that the comic mode expresses this overall 
shift. The earliest of these poems, grouped together in the Collected 
Poetry, first appeared in Cawdor and Other Poems in 1928: “The Human-
ist’s Tragedy” (CP 1: 379–83), based on the Bacchae; “The Dead Men’s 
Child” (CP 1: 384–86), a “folk” legend invented from a combination   
of sources;3 and “An Artist” (CP 1: 390–92), a self-referential parable 
that most likely responds to Jeffers’s fame after “Tamar” reached its   
wider audience. Beginning with a brief narrative in a myth-ritual mode, 
with the word “tragedy” in its title, this cluster of poems ranges across 
dramatic story, anecdote, and parable, exhibiting the diversity of narra-
tive techniques that will develop in the 1930s. 

After “The Humanist’s Tragedy,” these shorter narratives also are a 
sign of Jeffers’s exhaustion of, and with, tragic themes. As Tim Hunt 
explains, by the mid-1930s, Jeffers started thinking in terms of group-
ings of brief narratives rather than a single, longer, tragic poem. Most 
significantly, he considered the shorter works “idyls.” Hunt observes 
that in spring 1936, “Una Jeffers wrote Albert Bender that ‘Robin is 
working on a new book, a group of idyls,’” and he proposes that

The timing of her comment suggests this was about the time Jeffers recognized 
that he might have to focus for a time on narratives that were briefer (and less 
tragically intense and violent) and that this move—allowing nature’s tragic vio-
lence to be more an implicit frame for the narrative than its dramatic center—
was successful enough that he was able to imagine organizing a collection around 
such pieces rather than around one or two long narratives. (CP 5: 99)

The irregular and unrestricted formal qualities of the idyll are perhaps a 
better descriptor for these poems of the mid-1930s than “comedy,” but 
“idyllic mode” carries a much too quaint association for the characters 
and action of the various stories. An idyll “describes a picturesque rural 
scene of gentle beauty and innocent tranquillity and narrates a story of 
some simple sort of happiness” (Preminger 362). Obviously, the setting 
itself, and the types of local characters that Jeffers encountered, call for 
adjustments to this formula.

The comic aspects of the shorter narratives in this period also in part 
derive from the local and personal context of their composition. The 
stories came to the poet as part of his own “idyllic” life on the coast 
rooted in his marriage; they were often collected by Una or by the     
couple together on their excursions through the canyons and coastal 
mountains near their home. Melba Bennett points out that Una’s “part 
in the making of” Jeffers’s mature work “was important, for it was she 
who brought home incidents about the coast people which stirred Jeffers 
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to weave his stories around them” (109), and Brophy also emphasizes 
the link between the grander tragic narratives and local anecdote and 
legend: “the tragedies are discovery, self-education, and daily insight. 
At the core of Jeffers’ ‘imagined’ tales were actual incidents which were 
part of the lore in the Carmel-Sur area” (275). When integrated into 
his major work, such lore grounds the excess of the plots and the wild-
ness of the characters in reality; on their own, they provide instances of 
the local culture and bioregion detached from the mythic structures and 
can then generate a different meaning than that produced by tragedy. 
This comic mode is most evident in the brief, anecdotal narratives that 
Jeffers categorized as idylls: “The Stone Axe” (CP 2: 306–08), “The 
Wind-Struck Music” (CP 2: 520–21), “All the Little Hoof-Prints” (CP 
2: 538–40), “Going to Horse Flats” (CP 2: 541–43), and “Steelhead, 
Wild Pig, The Fungus” (CP 2: 549–57).4 In such poems, Jeffers blends 
his skill in narrative technique with the ecological witness of his lyric 
mode and produces what might be considered a bioregional narrative 
poetry. Without denying his primarily tragic view of human existence, 
the comic mode allows him to consider the possibilities of human sur-
vival and integration.

“The Stone Axe” might be the most identifiably comic narrative that 
Jeffers wrote: it ends with a happy couple and an impending birth, and 
it presents an ironic yet sympathetic view of humanity’s ignorance of 
the larger natural cycles that both decenter its importance and give it its 
meaning. The poem tells the story of a stone hand-axe that finds its way 
to America from the coast of Scotland. Through a series of misidentifi-
cations and mishaps, the axe arrives in California and finds itself behind 
glass at a local museum. Civilization goes through “strange growths and 
changes and ghastly fallings” while the axe waits (CP 2: 307). Then, in 
some Edenic future, the axe is found by a pregnant young woman dressed 
in deerskin, and she brings it to her mate, believing it is the tool he lost 
the day before. The poem concludes with this exchange:

                                                                                     He took it and said, 
“That’s a good thing.

I was greatly afraid I’d lost it, but here it is.” She said, “How lovely the world 
beginning again.

Look, dear, there comes the sun. My baby be born as quietly as that.” (CP 2: 308)

Most likely, Jeffers saw such a stone-age relic in Scotland, noticed its 
similarities to one in California, and invented the story in order to  
demonstrate a basic human nature and intelligence that runs through 
history while also meditating on his theme of culture cycles (and also on 
another favorite theme, the endurance of stone). Whatever its genesis, 
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the anecdotal presentation achieves the comic effect with efficiency 
and grace.5

“All the Little Hoof-Prints” narrates an encounter from a daylong 
hike taken by the poet and his wife, blending together bioregional       
detail and anecdotal incident. The hikers pass an old man, who has 
nodded off while sharpening a cross-cut saw, on their way up the          
canyon. Richard Kohlman Hughey and Boon Hughey have identified 
the location as Palo Colorado Road. They write,

One of the best places to get a good look at the Ventana backcountry is at 
Bottchers Gap. . . . [The] road leads through a magnificent stand of coastal red-
woods in the gorge of the canyon and then begins an ascent that takes one to 
Bottchers Gap. . . . [Jeffers] also called it “Pigeon Gap” in the poem “All the 
Little Hoof-Prints,” which is more solidly based on the fact that the area was a 
Mecca at one time for pigeon hunters. (23–24)

After taking in this view, the speaker says that on their return down the 
canyon the couple
 

 . . . had the picture in our minds of magnificent regions of space and mountain 
not seen before. (This was 

The first time that we visited Pigeon Gap, whence you look down behind the 
great shouldering pyramid-

Edges of Pico Blanco through eagle-gulfs of air to a forest basin
Where two-hundred-foot redwoods look like the pile on a Turkish carpet.) 

With such extensions of the idol-
Worshipping mind we came down the streamside. (CP 2: 538)

As in other poems of this idyllic period, most notably “Oh Lovely Rock,” 
the narrative provides a frame for the environmentally oriented vision. 
Rather than the lone witnessing eye of the poet-speaker, there is a com-
plementary human presence (here, his wife, in “Oh Lovely Rock” the 
boys whom he accompanies on their camping trip) that links him to 
both human and nonhuman. In this case, the inhumanist point of view 
develops out of the couple’s shared experience of the place in the ludic 
context of their recreation, and, in turn, their receptive states of mind 
provide a foil for the old man’s passionate attachment to his canyon 
home. 

When he sees them on their way down, the old man confronts them 
because he fears they have camped out and might have left a fire. “‘I’ll 
kill anybody that starts a fire here,’” he tells them (CP 2: 538). His con-
cern about wildfire combines with the story he tells them of falling off 
his horse and cracking his skull. His fever of “‘a hundred and two every 
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afternoon’” echoes the imagined heat of fire, and both are contrasted 
with the darkness and coolness of the canyon. The poet says,

                                            “Darkness comes early here.” He answered with 
pride and joy, “Two hundred and eighty-

Five days in the year the sun never gets in here.
Like living under the sea, green all summer, beautiful.” (CP 2: 539) 

Despite Una’s concern that he is at risk alone with such a wound, the 
old man refuses to leave for treatment until the fire season has passed:

                                           “The doctor. He said the bone
Presses my brain, he’s got to cut out a piece. I said All right you’ve got to wait 

till it rains,
I’ve got to guard my place through the fire-season. By God,” he said joyously,
“The quail on my roof wake me up every morning, then I look out the window 

and a dozen deer
Drift up the canyon with the mist on their shoulders. Look in the dust at your 

feet, all the little-hoof prints.” (CP 2: 539–40)

The old man’s sensitivity for and intimacy with the canyon allows him 
to point out the small beauties that the daytrippers might have over-
looked in their “extensions of the idol- / Worshipping mind.” The poet 
lets his insight stand without comment or addition. 

In “Hoof-Prints” the encounter with the old man reaffirms that the 
harshness of life on the coast is compensated by the daily presence of 
beauty. In “Going to Horse Flats,” the poet, hiking alone this time, en-
counters another old local, but this one is distracted by concerns with 
the outside world rather than guarding and defending his home. As they 
pass a campsite left by hunters, the old man finds a recent newspaper 
among the litter. Far-sighted from old age, he asks the speaker to read 
him the news. In response to the rising antagonisms in the news—the 
Spanish Civil War, Stalinist aggression—the old man pessimistically 
says “‘there is no way out’” of such “‘crimes and cruelties,’” and he argues 
with the speaker, who replies “‘There are ways out’” (CP 2: 541). The 
poet eggs the old man on, just “to try him,” making the outrageous sug-
gestion that the winning side should just exterminate the losers and 
“‘the feud will then be / Finished forever,’” to which he responds: “‘You’re 
the fool’” and stomps off (CP 2: 542). Alone in the now-quiet canyon, 
the speaker observes the natural beauty and turns to his reflections on 
the story he has just related. 

This episode allows Jeffers both to indulge in a little self-parody,       
revealing to readers that his more extreme statements are perhaps meant 
to be more provocative than literal, and to represent himself as much 
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more sympathetic to human suffering than his reputation would indi-
cate. He wonders why the old man would seek news of the world when 
he has the advantage of living in a wilderness, when he should know 
that “He could do nothing / To help nor hinder. Nor you nor I can . . . 
for the world” (CP 2: 542). The speaker continues,

                                           Man’s world is a tragic music and is not played for 
man’s happiness,

Its discords are not resolved but by other discords.

                                                                                      But for each man
There is real solution, let him turn from himself and man to love God. He is 

out of the trap then. He will remain
Part of the music, but will hear it as the player hears it.
He will be superior to death and fortune, unmoved by success or failure. Pity 

can make him weep still,
Or pain convulse him, but not to the center, and he can conquer them. . . .  

But how could I impart this knowledge
To that old man? (CP 2: 543)

Rather than merely restating the inhumanist perspective as it is ex-
pressed in “Shine, Perishing Republic” (“the trap” and how to avoid it 
[CP 1: 15]) or in “The Answer” (love the whole, “not man / Apart from 
that” [CP 2: 536]), the narrative frame here allows Jeffers to present his 
solution in a comic mode, with restrained humor and compassion. The 
musical metaphor is one of Jeffers’s more appealing figures for inhuman-
ist detachment. The music might be tragic, but it is possible to partici-
pate in it and stand outside of it at the same time. What is more, rather 
than making the inhumanist perspective the product of a tragic rending 
in the blind human mask, it emerges out of a localized narrative, as part 
of Jeffers’s “storied sense of place.”

The most important benefit of realizing Jeffers’s comic mode, im- 
plicit in “The Stone Axe,” is that it provides a balanced view of sexual-
ity and survival in Jeffers’s narrative voice. His inclination to deploy sex 
as an element of his tragic vision through the trope of incest, especially 
in his narratives of the 1920s, creates a negative view of sex and sexual-
ity by necessity. As Brophy explains, “‘Tragedy,’ etymologically the 
‘goat-song’ from the rites of Dionysus (god of fertility and father of 
Priapus), necessarily involves overtones of dark sexuality” (277). Zaller 
also remarks on this dominant characterization of sex in the poet’s work: 
“Jeffers was preoccupied with the destructive and apocalyptic side of 
human sexuality. For Jeffers, as for Lawrence, sexuality was a funda-
mentally anarchic force, capable of overturning all convention and  
law” (“American” 33). And, Calvin Bedient also compares Jeffers’s and 
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Lawrence’s “ultra-modernist” leap “over the ethical (as too humanistic) 
into the sacred” by “straining and contorting and hurting the beautiful 
in something inhumanely sublime” (160). Overall, sex in Jeffers’s narra-
tives is a negative force, but a comic mode, in Meeker’s sense of it, 
provides opportunities for humanity’s biological participation in natural 
process through sexuality. 

Bedient provides an extended analysis of the negative power of sex in 
Jeffers and Lawrence as it is manifest in “the erotic sublime.” His read-
ing of the major narrative poems connects Jeffers’s tragic view of sexual-
ity with Julia Kristeva’s notion of the abject. He writes, “On the relation 
between art and incest, Julia Kristeva is . . . absolute: simply, poetic 
language ‘utters incest.’ It traffics in abjection, the field of attraction 
and repulsion regarding fleshly things. . . . Not even T. S. Eliot’s lines 
are so loaded as Jeffers’s are with expressions of revulsion at female   
flesh, appetite, and filth” (174). In terms of Jeffers’s tragic heroes and 
heroines, in their stories in which a break into the apocalyptic occurs, 
tragedy and the abject combine to create a revulsion at the reintegra-
tion into natural process: “An abject apocalypse occurs, in other words, 
where the ‘I’ collapses back toward the matrix from which it once extri-
cated itself reluctantly, angrily, perhaps inevitably” (176). For Bedient, 
the only character who escapes the abjection of the erotic sublime is 
Clare Walker of “The Loving Shepherdess.” He writes,

Simply by inventing a heroine as reluctant as he himself is to face the meaning-
lessness of an existence not already and invariably a fusional bliss, Jeffers here 
bypasses abjection, the vortex of summons and repulsion, that gives “The Roan 
Stallion” [sic] and “Cawdor” and “The Women at Point Sur” their rending fury 
and frightening exaltations. For all the cruelty of Clare’s story, the sacred and 
hence the sublime do not break into it, because in it the maternal is not a forgot-
ten bliss but tenderly preserved in a memory that seems to belong to the very 
cells of Clare’s body. As a protagonist of peace and love, not of power, Clare is 
the exception in Jeffers’s work. (177–78)

Most interestingly, Bedient finds a tension in “The Loving Shep-
herdess” that expresses Jeffers’s contradictory views of the tragic pain of 
sexuality and the comic acceptance of biology’s imperatives. He notes 
the moment at the poem’s conclusion in which Clare unknowingly   
recognizes her fate reflected in the salmon swimming up the Carmel 
River to spawn and die. “So it is,” Bedient observes, “in one poem . . . 
Jeffers tenderly promotes (if not promulgates) a suicidal regret of birth 
and praises the life-adventure of ‘dear flesh’ and a dedication to the 
continuation of the species (albeit not the human species)” (178).6        
If Clare Walker is the exception in Jeffers’s longer tragedies, then her 
appearance signals other exceptions in Jeffers’s 1930s narrative works. 
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