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These attempts to change one form of literature--fiction-
to another--poetry--were made in an effort to read Giants 11!. 
the Earth more perceptively and critically. In some cases the 
transformation is nothing more than selection and a change of 
shape since I have merely rearranged R¢lvaag's words on the page. 
But mere often the reshaping is more thoroughgoing, for I have 
often eliminated sections, changed the point of view (particularly 
in the last poem where I attempt to show the last scene of the 
novel from three different consciousnesses, and, finally, from 
an objective point of view), tightened the language, and narrowed 
the focus. I have not hesitated to juxtapose sections that in 
R¢1vaag are not juxtaposed, or at least not as sharply. Thus I 
have tried to contrast in two poems ("We are Terribly Far From 
Home" and "Mine is the Kingdom") as sharply and concisely.as 
possible Beret's first view of the new prairie home with Per 
Hansa's, and to continue in a series of poems that contrast. 
have attempted in these poems to catch R¢1vaag's essential vision 
of the prairie and men's response to it and hopefully to heighten it 
it--at the very least to isolate it--by a careful selection and 
reshaping of the materials. 

These attempts at translation in order to read more percep
tively and critically have three basic impulses beh,ind'them. The 
first is an attempt to mirror ficiton in a different but kindred 
art form. My attempt resembles in some ways translation from 
one language to another, only it is an effort to faithfully 
mirror the mood anp spirit of one genre in another, a task that 
requires both understanding and interpretation and sometimes 
creation. Obviously not all aspects of the material can be re
shaped with equal ease. Nar:ative (the story) cannot v7ry ~ell 
be reproduced in poetry and indeed need not be, for nothing 1s 
gained in the process. Summary in prose ls the method of trans
lation best suited for narrative. I have found it difficult to 
translate the characterizations of Per Hansa and Beret into 
poetry, though this is accomplished to some extent by using the 
first person point of view. But mood, feelings, atmosphere, and 
the manner in which these may be used to develop a sense of place 
can, I think, be successfully transferred to my other form and 
can be highlighted so that they can be viewed from another 
perspect i've c1nd thus be g jven greater mean tng and force. 
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It should be obvious tha~ just as in translatio~ reproduc
tion is never precise. With the attempt to change the form, 
there is not only selection (which is itself criticism) but also 
judgment. Obviously I indicate in the very choice. of materials 
what I consider important in the novel. The many attempts to 
focus sharply on the snow are a critical judgment that the snow 
(as well as sky, space, silence, time, grass, clouds, in short a 
sense of place) serves a major fun·ction in Giants 11!. the Earth. 

These reproductions indicate also my conviction that the 
emphasis in Giants J..!!. the Earth is not primarily on character. 
Per Hansa and Beret come alive but do not strike the reader as 
fully developed or vividly realized characters. They do change 
their minds about each other, about the prairie, and each under
goes a subtle change of values, but this is not of greatest im
portance to the reader of the novel. Nor is the emphasis on 
theme. The reader's views about the meaning of 1 ife are not 
significantly changed by reading this novel: R¢1vaag does not 
work a moral change in the reader's reaction, or even make him 
more sharply ~Mare of the moral consequences of his own action. 
He is not terribly concerned with moral freedom and individual 
responsibility, metaphysical questions or the condition of man. 
The novel, moreover, does not have a tightly knit plot, brilliant 
language, or perceptive style, 

What one comes away with after readlng Giants in the Earth 
are "little shimmers of consciousness" (to use Mary McCarthy's° 
phrase) regarding man's response to the prairie, particularly the 
untamed prairie. R¢1vaag is at his best in establishing a sense 
of place, in typing firmly to a clearly identified place men's 
feelings of awe, fear, hope, confidence, dread and exuberance. 
It is not so important that Per Hansa and Beret are not the 
most sensitively realized characters; the reader is introduced 
to feelings which he can contemplate, feelings bound up in and 
incarnated in tre presence of the awe-inspiring prairie. And 
these feelings we all share whether we have ever known the 
prairie itself or have seen it only as it comes to life in 
R¢1vaag's description of it. 

I have tried to reincarnate these feelings in these poems, 
somettmes by using the exact words of the novel, sometimes by 
significant changes (as in Per H.ansa's view of the prairie), 
sometimes by using the point of view used in the novel, sometimes 
by changing it (as I do in the last section of "The Prairie 
Drinks the Blood of Christian Men and ts Satisfied" where the 
discovery of Per Hansa's body is objectively told rather than 
including the boys who found the body}. All this is an exercise 
of critical judgment. I do not apologize for these judgments . 
. I intended to make them. 
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Indeed one of the problems of critictsm is to state in dis
cursive language what can only be stated In artistic form. Thus 
the critic who is seriously concerned with art must attempt to 
describe, to define, to delineate what defies description, 
definition, delineation: the emotions whichthe novelist has com
municated, not by direct statement but by the creation of percep
tible forms expressive of those feelings. The critic often 
(perhaps always) fails, not necessarily because he is incompetent 
but because it is impossible to talk about, say Beret's feelings 
of fear, of perturbation, of overwhelming awe in the face of 
limitless unobstructed space, frightening in its emptiness. 
Perhaps an attempt to recreate that feeling in another percep
tible form, to give it a different shape is a better criticism 
than a highly analytic discussion. I would hope that the attempt 
to put into the first per~on and to see from the inside how Beret 
feels, what emotions she experiences, is more perceptive criti
cism than pages of description and analysis, and that the implied 
difference in Beret's and Per Hansa's perceptions of the prairie 
as shaped in the following poems is more helpful than a compar
ison and contrast of their perceptions in discursive language. 

Such criticism implies more than translation. At its best 
it is in itself creation, my final Impulse in attempting these 
transformations. I am least certain about this last impulse. 
In some cases the material I was working with failed to remain 
anywhere near the original or was at least so different that it 
was neither mirror of the original nor a criticism of it, even 
though it sprang from the material and was related to it. In 
one sense such a production is a new thing, perhaps not as good 
as the original, but an effort, nevertheless, to create some
thing new. The first poem--"Sun"-- is an examp 1 e. It begins with 
words found in the first two paragraphs of Giants in the Earth 
but then moves quickly in the second stanza to my own obs~ 
tions about heat. In the last three sections it returns, at 
least in part, to Giants in the Earth again, though even here at 
least one phrase is unabashedly borrowed from Willa Cather's 
!!t_ Antoni a. 

The purpose of these experiments in transformation, then, 
is to experience, if possible, a new reading of Giants~ the 
Earth, to experience more fully the feelings which are shaped 
in the novel. I find that the exercise of trying to mirror, to 
criticize by finding a new butcomparable shape, and, hopefully, 
to create new insights regarding the feelings expressed in Giants 
in the Earth offers a far greater opportunity to understand what 
theauthor was trying to convey, especially his attempts to see 
and seeing to feel the prairie, than traditional criticism. It 
helps, finally, to experience together with the author the act 
of creation. 1 hope that it will do tke same for other readers 
of Gia9ts ~ the Earth. 
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SUN 

Bright clear sky. 
And sun. 

The heat drops in sere waves, 
Wraps itself around hills and grass, 
And then burrows into the ground 
Until it is pushed back out 
By night and cooler dirt below. 

And still more sun! 
It sets the heavens on fire in the morning. 
It grows with the day 
To quivering golden light 
Emaciating the blue 
Then softens into shades 
Of red and purple as evening falls. 

Underfoot the grass, breathed into 1 ife 
By gusts of wind, is sunshine in motion. 
Now and then a black wave races 
Over the grass, 
A cloud's gliding shadow 
Swallowing the sun. 

And then once more the sun 
Stalks through the short grass. 

THE GLORY OF THE LORD 

The afternoon lay heavily on the prairie. 
The southwest wind drove heavy rain clouds, 
Hanging so low that the grass seemed 
To bend as they swept over it where the 
Plain swelled up to meet the sky. 
The wind swept over the prairie 
With chilly breath, 
Now and then flicking a drop or rain 
From the dense clouds, 
At intervals a 1 ight rain falling. 

Just as the day was nearly done 
The cloud curtain was drawn aside and 
A window appeared in the western sky, 
All around It night and darkness 
Hanging suspended like draperies. 
The sun peeped through the wlndow 
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To see what was going on down on tne prairie; 
He set the rainbow in the east 
To show that he was well pleased. 

MINE LS THE KINGDOM 

"It lies high," Per Hansa thought looking 
Across the boundless prairie. "There must be 
A fine view from the top of that hill." 
He climbed the hill. It was spacious and 
Beautiful to stand high above the prairie 
And look around, especially now with night falling. 
"I wi 11 draw straight 1 ines in the sky's circle, 
Put fences around this emptiness--and roads. 
I will tame space and make It tractable. 
I will bust sod, plant wheat, hedge rows and 
Fruit trees and enclose this space which now 
Defies my eye to grasp any part of. 
I will build a sod house first and then houses 
For both chickens and pigs, roomy stables, 
A magnificent storeh.ouse and big barn, 
Painted blood red, with cornices of driven snow, 
And finally a royal mansion to shine in the sun, 
To stand out far and wide and stop the eye 
Whid,now looks unhindered into infinity. 
This wind which moves the grass will move 
My windmills. I will fill immense, 
Immeasurable silence with quacking 
And grunting, mooing and neighing. 
I will solve the riddle of the prairies. 
I will write my signature on its 
Anonymity and people its solitudes. 
This vast stretch of land is going to be mine-
Yes, mine--and no one can drive me away." 
His heart beat faster. He threw his shoulders 
Back, wa 1 king mo re erect. "Good God," He panted, 
"This kingdom is going to be mine." 

THE Fl RST FURROW 

Planting the share firmly in the ground, 
Per Hansa spoke to the oxen: "Come now, 
Move along, you lazy rascals." 
Joy surged over him as he sank the 
Plow in the fertile land for the first time. 
The oxen stretched their muscles. 
The plow moved, sank deeper. 
The first furrow was breaking. 
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It was long ... and crooked. 
Tough of fiber, the sod which had 
Slumbered undisturbed for ages 
Would not give up its hold without a struggle. 
Gleaming and glistening under the morning sun, 
Its rich black mold gave promise of fertility 
"This is not just ordinary soi 1 
For oats or barley, or potatoes, or hay. 
It is the soil for wheat, the king of grains. 
I w i 11 p 1 ow many mo re fur rows today." 

FACING THE GREAT DESOLATION 

A few white downy snowflakes 
Headed for nowhere, 
Following no common course, 
Hang quivering in the air, 
Float about and fal 1 in great 
Oscillating circles, 
Finally reach the ground 
And disappear. 

The sun peeps out in the morning, 
Gliding across the sky as always, 
But without life and strength. 
At evening the sun finally awakes, 
Grows big and blushing and 
Floods the western sky 
With a wanton richness of color that 
Runs up on streams to meet the coming night. 

Then oremorning--October nearly over--
The sun can not get his eyes open. 
The heavens rest close 
Above the plain, 
Grey dense, and still. 
Bleak, grey, God-forsaken empty desolation 
Stretches out on every hand, 
The prairie threatening to swallow up 
Peop 1 e, cows, sod houses and a 11 . 

THE TROLL 

In the west a dark opaque mass 
Writhes and swells with life, 
A giant troll belching up sooty smoke 
All over the sky. 
Under the rim of the on-rushing cloud 
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A bluish black shadow settles on the prarrre, 
A weird silence falls, the day swallowed in gloom. 
High above the Troll hisses sharply, 
Mingled with growls like thunder. 
He howls and whines, enveloping all 
In a grey black spume, 
Making men's hands disappear 
From in front of his eyes. 
Men were afraid, 
Helpless children in dark silence. 

PETER VICTORIOUS 

An endless plain stretches 
From Kansas far into the Canadian North-
God alone knows how far--
From the Mississippi to the Rockies, 
Miles without number, 
Endless, beginningless, 
A gray waste, 
Empty s i 1 ence, 
Boundless cold and snow 
Everlasting wind, 
Nothing else to the ends of the world, 
A universe of dead whiteness. 
Blizzards from out of the northwest raged, 
Swooped down and stirred up a grayish white fury. 

Monsterlike the prairie lay there, 
Sucked in her breath one week 
And blew it out again the next, 
Stretched herself voluptuously, 
Giantlike, full of cunning, and 
Laughed softly into the night, 
Scornful of man, 
Wrapping his huts in a thick 
Wooly darkness, black and heavy. 

But inside the sod house 
A tiny newcomer 
Wrapped in pink silks, 
Tender flesh so fine and delicate 
That men were afraid to touch it 

' 

With rude hands, held out the promise of 
Greater than storm or space or silence. 
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WE ARE TERRIBLY FAR FROM HOME 

Sitting on the summit of a pra1r1e hill, 
Beret tries to fathom the riddle 
Of the prairie, her eyes wandering 
Aimlessly over this wind-swept void, 
Stretching endlessly in every direction. 
Choked by solitude of endless sky, 
Fragile and impotent against the 
Timless grass, she feels fear breathing vague 
And intangible dread over her shoulders. 
"No heart beats in this formless prairie; 
It has no soul that can be touched or cares. 
Silence 1 ies heavier here than in church. 
The grass, trembling in the slightest breath, 
Stands erect and quiet, 1 istening, 
In the great hush of evening, for sound 
Of man, or bird, or insect, but in vain." 
Turning from the grim and awful darkness 
Of the prairie, Beret looks up into 
The stars. Darkness and infinity 
Slowly creep with the shadows of night 
Across the quiet sky. 
"I am erased here; there is nothing 
To hide behind; no landmarks show us where 
We are, no roads lead us to a world 
We know. We are terribly far from home." 

WE MUST GO BACK 

"We cannot stay here for the winter, 
Per Hansa. We will be wild beasts if 
We stay. Everything human in us will be 
Blotted out. How can we be victorious 
Out here, where the evil one gets all? 
There is no wood for fire, no food, 
Nothing human. Nothing real. 
This is no country for civilized men, 
Only beasts and savages. 
There are unspeakable things 
Out there in the limitless void. 
The great stillness is 1 ife asleep; 
We must go back to live. 
Out here no one pays attention 
To our tears .... It's too open and cold. 
God is not in the silence, the space. 
We must go back!" 
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WHERE WILL HE BURY ME? 

A cold piercing wind from the northwest 
Blew all day. 
It moaned about the corners at night. 
Snow flew. 
Mo re snow flew. 
No sun, no sky, 
The air grey, an ashen mist 
Which breathed a deathlychill; 
It hung around and above 
The sod house, thick and frozen. 
At night there was a full moon 
Somewhere behind the veil and 
The mist grew l~minous and alive. 
Now trolls are surely abroad. 

"Here in the monotonous sameness 
Grey sky, damp, icy cold 
Snow falling, time has come 
To a standstill. 
Where will he bury me? 
This land of wolves and snow, 
Of utter desolation and solitude 
Is a lonely land for a grave. 

It would be pleasant to lie in the churchyard 
At home, enclosed by a massive stone wall, 
Broad and heavy, no wall more reliable, 
Where I sat when I was still 
My father's little Beret. 
No fear dwelt in that place. 
I jumped over the graves with the boys. 
My family, generation after generation, rested 
Comforted by the church in the middle, 
The churchyard surrounded by a row 
Of venerable trees, looking silently 
Down on the peace and stillness. 

But here, where will he bury me here? 
Now, in the dead of winter, 
The ground frozen hard! 
How would he go about it? 

He must dig deep, 
I must tell him to dtg deep. 
The wolves howl so unearthly at night. 
It is a lonely land for a grave." 
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THE PRAIRIE DRINKS THE BLOOD 
OF CHRISTIAN MEN AND IS SATISFIED 

I. HANS OLSA 

"It's the minister I need, Per Hansa. 
Don't you think the weather will soon 
Be better?" He lay perfectly sti 11. 
Then: "Don't you think so? 
It is terrible to fall into the hands 
Of the living God." The sick man groped 
For Per Hansa's hand, and did not seem 
To want to let it go. He acted 1 ike 
A child who had teased and teased 
Until he had finally got his way. 
"I hated to ask you right out, 
But I knew you would go as soon as it was 
Possible--that has always been the way with you-
Now I can sleep in comfort." 

11. BERET 

"Now I have brought things to a sorry pass! 
I know I said too much--but what could I do? 
Some one has to go, and I had no one else 
To ask." She saw Per Hansa coming back, quickly 
Put the coffeepot on the stove and began to set 
The table. "I' 11 put on a table cloth to make 
Things nice for him. He mustn't think I hold 
Hard feelings." In the kitchen window 
Beret stood watching him; her soft, kindly eyes 
Large and questioning. "Wasn't he coming in? 
Surely, .surely, he would come." She hurried 
To the door, flung it open, ran out on the steps, 
And tried to call him--he mustn't leave this way. 
But he had already gone beyond the range of 
Human voice; the westerly gusts, driving full 

against 
Her, snatched her words away. Her eyes filled 
With tears. Furious blasts came swirling 
Out of the grey, boundless dusk, sweeping 
The snow in stinging clouds, whirling it, round 
And round, dropping it only to pick it up again. 
The cold penetrated the very marrow of her bones. 
Per Hansa soon disappeared in the whirling waste. 
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I I I . PER HANSA 

"No man can cross the prairie 
On a night like this and come out 
Alive. The world seems upside 
Down today. Here is Hans Olsa, 
Driving himself out of his mind because 
He can't have a minister--
And no better man in all Christendom. 
And Beret insisting that I leap right 
Into the arms of death. By God it's a 
Strange world we 1 ive in." He struck out 
Westward, looking once at his home 
In the dim distance. Whirls of snow flew 
High over the housetop; sometimes the house 
Itself disappeared. He sighed deeply, 
Brushed his eyes with his mitts, and 
Started on his way. "Perhaps it isn't so 
Dangerous, after all. The wind had been 
Steady all day. I'm sorry I didn't drink 
The coffee Beret made for me. Now she'll 
Go a round fee 1 i ng uhhappy, just because I 'm 
So touchy." His thoughts of home were 
Tender and warm. He laughed softly at them. 
"It would be fun to listen to Permand 
Praying for me tonight." The swirling 
Dusk grew deeper, darkness gathering fast. 
More snow began to fall. 
Whirls of it came off the tops of the drifts, 
Circled about, and struck him full 
In the face. No danger--the wind held steady. 
At home all was well. 
Beret was saying her prayers with Permand. 
Move on! Move on! 

IV. GIANTS IN THE EARTH 

A cluster of low hills rises 
Out of the warm May prairie. 
Here and there a few stray settlers 
Had begun to dig in. 
On one of the hillsides, 
An abandoned haystack 
On the west side of which 
Sat a man, his back to the mouldering hay, 
Two pairs of skis near by, 
One beside him on the ground, 
The other tied to his back, 
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His heavy stocking cap pulled 
Down well over his forehead 
And large mittens on his hands. 
On each he clutched a staff. 
Sitting there, 
He looked I ike he was resting awhile, 
Waiting for better skiing, 
His face ashen and drawn 
His eyes set toward the west. 
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