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ABSTRACT

This study focuses primarily on the two books of literary criticism that

the British poet Robert Graves (1895-1985) produced in the years immediately
following the First World War: On English Poetry (1922) and Poetic
Unreason (1925). Through their direct engagement with contemporary
intellectual developments and political realities, these volumes present us with

a radically different version of Graves to the apparently a-historical ‘muse-
poet’ with whom most readers are familiar. Since Graves himself excised the
vast majority of this material from his canon (for precisely this reason), my
thesis represents an attempt to recover these ‘lost books’ in order to explore

their centrality to both his early poetic development and the evolution of

literary criticism in the first half of the twentieth-century.

In particular, I argue that Graves’s early prose not only gives rise to
some of his most diverse and searching poetry, it also returns us to his lyric
output newly attuned to its, often hidden, theoretical complexities. Without
ignoring the crucial role that it played in the formulation of his subsequent
poetic theories, I make a case for reading Graves’s post-war criticism as a
significant body of work in its own night, thereby challenging the tendency
among critics to treat it as nothing more than an ineffective precursor to the
more supposedly successful later writings. As a corollary, this study also aims
to remind twenty-first century readers that, by incorporating newly available
psychoanalytic theories and pioneering the practice of close-reading, Graves’s
first prose works made a significant contribution to the rise of modern literary
criticism, profoundly influencing major poet-critics like William Empson and
John Crowe Ransom.

Chapter 1 is divided into four parts and takes as its focus On English
Poetry. In addition to establishing Graves’s main theories and their origins in
the Romantic tradition, Freudian psychoanalysis and the unstabie socio-

political climate of post-War Europe, this chapter concerns itself with the



position of Graves’s book on the literary historical spectrum of the early
1920s. In Chapter 2, which is arranged over five sections, I explore Poetic
Unreason and 1ts development of the theories set out in On English Poetry. |
concentrate specifically on Graves’s preoccupation with the themes of analysis
and revision, paying particularly close attention to his groundbreaking

interpretations of individual lyrics and their relation to his own poetic practice.
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INTRODUCTION

In issue number 27 of The Chapbook, dated July 1922, the periodical’s
editor, Harold Monro, posed three questions ‘regarding the necessity, the
function, and the form of poetry’ to twenty-six contemporary poets and a

single anonymous ‘plain man’. The questions read as follows:

1. Do you think that poetry is a necessity to modern man?

2. What in modern life is the particular function of poetry as
distinguished from other kinds of literature?

3. Do you think there is any chance of verse being eventually
displaced by prose, as narrative poetry apparently is being by
the novel, and ballads already have been by newspaper
reports?’

The shortest response to these queries 1s supplied by T. S. Eliot, who answers

the first with ‘No’, the second with ‘Takes up less space’ and the third with ‘It
is up to the poets to find something to do in verse which cannot be done in any
other form.”* While Eliot’s concise, if rather indignant, reply takes up a mere
three and a half lines, the longest answer to be elicited from these questions
spans approximately three and a half pages. The contributor is Robert Graves
and the unusual volubility of his response is explained in the editorial note that
precedes it: ‘When sending the questions to Mr. Graves the Editor forgot to
suggest any limit to the length of his replies. Thus he did not suffer from the
restraint of limited space of which some of the other questionees have
justifiably complained. Fortunately it is found just possible to print his article
in full.”” If nothing else, this simple oversight on Monro’s part proved that
Graves not only had a great deal to say about poetry in the early 1920s, but

also that, unlike some, he was not averse to saying it.

' Harold Monro, ‘Three Questions regarding the Necessity, the Function, and the Form of
Poetry’, The Chapbook, 27, July 1922, p.1.

? Ibid. p.8.

* Ibid. p.11.



And yet 1t is Eliot who is remembered as a (perhaps even ‘the’) poet-
critic of the immediate post-war period, not Graves. Indeed, if Graves 1s
known as a literary critic at all, it is probably for his collaboration with the
American poet Laura Riding on A4 Survey of Modernist Poetry (1927) or, more
notoriously, for the Clark Lectures (1954-5) in which he denigrates the ‘idols’
of modern poetry, from Yeats to Auden. This study focuses on the two little-
known books of criticism that Graves produced in the years following the First
World War, On English Poetry (1922) and Poetic Unreason (1925). By
reprinting (and revising) only a fraction of this substantial body of work 1n The
Common Asphodel (1949), a volume which quickly became the standard
collection of his prose from the early 1920s to the late 1940s, Graves
effectively wiped this entire critical episode from his canon. In 1995, as part of
Carcanet’s ‘Robert Graves Programme’, Paul O’Prey published a new edition
of Graves’s Collected Writings on Poetry which, for the most part, repeats The
Common Asphodel’s truncated selection. As a result, Graves’s first volumes of
criticism have remained more or less invisible since their original publication.
This disappearing act did not, however, take place over night; it was rather the
product of a long process of expurgation that began, ironically enough, with
the appearance of the books themselves.

On the evidence of its opening pages, On English Poetry appears to be
a book intent on erasing itself. The sub-heading alone suggests that this will be
a throwaway, tongue-in-cheek exercise, not to be taken too seriously: ‘Being
an Irregular Approach to the Psychology of This Art, from Evidence Mainly
Subjective’. The apparently makeshift nature of the book is further
emphasised by the author’s note, in which Graves writes: ‘These notebook
reflections are only oftered as being based on the rules which regulate my own
work at the moment, for many of which I claim no universal application and
have promised no lasting regard.” Though Graves appears to be happy to
credit On English Poetry in the short list of past works that appear beneath his
name on the title page of Poetic Unreason, he makes it clear in his
introductory note that this book will perform a substantial act of revision:
‘This book was first intended as a sober development of certain wayward
notes on poetic development published three years ago in my On English

Poetry’. Despite expressing his desire to correct the ‘wayward notes’ of his



first prose book, Graves goes on to suggest that the correction itself 1s not
entirely to his liking: ‘the thesis outgrew its title and sobriety and since 1921
has been sitting on my shoulders like a Proteus constantly changing shape; I
have cast and re-cast it nine times, and found necessary to write two other
books before I could finally get rid of it’. To a greater or lesser extent, then,
both On English Poetry and Poetic Unreason are implicitly introduced as
provisional works, subject to revision, if not downright rejection, at a later
date. In this respect, they seem to contain the very seeds of their own erasure.

Although Graves maintains that Poetic Unreason ‘contained much
trivial but also much practical material>* in the original text of his Great War
memoir, Goodbye to All That (1929), he clearly regards the book as something
of a failure: ‘I rewrote it in all nine times, and it was unsatisfactory when
finished.” Interestingly, much of this account is absent in the revised version
of Goodbye which appeared in 1957. By the time we get to the foreword of
Graves’s second Collected Poems (1938), however, he has become altogether
less forgiving towards his post-war prose: ‘anything worth preserving that I
wrote between 1922 and 1926 was written in spite of, rather than by the help
of, my new theories’.® As Beryl Graves and Dunstan Ward point out in their
editorial notes, this particular Collected Poems represents ‘the culmination of
[Graves’s] literary collaboration with Laura Riding’, who also ‘helped’ with
the writing of the introduction.’ Given the authority that Riding wielded over
more or less everything that Graves produced at this time, it is difficult not to
read ‘his’ substantial foreword as a more or less direct expression of her
opinions. Indeed, when Graves confesses in that same piece: ‘I tended to make
the test of a poem’s worth not its internal coherence and truthfulness but its
power to charm a large audience’,” not only does he partly contradict the
account he provided of his early criticism in Goodbye (where he writes: ‘I
regarded poetry as, first, a personal cathartic for the poet suffering from some
inner conflict, and then as a cathartic for readers in a similar conflict”

[emphasis mine]), his words also smack unmistakably of Riding’s ongoing

* GTAT(29), p.291.
> Ibid. p.291.

° CP2, pp.306-7.

" Ibid. p.298.

® Ibid. p.306.

? GTAT(29), p.291.



preoccupation with poetic ‘truthfulness’. Furthermore, we can infer from
Riding’s long-standing argument with William Empson over her influence (or

lack thereof) on his Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930) that she did not look

favourably upon Graves’s first forays into literary criticism. In one letter, tor

s 10

example, she uses words like ‘clumsy’, ‘crude’ and ‘unworthy’ "~ to describe

his groundbreaking approach to interpretation. It seems almost certain,
therefore, that Graves’s wholesale rejection of his own post-war writings in
the foreword to his 1938 Collected Poems was carried out very much at the
behest of Riding, whose opinion still counted for so much at this time.

This brings us back to The Common Asphodel, the introduction to
which begins with the following sentence: ‘During the “reconstructive” period
which followed the First World War I published four short books about
poetry, alternating them with collections of poems.’ ' Graves’s reference to
the shortness of these works is, at least in the case of two of them, curiously
misleading. Whereas Contemporary Techniques of Poetry (1925) and Another
Future of Poetry (1926) are both briet enough, at 47 pages and 33 pages
respectively, to be classed as pamphlets or extended essays rather than books,

On English Poetry, at 149 pages, 1s clearly a full-length study. The volume

that sits most uneasily with Graves’s description, however, is Poetic Unreason
which spans 276 pages and, with the possible exception of The White Goddess
(1948) — depending on how we classify that notoriously unclassifiable text —
ranks as his longest single work of literary criticism. Graves also produced a
fifth book during this period entitled The Meaning of Dreams (1924), which,
though ostensibly written on the subject of psychology, is arguably as much
about poetry as anything else (not only does the book contain a chapter headed
‘Dreams and Poetry,’ its original working-title was the very different ‘Conflict
and Poetry’). Taken together, these works add up to around 672 pages; 59 of
which are reprinted (often in revised form) in The Common Asphodel.
Graves’s use of the word ‘short’ to describe his volumes of post-war
prose is a telling misnomer, not least because it is symptomatic of the radical

shortening that this substantial body of work underwent at the hands of its

'* John Haffenden, William Empson: Among the Mandarins, Volume 1 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), p.221.
' CA, p.vii.



author-editor. Similarly, the reference in inverted commas to ‘the
“reconstructive” period’ in which these books were produced cannot help but
draw attention to the fact that, at the midpoint of his career, Graves is engaged
in the precarious act of reconstructing his own, already complicated, literary

history. Although less than a quarter of The Common Asphodel is taken up by

Graves’s criticism of the early to mid-1920s, the vast majority of the
introduction to that volume is devoted to the difficult subject of those ‘four
short books’. Towards the end of this opening chapter Graves sums up hits

feelings about them in a paragraph which is worth quoting at length:

Re-reading these four books in the reconstructive period which follows
the Second World War, I find that my practical observations were, on

the whole, sound: mixed up with the unsound theories and written in a

less uncertain prose style, are a good many scattered notes and two
entire essays which seem worth republishing... My wholehearted

devotion to poetry has not altered in the interval, but I no longer use
psychological or philosophical terms when writing about it, and for the
last twenty-two years have abandoned the view that the poet is a public
servant ministering to the caprices of a world in perpetual flux. I now
regard him as independent of fashion and public service, a servant only
to the true Muse, committed on her behalf to continuous personal
variations on a single pre-historic, or post-historic, poetic theme; and
have thus ceased to feel the frantic strain of swimming against the
stream of time. "

By locating himself within the context of yet another ‘reconstructive period’,
this time the aftermath of the Second World War, Graves highlights the
parallels between these two historical moments and their impact upon his
development. If we are to believe the above statement, it would seem that a
number of interrelated shifts took place in Graves’s thought and work over the
course of this twenty-two year ‘interval’: from the historical to the pre or post-
historical, from the public to the personal, from the theoretical to the practical
and, in a more general sense, from the multifarious to the single. Moreover,
Graves’s description of the poet as ‘a servant only to the true Muse’ reminds
us that The Common Asphodel appeared only a year after the publication of
The White Goddess. Its contents, therefore, would have been arranged in strict
accordance with the idiosyncratic worldview that Graves set out in that

volume. As a result, the inclusion of material from Graves’s earlier books in

' Ibid. pp. ix-x.



The Common Asphodel almost certainly depended on whether or not that
material complied with The White Goddess’s highly specific vision of the
poet’s role. The fact that such a small percentage of this work made it past the
editorial censor suggests that a great deal of it remained in direct conflict with
Graves’s newly established muse-poet persona. It is the contention of this
thesis that Graves’s earliest criticism is significant, on a rudimentary level,

precisely because 1t presents us with a very different poet to the one with

whom most readers are familiar.

From the late 1920s onwards, then, Graves promulgated an
increasingly disparaging view of his first critical writings, encouraging readers
to treat them as a wrong turn or dead end on the otherwise straightforward
roadmap of his career. What is perhaps more striking, however, is the
willingness among critics to follow Graves’s lead, either by skipping over this
material altogether or by regarding it solely as an imperfect prototype for the
more supposedly successtul later writings. Rather than alerting scholars to the
ways in which these texts complicate and enrich our understanding of a major,
but largely marginalised, twentieth-century poet, Graves’s attempts to sweep
his own earliest criticism under the carpet have prompted many of his
commentators to do the same. In Robert Graves (1960), J. M. Cohen provides
a rather perfunctory, two-page summary of Graves’s first prose works, before
concluding (with minimal explanation): ‘The poet’s practice only rarely
conformed to these extreme theories’.'> While Daniel Hoffman’s Barbarous
Knowledge: Myth in the Poetry of Yeats, Graves, and Muir (1967) contains
some highly illuminating passages on Graves’s early poetic thought, they
generally emphasise the connections, rather than the equally striking
discontinuities, that exist between this phase and the poet’s later theories.
Michael Kirkham also makes a few, fleeting allusions to On English Poetry
and Poetic Unreason in The Poetry of Robert Graves (1969), although he
generally regards the period spanning from 1916 to 1926 as ‘one of confusion’
and ‘restless experiment’.'* Nicholas Carter, meanwhile, does not mention
either book 1n his landmark study, Robert Graves: The Lasting Poetic

Achievement (1988). Nor, for that matter, does Patrick Keane in his excellent

* J. M. Cohen, Robert Graves (Edinburgh and London: Oliver and Boyd, 1960, rpt 1963), p.10.
" Michael Kirkham, The Poetry of Robert Graves (London: Athlone Press, 1969), pp.4-5.



extended essay, A Wild Civility: Interactions in the Poetry and Thought of

Robert Graves (1980). Frank Kersnowki cites Graves’s first critical volumes

throughout The Early Poetry of Robert Graves: The Goddess Beckons (2002),
but they are seldom given anything more than a passing reference.
Furthermore, as the title of Kersnowski’s book suggests, Graves’s post-war
criticism 1s often called upon as a precursor to the Goddess myth, rather than
as a body of work in its own right.

A slightly more extensive account can be found in Douglas Day’s
Swifter than Reason: The Poetry and Criticism of Robert Graves (1963),
which contains a chapter on On English Poetry and a chapter on Poetic
Unreason, Contemporary Techniques of Poetry and Another Future of Poetry.
The first of these opens with the unpromising declaration that ‘There is in On
English Poetry... little... that had not been said in the first half of the
nineteenth century by Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Hazlitt, and Poe’."”
Though Day concedes that the book will be of interest to literary historians
(since it represents the first application of psychoanalytic theory to the
criticism of poetry) and to students of Graves (because it contains numerous
descriptions of his ‘writing techniques’), he nonetheless maintains: ‘There is
much in it that 1s trivial, brash, and flippant, and Graves seems often to
sacrifice consistency and accuracy for cleverness.’'® Day supports this claim
with a quote from Goodbye to All That in which Graves admits that his early
prose is ‘scrappy’ as a result of the ‘constant interruptions’ he suffered as a
young husband and father. The chapter on Poetic Unreason and the two short
books that followed it also begins dispiritingly, with Day, like Cohen, drawing
attention to the apparent ‘lack of agreement’ between Graves’s ‘theory and
practice’,'’ not as a source of critical interest but rather as confirmation that
the material in question is unworthy of serious consideration. Once again, Day
justifies his position by drawing on Graves’s own dismissive comments about

the book, citing them as ‘perhaps the best evaluation of the work’.'® He

concludes his treatment of Poetic Unreason with the summation: ‘Graves has

** Douglas Day, Swifter than Reason: the Poetry and Criticism of Robert Graves (Chapel Hill:
The Umiversity of North Carolina Press, 1963), p.37.
'® Ibid. p.45.

7 Ibid. p.71.
'* Ibid. p.76.



always been more coherent as a commentator on the literary scene than as a
theorist’; a startling observation given the extraordinarily incoherent attacks
that Graves launched against the modern poetry ‘scene’ just a few years earlier
in his Clark Lectures.

Martin Seymour-Smith supplies what remains, in many ways, the most

spirited defence of On English Poetry in his critical biography Robert Graves:
His Life and Work (1982):

On English Poetry for all its immaturity is in many ways even now a
salutary and lucid book, and although Graves has preserved parts of it,
in revised form, in The Common Asphodel, it could usefully be
reprinted. It contains Graves’s view of poetry in embryo, and is
invaluable as a young poet’s immediate record of his practice — and as
a record of the principles that guided him. It is the first book of its time

to take a truly psychological a;)proach to poetry, and to make use of
modern psychological terms.'

This resounding praise is followed by a perceptive, six-page outline of the
main tenets of the book’s argument in which Seymour-Smith highlights the
profound influence of Freud, via Rivers, upon Graves’s thinking. More
unusual still, is Seymour-Smith’s keen sense of On English Poetry’s context,
with references to T. S. Eliot, Herbert Read and other significant post-war
figures providing a much-needed reminder that, contrary to most accounts,
Graves’s volume was not written in a literary-historical vacuum. Though he
devotes considerably less space to discussing its theories, Seymour-Smith also
goes against the Gravesian grain by expressing (albeit more muted) admiration

for Poetic Unreason which, he claims, ‘is not such a bad [book] as Graves

thought, for much of its description of the psychological processes attending

the creation of poetry remains true’.”’

Like Seymour-Smith, Paul O’Prey also finds Graves’s rejection of his
own early critical writings ‘unjustly harsh’.?' In contrast with Cohen and Day,

who consider these texts to be largely at odds with Graves’s lyric output,
O’Prey argues, compellingly, that they imbued his poems with a degree of

> Martin Seymour-Smith, Robert Graves: His Life and Work (London: Paladin Grafton Books,
1982, rpt 1987), p.97.

20 1.

Ibid. p.120.
*! Paul O’Prey ‘Captain Graves’s Postwar Strategies’, New Perspectives on Robert Graves, ed.
Patrick J. Quinn (Selinsgrove: Susquehanna University Press, 1999), p.40.



philosophical rigour that was mostly absent from the earlier work. Not only

did this set Graves apart from his more unselfconscious Georgian
contemporaries, 1t also signalled the inception of the exacting, analytical tone
that would later become his poetic trademark. Whereas critics like Stan

Smith** and Michael Schmidt®® attribute the ‘toughening up’ of Graves’s
thought and diction to the influence of Laura Riding, O’Prey ascribes it to the

critical prose that he produced in the run-up to their partnership:

the close analysis they entailed proved extremely fruitful in terms of
his artistic development. His tendency to use his own work as the ‘case
history’ for much of his analysis meant that his work was subjected to
a rigorous and prolonged self-scrutiny. Alone among the Georgians at
this time, his poetry challenges itself and asks itself difficult questions,
and from 1925 onwards a new tone is evident as the poetry acquires a
searching edge and abandons to a great extent its previous tendency to
whimsy and escapism. Controlled emotion and philosophic enquiry
were to become permanent characteristics of his mature work, and it is
unlikely that they would have been achieved without the preceding

process of analysis.**
Despite making a convincing case for viewing On English Poetry and Poetic
Unreason as profoundly enabling works, O’Prey nevertheless has serious
reservations about their originality. Just as Douglas Day accuses their author
of effectively rehashing the major precepts of English Romanticism, O’Prey

argues that, far from proposing a genuinely new theory of poetry, Graves’s

post-war prose does little more than repackage traditional lyric values in

modern, psychoanalytic terms: ‘although [Graves’s] selective adaptation of

modern scientific method to literary analysis... suggested exciting new

possibilities, essentially he was pursuing through these studies a conservative

agenda in which traditional forms of poetry were to be adapted to the demands

*? Stan Smith describes Laura Riding as ‘a young American poet whose influence affected the
transplant to [Graves’s] etiolated Georgian idiom of a tougher, more acerbic transatlantic
register’. ‘Lineages of “Modernism”, or, How They Brought the Good News from Nashville to
Oxford’, Miscelanea: A Journal of English and American Studies, 20, 1999, p.34.

* Michael Schmidt observes: ‘In Graves, who loved her, [Riding] had much to work on. His
early style is decorated and metaphorical and these “bad” elements had to go. She led him back
from the Corinthian, even the Baroque, to the Ionic, the timeless core. She had to get rid of the
occasionally wooden diction and help him purge the “superficial contemporaneity and didactic

bias” which infected his war poems and some of the subsequent writings.” Lives of the Poets
(London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1998), p.685.

** Quinn (ed.), New Perspectives on Robert Graves, p.40.
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of a changed society’.’ This idea that Graves employed ‘scientific’ (and
specifically psychoanalytic) methodology purely to give his conventional
lyricism new currency in the modernist marketplace seems to me one of the
major misconceptions surrounding his early criticism and may explain why
O’Prey reprinted so little of it in his edition of the Collected Writings on
Poetry. It is my intention, in this study, to demonstrate that Graves drew
directly from psychoanalytic thought, inscribing key Freudian ideas like dream
symbolism and secondary elaboration into the very fabric of his poetics. Not
only does this engender new ways of reading poetry (and Graves’s poetry 1n
particular), it also provides new ways of thinking about poetic inspiration and
its relation to the conscious (or not so conscious) process of revision. This
claim is partly born out by William Empson’s largely forgotten admission that
Graves was the sole ‘inventor’ of the method of literary analysis that gave rise
to his Seven Types of Ambiguity; a major work that came directly out of the
‘exciting new possibilities’ that O’Prey finds implied, but ultimately lacking,
in Graves’s earliest prose.

Contrary to O’Prey’s view that On English Poetry and Poetic
Unreason were instrumental in setting Graves’s mature poetic voice in
motion, Fran Brearton argues that this body of work ‘does not prove
liberating*° for the author because it was ‘obviously formulated in response to
canonical and political judgements’.”’ For Brearton, it seems, Graves’s early
criticism was seriously impaired by the ‘insecurity’ he felt about ‘his own
status and role as a poet’ .28 an insecurity that led him to oscillate
indeterminately between the various ‘camps’ that dominated the post-war
literary scene. According to Brearton, Graves’s anxious preoccupation with
his own position on the map of modern poetry resulted in theories that were
‘not confidently drawn’.”” This underlying sense of uncertainty is what
distinguishes Poetic Unreason, for Brearton, from the more independent,
‘confidently drawn’ arguments of The White Goddess; a text which, she
argues, proved profoundly ‘liberating’ for the poetry that Graves produced

2 Ibid. p.40.

26 Fran Brearton, The Great War and Irish Poetry: W. B. Yeats to Michael Longley (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), p.93.

*7 Ibid. p.92.

2 Ibid. p.92.

2 Ibid. p.92.
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during and after its composition. From this perspective, Poetic Unreason’s
significance lies primarily in the way it foreshadows ‘the methodology and
approach’ of The White Goddess.” 1t is precisely this notion of Graves’s early
prose as a kind of botched practice model for the later writings that I believe
needs redressing 1f we are to engage in a fuller discussion of the role it played
in his poetic development.

Brearton takes her bearings, in part, from Michael Kirkham’s belief
that Graves’s pre-1926 work is generally characterised by ‘confusion’' and
she 1s undoubtedly correct when she points out that the arguments behind On
English Poetry and Poetic Unreason are ‘not confidently drawn’. As we have
seen, both books are introduced in peculiarly tentative terms. This, however,
seemed to be part of their appeal (and their point) for the American poet-critic
John Crowe Ransom who, 1n a letter to Graves dated 11 July 1922, writes:
‘Not your stories nor your prosody take on the hard lines of a demonstration —
they are both beautifully casual and inspired. Our great trouble over here is,
we are nouveaux philosophes — we try to hit off the cosmos every time.
Expository and laborious.’** For Ransom, then, the chief value of Graves’s
writing lies in its refreshingly provisional nature; a quality lacking, he implies,
in the work of his American contemporaries.” It is also worth remembering
that, when it comes to The White Goddess, Graves’s conclusions are in many
ways foo confidently drawn and often amount to poetic dogma. Though the
Goddess myth did, as Brearton argues, prove liberating for Graves’s poetry of
the 1940s, it also proved to be, ultimately, the altar upon which he sacrificed
his lyric gift. In his review of the first volume of Graves’s Collected Poems
(1995, 1999), which covers the period spanning from 1916 to 1927, Rikky
Rooksby makes a forceful case for keeping the Goddess and her impact in

perspective:

Posterity is unlikely to agree with Graves that his best poems were
necessarily Muse-inspired. I have come to feel that his lasting
reputation as a poet depends much on the reconstruction of a sense of

*0 1bid. p.89.
*! Ibid. p.86.

*2 John Crowe Ransom, Selected Letters of John Crowe Ransom, eds. Thomas Daniel Young

and George Core (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1985), p.111.

* Ransom’s comments bring to mind the more overtly programmatic essays of his fellow
Americans, T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound.
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his poetry’s diversity, and that means seeing the Muse poetry as a

phase- albeit an important one... There are moments in the early work

which have at least the same appeal as the best Muse poems, though on

entirely different grounds.™
Rooksby challenges the commonly held assumption that Graves’s Muse-
poetry represents the pinnacle of his lyric achievement, thereby reminding us
that the earlier verse has equal (if not greater) claims on our attention, albeit
for very different reasons. Far from being unfocused, undisciplined juvenilia,
Graves’s post-war lyrics demonstrate a level of formal diversity, thematic
inclusiveness and general experimentation that remains unparalleled in any
other ‘phase’ of his career. Among them we find letter poems, satirical verses,
long poem-sequences and philosophical dialogues. Once we acknowledge the
breadth and complexity of these lyrics, it becomes increasingly difficult to
disregard the theories that informed (and were informed by) them. For all the
labyrinthine brilliance of The White Goddess as a text in its own right, the
effect of its ‘one story and one story only’ upon the author’s lyric output was,
in the end, one of stifling homogeneity. Whereas Graves’s later career is often
characterised by repetitive poetic forms and reactionary literary politics, his
early work embraces difference and multiplicity; whether it be in relation to
textual analysis, poetic theory or literary tradition

By sidelining On English Poetry and Poetic Unreason in this way,
many of Graves’s critics fail to take into account the powerful impact that his
post-war theories had upon some of the most significant poets and critics to
emerge from the 1920s. In addition to Empson and Ransom; Louis MacNeice
and W. H. Auden also absorbed this material during what were, arguably, their
most formative years. When Empson pointed out in 1955 that ‘Modern literary
criticism was invented by a number of different people, but by Graves as much
as any other individual’*® he had the pre-Riding Graves chiefly in mind and
not simply, as is commonly assumed, the Graves who collaborated on 4
Survey of Modernist Poetry. Indeed, Empson’s observation serves as a much-

needed reminder that, along with T. S. Eliot’s The Sacred Wood (1920) and 1.

3 Rikky Rooksby, ‘Review of Robert Graves’s Complete Short Stories and Complete Poems,
vol. I’, Notes and Queries, 45:1, March 1998, p.137.

** William Empson, Argufying: Essays on Literature and Culture, ed. John Haffenden (lowa
City: lowa University Press, 1987), p.130.
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A. Richards’s Principles of Literary Criticism (1924), Graves’s critical prose
of the early to mid-1920s provided one of the cornerstones of what is now
loosely referred to as the New Criticism. Remarkably, however, Graves’s
post-war writings receive no attention in three of the most recent histories of
literary criticism: Harry Blamires’s A History of Literary Criticism (1991),
Chris Baldick’s Criticism and Literary Theory: 1890 to the Present (1996) and
The Cambridge History of Criticism: Modernism and the New Criticism
(2000). Instead, each of these accounts attributes Graves’s importance

exclusively to his work in 4 Survey. Similarly, Graves’s significance as a

poetic theorist in these early works is seldom acknowledged. Jon Cook’s
Poetry in Theory: An Anthology 1900-2000 (2004), for example, reprints an
extract from 4 Survey, even though that volume is probably less suited to the
category of poetic theory than its post-war predecessors. W. N. Herbert and
Matthew Hollis do include a handful of passages from Graves’s early prose in
their anthology Strong Words: Modern Poets on Modern Poetry (2000). It
should be noted, however, that these pieces are taken from The Common
Asphodel’s revised selection rather than the original sources.

Although this thesis is primarily concerned with providing a detailed,
chronological close-reading of Graves’s post-war criticism, it also
investigates, in a less systematic way, the complicated and often contradictory
interactions that take place between these texts and the lyrics that Graves
published alongside them. Whereas modernist poetry tends to wear its theories
on its sleeve, the apparent traditionalism of Graves’s verse often masks the
fact that it both informs and 1s informed by a range of parallel theoretical
preoccupations. In this sense, Graves’s early critical writings reveal the
intricate conceptual underside of his seemingly self-contained poems,
prompting us to reassess the conventional division between modernist poetics
and traditional lyricism. It is the intention of this study, therefore, to relocate
Graves’s prose of the early to mid-1920s in the modernist moment; that 1s to
say, the moment at which modernism, in its various guises, entered the
mainstream of English intellectual life. The publication of Graves’s first
critical book, On English Poetry, for example, coincided almost exactly with
the appearance of Ulysses and The Waste Land. Despite this striking

concurrence, Graves’s early poetic theories are rarely discussed in relation to
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the aesthetic 1deals of high-modernism. One of the central aims of this
dissertation 1s to establish just such a dialogue by considering Graves not as a
soldier poet so much as a poet-critic of the post-war era, whose
contemporaries include T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound rather than, or as well as,
Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon. Without ignoring the fact that Graves’s
war experience lasted well beyond the armistice, or that it played a pivotal
role, perhaps the pivotal role, in the genesis of his theories, this thesis explores
the possibility of rethinking the relationship between Graves’s first critical

books and the rapidly changing literary-historical moment in which they were

produced.
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CHAPTER 1

THE POET-CRITIC’S BIRTH: ON ENGLISH POETRY (1922)
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L ‘AN IMPORTANT BOOK... ] HONESTLY BELIEVE’:
GENESIS, CONTEXTS AND CRITICAL RECEPTION

By the time Robert Graves had completed his eighth and final draft of
On English Poetry in May 1921' he had already published four collections of
verse: Over the Brazier (1916), Fairies and Fusiliers (1917), Country
Sentiment (1920) and The Pier-Glass (1921), along with two slender
pamphlets: Goliath and David (1917) and Treasure Box (1919). The heavily-

revised manuscript was eventually published by Heinemann as a one-hundred

and forty-nine page book 1n July 1922, following an initial American
publication with Alfred A. Knopf in May. It had been written in the two years

immediately following Graves’s demobilization in the early months of 1919,
shortly before the end of the First World War. In October of that year Graves,
his wife Nancy Nicholson and their first child Jenny established themselves at
Boar’s Hill near Oxford. Here the twenty-four year old poet began his BA in
Classics (though he would soon switch to English Language and Literature) at
St John’s College. By his own admission, Graves ‘took no part in
undergraduate life’,” choosing instead to spend most of his time at Boar’s Hill

where a community of poets had formed, including his close friend Edmund

Blunden, the current Poet Laureate, Robert Bridges and his successor, John
Masefield. Later on Graves revealed that his motives for going to Oxford were
bound up with the fact that his poetic hero John Skelton had also been a
student there and remained, in his mind, ‘the only important poet — if we
except Arnold - who has actually graduated in that University’.” Accordingly,
Graves uses a quote from Skelton’s ‘The Balade of Mustarde Tarte’ as the first
of his two epigraphs to On English Poetry: ...Also of the Mustarde Tarte:
Suche problemis to paynt, it longyth to his arte.” The second epigraph,
meanwhile, comes from a very different Oxonian poet, one who famously did
not graduate: Percy Bysshe Shelley. It is taken from his classic Romantic
treatise, ‘A Defence of Poetry’ (1821): ‘Poetry subdues to union under its light

yoke all irreconcilable things.” While Skelton would occupy a privileged

' SL1, p.126.
2 GTAT(29), p.271.
> PU, p.240.
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position in Graves’s pantheon for the rest of his life, Shelley’s influence was
shorter lived. Indeed, by as early as 1925 Graves would declare in no
uncertain terms: “with the exception of an occasional phrase like the “yellow
bees in the ivy-bloom”, Shelley’s poetry means nothing to me’.* In On English
Poetry, however, Shelley is praised as ‘a great poet’ on the grounds that ‘he...
schooled his mind to hard thinking on the philosophical and political questions
of the day’;’ an accolade that reveals much about Graves’s own poetic values
in the years immediately following the War.

Interestingly, Graves’s most important relationship at Oxford was not
only initiated on one of the rare occasions when he actually attended a
university function, it was also with a fellow student who, technically, wasn’t
even a poet. In March of his first year Graves encountered the already
legendary T. E. Lawrence during a dinner at All Soul’s College. He was duly
surprised to learn that the older man was familiar with his verse and eager to
discover as much as he could about the mysterious art of poetry.® On his part,
Graves ‘felt a sudden extraordinary sympathy’’ for Lawrence and, according
to Miranda Seymour, quickly came to revere him ‘as an almost godlike
being’.® He was also one of the very few people, at this time, to whom Graves
would turn for advice regarding the development of individual poems. If the
romantic figure of Lawrence provided Graves with a kind of ideal self-image
and critical confidante, his chief intellectual influence came from beyond
Oxford’s walls in the form of the ‘leading Cambridge neurologist, ethnologist,
and psychologist’9 W. H. R. Rivers, to whom (along with Lawrence) On
English Poetry 1s dedicated. As one of the founders of modern professional
anthropology, Rivers, like his fellow dedicatee, was renowned for his
pioneering work overseas. In addition to evoking a certain mandarin Oxbridge
chumminess, the wording of Graves’s dedication implies that, to a certain
extent, both his mentors represented an exotic, ‘internationalist’ antidote to the

increasingly insular post-war culture to which he had recently returned: ‘To T.

* Ibid. p.267.
> OEP, p.39.

® According to Graves, Lawrence’s first words to him were: ‘You must be Graves the poet? |

read a book of yours in Egypt in 1917, and thought it pretty good.” GTAT(57), p.243.
TGTAT(29), p.269.

® Miranda Seymour, Robert Graves: Life on the Edge (London: Doubleday, 1995), p.97.
P GTAT(57), p.216.
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E. Lawrence of Arabia and All Soul’s College, Oxford, and to W. H. R. Rivers
of the Solomon Islands and St. John’s College, Cambridge’. Moreover, this
dual-dedication also foreshadows the interrelated themes of doubling,
multiple-parenthood and divided-identity that permeate both On English
Poetry and the poems that Graves was producing at around this time.

The relationship between psychologist and poet began shortly after the
two men first met in July 1917 while Graves was escorting his friend Siegfried
Sassoon to the military hospital at which Rivers was stationed. In addition to
his own theories, as outlined in studies like Instinct and the Unconscious
(1920), Medicine, Magic and Religion (1924) and Conflict and Dream (1932),
Rivers exposed Graves to the 1deas of Freud, Jung and Sir James George
Frazer, thereby providing him with a thoroughly modern alternative to the
syllabus he encountered at Oxford. More importantly, however, the ‘English

o 10

reserve and common sense’ ~ of Rivers’s approach to Freud presented Graves

with a way of coming to terms with his own post-war trauma. Although he
would later fervently deny ever having any sympathy with Freudian ideas,'' in
Poetic Unreason (1925) Graves is more candid about his early enthusiasm:
‘Since 1918 I had been deeply interested in Freudian psycho-analysis as being
a possible corrective for my shell-shock, which had just returned, and I was
thinking of putting myself under treatment.’'* Martin Seymour-Smith reveals
that Graves even absorbed The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), which had
been available in English since 1913."> On English Poetry was composed,
then, at the very height of Graves’s neurasthenia and, though it is unclear as to
whether or not he actually underwent a course of therapy (anxious, as he was,
that it would be somehow pernicious to his lyric gift), at a period when his
own interest in psychoanalysis was at its most intense. It was also written at a
time when Freud himself, after encountering the repetition-compulsion of
shellshock victims like Graves, was arriving at the crucial turning-point that

engendered Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) and the controversial theory
of the death-drive.

10 ‘s
CA, p.viL.
'l Martin Seymour-Smith, Robert Graves: His Life and Work (London: Paladin Grafton Books,

1987), p.97. Since I use J. A. Underwood’s recent translation of Freud’s text throughout this

thesis, 1 will henceforth be using his title, Interpreting Dreams.
2 pU, p.106.

' Seymour-Smith, Robert Graves: His Life and Work, p.97.
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Elsewhere in Poetic Unreason Graves links his theoretical
preoccupations to his ongoing experience of trauma and, by implication, to his
contact with psychoanalytic thought: ‘I admit that I have been led to take an

interest in this analytic business partly to give a hereditary scientific interest

more scope and partly to find relief from a war neurosis from which I still
occasionally suffer’.'* Graves’s predilection for analysing poetry and his own

poetic practice has its roots, at least in part, in his need to gain a fuller

understanding of the workings of his own war-haunted mind. The resulting
fascination with the ‘new science’ of psychology and its manifestation in his
increasingly hallucinatory poems and, in particular, his ventures into
theoretical prose, went, for the most part, utterly against the ‘realism’ and anti-
intellectualism of the Georgians with whom Graves had been associated ever

since Edward Marsh printed a number of his early lyrics in Georgian Poetry:
1916-1917. As Paul O’Prey observes, ‘The very notion of theory was itself
radical within the Georgian milieu’."” Despite drawing ‘sneers’'® from even
close friends like Siegfried Sassoon, Graves’s preoccupation with poetic
themes aligned him, to a certain extent, with a growing trend for defining and
classifying the modern lyric. In The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism
(1933), T. S. Eliot looks back over the past two decades and wonders at the
explosion of critical interest in the nature and function of poetry: ‘It is
interesting that in our time, which has not produced any vast number of
important poets, so many people — and there are a great many more — should
be asking questions about poetry.”'’ While Eliot himself (along, perhaps, with
Ezra Pound) is remembered as the primary poetic theorist of the 1910s and
20s, countless other poets, academics, reviewers and publishers were also
much concerned with poetry’s place and purpose at around this time.
Prominent literary figures like Herbert Read, Conrad Aiken, Harold Monro

and Edwin Muir, for example, all tackled, in one form or another, ‘the state of

the art’.

' Ibid. p.82.
1> CWP, p.viii.
16 SL1, p.135.

'"'T. S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (London: Faber and Faber, 1933, rpt
1980), p.125.
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However, if On English Poetry was symptomatic of the post-war
vogue for poetic theorising, it didn’t exactly place its author at the centre of
the modernist experiment which was fast reaching its zenith with the
publication of Ulysses and The Waste Land. At first glance, Graves’s
displacement among his avant-garde peers seems remarkable given that his
early investment in the theories of Freud coincided almost exactly with their
widespread arrival into the mainstream of English intellectual life. Although
Leonard and Virginia Woolf did not begin to publish Freud’s works in
translation at the Hogarth Press until 1924, the foundation of the British
Psychoanalytic Society in 1919 meant that his theories were very much in the
air by the beginning of that decade; even if they were being repudiated in
works like D. H. Lawrence’s Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious (1921) and
its follow-up, Fantasia of the Unconscious (1922). The American writer
Bryher (who is now best known for her long-term relationship with the
modernist poet and Freud-analysand H.D.) recalled the astonishing ubiquity of
Freud’s name and ideas throughout the salon culture of the time: ‘You could
not have escaped Freud in the literary world of the early twenties... Freud! All
literary London discovered Freud about 1920... the theories were the great
subject of conversation wherever one went at that date. To me Freud is literary
England... after the first war’.'® Though Graves was firmly based in Oxford,
rather than ‘literary London’, his friendship with Rivers obviously enabled
him to absorb the tenets of psychoanalysis on his own terms and without
recourse to the kind of fashionable Freudian table-talk that was currently
sweeping the capital.

It 1s particularly surprising then to find that, despite the omnipresence
of psychoanalytic thought, the great modernist poets (with the notable
exceptions of H.D. and the French Surrealists) generally avoided analysis and
many of its precepts. As Graham Hough observes, Freud’s famous admission
that ‘The poets and philosophers before me discovered the unconscious’ does
not necessarily denote a straightforward commonality with the poets of his
own time: ‘[they] carefully guarded their own explorations, and... had little to
do with psychoanalysis. Rilke refused to be analysed by Freud; Joyce refused

'* Susan Stanford Friedman, Psyche Reborn: The Emergence of H.D. (Bloomington: University
of Indiana Press, 1981), p.18.
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to be analysed by Jung, and Lawrence thought he had refuted the whole
psychoanalytic system"‘.19 Hough argues that this aversion was because (rather
than in spite) of the growing status of psychoanalysis as one of the ‘great
public mythologies’, leading the modernists to ‘evolve... rival myths of their
own’. While Graves himself resisted analysis and later went on to develop one
of the greatest ‘rival myths’ of all in the form of the White Goddess, his (albeit
brief) adoption of certain psychoanalytic principles at a time when Freud was
at his most visible 1s, nonetheless, almost unique within the context of
English-speaking Modernism.”’ As Linda Shires points out, Graves was ‘the
first British poet to make a full intellectual use of unconscious states of

mind’,*' an achievement has been inexplicably overlooked in most accounts of

modern literary history.

Not only were Graves’s psychological themes often out-of-step with

the ideas of his fellow poets, his manner was also strikingly at odds with the

typically programmatic style of the modernist aesthetic treatise. Going on the
evidence of the short introductory ‘Note’ that precedes On English Poetry, the
reader could be forgiven for viewing Graves’s book as something of an anti-

manifesto:

These notebook reflections are only offered as being based on the rules
that govern my own work at the moment, for many of which I claim no

universal application and have promised no lasting regard. They have
been suggested from time to time mostly by particular problems in the
writing of my last two volumes of poetry. Hesitating to formulate at
present a comprehensive, water-tight philosophy of poetry, I have
dispensed with a continuous argument, and so the sections either stand

independently or are intended to get their force by suggestive
neighbourliness.

Rather than, say, the authoritative ‘LIST OF DON’TS’** that Ezra Pound set

out in Poetry magazine some ten years earlier, we get a seemingly innocuous

'> Graham Hough, ‘The Modernist Lyric’, Modernism: A Guide to European Literature 1890-
1930, eds. Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane (L.ondon: Penguin, 1976, rpt 1991), p.318.
* Two further exceptions are the American poet Conrad Aiken (1889-1973) and the British
poet-critic Herbert Read (1893-1968), both of whom were early exponents of Freudian theory.
Though, in the case of Read, as Martin Seymour Smith Points out, Graves (just about) got there
first. Seymour-Smith, Robert Graves: His Life and Work, p.97.

*! Linda M. Shires, British Poetry of the Second World War (London and Basingstoke: The
Macmillan Press, 1985), p.31.

** Ezra Pound, ‘A Retrospect’ (1918), Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, ed. T. S. Eliot (New
York: New Directions, 1968), p.4.
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collection of ‘notebook reflections’ on what Graves finds to be ‘the rules that
regulate my own work at the moment’. Far from formulating ‘a
comprehensive, water-tight philosophy of poetry,’ then, these observations are
presented as personal, provisional and partial (in both senses of the word). As

Graves points out, there is no ‘continuous argument’ as such, only sixty-one

short chapters on subjects that seem to range from the sublime (‘Inspiration’,
‘Moving Mountains’, ‘Poetry and Primitive Magic’) to the ridiculous (‘The
Bowl Marked Dog’, ‘Spenser’s Cufls’, ‘The Pig Baby’). Though they ‘stand
independently’ (one reviewer even went so far as to liken them to
‘aphorisms’),> thematically the vast majority of these sections overlap,
combining to form a collage of poetic theory, textual analysis, personal
anecdote and literary history. In terms of its disarming structural looseness,

Graves’s volume anticipates W. H. Auden’s distinctly post-modern preference

for ‘a critic’s notebooks’ over ‘his treatises’.*?

A tension emerges, however, between the diffidence of the author’s
tone in the above passage and the revelation that his critical prose stems from
‘particular problems’ that arose during the genesis of his ‘last two books of
poetry’: Country Sentiment and The Pier-Glass. On the one hand, Graves
appears to be playing-down the importance of his book, while on the other, he
highlights its rooted-ness in his poetic practice, enigmatically alluding to a
series of writing-related ‘problems’ as the primary source. This curious
disparity between what Graves says in his introductory note and how he says it
suggests that we should be wary of reading On English Poetry as a sequence
of notepad jottings and nothing more. Indeed, two letters which Graves wrote
in 1921 reveal that he placed much greater store in his first prose volume than
he was willing to let on. The first of these is addressed to Siegfried Sassoon
and is dated 29 May: ‘I want to send you my book about poetry which 1s now
after 8 rewrites more or less complete... It is more like a manifesto now, ain’t
it? and less like a jumble. But I am so afraid of being dull and pompous, that I
would rather be thought flighty and casual.’® The fact that On English Poetry
went through ‘8 rewrites’ indicates that it was hardly the ragbag of

* A. Williams-Ellis, ‘Poets and Poetry’, Spectator, 5 August 1922, CXXIX, p.184.

2: W. H. Auden, The Dyer’s Hand and Other Essays (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), p.xii.
SL1, p.126.
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spontaneous ‘notebook reflections’ that Graves describes in his introduction.
Though the book may have begun life in this form,*® it was obviously
extensively restyled in order to make it ‘more like a manifesto’. At the same
time, however, Graves admits (in not so many words) to consciously avoiding
the proselytising impulse, preferring to appear ‘flighty and casual’ rather than
‘dull and pompous’. In this respect, it seems that he wanted to achieve the
coherence of a manifesto (as opposed to the incoherence of ‘a jumble’),
without being seen to adopt the genre’s more ‘pompous’ stylistic traits.”’ In
the second letter, addressed to Edward Marsh and dated 8 December, Graves
announces that his ‘prose book will be out soon,” adding ‘An important book
Eddie, I honestly believe’. ** At such moments Graves’s mask of self-
deprecation slips to reveal a seriousness ot intent that was almost wholly
suppressed in print.

While modest in some regards, the tone of Graves’s prose debut is also
openly mischievous and oppositional as the author takes obvious delight in
playing the role of provocateur. Again, this is made plain in the introductory
note which begins with the words: ‘The greater part of this book will appear
controversial’ and concludes: ‘when putting a cat among the pigeons it is
always advisable to make it as large a cat as possible’. It is also evident from

the way in which Graves couples his rather clipped and sober title, On English

Poetry, with a sprawling and infinitely more anarchic subheading: ‘Being an

[rregular Approach to the Psychology of This Art, from Evidence Mainly
Subjective’. While the former suggests a comprehensive, cogent and
disinterested study, the latter hints at a maverick exercise in critical
improvisation and personal poetics. Bearing in mind the author’s
preoccupation with psychoanalysis at this time, it seems that a vaguely

Freudian conflict is already taking place, with the book’s id and superego

*® As an adolescent Graves kept a journal in which he recorded random thoughts every day ‘on
any subject that came into [his] head’. Given the disjunctive, improvisatory nature of this
exercise, it seems almost certain that it provided the blueprint for the notebook on which On
English Poetry was based. Richard Perceval Graves, Robert Graves: The Assault Heroic, 1895-
1926 (London: Wiedenfeld and Nicolson, 1986), p.80

*’ Paul Fussell lists ‘pomposity’ among Graves’s chief ‘enemies’ (along with ‘solemnity,
certainty, complacency [and] cruelty’]; arguing that it was ‘the Great War that brought [it] to his

attention’. Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (New York: Oxford University Press,
1975, rpt 2000), p.206.

2 SL1, p.130.
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jostling alongside one another on the opening page. In many ways, On English
Poetry stands as Graves’s most unapologetically subjective critical work and,
perhaps because of this, his most revealing.”” Whereas in the later criticism
(and The White Goddess in particular) Graves often appears unwilling to own
up to the obvious eccentricity of some of his theories, in this, his first prose
volume, he freely admits it: ‘I have given this book a plain heading... But I am
afraid that extravagance has broken down my determination to write soberly,
on almost every page’.”’ In this sense, it clashes directly with the more sober
Arnoldian doctrine of critical objectivity that T. S. Eliot espoused a year after

On English Poetry’s publication, in his essay ‘The Function of Criticism’
(1923):

... interpretation’... is only legitimate when it is not interpretation at
all, but merely putting the reader in possession of facts which he would
otherwise have missed... Comparison and analysis... are the chief
tools of the critic. ...any book, any essay... which produces a fact even
of the lowest order about a work of art is a better piece of work than
nine-tenths of the most pretentious critical journalism... The real

corrupters are those who supgaly opinion or fancy; and Goethe and
Coleridge are not guiltless... '

I suspect that Graves, at least at this early stage of his career, would have
happily numbered himself among the “corrupters’ that Eliot spoke of
(although, as we shall see, he too adopts ‘comparison and analysis’, albeit in
alliance with critical ‘fancy’).

Though it was received (i1f not composed) in the austere shadow of The
Sacred Wood (1920), Graves’s approach in On English Poetry bears a greater
resemblance to the kind of romantic criticism that Oscar Wilde envisioned 1n
‘The Critic as Artist’ (1890). While Graves never makes anything like Wilde’s
lofty claims for the creative primacy of critical prose (quite the opposite in
fact),’? he obviously revelled in the extravagant intellectual freedoms that the

genre afforded him; freedoms that were mostly unavailable in the lecture

jz This may go some way toward explaining why it was so rigorously suppressed in future years.
Ibid. p.39.

* T. S. Eliot, Selected Essays (London: Faber and Faber, 1932, rpt [with revisions/corrections]
1999), pp.84-5.

*2 Richard Perceval Graves quotes a letter from Graves, dated 18 September 1920, in which he
reveals his preference for ‘honest homespun say-what-you-mean prose, not rhetoric like
Macauly or Pater or those blokes’; Robert Graves: The Assault Heroic, 1895-1926, p.80.
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rooms of Oxford. Finding the university’s emphasis on early eighteenth-
century poetry largely ‘tedious’,”” Graves turned his attention to Keats and the
Romantics, whose lyrics had sustained him - as they had sustained his fellow
soldier-poets Wilfred Owen and Edward Thomas - throughout the duration of
the War. He also immersed himself in Coleridge’s own masterpiece of
personal notebook criticism, Biographia Literaria (1817) which, he claimed,
‘should be the poet’s Bible’.”* This extra-curricular fascination with Romantic
poetry and poetics was deemed highly idiosyncratic by much of the English
department and, in Goodbye to All That, Graves recalls one academic’s
inadvertently prophetic observation: *“I understand, Mr Graves, that the essays
which you write for your English tutor are, shall I say, a trifle temperamental.
It appears, indeed, that you prefer some authors to others™ . If these
‘temperamental’ Romantic preferences conflicted with the canon advocated by
his professors, they were equally incompatible with the sense of ‘tradition’ -
that was fast emerging from the modernist vortex. Although Frank Kermode,>®
Harold Bloom>’ and others, have highlighted the unacknowledged links
between Romanticism and modemism, Graves’s complicated allegiance to the
likes of Keats and Coleridge nonetheless placed him firmly outside the
decidedly anti-Romantic territory that figures like Eliot’® and Pound were
busily staking-out.

In the wake of, what were seen to be, the Romantic excesses of the
Aesthetic movement, both the literary establishment and the avant-garde
increasingly viewed the elusive phenomenon of Romanticism as a decadent
endorsement of poetic immaturity and irresponsibility, inviting charges of
formlessness, escapism and self-absorption. As a product of the ‘dissociation
of sensibility’ that he famously identified in ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ (1921),
the Romantic tradition, for Eliot, embodied the erroneous belief that poetry
acts as a mode of self-expression rather than as a means of ‘impersonally’

diagnosing and countering the ills of the culture at large. T. E. Hulme, whose

¥ GTAT(29), p.262.
¥ OEP, p.132.
3% GTAT(29), p.263.

*® Frank Kermode, Romantic Image (London and Glasgow: Fontana, 1971).

*" Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company: A Reading of English Romantic Poetry (London and
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1971).

*® Eliot, Selected Essays, p.26.
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1deas had a considerable impact on the young Eliot, also gravitated towards
the Classical ‘definite’ rather than the Romantic ‘infinite’, challenging the

3 and proposing instead a proto-

notion that man 1s a ‘reservoir of possibilities’
Imagist poetics of ‘accurate, precise and definite description” *° Though
English Romanticism was outwardly resisted by a number of the most
significant modernists, it was, as Edna Longley points out, inwardly ‘revisited’
on an unprecedented scale by those other ‘men of 1914°, the poets ot the Great
War: ‘If the war exposed the emptiness of post-Romantic poeticalities, 1t also
reactivated the conceptual and linguistic radicalism of Romanticism itself, and
impelled a chastened Romantic idealism into new manifestos’.*' In Graves’s
case, psychoanalysis, that other frowned-upon cult of the personal, provided
an uncanny vehicle for this ‘reactivation’. While countless poets and critics,
from Herbert Read*? and Lionel Trilling* to Ted Hughes** and Adam
Phillips,” have drawn attention to the essential continuities between early
nineteenth-century Romantic thought and psychoanalytic theory, On English
Poetry remains one of the first (and most forgotten) attempts to demonstrate
the possibility of such a reading. As a result, it stands as a remarkably
anomalous work of literary criticism within the context of what we now tend
to regard as the ‘high-modernist’ period of the early 1920s.

The critical response to On English Poetry was decidedly mixed. In the
TLS, an anonymous reviewer wrote: ‘Mr. Graves has the courage not only of

many excellent aphorisms, but of opinions more seductive for his own

contradiction of them. He loves common sense, is in love with uncommon

* T. E. Hulme, ‘Romanticism and Classicism’, Selected Writings, ed. Patrick McGuinness
(Manchester: Carcanet, 2003), p.70.

Y Ibid. p.78.

‘! Edna Longley, ‘The Great War, history, and the English lyric’, The Cambridge Companion to
the Literature of the Great War, ed. Vincent Sherry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005), p.65.

 Herbert Read, ‘Psychoanalysis and Literary Criticism’ (1924), Selected Writings: Poetry and
Criticism (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), pp.106-7.
* Lionell Trilling, ‘Freud and Literature’ (1941), 20" Century Literary Criticism: A Reader, ed.
David Lodge (London: Longman, 1971, rpt 1991), pp.276-290.
“ Ted Hughes, ‘The Poetic Self: A Centenary Tribute to T. S. Eliot’, Winter Pollen: Occasional
Prose, ed. William Scammell (London: Faber and Faber, 1995), pp.274-5.

‘> Adam Phillips, ‘Promises, Promises’, Promises, Promises: Essays on Literature and
Psychoanalysis (London: Faber and Faber, 2002), p.364.
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nonsense.”*® J. Middleton Murray, meanwhile, in The Nation and The

Athenaeum, predictably remarked:

It is incoherent; Mr. Graves seems to have composed it by pinning
together scattered leaves of his notebook: and the incoherence of the
whole 1s not compensated by any great lucidity of the parts. Many of
them — and those among the most important — are unintelligible,
apparently because Mr. Graves has himself not mastered his theory.47
One of the most positive reviews was A. Williams-Ellis’s in The Spectator,
which contains the observation: ‘Poetry is a subject that grows periodically
stale and dusty. Mr. Graves’s book is as profound and revitalizing as it 1s
entertaining.”*® The most damning, however, comes from Conrad Aiken,
another psychoanalytically-inclined poet, who, writing in The New Republic,
argues: ‘Mr. Graves has taken a few vague psychoanalytic notions out of the
air, added a few half-comprehending observations of his own behaviour
before, during and after composition, and written a pompous, fatuous and
gloriously inaccurate book.’® John Crowe Ransom, a very different American
poet, took the polar opposite view in the first issue of his magazine, Fugitive:
‘The study of the psychological origins is absorbing, and Graves is the first
man to handle it who compounds in his own person a genuine poetic talent
with modern psychological learning.’*’ Graves, as it happened, was already a

fan of Ransom’s verse and would soon write to him, asking permission to put

together a volume of his poems for an English readership.

* Anon., ‘Excursions and Alarums’, The Times Literary Supplement, 14 September 1922,
?.580.
7

J. Middleton Murray, ‘A Poet on Poetry’, The Nation and the Athenaeum, 16 September
1922, p.797.
* A. Williams-Ellis, ‘Poets and Poetry’, The Spectator, 5 August 1922, p.185.

* Conrad Aiken, ‘Sludgery’, The New Republic, 22 November 1922, p.340.
** John Crowe Ransom, ‘Editorial’, Fugitive, 1:1, April 1922, p.67.
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IL. A SENSIBILITY OF DISSOCIATION: THE ORIGINS OF
CONFLICT

The central argument of On English Poetry revolves around Graves’s
conviction that the poet is 1n possession of what he calls ‘multiple sub-
personalities’ that, from time to time, collide with one another and cause
conflict. The idea of a multiple poetic self is, in itself, nothing new; or rather it
1s so intimately bound up with our sense of the ‘new’ or the ‘modern’ in

literature as to be, to some extent, conventional by the time Graves came to

formulate his own version of it. The speaker of Whitman’s ‘Song of Myself’
famously contains ‘multitudes’, while Baudelaire’s ‘To the Reader’ tells us
that ‘A demon nation riots in our brains’.”>’ However, in marked contrast to the
images of multiple-selthood explored by earlier writers, Graves’s theory of the
poet’s sub-personalities has a curiously pathological bent that sets it some way
apart. ‘They have a simple origin’, he claims, ‘as supplying the need of a

primitive mind when confused. Quite normal children invent their own

3

familiar spirits, their “shadows”, “dummies” or “slaves”, in order to excuse
erratic actions of their own which seem on reflection incompatible with their
usual habits or code of honour.”>* Just as a child spontaneously constructs an
imaginary ‘other’ in moments of uncertainty, the conflicted individual
effectively splits up into two or more sub-personalities, each one representing
a particular side of the problem. By locating the figure of the child at the root
of this phenomenon, Graves’s account brings to mind Lewis Carroll’s Alice
(about whom he would soon write one his most memorable early poems’’) and
her propensity for ‘pretending to be two people’”* in difficult circumstances.

Although Graves argues that ‘it 1s hardly necessary to quote extreme
cases of morbid psychology or to enter the dangerous arena of spiritualistic
argument in order to explain the presence of sub-personalities in the poet’s
mind’, this idea (as his rather Jungian references to ‘shadows’ and the

‘primitive mind’ suggest) does have its origins, at least in part, in the

>! Charles Baudelaire, The Flowers of Evil, ed. and trans. James McGowan (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1993, rpt 1998), p.5.
> OEP, pp.117-118.

* See ‘Alice’, CP1, pp.249-50.

** Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass, ed. Hugh
Haughton (London: Penguin, 1998), p.14.
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psychoanalytic concept of dissociation. The term, coined by the French
psychiatrist Pierre Janet in his 1889 study L 'Automatisme Psychologique,
describes the pathological existence of two or more distinct personalities in the
same person. Perhaps the most famous example of this condition can be found
in Morton Prince’s monograph, The Dissociation of a Personality (1906),
which describes the treatment of Christine Beauchamp, a New England
woman who, in addition to her everyday personality, was in possession of two
other identities that emerged during hypnosis. Though Freud did not take up
the theories of the so-called ‘dissociationists’ of the late nineteenth-century 1n
any direct way (he and Josef Breuer make a nod to Janet in the ‘Preliminary
Statement’ to their 1895 collaboration Studies on Hysteria),>” certain aspects
of their discoveries had an impact on his conception of the mind as a dynamic
space where opposing forces meet. Lionel Trilling, for example, noted that, in
Freud’s theories, ‘We find the energetic exploitation of the idea of the mind as
a divisible thing, one part of which can contemplate and mock the other’.”® In
his 1924 review of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, the American poet John

Crowe Ransom made a similar observation:

The Freudian man is multiple rather than simple, many men bound up
loosely in one man. He is in fact a pack of demons, going under the
name of John Doe for his legal functions, all of them held under the
rod in subjection to a mannerly sort of arch-demon, who persuades
himself and the world that he is the real John Doe, the one and only.”’

For Freud, of course, the primary conflict from which all others issue forth is

the one that takes place between the subject’s instincts or drives and his or her

sense of a societal norm. Since Ransom was familiar with Graves’s work by

the time he wrote the above passage,” the inspiration for his ‘pack of demons’

may well have come from the chapter of On English Poetry entitled *“My name

is Legion: for we are many’, as much as Baudelaire’s ‘demon nation’. Either

3 Sigmund Freud and Joseph Breuer, Studies in Hysteria, trans. Nicola Luckhurst, ed. Rachel
Bowlby (London: Penguin, 2004), pp.20-21.

** Perry Meisel (ed.), Freud: A Collection of Essays (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Pentice
Hall, 1981), p.97.

>7 Ibid. p.39.

>® Ransom’s name was becoming known in England at around this time through Graves’s
publication and promotion of his 1924 volume of poems, Grace After Meat.
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way, his description of the individual’s divided nature is as germane to ‘the
Gravesian man’ as it is to his Freudian counterpart.

Indeed, 1t was through Ransom’s admiring review of On English
Poetry a few years earlier in the first issue of the Fugitive and his subsequent
letter to Graves on 11 July 1922 (informing him ‘you represent as I see it the
best tendency extant in modern poetry’)*” that the two men became
acquainted. Ransom’s use of the legal pseudonym ‘John Doe’ to describe his
notion of an ‘arch-demon’ also recalls Graves’s lyric ‘Richard Roe and John
Doe’ which first appeared in September 1921. The poem is a fable-like
account of the cuckolded Richard Roe and his attempts to identify with a
number of similarly wronged figures from myth and history. Ultimately,
however, these imaginary selves are subsumed by the shadowy usurper John
Doe, who remains, despite (or rather because of) his crime, Richard Roe’s

ideal 1dentity:

He wished himself Job, Solomon, Alexander,
For patience, wisdom, power to overthrow
Misfortune; but with spirit so unmanned

That most of all he wished himself John Doe.®’
Interestingly, in the poem’s original version (with which Ransom would have
no doubt been familiar), Richard Roe ‘wished himself... / power to overthrow

/ His tyrant’®’

rather than the more abstract ‘Misfortune’ of the version quoted.
In this light, Ransom’s ‘arch-demon’ and Graves’s ‘tyrant’ seem almost
certainly related. However, it was through Rivers and his extensive work on
dissociation in Instinct and the Unconscious that Graves himself first
encountered the 1dea of multiple sub-personalities. ‘The special feature of
dissociation,” according to Rivers, ‘is that the suppressed experience does not
remain passive, but acquires an independent activity of its own’.** Rather than
exploring the relationship between the act of ‘suppression’ and the

proliferation of sub-personalities (as he does to a greater extent in The

Meaning of Dreams and Poetic Unreason), Graves chooses in On English

* ‘To Robert Graves’, 11 July 1922; Selected Letters of John Crowe Ransom, eds. Thomas

Daniel Young and George Core (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1985), p.111
“cpr1,p.147.

° Ibid. p.377.

°* W. H .R. Rivers, Instinct and the Unconscious: A Contribution to a Biological Theory of
Psycho-Neuroses (London: Cambridge University Press, 1922), p.73.
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Poetry to focus on the ‘independent’ nature of these other selves and the
inevitable contradictions that take place between them.

Throughout the book these conflicts are described in vividly
metaphorical terms as Graves sets about demonstrating his preference for
discussing the ‘poet’s mental clockwork’ through ‘fables and analogies...
instead of psychological jargon’.®? In this respect Graves resembles Freud
who, as John Forrester points out, allied himself with ‘lay views [and] “old
wives’ tales” against official, respectable science’.®® In one passage, for
example, the poet is cast in the unlikely guise of a police-officer writing up a

report on the psychological equivalent of a barroom-brawl:

The poet is consciously or unconsciously always... taking in... new
ideas... until suddenly every now and again two of them violently
quarrel and drag into the fight a group of other ideas that have been
loitering about at the back of his mind for years; the great excitement,
noise and bloodshed, with finally a reconciliation and drinks all round.
The p(gg:t writes a tactful police report on the affair and there is the

poem.
There is almost something of the Keystone Cops in the spontaneous
knockabout confusion of this scene. We certainly seem to be a long way from
the controlled, clinical environment that Eliot evokes in his image of the
poet’s mind as ‘a bit of finely filiated platinum... introduced into a chamber
containing oxygen and sulphur dioxide’®® (although D. J. Enright, in a crucial
essay on Graves from the 1960s, does liken Eliot’s sense of tradition to a
‘policeman’s grip’).’ Instead, Graves’s description of ideas piling into the
poet’s mind recalls Friedrich Schiller’s account of poetic production, as
quoted by Freud in the second chapter of Interpreting Dreams: ‘In a creative
mind... 1t seems to me that reason has pulled back its sentry from the gates,
ideas pour in pell-mell, and only afterwards does it take stock and examine the

whole great crowd’.®® But are we to read Graves’s policeman, like Schiller’s

 OEP, p.31.

* Sigmund Freud, Interpreting Dreams, trans. J. A. Underwood, ed. John Forrester (London:
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sentry, as a representative of straightforward ‘reason’? The last time a ‘police-
presence’ of any kind was felt in Graves’s writing was in ‘Escape’, a 1916
lyric that dramatises (and mythologizes) the poet’s near-death experience after
sustaining serious wounds during the Battle of the Somme. On finding himself
transported to Hades, the speaker flees pursued by ‘angry hosts / Of demons,
heroes, and police-man ghosts’.*” While we would expect to find demons and
heroes 1n any classical depiction of the underworld, the spectacle of the
spectral policemen in this kind of mythical setting seems just as incongruous
as On English Poetry’s implied composite image of the policeman-poet.
However, the seemingly benevolent, reconciliatory influence of the latter
bears little resemblance to the angry mob of ghostly officers that hounds the
speaker-protagonist of ‘Escape’. In Freudian terms, Graves’s theoretical
policeman is more ego than superego, providing mediation between opposing
forces rather than heavy-handed censorship.

We find a distant, but arguably more distinct, echo of the above
passage in The Long Weekend (1940), a social history of Britain between the
Wars that Graves co-wrote with Alan Hodge in the late nineteen-thirties. In
their account of the immediate aftermath of the Great War, Graves and Hodge
refer to an article in The Bystander that ‘reminded its readers that, though
peace had been made with Germany, Britain was still playing the policeman in
Fiume, Constantinople, Palestine, Mesopotamia... India, Siberia, Hong Kong
and Singapore. The public, however, was unperturbed. Germany at least was
beaten [emphasis mine]’.”" The phrase ‘playing the policeman’ in this context
is presumably an allusion to the Conservative politician Andrew Bonar Law
and his infamous description of England as ‘the policeman of the world’. We
know, from another passage in The Meaning of Dreams, that, far from sharing
this public complacency, the shell-shocked Graves remained acutely aware of
the precariousness of this particular phase of ‘peacetime’: ‘Nineteen hundred
and twenty-one was a very anxious year, there being wars and rumours of

wars in Russia, Ireland, the near East and elsewhere, and my nervous

® CP1,p.31.

" Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, The Long Weekend: A Social History of Great Britain 1918-
1939 (London: Faber and Faber, 1940), p.31.
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condition got worse.”’" In this light, the image of the policeman-poet in On
English Poetry suggests an indirect (and perhaps inevitable) identification, on
Graves’s part, with the ‘peacemaking’ efforts of Imperial England in the
volatile post-war climate of the early nineteen-twenties.’” It also seems that the
daily newspapers and their warnings against premature celebration were as
much behind Graves’s emerging poetic theory as ‘the modern psychological
books’ " in which he hoped to find a cure.

From a literary perspective, Graves’s trope of the poem-as-police-
report brings to mind Eliot’s famous working-title for the original, uncut
version of The Waste Land, which appeared only a few months after On
English Poetry. ‘He Do The Police in Different Voices’. Whereas Eliot’s
provisional heading suggests a Dickensian exercise in poetic ventriloquism in
which the ‘police’ (or polis) provide a series of dummies for the poet’s
‘different voices’, Graves’s hypothetical policeman acts as a single conduit
through which those different voices merge and become reconciled. As an
image of the poet’s unifying sensibility, the policeman, in this context, clearly
represents a belated version of Coleridge’s principle of the Imagination; albeit
a strikingly, almost ironically, prosaic one.”* What could be less
conventionally poetic, after all, than “a tactful police report’? By way of an
answer to this question we might consider another similarly bureaucratic role
that Graves assigns to the poet at several other points in the text: that of

conference-chairman.

The mind of a poet is like an international conference composed of
delegates of both sexes and every shade of political thought, which is
trying to decide on a series of problems of which the chairman has

" MOD, p.163.

"2 T. S. Eliot would later make a more overt case for viewing Britain as a ‘mediating’ influence
on the post-war stage: ‘Britain is not only the bridge, the middle way, between two parts of
western Europe; she is, or should be, by virtue of the fact that she is the only member of the
European community that has established a genuine Empire — that is to say, a world-wide
empire as was the Roman empire — not only European but the connection between Europe and
the rest of the world.’ Eliot, ‘A Commentary’, Criterion, 7:3, March 1928, p.194.
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" Graves’s strategy of disguising Romanticism’s central tenet is symptomatic of what Lennart
Nyberg refers to as ‘the shadowlike itinerary of the word ‘imagination’ in twentieth-century
poetry’ and significantly complicates the commonly held notion that Graves (and early Graves
in particular) was a straightforward Romantic. Lennart Nyberg, ““The Imagination”: A

Twentieth-Century Itinerary’, Rethinking Modernism, ed. Marianne Thormahlen (Basingstoke
and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), p.43.
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himself little previous knowledge — yet this chairman, this central

authority, will somehow contrive to sign a report embodying the
specialised knowledge and reconciling the apparently hopeless
disagreements of all factions concerned.”

This image looks ahead to The Orators (1932) and Auden’s ‘Divine
Commission’ of angels who, after going their separate ways, reunite to
‘collaborate in a complete report’.’® Interestingly, however, Graves’s vision of
the poet’s mind as a paradoxically public arena forever on the brink of civil
unrest seems very much at odds with the desolate, post-Romantic mindscapes
of the poems that he published in the period immediately leading up to Or
English Poetry’s composition; poems like ‘Lost Love’, ‘Rocky Acres’ and
‘Return’, for example. It also suggests a degree of textual polyphony that we
might not ordinarily associate with, what is often taken to be, the ‘univocal’
mode of the brief lyric in which Graves specialises. Helen Vendler has
addressed this common misconception by emphasising that ‘the voices in lyric
are represented not by characters, as in a novel or drama, but by changing
registers of diction, contrastive rhythms, and varieties of tone. There is no
complex lyric that does not contain within itself a congeries of forces...”’’ The
Northern Irish poet Michael Longley, whose verse owes a considerable debt to
Graves, similarly observes that ‘Poetry, even the most intensely lyrical, is
unlikely to be a solo ﬂight."-’8 As we will see, the supposedly unified surfaces
of Graves’s poems often constitute a far more dynamic interplay of ‘forces’
than has hitherto been recognised. It is also worth remembering that, since
1917, his chief poetic influence had been John Skelton, a poet whose work, as
Helen Cooper points out tn a recent article, ‘puts The Waste Land and Pound’s
Cantos in the shade’” when it comes to sheer multifarious-ness.

If Graves’s conference metaphor is, superficially, out of line with the

structural and thematic concerns of his early verse, the idea of the poem-as-

report does seem entirely appropriate to the rather clipped, business-like style
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that Graves the officer-poet (as distinct from Eliot the office-poet) was already
cultivating.”” Indeed, the curiously administrative imagery of the police officer
dutifully writing up his statement and the chairman bringing the conference to
order seems less incongruous when we consider the proximity of On English
Poetry’s composition to the Treaty of Versailles and its ‘reconciliation’ of
electorates who were, as Michael Howard puts 1t, ‘still in the grip of war
fever’.®' In Goodbye to All That, for example, Graves confessed to being
‘shocked’ by the Treaty and by civilian England’s lack of interest in, what

seemed to him, its ominous progress:

it seemed to lead certainly to another war and yet nobody cared. When
the most critical decisions were being taken at Paris, public interest
was concentrated entirely on... home-news items... I began to hear
news, too, of my mother’s relatives in Germany and the penury to
which they had been reduced, particularly those who were retired
officials and whose pension, by the collapse of the mark, was reduced
to a few shillings a week. Nancy and I took all this to heart; we now
called ourselves socialists.™ '

Though not quite the Dante-inspired walking dead of The Waste Land or
Pound’s vision of England as ‘an old bitch gone in the teeth’ in Hugh Selwyn
Mauberley (1920),” the image of the British public evoked by this passage
suggests a comparable malaise; albeit in political rather than spiritual terms.
By implication, it also places the Versailles Treaty (as much as the Great War
itself) squarely at the heart of On English Poetry’s ‘political unconscious’.>*
If, indeed, Graves did unknowingly identify with the post-war plight of
imperial (or ‘policeman’) England, as I have suggested, this identification was
profoundly complicated by his rather more conscious (and conscientious)
sympathy for the defeated ‘enemy’. While On English Poetry can hardly be

classed as a socialist text, this sense of outrage manifests itself in Graves’s

belief that resolution is achieved in the poet’s conflicted mind by bringing all

%0 Anthony Thwaite remarks: ‘reading his own poems aloud, Graves did indeed sound a bit like
a first world war subaltern running through company orders’. Thwaite, ‘In Thrall to the White
Goddess’, The Guardian, 5 July 2003.

®! Michael Howard, The First World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p.136.
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* There is no evidence, however, to suggest that Graves read John Maynard Keynes’s
bestselling account of the Treaty, The Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919); a work that,
as Tom Paulin notes, Eliot ‘read and digested’ during the genesis of The Waste Land. Paulin,
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factions to some kind of democratic or ‘unilateral’ agreement rather than by
finding for any one particular party. Perhaps this is most evident in the highly
politicised language that Graves employs to warn us that, should ‘the victors
dictate their own laws, un-contradicted’ (as he felt they were at the time in
Paris), poetry itself becomes impossible and the result is either propagandising
‘legal prose or (from habit)... verse’.” In other words, where there is no
conflict and the writer is possessed of just one aim there can be no poetry.
Like that other ‘double man’ of English verse, W. H. Auden, Graves makes it

his poetic business ‘To say two different things at once, / To wage offensives

on two fronts’.%°

In order to illustrate his conflict theory Graves turns to a handful of
extracts from Elizabethan drama. In these lines, he argues, ‘a battle of the
great emotions, faith, hope or love against fear, griet or hate, will certainly
appear;, though one side may indeed be fighting a hopeless battle’.®’ Along
with quotations from Doctor Faustus and Macbeth, Graves examines
Ferdinand’s great line from The Duchess of Malfi: ‘Cover her face; mine eyes
dazzle; she died too young’, pointing out that ‘the word “dazzle” does duty for
two emotions at once, sun-dazzled awe at loveliness [and] tear-dazzled grief
for early death’.®® By locating the poet’s (or in this case the character’s)
psychological conflicts in the ambiguity of individual words, Graves’s brief
but brilliantly agile reading provided, arguably, the single most important
critical source for the dazzling theories of multiple-meaning that William
Empson would later develop in his Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930)."
Moreover, Graves’s very specific use of Elizabethan drama to make this point
aligns him, to a certain extent, with Eliot and his roughly contemporaneous
observation in ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ that the ‘telescoping of images and

multiplied association is characteristic of the phrase of some of the dramatists
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of the period Donne knew: not to mention Shakespeare, it is frequent in
Middleton, Webster, and Tourneur, and is one of the sources of the vitality of
their language.”™ Though both Graves and Eliot uphold the rich play of
association demonstrated by the dramatic poetry of the Elizabethans, they each
do so with a difference in emphasis that is slight but telling. Whereas Graves
frames his discussion by highlighting the conflicts (‘a battle of the great
emotions’) enacted by much Elizabethan drama, Eliot focuses on the unities
(of teeling, thought and sensibility) that such writing exemplifies. By
foregrounding the emotional discord behind the perfectly-realised poetry,
Graves’s approach arguably betrays his allegiance to Romanticism; a tradition
that the Eliot of the early 1920s was keen to disavow in theory, if not
necessarily in practice.

We find a more sustained application of Graves’s conflict theory in his

b/

reading of Keats’s ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’; a lyric which would remain,
along with ‘Kubla Khan’, a touchstone for the poet throughout his career.”’
Drawing on biographical material from Sidney Colvin’s Life of Keats (1917),
Graves argues that there was a palpable tension in Keats’s mind at the time of
‘La Belle Dame’s’ inception between his growing but unhappy love for Fanny
Brawne and his well-founded fear of death by consumption. This conflict,
according to Graves, is perfectly embodied in the shape of the poem’s
eponymous femme fatale: ‘the Merciless Lady, to put it baldly, represents both

the woman he loved and the death he feared, the woman whom he wanted to

glorify by his poetry and the death that would cut his poetry short’.”* In

addition to highlighting this pivotal opposition, Graves also speculates on the
meaning of the lines: ‘And there I shut her wild, wild eyes / With kisses four’
by referring to the ‘journal-letter’ that Keats wrote to his brother George (14
February-3 May 1819) containing what appears to be an early draft of the

poem. Graves maintains that Keats’s explanation of these lines in the letter (‘1

was obliged to choose an even number [of kisses] that both eyes might have

 Eliot, Selected Essays, p.283.
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fair play’) is imbued with ‘a triviality and a light-hea:rtc-':dness"'93

that only
served to conceal the seriousness of the poem’s origins from his already
depressed brother. This account reminds us that Graves’s own ostensibly
lighted-hearted commentaries often have a dark, war-haunted underside which
would have been hidden to all but a few of his closest readers.

Not only, Graves maintains, did Keats’s brother George know
comparatively little about Fanny Brawne, he was also absent in America when
his younger brother Tom died of consumption the previous year. In Graves’s
view, it was Keats’s presence at Tom’s death-bed, his apprehension of the
advanced symptoms of a disease that he himself dreaded, and the mingling in

his mind of this scene with certain memories of the elusive Fanny Brawne,

that produced the playful yet deathly imagery of ‘La Belle Dame’:

...he had seen the lilly on Tom’s brow, the hectic rose on his cheek, his

starved lips in horrid warning gaping, and as the final horrible duty,
had shut his brother’s wild staring eyes with coins, not kisses. Now
Fanny’s mocking smile and sidelong glance play hide and seek in his

mind with Tom’s dreadful death mask.”
As for the poem’s reference to ‘kisses four,” then, Graves wonders rhetorically
whether it might not have been an allusion to ‘the painful doubleness of the
tragic vision’ described above, whereby ‘two of the kisses were more properly
pennies laid on the eyes of death’. It was, Graves argues, precisely this
‘painful doubleness,’ this running together of two distinct but interlinked
experiences, that Keats was attempting to ‘limit,” whether consciously or
unconsciously, when he later rewrote the lines as: ‘And here I shut her wild
sad eyes —/ So kissed asleep’. It is Graves’s conviction that, by replacing the
second ‘wild’ of the earlier version with the word ‘sad’, Keats loses the double
meaning that was evoked by the original repetition, in which both the elfin,
untamed wildness of Fanny’s manner and the horrified, panic-stricken
wildness of his dying brother’s eyes coexisted.

In addition to the English army after the War and the Allied Statesmen
of Europe, Graves’s conception of the poet as a mediator among warring

factions could be ascribed, in part, to his youthful admiration for both the

” Ibid. p.52.
> Ibid. p.52.
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diplomatic Professor Rivers and the expert guerrilla negotiator, T. E.
Lawrence.”” In On English Poetry, however, the poet’s special aptitude for

intuitive, psychological mediation is attributed to the nature of his or her

particular family background:

When we say that a poet is born not made... It means to me that... the
poet, like his poetry, 1s himself the result of the fusion of incongruous
forces. Marriages between people of conflicting philosophies of life,
widely separated nationalities or (most important) different emotional
processes, are likely either to result in children hopelessly struggling

with inhibitions or to develop in them a central authority of great
resource and most quick witted at compromise...”

This, of course, all sounds very familiar to a reader of Graves’s biography and
can, as Randall Jarrell”” points out, be traced back to the poet’s perception of
his own family history as divided between the coldly logical (though
somewhat bluff-prone) Graveses and the more generous and humane von
Rankes. Not only was each side of the family in possession of ‘different
emotional processes’ (as well as some very similar ones) they also hailed from
‘widely separated nationalities’. His father was the Irish poet Alfred Perceval
Graves, son of the Bishop of Limerick, and his mother, Amalie (or Amy) von
Ranke, was born in London but belonged to a distinguished German family.
Critics like Nicholas Carter’® and Frank Kersnowski’® have emphasised
Graves’s essential ‘Englishness’, while Fran Brearton has argued persuasively
that his work is ‘caught between English and Irish traditions’.'” Relatively
little has been said, however, about Graves’s German-ness, which is surprising
given that, according to Martin Seymour-Smith, ‘his actual home life was
more German in style than English’.'”' It was also one of the main causes of
some of his earliest conflicts at Charterhouse in the years leading up to the
War. As he recalls in Goodbye to All That:

> Another model of mediation might have been Thomas Hardy, who, according to Graves, was
‘chairman of the Anti-Profiteering Committee’ during the War. GTAT(57), p.251.

% OEP, p.33.

°7 Randall Jarrell, The Third Book of Criticism (London: Faber and Faber, 1955, rpt 1975), p.79.
* D. N. G. Carter, Robert Graves: The Lasting Poetic Achievement (London: The Macmillan
Press, 1989), p.46.

* Frank L. Kersnowski, The Early Poetry of Robert Graves: The Goddess Beckons (Austin: The
University of Texas Press, 2002), p.135.

'% Eran Brearton, The Great War in Irish Poetry: W. B. Yeats to Michael Longley (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003), p.98.

'! Seymour-Smith, Robert Graves: His Life and Work, p.29.



40

Businessmen’s sons, at this time, used to discuss hotly the threat, and
even the necessity, of a trade war with the Reich. ‘German’ meant

‘dirty German’. It meant: ‘cheap, shoddy goods competing with our
sterling industries.’ It also meant military menace, Prussianism, useless
philosophy, tedious scholarship, loving music and sabre-rattling.,102

Needless to say, this sense of displacement and divided loyalty only
intensified with the onset of fighting and Graves’s enlistment. It is captured in
his memoir with characteristic alacrity in a description of a conversation he
held in the trenches with a fellow Anglo-German soldier: ‘I told him: “Well, 1

have three or four uncles sitting somewhere opposite, and a number of

cousins, too. One of those uncles is a general...”'?

History, in short, made Graves acutely aware of his own peculiar status
as a product of seemingly ‘incongruous forces’; a position he obliquely
explores in a short, riddling poem that was first printed in December 1922, a

few months after On English Poetry’s publication, entitled ‘The Poet’s Birth’:

A page, a huntsman, and a priest of God,
Her lovers, met in jealous contrariety,
Equally claiming the sole parenthood
Of him the perfect crown of their variety. '™
The poet’s three potential fathers in this curious family romance could be read
as representatives of Graves’s three competing ‘nationalities’: a page of the
English court, a German hunstman and an Irish priest (the latter seems perhaps
the most plausible given the clerical background of Graves’s own Irish
grandfather). The task of identifying the one ‘sole,’ or, indeed, ‘soul’ (if we take
into account that half-rhyme of ‘God’ with ‘parenthood’) father among the
trinity proves to be impossible, not only because the enigmatic mother-figure
‘loved too well’, but because the child appears to be ‘the perfect crown of their

variety’. In a kind of bizarre inversion of the Immaculate Conception, she

implicitly advises her son to acknowledge all three fathers and, paradoxically,

none of them at all:

‘But, many-fathered little one,’ she said,

02 GTAT(57), p.38.
' Ibid. p.61.
%% CP1,p.171.
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“Whether of high or low, of smooth or rough,
Here 1s your mother whom you brought to bed.

Acknowledge only me, be this enough,

For such as worship after shall be told

A white dove sired you or a rain of gold.”'"
Despite the Christian overtones of the commandment ‘Acknowledge only me’
and the Holy Spirit imagery of the white dove (though Graves is quick to
correct the straightforwardness of this last association in Poetic Unreason'"),
the deification of the mother in quasi-Oedipal terms (‘Here is your mother
whom you brought to bed’) strikingly anticipates the unifying feminine
principle of the Muse or Goddess of poetry, for whom Graves would
eventually forsake all geographical loyalties (a factor that makes the poem’s
absence from his later volumes of Collected Poems all the more striking). Not
only does this lyric suggest the presence of Graves’s own formidable
Victorian mother, it also probably indicates the powerful feminist influence of

his wife, Nancy, whose ‘crude summary of the Christian religion: “God is a

man, so it must be all rot”, took a load’ he confessed ‘off my shoulders’.'”’

If the incongruities of the poet’s family background create within his
mind an unusually chaotic site of ‘jealous contrariety’, they also, according to
Graves, lead him to evolve an unusually powerful capacity to negotiate these
conflicts; a capacity lacking in the more ‘single-minded’ individual: ‘the rival
sub-personalities formed in him... constantly struggle to reconciliation in his
poetry, and in proportion as these sub-personalities are more numerous more
varied and more inharmonious... his controlling personality [becomes]
stronger and quicker at compromise’.'”® Multiplicity, in this formula,
engenders not a state of disintegration, but, paradoxically, a greater degree of
coherence. In other words, the more dissonant the mind, the stronger the ego-
like ‘controlling personality’ or chairman becomes, until the poet is able to

extend his talent for inner-arbitration beyond the confines of his own psyche,

into the greater disorders of the public world:

19 Ibid. p.171.
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he becomes a more or less capable spokesman of that larger group-
mind of his culture which we somehow consider greater than the sum

of 1ts parts: so that men of smaller scope and more concentrated

loyalties swallow personal prejudices and hear at times in his

utterances what seems to them the direct voice of God'”
This is perhaps the only passage in On English Poetry that deals explicitly
with the theme of the poet’s social role; a theme that will be taken up to a
much greater extent in Poetic Unreason. The idea of the poet as public
spokesman brings to mind Tennyson, Kipling and, in a slightly different vein,
the poets of the Great War who generally made public address their weapon of
choice against ‘The old Lie’.''? It is noteworthy that Graves should hold fast to

the Wordsworthian notion of the poet as a man speaking to men in the year

that saw the publication of The Waste Land: ‘a poem, ¢ Alan Marshall points

out, ‘which dealt, in an inevitably private way, with the disappearance of those

common values which make a public language possible’.''! For Graves,

however, such a language evidently remained a possibility, in theory at least.
In July 1922, shortly after On English Poetry’s publication, he contributed to a
piece in Harold Monro’s monthly periodical, The Chapbook, in which he

elaborated upon his rapidly-developing sense of the poet’s public function:

The poet, if he is a poet in the fullest sense of the word, must stand in
the middle of the larger society to which he belongs, and reconcile in

his poetry the conflicting views of every group, trade and class in that
society: he must be before he 1s a poet in any full sense, scientist,

philosopher, mechanic, clerk, bagman, journalist — not less than natural
historian, litterateur, child and lover.' "

This ambitious, Shakespearean ideal anticipates (and may well have directly

informed) Louis MacNeice’s famous call for ‘a poet able-bodied, fond of

talking, a reader of the newspapers, capable of pity and laughter, informed in

economics, appreciative of women, involved in personal relationships,
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actively interested in politics, susceptible to physical impressions’.'"? Unlike
MacNeice’s robustly journalistic poetry of the 1930s and 40s, however,
Graves’s verse rarely tackles social themes head on.

Indeed, by the summer of 1919 (shortly before he began work on On
English Poetry) Graves had ostensibly abandoned the War itself as a viable
subject. This, he believed, represented not a refusal of public opinion but
rather a concession to it. Given, what Graves took to be, the British public’s
apathy and complacency at this time, the only way to be a spokesman was,
ironically enough, to turn away from the kind of large political statements that
so-called ‘war poetry’ made commonplace. In a letter to Edmund Blunden
dated 12 July 1919 he writes: ‘War-poetry is played out I’'m afraid,
commercially, for another five or ten years... Country Sentiment is the most
acceptable dope now, and this is the name I’ve given my new poems.’''* By
Graves’s own admission, however, ‘occasional corpses’ continued to ‘blunder
up’'"” in even his most sentimental lyrics and, by the time he came to write his
next collection, The Pier-Glass, the War had once again taken centre stage;
albeit from a psychological rather than a realist angle. Graves’s hypothesis that
the reading public would share his own post-war appetite for seemingly un-
political, escapist poetry turned out to be, as far as he was concerned,
something of a miscalculation since Country Sentiment, like its more war-
haunted successor, The Pier-Glass, did not reach the broad readership that he
had initially envisioned. With both volumes falling someway short of Graves’s

s116

ambitious ‘three or four thousand-copy sale[s]’ " target, he claims that he

finally gave up on the prospect of securing a substantial audience for his work:
‘after The Pier-Glass, published in 1921, I made no attempt to write for the
ordinary reading public, and no longer regarded my work as being of public
utility’.'!” Given that Graves continued to pursue the notion of a public poetic
voice (not to mention the idea of poetry as ‘public utility’) in his theoretical
prose for a number of years after The Pier-Glass’s publication, we have to

question the authenticity of this account. It seems likely, in other words, that
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the Graves of Goodbye is attempting to tidy up what remains arguably the
most contradictory phase of his career so far; a strategy that he would employ

more and more as the various editions of his Collected Poems piled up over

the ensuling years.

Graves’s underdeveloped but rather grandiose theory of the
spokesman-poet in On English Poetry suggests that, far from being a purely

psychological phenomenon, the poet’s sub-personalities are also the product of

his contact with, and internalisation of, the conflicting social forces of a
broader cultural landscape. However, when the men of ‘more concentrated
loyalties’ who inhabit this landscape are not listening to the ‘God-like’ words
of legislating bards, they view them as ‘hypocrite[s] and... traitor[s]’''®
because, like Keats’s ‘chameleon poet’,''” “they adopt an entirely different
view of life, a different vocabulary, gesture, intonation, according as they
happen to find themselves’.'* Graves observes that, while this infuriating

Cheshire cat evasiveness makes lasting loyalty of any kind particularly

difficult, many poets take great joy in their mercurial tendency to do ‘the quick

12! and elude the expectations of friends, critics and institutions: ‘He...

change
finds it amusing to watch the comments of reviews or private friends on some
small batch of poems which appear under his name. Every poem... is virtually
by a different author... it all turns on which “dummy” or “sub-personality”
had momentarily the most influence on the mental chairman’. This last
statement seems to betray an inconsistency in Graves’s theory since, as we
have seen, he also maintains that poetry becomes impossible if any one sub-
personality monopolises the chairman’s attention in this way. Indeed, Graves
himself later admitted that he was, without fully realising it, ‘confused’, in On

English Poetry, ‘as to the meaning of “solution to conflict”.'*? On the other

hand, this discrepancy could be read as, literally, a textbook example of the

'8 Ibid. p.123.
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