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         FyfieldBooks aim to make available some of the great classics of British and European literature in clear, affordable formats, and to restore often neglected writers to their place in literary tradition.

         
             

         

         FyfieldBooks take their name from the Fyfield elm in Matthew Arnold’s ‘Scholar Gypsy’ and ‘Thyrsis’. The tree stood not far from the village where the series was originally devised in 1971.

         
             

         

                 Roam on! The light we sought is shining still.

                 Dost thou ask proof? Our tree yet crowns the hill,

                 Our Scholar travels yet the loved hill-side

         from ‘Thyrsis’
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            Introduction

         

         For feminist literary critics, the resurrecting of marginal women writers calls for deft manoeuvring. An indelicate, exceptionalist gesture in favour of forgotten female genius inevitably fails. One has only to witness how ‘neglected’ women writers are set within scholarly histories of existing artistic constellations to see how their lives, influences, works – even their physical bodies – enter into an imagined, evaluative male space. And yet, the indisputable fact is that poet, publisher, journalist and editor Nancy Cunard (1896–1965) occupied a primary role in transatlantic modernism and the European avant-garde. Her myth persists: first glimpsed at the Bloomsbury literary salon of Edith, Sacheverell and Osbert Sitwell in the early decades of the twentieth century; later, as an author published by Virginia and Leonard Woolf’s Hogarth Press; and then in accounts of and by her famous lovers Aldous Huxley, Michael Arlen, and Tristan Tzara, among others. As the visionary founder of the Hours Press, Cunard was the first to publish the twenty-three-year-old Samuel Beckett, as well as works by Richard Aldington, Ezra Pound and W. H. Auden. Cunard’s reputation as striking artist’s model and muse, and her lithe – probably anorexic – silhouette haunting Left Bank Paris in the 1920s and 30s, is remembered by most who have come across her remarkable likeness. As with so many of her female contemporaries, like Mina Loy and Djuna Barnes, the persistent image of Nancy Cunard is more myth than substance and somewhat self-cultivated. In a photograph taken by Man Ray in 1926, Cunard appears as a sharp, angled woman, up to her elbows in African ivory bracelets. Her pose is somewhere between alluring and defensive, and her side profile directs us towards an unknowable spectator just outside the frame. Worn through much of her life, these bracelets were a kind of personal armour and her astounding collection (much of which was stolen during World War II) testifies to her vulnerability as much as her tireless battles against social and political injustice. One hope of this volume of Cunard’s poetry is to mediate the gaze of readers and modernist scholars between her compelling public image and her wide-ranging and extraordinary literary oeuvre. 

         Indian novelist Mulk Raj Anand recounts meeting Nancy Cunard in London in the 1920s with the biographer Catherine Carswell. Expressing surprise at finding her in a café called Whytelady’s, Cunard retorts that she has already convinced the owner to rename it Black and White, and that she will invite the famous black American actor Paul Robeson to its inauguration. Cunard’s mix of mischief and grandeur in this scene belies her serious life-long dedication to anti-Fascist, anti-racist and anti-imperial causes. According to Anand’s memoir, Conversations in Bloomsbury, Cunard was deeply sympathetic to his views of the British Raj: he was beaten and imprisoned for taking part in Gandhi’s resistance movement just before the Amritsar massacre in 1919. Cunard must have been reflecting on her own life when she replied, bending her head thoughtfully, ‘Nothing like a personal insult to make you into a rebel!’1 Cunard’s public rebellion against the values and ambivalence of her own social class and nationality complicates her legacy, as one whose association with artistic and literary circles was peripheral and selective. From the 1920s to the 1940s, she appears and then unexpectedly vanishes from the frame of transatlantic modernism. During these years, Cunard reincarnated herself from rebellious heiress to writer, social activist, and avant-garde publisher. As the great-granddaughter of the Cunard shipping-line founder Samuel Cunard, Nancy could not avoid her association with one of the most famous families in the world. Her story begins with a privileged childhood and adolescence, gaily photographed at the races alongside the daughters of great men, then moves to a literary career marked by travel and social activism in the Spanish Civil War and for the French resistance. Through three major wars, Cunard championed art as the antidote to world chaos.

         Cunard’s Hours Press, which mostly operated between 1928 and 1931 in Paris and La Chapelle-Réanville, was looted and her home destroyed by German troops and pillaged by her French neighbours under the encouragement of the town’s mayor. Books, letters, and artworks were lost – troops put eleven bullet holes through her Tanguy landscape and bayoneted her portrait by Eugene McCown – and many of Cunard’s precious ivory bracelets were carried off.2 Hence much of Cunard’s correspondence with the key writers of her era no longer exists. Her archived notebooks bear traces of her end as an isolated, disinherited idealist, jotting out quick, dark and observant poems standing at a window or in the TV room of London’s Holloway Sanatorium after being declared legally insane in 1960. Tragically, Cunard spent her final erratic days wandering the streets of Paris, where she was found weighing no more than twenty-six kilograms. On 17 March 1965 she died alone in the public ward of the charitable Hôpital Cochin in Paris.

         
             

         

         Born in 1896 at Neville Holt, a thirteen-thousand-acre estate in rural Leicestershire, England, Nancy was the only child of Sir Bache Cunard and Maud Burke, a wealthy American who would later restyle herself as the flamboyant socialite Lady Emerald Cunard. Theirs was a marriage of convenience – Bache had forsaken the family business and was living as a country gentleman. Needing a wife to support his bucolic lifestyle, his title (that of a Baronet granted by Queen Victoria to his grandfather) lured in the beautiful and much younger Maud to a role in the British establishment. Becoming Lady Cunard, Maud gained much-craved social legitimacy and secured herself access to British royalty (Maud would later, unwisely, become the close confident of Wallis Simpson). The loveless marriage of Cunard’s parents was wholly apparent to Nancy from a very young age: Maud’s eventual separation from Nancy’s father and her high-profile relationships with the writer George Moore (‘G. M.’) and the composer Thomas Beecham undoubtedly added to what must have been an emotionally deprived childhood. However, Nancy’s access to literature in both French and English, the highly intellectual conversation of adults via her mother’s salons (attended by artists and politicians such as Max Beerbohm, Somerset Maugham, the Balfours, the Asquiths, and Lady Randolph Churchill), and international travel during her childhood, provided strong foundations for an increasingly worldly and itinerant life. She was not only presented at Court in 1914, she was also the favourite dancing partner of none other than Edward the Prince of Wales (who she found boring, unsophisticated and ‘physically slow to mature’).3 Nancy’s early prewar years as a spoiled debutante – part of a ‘Corrupt Coterie’ of young aristocrats, artists and writers including Lady Diana Manners and the poet Iris Tree, among others – ended with her introduction to the avantgarde circles of wartime London, populated by Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis. Pound was already known to Cunard’s mother, as was T. S. Eliot; both had been guests at her Cavendish Square soirées, including the first performance of W. B. Yeats’s play At the Hawk’s Well in London in 1916.4 That same year, Lady Cunard had also helped Pound secure a Civil List grant for James Joyce. Years later, on hearing of Eliot’s death in January 1965, Nancy wrote a poem titled ‘Letter’ (published here for the first time) in which she recalled first meeting him at one of her mother’s society balls.

         
                 We met, you and I, first, that summer night of 1922,

            At a ball – You in ‘smoking’, I in a panniered dress

            Of Poiret: red, gold with cascading white tulle on the hips.

            The P. of W. was there (so polite, lovely face) and we danced together;

            The hostess, that small termagent, in all her glitterings,

            Brilliant was she, the hostess, at this sort of thing.

            
                

            

                 Bored by it all was I. After many dances we went down

            Alone, by the grand staircase to the supper room.

            It was then; Eliot, you came in, alone too, for the first time to my eyes;

            Well-advised of you was I, already somewhat versed in you:

            I mean Prufrock.

         

         Hindsight softened her impressions of the Prince of Wales (Edward VIII) and her estranged mother – and quite possibly of Eliot himself, whose later-life conservative, religious, pro-royalist nationalism she would have despised. In ‘Letter’ she goes on to describe a gin-fuelled tryst with Eliot in front of a gas fire in a private room above Soho’s Eiffel Tower restaurant. Cunard sent the poem to Eliot’s close friend, the editor John Hayward, on hearing of Eliot’s death, but did not receive an immediate reply. About a week later, she chivvied a response: ‘You will have had my poem to you on Eliot by now. I wonder, will you be liking it or not? I hope you will be liking it. Oh, how it surged up, written, all the first part, standing up after lunch, with the usual interruptions, written on further, immediately later; corrected as best I might later yet.’5 Hayward’s eventual reply was discouraging: Cunard wrote back that she would keep the poem private, as she had always intended. ‘As for the personal element in my “Letter” to you (called “Letter” on purpose), I meant it that way. So you understood. I wondered, thinking you would. So we agree – this a “Letter” just for you and me.’ ‘Letter’ is an homage to both Eliot’s effect on Cunard’s early poetry and to his great stature in later life. It is also marvellously coy about the night they shared together: ‘Not every life-moment’s recalled, though all of that night certainly is… / Not every moment goes into one’s histories, / Be they written, or even, spoken.’ No doubt Hayward feared the potentially scandalous revelation of a kind of intimacy between Eliot and Cunard, hence his act of suppression. Reading the poem now, in light of their shared responses to World War I and the shared high-modernist aesthetics of The Waste Land and Parallax especially, their diverging styles in later life are even more stark. Cunard’s absorption in French Surrealism in the 1930s, and her fervent activist (at times anarchic) political poetry, contrasts sharply with Eliot’s Anglicisation and the religious themes of his Four Quartets. The two corresponded little during the 1920s and 1930s; mostly Cunard wrote asking Eliot to contribute work to the Hours Press or to one of her many projects. Unbeknownst to Cunard, T. S. Eliot made a cruel and inaccurate caricature of her as the whoreish ‘Fresca’ in drafts of The Waste Land, a seventy-two-line section wisely redacted by Ezra Pound from the final manuscript. Mimicking the style of Jonathan Swift’s ‘The Lady’s Dressing Room’, Eliot mocks Cunard’s intellect and literary ambition:

         
            When restless nights distract her brain from sleep

            She may as well write poetry, as count sheep.

            And on those nights when Fresca lies alone,

            She scribbles verse of such a gloomy tone

            That cautious critics say, her style is quite her own.6

         

         Nevertheless, Cunard’s admiration of Eliot’s poem ‘The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock’ initially drew her to him, though their ‘affair’ was short-lived and judging from her portrayal in The Waste Land it is not difficult to guess why: Eliot clearly paints Cunard as predatory. Yet their loose friendship appears to have been significant enough for him to gift Cunard a handwritten copy of his poem ‘Gerontion’, the first and more innocuous appearance of Lady Fresca, which she treasured for decades.

         Cunard’s earliest published poems were written at the start of World War I. Some of these appeared in The Eton College Chronicle between 1915 and 1916, then edited by Cunard’s cousin Victor Cunard. ‘Prayer’ is her very first published poem, a sort of individualist anti-prayer for self-preservation: ‘Oh God, make me incapable of prayer, / Too brave for supplication’. The nine-line poem uncannily prophecies her legacy as a writer, editor and activist: ‘Make me symbolically iconoclast, / The ideal Antichrist, the Paradox.’ Her two sonnets ‘Soldiers Fallen in Battle’ and ‘Sonnet’, published together in June 1916, reflect her wartime anguish more generally, but also personally for those friends who never returned from the Front: ‘all men soon forget that they are dead, / And their dumb names unwrit on memory’s page.’ Like the war poets Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, Cunard criticises the living as ‘the morning crowd, / Who walked like hypocrites, with bare heads bowed.’ Sometimes her wartime sense of exasperation and despair was self-directed, as in her poem ‘Remorse’, published in Edith Sitwell’s 1916 Wheels anthology (named after Cunard’s poem of the same title). Describing herself as ashamed and silent, Cunard begins, ‘I have been wasteful, wanton, foolish, bold’. Already one senses her political consciousness and her emerging disconnect with the values of ‘civilised’ society brewing in these poems and in her first two poetry collections, Outlaws (1921) and Sublunary (1923). A review of Wheels in the Times Literary Supplement notes the ‘dark and boding phantoms’ oppressing Cunard’s mind – other contributors to the first (of six) cycle of Wheels include the three Sitwells, Iris Tree, Helen Rootham and James Arnold. The TLS reviewer also notes the volume’s pervasive lack of hope in the present and future. According to Cunard’s biographer, a combination of ‘survivor’s guilt’ on seeing wounded soldiers returning from the Front and the death of one of Cunard’s lovers (a Grenadier Guards officer named Peter Broughton Adderly with whom she had a five-day romance) most probably led Cunard to suddenly and ill-advisedly marry a soldier with whom she had little in common. Nancy Cunard and Sydney Fairbairn, an Australian officer also in the Guards, married on November 15, 1916. They separated twenty months later and divorced finally in 1925.7

         Cast into the ring with Cunard’s later work, her first two fulllength collections are comparatively sentimental and at times archaic, making use of inverted syntax, emotive personifications of ‘Death’, ‘Night’, ‘Love’, ‘Joy’, ‘Time’ and ‘Sin’, as well as traditional form (the sonnet) and regular end-rhyme. Although images of romance, loss, and modern warfare run throughout Outlaws, Cunard hadn’t yet found a modern language to transmit the horrors of conflict.

         
            And yet we live while others die for us;

            Live in the glory of sweet summer, still

            Knowing not death, but knowing that life will

            Be merciless to them – and so to us.

            Blood lies too rich on many battlefields,

            Too many crowns are made for solemn sorrow;

            We rise from weeping, and the cruel morrow

            Has nought, but to a further sorrow yields.

            (from ‘War’)

         

         As she wrote to Pound, many years later in 1946, excoriating him at length for his Fascism, she would learn from her war experience and exposure to battle that ‘War is not abstract.’8

         In 1920 Cunard left London to live in Paris. Much of Sublunary is set in France – Paris and Provence – and the Basque region of northern Spain. In 1922, after a serious illness that led to a hysterectomy, she set off on a walking tour of Southern France with Ezra Pound, who had visited her in Paris during her convalescence. Only two letters from Pound survive in Cunard’s archive: one from the 1930s addressed intimately to ‘Avril’ (as he called her), and another from his incarceration at St Elizabeth’s Hospital in response to Cunard’s vocal disgust for his Italian radio broadcasts. Cunard and Pound became lovers in 1922, and her biographer rightly reads Sublunary as reflective of Cunard’s adoration of him and his connection to the French landscape.9

         ‘Shall We Forget?’ indicates the tenuousness of their brief affair, already anticipating separation – Pound was by this time married to Dorothy Shakespear and living with her in Rapallo.

         
            When we must go our ways no more together

            After this shortening time that love has given

            Our hearts to meet, remember that day of driven

            And wayward rains, soft lulls in the wild weather,

            And we on the road, full-hearted with mute lips

            Masking the sorrow each should have of each

            Once all things told. […]

         

         Although their ‘delicate vow of love’ is ‘wrought with uncertainty’, this and other poems in Sublunary, such as ‘The April Hour’, suggest that their journey, the cyclical seasons, and the renewed promises of spring ordain their fated union.

         ‘From Afar’ and ‘I Think of You’ date from Cunard’s separation from Pound later that year and are absorbed by nostalgia and solitude. And Sublunary marks a departure of another kind: Cunard’s poetry after 1923 shifts towards more of what she would refer to as an ‘experimental’ (and, by her definition, non-commercial) poetics, which she aimed to foster through the Hours Press. Although contemporary readers may see Parallax and her poems written during the 1940s as invested in conventional syntax and meaning, traces of high modernist and avant-garde lineation, attention to high and low forms of diction, polyvocality, itinerancy and intertextual allusion point most convincingly to echoes of Eliot’s The Waste Land and to the influence of French Surrealism and the political, temporal inflections of some modernist poetry. Even Sublunary’s ‘Ballad of 5 Rue De L’Etoile’ strongly echoes Eliot’s ‘Prufrock’.

         
            I’ll tell you how the women come and go,

            Seemly and neat – for love will have it so; 

            Love that must climb some narrow midnight stair

            Up several floors, demands good comfort there,

            And comfort finding maybe will return –

         

         After Sublunary Cunard finally abandons this hesitant, sentimental aesthetic and comes of age: ‘I am in years almost the century’s child, / At grips with still the same uncertainty / That was attendant to me at the school.’ (‘Adolescence’) In the coming years, and through experiences of war and injustice, she would level her poetic aims away from the personal and her own past in order to give voice to those suffering social and political crisis.

         Virginia and Leonard Woolf advised Cunard against starting her own publishing press unless she did not mind her hands always being black with printer’s ink. Cunard wrote in her memoir, These Were the Hours, ‘This seemed no deterrent. And it was with curiosity I looked at my black and greasy hands after the first go with the inking table.’10 When it came to publishing Parallax in 1925, two years after having typeset the Hogarth edition of The Waste Land (1923) and long after Virginia’s famous struggle with Hope Mirrlees’s complex typography in Paris (1920), the Woolfs were well prepared for the poem’s long lines and liberal spacing. Reviewers of Parallax noted the poem’s self-confessed similarity with Eliot’s work: ‘T. S. Eliot is the first who heard the new music in its full harmony. Miss Cunard has caught strains of it too. She is not piping over again Mr Eliot’s tune [but] adding her own motifs and orchestration to the general theme.’ The same reviewer notes that Cunard displays an understanding of the ‘zeitgeist’.11 The Nation’s reviewer also noted the example of Eliot’s poem but argued for Parallax’s individuality and subtle emotionality. Indeed, the Eliotic echoes are present and unmasked, and both poems move through space and time with a similar expressive restlessness (some of which Pound edited out of The Waste Land). The idea of parallax – the appearence of movement in external objects caused by the movement of the viewer – is an apt metaphor for the movement of Cunard’s speaker through cities and rural landscapes. Following the ‘poet-fool’ through the streets of London, then south through France and Italy, the drift (and backward drift to London, ‘the hideous wall, the jail of what I am’) re-treads Cunard’s move away from England and her travels with (and without, but longing for) Pound. Cunard’s many Eliotic constructions of postwar London include:

         
            By the Embankment I counted the grey gulls

            Nailed to the wind above a distorted tide.

            On discreet waters

            In Battersea I drifted, acquiescent.

         

         We encounter the Prufrockian rhythms of Cunard’s repeated ‘immortal Question’ amid the mundane

         
            Habit of days,

            The yawning visits, the forced revisitations.

            Oh very much the same, these faces and places,

            These meals and conversations […]

            […]

            ‘Hail partner, that went as I

            In towns, in wastes – I, shadow,

            Meet with you – I that have walked with recording eyes

            Through a rich bitter world, and seen

            The heart close with the brain, the brain crossed by the heart –

            
                           I that have made, seeing all,

                           Nothing, and nothing kept, nor understood

                           Of the empty hands, the hands impotent through time that lift and fall

                           Along a question – […]’

            

         

         Startlingly concrete images (‘Two old women drinking on a cellar floor / Huddled, with a beerish look at the scavenging rat’) anchor the listless motion of the wandering poet engaged in the struggle between life, art, and nihilism. Crucially, a fluidity of pronouns and perspectives reappears throughout Cunard’s work but takes on a wider purpose as it becomes more overtly political. As Jane Dowson has written, referring to Cunard’s poem ‘Wheels’, ‘she bridges personal and public discourses by moving between first person singular and plural’.12

         After the 1930s, Cunard’s poetry blurs the personal and political in a way that anticipates postwar protest and feminist poetry especially. Parallax, and her poems from World War II and the Spanish Civil War, are the best measure of Cunard’s poetic genius, even though her published and unpublished work after 1925 would, until now, remain largely uncollected. Carefully preserved drafts and hand-bound manuscripts of these early poems contrast sharply with the state of Cunard’s later work in her archive, attesting to the relative instability of those years.

         The years after 1927 are characterised by Cunard’s enormous Negro anthology project (1934), the Hours Press, her war journalism for various newspapers including despatches on Mussolini’s annexation of Abyssinia for the American Negro Press and Spanish Civil War reports for the Manchester Guardian, and increasingly feverish international travel. Already inspired by Surrealism and its attraction to African ‘primitive’ art, Cunard set out to publish (by hand, on a two-hundred-year-old Belgian Mathieu press) ‘contemporary poetry of an experimental kind – always very modern things, short pieces of fine quality that, by their nature, might have difficulty in finding commercial publishers’.13 In 1929, struggling with the rural inconveniences of the farmhouse Le Puits Carré in La Chappelle-Réanville, Cunard moved the Hours Press to Paris, renting a small shop on the Rue Guenégaud, a minor street near the Left Bank’s Rue de Seine. There she fell quickly into an active literary and artistic community, which included her lover Louis Aragon, whose meetings took place in local cafés Les Deux Magots and Café Flore, or at the Gallerie Surrealiste in the nearby Rue Jacques Callot. The Gallerie sold works by Francis Picabia, Picasso, Miro, Klee, Tanguy and Man Ray, as well as fetish objects and masks from Africa and Oceania. Cunard credits her fascination with African art to the abstract painter and photographer Curtis Moffat (husband of Iris Tree) who, around 1921, introduced her to what would become a life-long obsession. In her memoir of the Hours Press, Cunard recalls Arthur Symons bringing the sexologist Havelock Ellis to dine at her apartment on the Ile St Louis in 1926; she describes a then-unknown Samuel Beckett’s submission to her publication prize; she lovingly recounts seeing many of her books from manuscript to the finished product. These years, which saw her tireless, expert production of the Press’s twenty-four books and pamphlets by Ezra Pound (A Draft of X X X Cantos), Richard Aldington, Samuel Beckett (Whoroscope), Laura Riding, Robert Graves, and Havelock Ellis (The Revaluation of Obscenity), were among Cunard’s most productive and happiest.

         
             

         

         From the late 1920s Nancy Cunard’s authorial self and poetic consciousness formulated itself in response to internationalism, cultural and racial otherness, as well as a strong rejection of the values of her social class and ‘home’ nation. Much of her activism has its origins in the political movements taken up by certain avant-gardes in the postwar generation, including her exposure to Aragon’s interest in Communism (which Cunard did not subscribe to, ever suspicious of ideologies). However, it was the ‘race question’ in the United States that seems to have ultimately galvanised her passion for social justice. The complex and controversial publication history of Cunard’s Negro anthology in 1934 – with its stated aim to record ‘the struggles and achievements, the persecutions and the revolts’ largely against ‘the black race’ in America and Europe – is well documented. One hundred and fifty voices contributed to the anthology in an editorial process that saw Cunard zig-zagging the Atlantic (from Europe to the United States and the West Indies) in support of her project. Negro included historical resources from the beginning of the slave trade to its abolition as well as expressions of black culture, religious belief and political aims produced by leading black writers and thinkers such as W. E. B. Dubois, James W. Ford, George Padmore, and Zora Neale Hurston, alongside several sympathetic white poets and writers. Designed as an indictment of America’s legal and social divisions between races, and the legacy of transatlantic slavery, Cunard’s book was meant to lead onto a second (unfulfilled) project: a poetry anthology titled Revolution – the Negro Speaks.

         Presumably an expansion on the poetry from Negro by black poets (such as Countee Cullen and Langston Hughes), Revolution intended to celebrate ‘the triumphant solution in the Russian Soviets of race and class questions’ and to denounce ‘rival imperialisms and parallel class struggles’ at the heart of racial oppression worldwide. Her call for submissions reads:

         
            Your Collaboration is wanted to make a short Symposium of Poetry: “Revolution – the Negro Speaks”

            Oppressed, despoiled, weighted down with the lies of his savagery and inferiority – since the first contacts of white men with black – slave at first, victim now, witness of rival imperialisms and parallel class-struggles, witness also of the triumphant solution in the Russian Soviets of race and class questions, the new Negro of today… how else than a revolutionary-born can he be?

            Let us make a record of the Negro’s rising spirit against oppression. That this may have shape, and be more than an atmosphere of revolt, let us make it as much as possible a collection of poems inspired by some revolutionary event, some phase of the struggle in Negro history, past and present.

            Free verse, sonnet, ballad, lyric or folk-poem – no matter the form – but a call to freedom, now, or in the past.

            “Poets are the Trumpets that sing to Battle”

            No Poem should be longer than two typed pages at most.

            The editor’s aim is to publish this volume at a very popular price – if possible at 1 / or 25 cents – and as soon as enough poems have come in to make a record, for today and for tomorrow, of the Negro’s struggle for equal rights.

            Please send a poem or poems to

            Nancy Cunard, Co Lloyds, 43 Boulevard des Capucines, Paris, France14

         

         Cunard’s tone is undoubtedly odd – who were the intended contributors? One can’t help but feel that the shape of her projected revolutionary history ought to have been determined by the revolutionaries themselves. One feels similarly about the strangely pre-determined space of the Negro anthology – a detailed analysis and critique of the Scottsboro case (discussed below), and similar cases of racist injustice, is published alongside a highly personal and somewhat predatory essay by the American poet William Carlos Williams about being sexually attracted in his youth to his overly sexualised, permissive black servant girl. It has also been pointed out – justly – that Cunard’s self-fetishising image, replete with ‘tribal’ headgear and jewellery, exceeds the reasonable limits of fashion by purposefully staging photographs in poses that imply victimisation and bondage; when the photographer Barbara Ker Seymer produces a negative photographic print of Cunard, in which her whiteness is turned black, this again seems purposeful and self-annihilating.

         Like Alain Locke’s New Negro published nearly ten years earlier, Negro was originally designed as a celebration of black art and literature but soon became an indictment of America’s racial divisions, as well as a direct response to the infamous Scottsboro rape case. In 1931, a group of African American boys were falsely accused of raping two white women on a train in Alabama. Speedy trials and death sentences were handed out to the boys, in spite of a clear lack of evidence. The Scottsboro trial quickly became an international symbol of race hatred in the United States, in particular in segregated Southern ‘Jim Crow’ states. Cunard penned an exhaustive study of the trial, stating that ‘the Scottsboro case is not such an astounding and unbelievable thing as it must, as it certainly does, appear to the public at large.’ Contrasting it to cases of judicial racism with outwardly political motives, she asserts that ‘the same capitalist oppression and brutality are at the root – because every Negro worker is the potential victim of lynching, murder and legal lynching by the white ruling class, simply because he is a worker and black.’ Her unrealised Revolution – the Negro Speaks seems a likely extension of her efforts for the Scottsboro boys – Cunard, like her friend Kay Boyle, responded to the case in both poetry and journalism. The present volume includes a previously unpublished poem by Cunard entitled ‘Rape’, for Haywood Patterson, one of the Scottsboro nine. Voiced in the southern dialect of an (imagined?) white farmer’s wife, the poem is chilling and no doubt controversial in its employment of racist language and violence. The poem ends with the words: ‘And that was just one more lynching that year / Among the 48 in 1933’, suggesting at least a basis in reported fact.

         Nancy was disinherited by her mother when she was discovered to be in a relationship with the African American jazz musician Henry Crowder, whom she met in Venice in the summer of 1928. Crowder’s band, Eddie South and His Alabamians, were playing at the Luna Hotel, and Nancy was immediately entranced by Crowder’s piano skills. She later wrote that Crowder was the first black person she’d ever known, and he became her lover for the next seven years of her life and the source of her interest in producing the Negro anthology. This phase of Cunard’s life was devoted to the cause of race equality, in particular inequalities suffered by African Americans that Crowder recounted to her, and celebrating the art and culture of the Harlem Renaissance. Cunard and Crowder would travel to Harlem in 1931 and 1932. Cunard was hounded by the American and British press who reported, often erroneously, on her activities in the United States. On more than one occasion she wrote to the international press to clarify, and eventually to seek damages for, falsehoods printed about her company and her title.

         In his study of jazz aesthetics and modernism, told through the lives of black Americans Paul Robeson and Josephine Baker, James Donald describes ‘jazz modernism’ as a ‘history of migrations and detours, the movement of ideas and influences as well as of people, between the United States and Europe and back again, as well as across racial borderlines’. Jazz, as music and mode, served as ‘symbol and symptom of the modernist attitude’.15 The importance of Crowder’s influence on Cunard’s worldview cannot be overstated. In her memoir of the writer Norman Douglas, Cunard recalls meeting Crowder and his band: ‘They were Afro-Americans, coloured musicians, and they played in that “out of this world” manner which, in ordinary English, would have to be translated, I suppose, by “ineffable”. Such jazz and such Swing and such improvisations! And all new to me in style!’16 Although Cunard would have been familiar with jazz music before 1928, the ‘otherworldly’ aspect of Crowder’s physical presence, and the band’s improvisational live performance of jazz, is remarkable to one who’d spent little actual time around African Americans. Crowder made Cunard aware of the daily racism he and others faced in the United States. In 1930, with Crowder working by her side at the Press, Cunard and he co-produced, a book of poems by Beckett, Aldington, Walter Lowenfels, Harold Acton, and Cunard herself, set to original compositions by Crowder.17 Both of her poems ‘The Boeuf Blues’ (inspired by the surrealist ballet Le Boeuf sur le Toit) and ‘Equatorial Way’ are included in this volume. Man Ray’s cover for Henry-Music, a photograph of Crowder with Cunard’s heavily braceleted arms resting on his shoulders, makes for a compelling, suggestive image about their mutual roles.

         Cunard’s mother used every weapon in her powerful arsenal against her daughter’s relationship, including an attempt to legally deport Crowder from England. Nancy described Maud Cunard’s racism in embarrassing detail in an eleven-page pamphlet entitled Black Man and White Ladyship published in 1931: ‘a few days before our going to London last year, what follows had just taken place, and I was unaware of it until our arrival. At a large lunch party in Her Ladyship’s house things are set rocking by one of those bombs that throughout her “career” Margot Asquith, Lady Oxford, had been wont to hurl. […] “Hello, Maud, what is it now – drink, drugs or niggers?” […] Half of social London is immediately telephoned to: “Is it true my daughter knows a Negro?” etc., etc.’ Nancy delighted in exposing the conservatism of her mother’s aristocratic circle and her own social class. She longed to reject what she felt was their inhumanity, the sickness of their moral hypocrisies.

         But Cunard’s interest in Africa began long before her meeting with Crowder aged thirty-two. In her memoir of Norman Douglas she recalls:

         
            [at] about six years old, my thoughts began to be drawn toward Africa, and particularly towards the Sahara. Surely I was being taught as much about El Dorado and the North Pole? But there it was: the Desert. The sand, the dunes, the huge spaces, mirages, heat and parchedness – I seemed able to visualize all of this. Of such were filled several dreams, culminating in the great nightmare in which I wandered, repeatedly, the whole of one agonising night, escaping through a series of tents somewhere in the Sahara. Later came extraordinary dreams about black Africa – ‘The Dark Continent’ – with Africans dancing and drumming around me, and I one of them, though still white, knowing, mysteriously enough, how to dance in their own manner. Everything was full of movement in these dreams; it was that which enabled me to escape in the end, going further, even further! And all of it was a mixture of apprehension that sometimes turned into joy, and even rapture.

         

         Initially, Cunard’s dreamed-up African landscape is unpeopled, a sea of sand and endlessly iterative undulating space. The introduction of time (an ‘agonising night’) and figures of Africans dancing and drumming, turns an inescapable nightmare into a liberating, almost anonymising rhythm. There is intense satisfaction grounded in communal movement and the deferral of recognition or self-consciousness. To an extent Cunard’s biographers and critics, such as Jane Marcus and Maroula Joannou, read her wish for exoticism and identification with the racial ‘Other’ as an expression of her wish to escape her socially privileged (and thereby repugnant) self. For Nancy, Africa was an idea rather than an actual place – her mother’s connections at the British consulate barred her from travelling farther south than the Maghreb. Without a doubt, Henry Crowder was Cunard’s doorway into black culture. He gave her access to other black intellectuals and artists, and enabled her to be a legitimate advocate for civil rights and anti-imperialist, anti-nationalist movements. Crowder remembers in his memoir that Cunard repeatedly exhorted him to ‘Be more African!’, to which he replied ‘I’m not African, I’m American’, much to her displeasure.18 Needless to say, if Nancy was masquerading as oppressed then she was keen on casting those around her in the appropriate supporting roles. In the most direct terms, one cannot deny that Cunard’s fantasy of otherness plays itself out in a radicalised political order that relies on her authority as enforcer of such values. Consider her poem ‘Psalm for Trinidad’, the first in a short pamphlet published in 1941 in Havana titled Psalm of the Palms: 

         
            PSALM FOR TRINIDAD

            
                

            

            I am Trinidad – Columbus discovered me,

            Land of the Carib then, land of palm-trees, humming-birds,

            I am Africa, India now; gone are slaves and indentured labour,

            The songs of these am I, the wage-serfs, under a still-Victorian Union Jack.

            
                

            

               (Oh de sun de sun ha laash me; it 96 in de shade.)

            […]

            I am the cane-break, the largest sugar-factory in the Empire,

            Thin silent folk of India in those fields, dividends, engineers,

            Bullock-carts, piety – brown hands splitting the golden

            cocoa-pods,

            African faces in green depths, silent too, wondering ‘how long dis way?’

            
                

            

               (40 cents, 20 cents – depend if I am man or woman – it so, my day.)

            […]

            I am Calypso, brown bards of the people improvising irony in song;

            I am the multitude, the articulate, keen

            Brown face and black and gold; the courteous Chinese

            Trading in towns, Indians passing mute almost ghostly;

            I am the young hotheads, the cackle of old dark laughter, the ripe vernacular on the roads…

            
                

            

               (What about after de war, man you think it come to Democracy?)

            […]

            I am the Iron Music, the fork on the bottle with the spoon,

            The drum out of Africa, the tambu-bambu, the collective Carnival;

            Always always a note of sadness under the singing,

            Always a wistfulness, an uncertainty, a back-bringing…

            […]

            Trinidad, effervescent -------

                                  look at me, look at me, look at me here.

         

         In a way this is not so far from the monolithic otherness of Cunard’s childhood dream – even the ‘courteous Chinese’ are passive, but for song – reminding us of Whitman’s ‘wage labourer as Democratic America’ portraits and the all-encompassing lyrical self that silences by singing. The final lines of the poem, ‘Trinidad, effervescent ------ / look at me, look at me, look at me here’, are strangely ambiguous; the position of the subject is unclear, or rather, the multiple voices of blackness and oppression result in a displacement of the lyrical ‘I’ by the plurality of ‘me’. The final poem in Psalm of the Palms, titled ‘In answer to Trinidad’s poet who asks me “…What was it moved you to enlist / In our sad cause your all of heart and soul?”’ and dedicated to Alfred Cruickshank, offers an additional clue.

         
            My friend, ship rocks, and seas come great and small

            Over the gunwale, but the captain reads

            On, despite this. On land the teeming seeds

            Breed without fear, and after the gusty fall

            Of rain comes ready are they, present, erect,

            Grown. Do you sense the symbol in it all?

            The man outlives the storm, the tribunal

            Of nature judges, tempering the elect.

            Our lives are wars – You ask: ‘Why love the slave,

            The “noble savage” in the planter’s grave,

            And us, descendants in a hostile clime?’

            Call of the conscious sphere, I, nature and man,

            Answer you: ‘Brother, instinct, knowledge… and then

            Maybe I was an African one time.’

         

         Cunard lamented that she did not have any actual African blood (instead she insisted that she had the soul of an African), but her levelling of insurmountable class and racial boundaries in the natural world of Trinidad (surrounded by sea and plagued by the labour of agriculture) is eye-wateringly direct. As a self-appointed conduit between black and white culture and society, Cunard’s work is defined by this kind of reciprocity (idealistic and naive though it may be). Her willingness and ability to mimic the rootlessness and alienation of historically displaced people is fascinating both in and of itself, but also as a document of modernity more generally. After her relationship with Crowder deteriorated and the Negro anthology failed to garner press attention, Cunard headed south to report on the war in Spain.

         In 1937, near the start of the Spanish Civil War, Cunard distributed a questionnaire among writers and poets: ‘Are you for, or against, the legal Government and the People of Republican Spain? Are you for, or against, Franco and Fascism?’ Cunard, along with W. H. Auden, Louis Aragon, Pablo Neruda, and Stephen Spender, signed their names to the charge against Fascism: ‘For it is impossible any longer to take no side.’ Among the many printed responses are several notable writers who support the left-wing communist government democratically elected in 1936, including Kay Boyle, Rebecca West, Ford Madox Ford, Aldous Huxley, C. Day Lewis, C. L. R. James, and Leonard Woolf. The poet David Gascoyne writes: ‘One would have to be devoid of the most elementary feelings for decency and justice in order to preserve an attitude of indifference towards the inhuman gangster warfare being waged by Fascism against the people of Spain and their elected government.’19 A handful of neutral replies – and a smaller handful of responses favouring Fascism (Evelyn Waugh, Edmund Blunden) – are equally intriguing in view of Britain’s neutrality. Eliot, who also refused to contribute to Negro, writes: ‘While I am naturally sympathetic, I still feel convinced that it is best that at least a few men of letters should remain isolated, and take no part in these collective activities.’ Perhaps Ezra Pound’s reply is most fascinating of all those Cunard included: ‘Questionnaire an escape mechanism for young fools who are too cowardly to think; to lazy to investigate the nature of money, its mode of issue, the control of such an issue by the Banque de France and the stank of England. You are all had. Spain is an emotional luxury to a gang of sap-headed dilettantes.’20 At this point Pound was living in Italy and had expressed support for Mussolini’s fascist government. His conspiracies about banking and usury notwithstanding, Pound’s objections and Eliot’s unwillingness to take sides on the grounds of intellectual freedom must have been disappointing to Cunard. Nevertheless, all three thousand copies of Authors Take Sides on the Spanish War sold out, with proceeds going to the Spanish cause.

         According to Lois Gordon, Cunard’s most recent biographer, Cunard spent much of the war as a journalist for various newspapers, first arriving into Barcelona in August 1936. Her despatches from the Front found their way into her poetry during this period, sometimes taking on the reportage quality of her eye-witness accounts for the Manchester Guardian. Her 1938 poem, ‘To Eat Today’, written during the bombardment of Barcelona, begins with an epigraph from ‘the press’: ‘In Barcelona today’s air raid came as we were sitting down to lunch after reading Hitler’s speech in Nüremberg.’

         
            You heroes of Nazi stamp, you sirs in the ether,

            Sons of Romulus, Wotan – is the mark worth the bomb?

            What was in it? salt, and a half-pint of olive,

            Nothing else but the woman, she treasured it terribly,

            Oil for the day folks would come, refugees from Levante,

            Maybe with greens… one round meal… but you killed her,

            Killed four children outside, with the house, and the pregnant cat.

            Hail, hand of Rome, you passed – and that is all.

         

         Cunard details the cruelty of the indiscriminate aerial bombing of civilians. Spain, and her experiences witnessing bombing campaigns by Franco’s forces and its allies as well as the exodus of starving refugees fleeing into relocation camps in France from Catalonia, never left Cunard’s imagination. Well into the last years of her life, she continued to work on her unfinished ‘Epic on Spain’, which included her observations from return visits in the 1950s and early 1960s. In a section omitted from the manuscript of her ‘Epic’ held at Oxford University’s Bodleian Library, but restored in the present volume, Cunard writes:

         
            I cannot compute the bodies, cannot compass the dead.

            And one day

            Came from the sky this, a present to the earth:

            Journalist’s despatch, November something: “Witnessed today

            opening of box dropped over Madrid by parachute of Francoist 

            plane. Contents, horribly mutilated body. Carved-up corpse of

            Republican aviator. Obviously work of professional butcher. Note

            attached: ‘We will serve all your fliers in like manner.’”

            
                

            

            His name was Juan Antonio Galarza.21

         

         Her ‘Epic’ – and all the poems she wrote from Spain during the war – are polyvocal and polylinguistic (she was fluent in both Spanish and Catalan) and incorporate local languages and voices in ways that are colloquial and intimate. The poem’s act of witness, grounded in Cunard’s textual strategies that place the sufferer at the heart of her writing, is poignant. Never does her own strong political will upstage real, lived experience. Her bravery as a journalist, poet, and advocate for the many refugees (both civilian and military) housed by Vichy France in Perpignan in ‘reception centres’ that amounted to concentration camps is a part of Cunard’s wider, tireless campaign against the spread of fascist powers throughout Europe and North Africa (indeed, at one point she was able to rescue five prisoners – including the poet César Arconada – and take them to her house in Réanville).22

         In 1937, the year of her Authors Take Sides, Cunard raised funds for the Spanish resistance through another publication, this time hand-printed by her at the Hours Press, with Neruda’s assistance. Six pamphlets of poetry were produced entitled The Poets of the World Defend the Spanish People! These pamphlets included poems by Tristan Tzara, the executed Andalusian poet Federico Garcia-Lorca, Langston Hughes, Raphael Alberti, and W. H. Auden (his now well-known poem ‘Spain’), among others. With the Scottsboro trial, Cunard’s advocacy for black Americans in the United States (and, by extension, the black Atlantic) had roused her sense of injustice in otherwise democratic societies. The rise of Fascism in Europe during the Spanish Civil War and into the Second World War crucially inspired her distrust of nationalism, patriotism and, most acutely, political apathy.

         Among Cunard’s archived manuscripts from the 1930s is a poem dedicated to the controversial social Darwinist and eugenicist Bernelot Moens, who theorised classifications of humanity through the ages into ‘primitive’, ‘civilised’, ‘humanised’, ‘cultured’ and, finally, ‘perfect’ man. The perfect man was a future condition of society, one in which all race hatred and prejudice – and indeed, borders – would no longer exist. The perfect man emerges from ‘the world in fusion’, total racial mixing, and hence heralds an end to discrimination.

         
            The Supra-Nation crests the racial seas,

            Docks in new sunset splendours, where the great

            Banquet transcendent science that no State

            May triumph over. Yet, my friend, what frees

            The peon’s hands that raised the warrior’s shield,

            The loin-clothed coolie in the paddy-field?

            
                

            

            (from ‘To Professor Bernelot Moens’)

         

         Written in 1934, the year the Negro anthology was published, Cunard’s celebration of an anti-nation on a cruise ship is revealing. The urge to eradicate boundaries of class, race and nationality – again mediated through the sea, a space of forced forgetting – may just be an inexact desire for self-determination, played through the terrible rejection of whiteness, Americanness, Englishness, wealth, and privilege – all categories to which Cunard was ‘guilty’ of belonging. Cunard’s archive is full of photographs of African artefacts – masks, statues, and of course jewellery. Surveying these, one senses her careful scholarly dedication as she handles and surrounds herself with the living objects of her dreams. At best, Cunard’s activism was a wish for a community – preferably for a community of outsiders, of others like herself, for whom she could reject her wealth, her class, and the privileges of her name.

         
             

         

         After the devastating psychological blow of losing her home in Réanville after it was pillaged by German troops and French locals, followed by the death of her (still estranged) mother in 1948, Cunard returned to London. She spent much of the following years travelling through France and Spain (both dramatically changed since the wars) as well as Chile (invited by her close friend Neruda), the West Indies, and Cuba. There is evidence to suggest that Cunard was involved with the exiled Spanish Maquis and their continuing covert resistance against Franco’s regime by helping soldiers and their families escape, and that she even took lessons in dynamiting.23 Cunard’s poem ‘Relève into Maquis’, published by the small Derby-based Grasshopper Press in 1944, is a criticism of Vichy France’s ‘relève’, or exchange policy, that traded skilled workers with Nazi Germany for French prisoners of war from 1942 onwards. Using the language of French prime minister Pierre Laval’s government propaganda, Cunard undercuts the lies therein and the relève’s implicit collaboration with other forms of enforced deportation. She also glorifies the Maquis and their covert attempts to undermine fascist rule in France, Germany, and Spain. The poem’s anonymous heroic fighter, a veteran of Spain, is ‘Enlisted until war’s end – / Not to see folks or friends again – Don’t count on any pay – / Death if your weapon’s lost – Total secrecy, death if not –’. ‘Relève into Maquis’ is a rousing battle cry that ends with the words ‘signed, FRANCE.’ In 1943 and 1944 Cunard collected and published (through La France Libre and Pierre Seghers) seventy Poems for France, a celebration of the resistance movement that was published both in French and English. One astonishingly didactic poem Cunard wrote in 1944, ‘Man–Ship–Tank–Gun–Plane’ stands out – not just for its title’s Futurist syntax, but for its sweeping head-on depiction of battle, reminiscent of poems by F. T. Marinetti or Blaise Cendrars, only with a great deal more humility and, indeed, humanity.

         During the early 1940s, Cunard wrote and planned an unfinished series of seven poems for seven countries called ‘Passport to Freedom’, a bold transnational pamphlet written in Spanish, Italian, French, and English. Her seventh country, the United States, the country of her mother’s birth, remained unwritten; by her own admission she got no further than the line ‘Up from the grassy roots’.24 A partial typescript for this exists in Cunard’s archive, dated spring 1942, and three of the poems were published in newspapers, including The New Statesman. Not quite the cruising ‘Supra-Nation’, this series of poems accounted for boundaries but moved freely across them – a privilege Cunard did not always enjoy when faced with borders enforced by war. Taken together, they make a compelling case for transnational modernism and the internationalism of Cunard’s literary and political allegiances.

         Traces of other planned collections can be found in Cunard’s archived manuscripts, including her aforementioned ‘Epic on Spain’ and two unrealised larger projects, ‘The Visions’ (or ‘Cosmo’s Dream’) and a collection of poems now referred to as the Bodleian Manuscript, or Augustan Manuscript, completed in 1944. Cunard focused her energies on several literary works during the 1950s including her book-length ‘memories’ of the writers George Moore and Norman Douglas, two figures who had occupied fatherly roles during her early life. She also produced a book of poems in French about Spain written between 1945–49, Nous Gens d’Espagne (We People of Spain). A combination of a mental breakdown in 1960, respiratory complaints from life-long smoking and drinking, and a series of falls which resulted in a broken hip, meant that Cunard spent much of 1963 bedridden, after periods in both London’s St Clement’s Hospital and Holloway Sanatorium at Virginia Water in 1960. Her copious notebooks and journals – dutifully recording the name of the café or far-flung city in which she is writing – become more and more feverish and difficult to decipher from 1960 onwards. Although her poems written in Holloway Sanatorium are neatly handwritten (often at a window or in the communal TV room, taking stock of hospital rituals and members of staff), they are not reproduced in this volume. However, their titles are enough to gauge their contents: ‘Sonnet for Jock-the-Scot (Jock Duff of the L.C.C.)’; ‘Mistresses Perjury and Collusion on the Magistrate’s Knee (Café Holloway Jail April 6 1960 N–11,582 (ME–NC)’; ‘To Nurse Phillips’ (written in eight minutes); ‘I, Scarlet Broad’; ‘2 sonnets written while Geoffrey Horam made a coloured crayon portrait of me 10–11 AM 1960 June 28’. Perhaps one ought to be mindful of Cunard’s 1963 poem ‘The Artist to Himself’, handwritten in a notebook whilst staying with friends at Villa Pomone in Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. In it she warns,

         
            Never show unfinished work!

            No one will understand. 

            ‘Spontaneous ravings of the mind’…

            Not even best friends at hand.

            The way to deal with things of that kind

            Is work and work and work

            Upon the poem, music, stone

            That’s yours, and only yours alone,

            Until its very end.

            
                

            

            Then show it all, without a word,

            To others; that pleasing shout

            (if any!) of praise may then be heard

            (Not that that will remove thy doubt

            As to the valour of the thing;

            Yet still, some solace bring…)

            Enfevered creation, it is good

            But only with patience in the blood

            Itself of the very thing.

         

         Cunard dates the start of her long poem ‘The Visions’ to 1964, during her painful convalescence post-hip surgery in Pomone,25 but her biographer dates the composition somewhat earlier. The poem is incomplete in both typescript and notebook drafts. Cunard’s introduction to two sequences from the poem reads as follows.

         
            The theme of it all, roughly, this: Cosmo, the poet, who appears later in this early part which is entirely about the Medieval Halls and the singers there, leaves one night in a rage, finds himself, the next day (one may suppose this is all between the years 1000 and 1200 AD) with some of the visions of that great Castle which he has left on his horse, Mead, and sleeps the night in the hay of their barn, while on his way who knows whither. At first, and at once, surges a long dream, and it is all about Fish, and only about Fish. The dream itself merges into the first of the Visions proper, and this, by chance, is simply Adam. After this comes many and very various visions, culminating in our age of ‘nuclear fission’, when Cosmo may be said to issue from them.

         

         Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde, Swinburne and various other figures from history and literature appear central to this dream-vision and the role of the poet as unifier of time and human history. It is an ambitious if bewildering work that, in its breadth and learning (obscure, sometimes archaic references to art and literature) warrants further study.

         The only Selection of Cunard’s poems that predates the present one is a reproduction of a 1944 typescript housed in the Edward John Thompson Papers at the Bodleian Library, published by Nottingham Trent Editions as The Poems of Nancy Cunard: From the Bodleian Library in 2005, edited and introduced by John Lucas. Thompson was a writer, historian of India and translator of Rabindranath Tagore whose political sympathies (gradually becoming in favour of Indian self-government) would have chimed with Cunard’s. Thompson’s archive contains several letters and poems which he and Cunard were deliberating over, including some destined for a collection in his ‘Augustan Modern Poets’ series, published by Ernest Benn. Cunard was enthusiastic about the project, mostly because of her respect for Thompson and because the books were cheaply priced (at 9d) and therefore accessible to a wider audience. Her delight at the price, and her own knowledge of the book market, may even be part of the reason that she had shunned mainstream book-length publishing after her second collection in 1923. For whatever reason, Cunard’s Bodleian / Augustan manuscript languished after Thompson’s unexpected illness and death in April 1946 from stomach cancer, and she did not pursue it. Cunard did, however, dedicate her ‘Man– Ship–Tank–Gun–Plane’ to Thompson, a fellow political radical.26 By Cunard’s own admission it is a scant selection, omitting many of her poems from Outlaws and Sublunary. Judging by their correspondence, Cunard realised how different her first two books were from the material she later produced during three major wars. She was keen to disown her earlier work, that which was written before her ‘social consciousness time’ (1926–28).27 In a letter to Thompson on 10 December 1943 she writes:

         
            Here are some more poems. I have had a dreadful three days going through Wheels, Outlaws and Sublunary, copying the entire lot, once and for all, of these O.O.P.s. They are quite terrible, quite terrible these books, and I can’t think how they got printed. There is NOTHING else that I could bear you to look at in those three books. You’ll see however, that I have extracted a very few, and these I think can pass. Parallax too I am greatly dismayed at, most of it, but these two sequences can pass. I think I begin to write a poem with Simultaneous and In Provins; only from then on.

         

         Thompson was clearly keen to offer a balanced and representative view of Cunard’s poetic oeuvre, but she fiercely resisted reprinting more than three poems written before 1925, feeling that they were badly written and immature. She also claims that between roughly 1926 and 1936 she wrote almost no poems at all.28 Finally, Thompson relents when Cunard insists ‘They are downright bad, or at least very inferior, and I will not be represented by them. I will NOT.’29 By 1945, Cunard had returned to Réanville to face the devastation of her once home and what remained of the Hours Press. Thompson appears to have passed the task of editing Cunard’s manuscript to someone else during his illness. Although Cunard mentions that she is planning a large edition of her later poems, to be entitled The Lands That Were Today after her poem for Kay Boyle, neither book appeared and Cunard went back to publishing small pamphlets, often at her own expense.

         Notwithstanding Cunard’s disavowal of her early poetry, the value of her modernist poem Parallax as a whole is indisputable, as is, I would argue, the value of her several World War I and European travel poems from Outlaws and Sublunary. Here are the seeds of her political consciousness, her rejection of British nationalism in favour of internationalism, and her early aesthetic forays into modernist avant-garde poetics. Cunard’s near-entire poetic output, viewed as a whole, provides a different sort of picture of the poet, one that charts the hope and despair of her generation and reflects the best of its artistic aims.

         A recent reprint of The Poets of the World Defend the Spanish People! includes a recollection by Ramón J. Sender of Cunard’s passion for art as a means towards social justice: ‘Nancy Cunard was a bold heroine of the battle against the inexpressible. The inexpressible that, as we say, waits and needs to be expressed.’30 Writing about her in the late 1920s, the poet and artist Mina Loy vividly captures her friend’s spiritual and visual alterity, as well as her fragile form, in her poem ‘Nancy Cunard’. What Loy could not have envisioned here is the tremendous strength and unflinching idealism of Cunard’s literary legacy.

         
            Your eyes diffused with holly lights

            of ancient Christmas

            helmeted with masks

            whose silken nostrils

            point the cardinal airs,

            
                

            

            The vermilion wall

            receding as a sin

            beyond your moonstone whiteness,

            
                

            

            Your chiffon voice

            tears with soft mystery

            a lily loaded with a sucrose dew

            of vigil carnival,

            
                

            

            Your lone fragility

            of mythological queens

            conjures long-vanished dragons –

            – their vast jaws

            yawning in disillusion,

            
                

            

            Your drifting hands

            faint as exotic snow

            spread silver silence

            
                

            

            as a fondant nun

            framed in the facing profiles

            of Princess Murat

            and George Moore.31
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