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Some of the ‘appraisals’ included in this book derive, in ways both large and tiny, from earlier pieces I’ve composed for newspapers and magazines over a forty-year-plus ‘career’ of poetry-book reviewing. This being so, I have many editors to thank – more, perhaps, than I can now remember. Some names do stand out, though: Arthur Crook (TLS), Karl Miller (New Statesman, Listener, LRB), Alan Ross (London Magazine), Mary-Kay Wilmers (LRB, post-Miller), Alan Jenkins (TLS, post-Crook), Terry Kilmartin (Observer), Miriam Gross (also Observer, but later Sunday Telegraph) and Claire Tomalin (Sunday Times). There have been other encouragers and, beyond them, a host of allies and provocateurs: roughly speaking, these people will know who they are, and what they did. Thanks also to Tony Lacey of Penguin Books and to Gillon Aitken, my agent. And special thanks to Patricia Wheatley for her assistance with the final text.
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Introduction





Some time ago it was suggested to me that I might try to write an updated, twentieth-century version of Samuel Johnson’s Lives of the Poets. Like Johnson, I would – it was proposed – compose mini-biographies plus mini-critiques of about fifty modern, or near-modern poets. Like Johnson’s, my poets would be dead and, like his, they would have enjoyed substantial reputations when alive. I would not, of course, attempt to rival Johnson’s magisterial self-confidence, but on the other hand I would aim to be more conscientious than he was when it came to assembling my information. Johnson, it will be remembered, hated having to find things out – he either knew them already or he didn’t. Mostly, of course, he did.


All in all, then, this Johnson update seemed a nice idea, if somewhat gimmicky, and I agreed to have a go. I made a start by checking out Johnson’s late-eighteenth-century selection. Indeed, my first discovery was that his selection was not just eighteenth-century, as I had lazily supposed. In addition to his Popes and Swifts there were lives of Milton, Dryden, Cowley and the like. In other words, his fifty or so poets were drawn from two centuries, not one. And the list I had begun compiling, of twentieth-century candidates, had in no time soared towards the fifty mark. Could this be just? Was it really true that the twentieth century had more worthwhile poets than the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries put together?


Continuing my scrutiny of Johnson, I was further nonplussed to find that, out of his selected fifty poets, I was familiar with the work of maybe half a dozen. That is to say, there were about forty poets who had enjoyed fame in two past centuries about whom I knew next to nothing. In a few instances, even their names were quite unknown to me. And here I was, with my fast-growing list of moderns, having a hard time deciding who to leave out: each name on my shortlist appeared to have a decent claim. And so, presumably, it must have seemed to Johnson. But were Johnson’s poets really so forgotten, or was it just that I was ignorant? I asked a number of expert, or near-expert acquaintances to tell me everything they knew about Thomas Yalden, Thomas Tickell, Edmund Smith, Elijah Fenton, and so on. Like me, they’d never heard of them. I checked anthologies and reference books, like Margaret Drabble’s Oxford Companion to English Literature, but with similar results: no Tickell, no Yalden, no Fenton. In some cases, I came across poets who were listed in the Oxford Companion simply because they had appeared in Johnson’s Lives. No other claims could be advanced for them, apparently. With the Tickells and the Yaldens, though, not even Johnson’s hospitality had been sufficient to protect them from the final darkness. They had pretty well vanished from the map, and it seemed most unlikely that they would ever stage a comeback.


And yet in their lifetimes these same poets had presumably been made to feel, or allowed to feel, that they had talent which might last. At the very worst, they must have been given the idea that they were possessed of some uncommon gift. And they had lived their lives, perhaps, accordingly. Of course, in the eighteenth century, the writing of accomplished verses was often seen as a necessary adjunct to the gentlemanly way of life. At the same time, though, rivalries were intense, as we know from Pope’s Dunciad, and dreams of immortality were central to the whole business of creative composition.


In the eighteenth century, though, such dreams were not thought to be at odds with society’s main drift. Poets were not automatically perceived as oddballs or outsiders. It was not until the nineteenth century that writers of poetry began to see themselves, and to let themselves be seen, as social outcasts. Even as the Romantic poet sanctified his calling, so he was made to feel that what he had to offer was not greatly in demand. And this rejection fed his pride, his sense of splendid separateness. In the twentieth century, however, this separateness was not always felt to be so splendid. One of the essential tenets of so-called poetic ‘modernism’ was that the serious artist had been banished to the sidelines of a society whose imagination was deadened. From this marginal location, the poet could complain and criticize, if he so chose, or he could cultivate his sense of alienation and write simply for himself, or for his friends, and as obscurely as he wished. What he could not hope for was the kind of central, civilizing social function for which – so he at heart continued to believe – his gifts and insights so crucially equipped him: the kind of function that Matthew Arnold had in mind, or said he had in mind.


In other words, poetry in the twentieth century did not take over from religion, as Arnold none too persuasively predicted that it might. It did not become the source of that ‘sweetness and light’ which a democratized, industrialized, commercialized society so badly needed in order to counterbalance its own dehumanizing drift. And yet poets continued to write poems, and continued also to insist that what they had to offer was, potentially, of world-altering significance. In practice, as they could all too clearly see, the world did not have much use for them. For some poets, this spurning made it all the more essential that they continue to uphold the faith, in one way or another. Some might retreat into a sort of defiant obscurantism; others might do a deal and seem ready to reduce, or secularize, the pretensions of their craft. On the whole, though, I think it’s true to say that poets at the end of the twentieth century were no less convinced of their own value than they had been at the beginning. To which a present-day philistine might well retort: but surely that adds up to one hundred years of wasted effort?


But most poets can’t help believing they are poets, and believing, too, that being a poet really matters. And this brings me back to my Lives of the Poets project. In spite of my Johnson studies, when I came to plan my update I still found myself with a list of nearly fifty twentieth-century poets, each of whom, it seemed to me, would have to be included in my Lives, either on the grounds of reputation, or personal taste, or because their careers had ‘literary-historical’ significance. Even so, this list of mine was surely far too long. How many of my poets would ultimately go the way of Johnson’s? How many had already gone that way? Again, I tested out my list – this time, my moderns list – on a few expert and near-expert friends. Somewhat to my surprise, about six of the poets I had listed were utterly unknown. Another dozen had been heard of but not read. A further dozen had been read but not remembered: ‘Yes, I know the name. I’ve read him, but what did he write? Remind me.’ Lurking within my list of Lowells, Berrymans and Plaths, there was a second list, a sub-list, of poets once admiringly reviewed and perhaps thought of as the next new thing, but now teetering on the edge of oblivion, an oblivion which presumably they had spent whole lifetimes seeking to transcend, by dint of what they took to be their gifts as poets. Did they, within themselves, suspect or fear that this would be the likely outcome? And did this in turn affect the way they lived, the way they wrote?


Some poets, I know, are quite ready to settle for a middle rank, to trade in their hopes of an illustrious posterity for the sake of a few plaudits from their current circle. For others, though, such relegation is an active torment. I recently came across an essay called ‘Oblivion’ by the American poet Donald Justice – an intelligent poet who is widely respected in the United States but is in no sense a ‘big-name’ figure. He is not, so far as I am aware, much read in Britain, although Philip Larkin used to drop his name whenever he, Larkin, was pressed to admit that, yes, from time to time he had been forced to read the odd transatlantic book of verse.


In his sombre essay, Justice is really concerned to advance, indeed to rescue the reputations of three American poets he believes have been wrongly neglected, but before getting down to business he finds himself brooding on the general predicament of most poets who, for one reason or another, find themselves consigned to what he calls the ‘underclass’ of modern verse. Justice says:




Do not mistake me, I do not have in mind the productions of societies or amateurs, literary clubs, workshops; I mean the real thing. There may well be analysable causes behind the oblivion some good writers suffer, but the causes, whatever they are, remain elusive. There is a randomness in the operation of the laws of fame that approaches the chaotic.





We can guess, from the tone of his essay, that Justice fears that he himself might fall victim to this chaos, this oblivion.


And yet he has lived most of a lifetime – Justice is now in his seventies – in what he calls a state of ‘otherness’, a state of believing himself to have been singled out for creativity. He writes about this condition with some eloquence:




Experience teaches one to believe that there is a dimension to the self that all those who are not artists lack; I believe it myself. There is a mysterious and hidden consciousness within the artist of being other; there is an awareness of some reality-beyond-the-reality that lures and charges the spirit; it charges and gives power to one’s very life.





What do we feel on reading this? Do we feel sorry for Justice, that he should be saddled with such strange convictions? Or do we feel admiring, as he, we suspect, would like us to? Assuming that many poets feel, have felt, as Justice says he does, there is indeed a poignancy in contemplating whole lifetimes given over to a vocation for which the world in general has so little use.


And this poignancy is of course exacerbated, as Justice’s essay goes on to make clear, by the knowledge that, every so often, the world in general does take notice of its poets. That is to say, it takes notice of a few of them, and these few it honours with fine prizes and a sort of fame. As a result, the great majority of poets find themselves burdened not just with a vague sense of cultural neglect, but also with a very specific sense of professional exclusion. A sort of career-envy comes into play, and this can have unattractive outcomes. ‘Why is poet X so famous when I’m not?’ The refrain is horribly familiar.


Many factors are involved in the making of a reputation which will, for a period, outlive its owner. Fashion, I need hardly say, has much to answer for. In itself, fashion is transient, of course, and one of oblivion’s most reliable lieutenants. At the same time, though, it can assist in the survival of a reputation – or, at any rate, in the survival of a name. For example, who would speak of Hilda Doolittle had she not been part of a once-fashionable movement; who, one might even ask, would speak of C. Day Lewis? To be seen as part of literary history, a poet does not need to have written any worthwhile poems. It can be sufficient that he or she was in the right place at the right time.


This process can, though, work both ways. Just as one can think of certain poets who have profited from a fashionable association, so one can think of others who have suffered damage. When the political poetry of the 1930s went out of vogue, a number of quite worthy figures sank without much trace. Who speaks today of A. S. J. Tessimond, Charles Madge, Drummond Allison, and so on? Such poets were once pigeon-holed as Audenesque, and that was that. When Auden’s star declined, theirs disappeared. The same kind of thing happened with the Georgian poets when T. S. Eliot and his cohorts came to power, and to the Apocalyptics of the 1940s once the Movement poets of the 1950s took control.


These ups and downs are to be expected and literary history is full of them. I mean, whatever happened to the nineteenth-century Spasmodics? And maybe we should not shed too many tears for fashion’s victims. After all, getting to be fashionable is not usually an accident. Maybe we need these intermittent purges. On the other hand, there are poets who, by keeping to one side of the ins and outs of literary fashion, do find themselves rather more to one side than they’d wish. By holding back, they run the risk of getting lost. Look at almost any twentieth-century anthology of currently ‘important’ verse, or consult some bygone survey of what’s happening to ‘poetry now’, and you will at once be struck by the rapidity with which oblivion ingests its victims. I have in front of me a copy of Harold Monro’s Some Contemporary Poets (1920). In his day, Monro was thought to be a fierce critic of new verse and his infrequent recommendations carried weight. The poets he chose for his (briefly) influential 1920s tour d’horizon were as follows: A. E. Housman, John Masefield, Walter de la Mare, Ralph Hodgson, W. H. Davies, Charlotte Mew, F. M. Hueffer, Ezra Pound, F. S. Flint, Richard Aldington, Hilda Doolittle (HD), Frederic Manning, Herbert Read, Susan Miles, Max Weber, John Rodker, Lascelles Abercrombie, Gordon Bottomley, W. W. Gibson, Ronald Ross, Aldous Huxley, Siegfried Sassoon, Osbert Sitwell, Sacheverell Sitwell, Edith Sitwell, G. K. Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc, J. C. Squire, W. J. Turner, Edward Shanks, John Freeman, Robert Nichols, Robert Graves, Gerald Gould, Fredegond Shove, Rose Macaulay, John Drinkwater, Alfred Noyes, James Stephens, Padraic Colum, Joseph Campbell, Shane Leslie, D. H. Lawrence, Anna Wickham, Helen Parry Eden, Frances Cornford. That’s about fifty poets for whom Monro was ready to make admiring claims. (In an Appendix, he lists another ninety whom he would have included had he had the space!) Fifteen years later came Michael Roberts’s Faber Book of Modern Verse, which offered sixty poets as essential to an understanding of the modern ‘period’ (i.e., 1936–45), but of Roberts’s sixty, only Lawrence, the Sitwells and Ezra Pound had appeared on Monro’s list.


Admittedly, Roberts’s book was meant to promote the new modernistic poets, but even so, lip service to the past could have been a touch more courtly. All of a sudden, something like fifty moderns had gone missing, and would remain missing until a few of them were included in Philip Larkin’s 1973 Oxford Book of Twentieth Century Verse – a pious, almost patriotic, rescue act which has since showed few signs of permanence.


What, then, of the poets on my list, the poets ‘covered’ (though not always admiringly) in this end-of-century appraisal. It does seem a fair bet that in, say, one hundred years from now, about half of the poets I have chosen to consider in Against Oblivion will have become lost to the general view. They will be marked down as ‘forgotten’ or as irrevocably ‘minor’ – a designation which no living poet ever likes to live with. I have my own ideas about who will be forgotten and who won’t, and my prejudices can be inferred, without much trouble, from my text. I could, of course, be wrong. It could even be said that I am likely to be wrong. We’ll see – or, rather, we won’t see. And then, of course, one has to mention the poets I might have/should have included on my list. For instance, randomly picking names from old anthologies, one comes across the following: George Barker, Laurence Binyon, Basil Bunting, Roy Campbell, Donald Davie, W. H. Davies, Walter de la Mare, James Dickey, Ralph Hodgson, Patrick Kavanagh, Laurie Lee, John Masefield, Edgar Lee Masters, Edwin Muir, Norman Nicholson, George Oppen, Robert Penn Warren, Laura Riding, Edwin Arlington Robinson, Delmore Schwartz. And one could think of twenty more.


It will be noticed that four rather more celebrated names are also not included on my list: Hardy, Yeats, Eliot and Auden. For these four, it appears to me, oblivion presents no threat. There can be no disputing either their mastery or their supremacy, as the twentieth century’s most gifted poetic presences, and those most likely to endure. Dozens of critical encomia have already been heaped on them, and there are numerous biographies. In this book, the presence of Hardy, Yeats, Eliot and Auden can be felt throughout. They overshadow modern poetry in all its several strands and they impose a twofold influence: as encouraging exemplars or as giant-sized inhibitors. As my account proceeds, these four names crop up repeatedly, so that one soon comes to accept, for instance, that every Anglo-American poet who postdated Eliot was haunted by The Waste Land, and thus felt it a duty to construct large-scale diagnoses of the century’s cultural predicament. You can take the work of almost any poet in this book and point to ways in which it has been shaped by the need to ‘settle with’ the shades of one or another of the exemplary four. Thus, poets of ‘inspiration’, of melody and magic and the dark unconscious, will look repeatedly to Yeats; poets who saw it as their duty to be ‘public’ or ‘political’ have to imitate Auden and then struggle to be free of him; poets who wish to resist the encroachment of mid-Atlantic modernism, and to connect their own endeavours to some ‘native’ English line, will feel the need to call on Hardy. In other words, it is hard to think of a twentieth-century poet who would not have written differently had these great overshadowers not lived. And since all four of them wrote their best work during the first three decades of the century, a map of that century turns into a complicated intermeshing of repudiation and submission. Some of this I attempt to disentangle in Against Oblivion.
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‘I am not a poet and never shall be,’ wrote Rudyard Kipling, and since his death in 1936 even his most admiring readers have tended to agree, or half-agree. What Kipling wrote in stanzas was not ‘poetry’ but ‘verse’: this, on the whole, has been the verdict and it can probably be traced back to Eliot’s 1941 attempt to resurrect a reputation which had fallen into disrepair. (During the 1930s, to admire Kipling was, for left-wing critics, akin to having a soft spot for Hitler.)


‘He is a master of a mixed form,’ said Eliot, gamely trying to make out a case for Kipling’s thumping, jaunty rhythms, his balladeering swagger, his formal and yet not quite ‘poetic’ skilfulness, and so on. Eliot seems to have meant that Kipling’s verse should not, could not be held in isolation from the prose, and that if we were seeking the subtleties and obliquities which Eliot’s own writings had led us to revere, we should seek them in this writer’s stories and not in his verse. At the same time, though, the verse – for all the tum-te-tum complacency of its technique – was often powered by energies carried over from the fiction: not least an attention-holding narrative prowess more nineteenth-century than modernistic. Some of Eliot’s own earliest work aspired to, or glanced wistfully towards, the neatnesses of narrative or drama, and sometimes in his famous 1941 preface to A Choice of Kipling’s Verse he seems somewhat to envy his subject’s freedom from literary-historical constraints or obligations – his way of taking and enjoying liberties which Eliot, the arch-modernist, was forced to think of as belonging to the realm of ‘Verse’.


How strange it must have seemed to Kipling’s older readers to witness his decline from public favour and his post-1940s semi-reconstruction. At one time, Kipling’s stock could scarcely have stood higher. His winning of the Nobel Prize in 1907 (he was the first English writer to have carried off this honour) marked the climax to a remarkable and swift ascent to youthful eminence. From the moment almost of Kipling’s first appearance on the London literary scene in the early 1890s, he had been acknowledged as a ‘natural’. Stevenson called him ‘too clever to live’, and Tennyson saw him as ‘the only one with the divine fire’. Even Henry James admitted that Kipling was ‘the star of the hour’.


Born in Bombay in 1865, Kipling came from a cultivated colonialist background – his father was an author and his mother a relative, by marriage, of Burne-Jones – and he had first exercised his literary gifts as a sketch-writing (and verse-writing) journalist in India, where, at the age of seventeen, he had been reunited with his parents (who, well-meaningly, had had him raised in England since the age of six). Kipling’s childhood years were a nightmare of cruel foster-parents and cranky public schools, and for him returning to India was like a return to some lost paradise: his eyes were wide and he missed nothing. In India, Kipling wrote the sketches he included in Plain Tales from the Hills and some of the verses that appeared in his immensely popular Barrack Room Ballads, verses in which imperialist pride is allied with a feeling for the sturdy merits of the English working classes – i.e., the put-upon, forbearing Empire ‘Tommy’. Kipling’s dialect-poems, once adored for their colloquial verve, can now seem tediously mannered (as in ‘When ’Omer smote ’is bloomin’ lyre’), and one is never quite persuaded that the barracks are where he belongs, or thinks that he belongs. The soldiers Kipling really felt in tune with were of officer material, young subalterns who exemplified those qualities of courage, decisiveness and leader-like resourcefulness on which, so he believed, the British Empire had been built.


Kipling’s imperialistic loyalties had deepened into permanence during his early years in India, but most of his adult life was spent in England, on his estate in Sussex. He married Carrie Wollcott, an American, in 1892 and lived for a short while in Vermont, but had a miserable time in that lost corner of the Empire. In Sussex, many thought, his life was no less joyless, even though the literary honours continued to pile up throughout his middle age. His wife was a dominant, organizing type and Kipling – especially after the death of his only son in World War One – was ready enough to let her run his life for him: administering his literary affairs, vetting his social contacts. Kipling came to view himself rather as Carrie viewed him: as a national treasure, or icon. Gradually, the pair of them drifted off into a kind of marmoreal reclusiveness, with Carrie fierce in her protectiveness and Rudyard ‘wrung dry by domesticity’ (as somebody observed) and brought low, from time to time, with stomach cramps. Many great honours were rebuffed (the Order of Merit, the Poet Laureateship), and so too were many would-be worshippers, but Kipling was allowed to travel quite extensively throughout his later years, and he was always ready to perform pious services for the War Graves Commission – and also, of course, to pen patriotic poems for The Times. He devoted much care and energy to the writing of a history of his dead son’s army regiment. By the late 1920s, when this work appeared, his political sympathies had become increasingly right-wing, and his literary reputation plummeted accordingly. As another war approached, Kipling deplored the weakness of those politicians who hoped somehow to avoid it. For him, the country’s real leaders, the strong men, had been killed in World War One.


Even as Kipling’s critical standing declined, his popular readership continued to be vast, and during the war years his patriotic verses were much praised. Kipling, it should be remembered, first made his appearance in the 1890s, and he was welcomed by many readers then as a heartening alternative to post-Romantic decadence. This Kipling was no drooping lily, nor was he out to drub the bourgeoisie. He was a man of action rather than of ideas; he was machine-mad, ocean-going, boyishly excited by heroic values – a man’s man, not at all a disaffiliated cissy. Kipling, of course, played up this persona, but at the same time it was genuine; he loved to stir and entertain a massive audience and his uncannily absorbent feel for the rhythms of music-hall ballads and Methodist hymn-tunes gave his verse a thoroughly seductive air of off-the-cuff immediacy. Kipling’s verse rarely seemed to have been pondered, even when it tended to the ponderous – as now and then it did, when he was feeling unusually sagacious.


And it was this ability to reach for the verse-tap (or so it seemed) that made Kipling such a stunningly effective public poet, or verse-writer. Today, it is the public Kipling whom we are likely to find most difficult to set aside. Poems like ‘If’ may not stand up to a great deal of sceptical examination, but it’s power to stir is more than just nostalgic: it tunes into some self-perfecting impulse which, perhaps, we all wish we had never lost. Something similar could be claimed for more strictly ‘occasional’ pieces like ‘Recessional’ (written for Queen Victoria’s second Jubilee in 1897), and even for pro-Empire works like ‘The Native-Born’, ‘The White Man’s Burden’ and ‘For all We Have and Are’. Lines about ‘lesser breeds without the law’ may be hard to stomach these days, but it is still worth our while trying to work out what Kipling meant when he said this or that now-awful thing. For instance, the much-derided ‘Recessional’ was seen by him as a fervent plea for national humility. Shortly after writing it, he also wrote:




This is no ideal world but a nest of burglars, and we must protect ourselves against being burgled. All the same, we have no need to shout and yell and ramp about our strength because that is a waste of power, and because other nations can do the advertising better than we can. The big smash is coming one of these days, sure enough, but I think we shall pull through not without credit. It will be common people – the third-class carriages – that’ll save us.





And this – lest we forget – was written a few days before the birth of Kipling’s doomed son, John.


 








The Long Trail





There’s a whisper down the field where the year has shot her yield,


    And the ricks stand grey to the sun,


Singing: ‘Over then, come over, for the bee has quit the clover,


    And your English summer’s done.’







       You have heard the beat of the off-shore wind,


       And the thresh of the deep-sea rain;


       You have heard the song – how long? how long?


       Pull out on the trail again!


   Ha’ done with the Tents of Shem, dear lass,


   We’ve seen the seasons through,


   And it’s time to turn on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail,


   Pull out, pull out, on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new!







It’s North you may run to the rime-ringed sun


   Or South to the blind Horn’s hate;


Or East all the way into Mississippi Bay,


   Or West to the Golden Gate –


      Where the blindest bluffs hold good, dear lass,


      And the wildest tales are true,


      And the men bulk big on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail,


      And life runs large on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new.










The days are sick and cold, and the skies are grey and old,


    And the twice-breathed airs blow damp;


And I’d sell my tired soul for the bucking beam-sea roll


    Of a black Bilbao tramp,


       With her load-line over her hatch, dear lass,


       And a drunken Dago crew,


       And her nose held down on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail


       From Cadiz south on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new.







There be triple ways to take, of the eagle or the snake,


   Or the way of a man with a maid;


But the sweetest way to me is a ship’s upon the sea


   In the heel of the North-East Trade.


     Can you hear the crash on her bows, dear lass,


     And the drum of the racing screw,


     As she ships it green on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail,


     As she lifts and ’scends on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new?







See the shaking funnels roar, with the Peter at the fore,


And the fenders grind and heave,


And the derricks clack and grate, as the tackle hooks the crate,


  And the fall-rope whines through the sheave;


     It’s ‘Gang-plank up and in,’ dear lass,


     It’s ‘Hawsers warp her through!’


     And it’s ‘All clear aft’ on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail,


    We’re backing down on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new.










O the mutter overside, when the port-fog holds us tied,


  And the sirens hoot their dread,


When foot by foot we creep o’er the hueless, viewless deep


  To the sob of the questing lead!


    It’s down by the Lower Hope, dear lass,


    With the Gunfleet Sands in view,


    Till the Mouse swings green on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail,


    And the Gull Light lifts on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new.







O the blazing tropic night, when the wake’s a welt of light


  That holds the hot sky tame,


And the steady fore-foot snores through the planet-powdered floors


  Where the scared whale flukes in flame!


     Her plates are flaked by the sun, dear lass,


     And her ropes are taut with the dew,


     For we’re booming down on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail,


     We’re sagging south on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new.







Then home, get her home, where the drunken rollers comb,


 And the shouting seas drive by,


And the engines stamp and ring, and the wet bows reel and swing,


 And the Southern Cross rides high!


   Yes, the old lost stars wheel back, dear lass,


   That blaze in the velvet blue.


   They’re all old friends on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail,


   They’re God’s own guides on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new.










Fly forward, O my heart, from the Foreland to the Start –


   We’re steaming all too slow,


And it’s twenty thousand mile to our little lazy isle


   Where the trumpet-orchids blow!


        You have heard the call of the off-shore wind


        And the voice of the deep-sea rain;


        You have heard the song – how long? – how long?


        Pull out on the trail again!







The Lord knows what we may find, dear lass,


And The Deuce knows what we may do –


But we’re back once more on the old trail, our own trail, the out trail,


We’re down, hull-down, on the Long Trail – the trail that is always new!





If




If you can keep your head when all about you


   Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,


If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,


   But make allowance for their doubting too;


If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,


   Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,


Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,


   And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:







If you can dream – and not make dreams your master;


   If you can think – and not make thoughts your aim;


If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster


   And treat those two impostors just the same;


If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken


   Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,


Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,


   And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools:







If you can make one heap of all your winnings


   And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,


And lose, and start again at your beginnings


   And never breathe a word about your loss;


If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew


   To serve your turn long after they are gone,


And so hold on when there is nothing in you


   Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’







If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,


   Or walk with Kings – nor lose the common touch,


If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,


   If all men count with you, but none too much;


If you can fill the unforgiving minute


   With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,


Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,


   And – which is more – you’ll be a Man, my son!

























Charlotte Mew


1869–1928
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Almost everything about Charlotte Mew seems to have been rather wincingly small-scale, including Mew herself who, according to one contemporary description, ‘was very small, only about four feet ten inches, very slight, with square shoulders and tiny hands and feet’. This description is by Alida Monro, the wife of Harold Monro, who in 1921 was to publish Mew’s first book of poems, The Farmer’s Bride, under the then-prestigious Poetry Bookshop imprint. Alida Monro also describes her first meeting with the future author: ‘When she came into the shop she was asked, “Are you Charlotte Mew?”, and her reply, delivered characteristically with a slight smile of amusement, was “I am sorry to say I am.”’ With some people, this response might have been taken as sheer affectation. With Charlotte Mew, though, the regret seemed genuine: this woman really didn’t enjoy being who she was.


Even in the world of poetry politics, Mew kept always to the margins. When everyone else was worrying about Georgianism versus Modernism, she seemed to take no notice. And yet her work, as if by accident, was not old-fashioned. There is an obliqueness of intent and an exactness of language in her writing which could easily have earned her admission to Pound’s school of Imagistes – and almost did. Had she been fully taken up by Pound, he would have wanted her to modernize her diction and to be less feelingful about the countryside, but happily this never happened. For Mew, the writing of poetry had nothing much to do with schools and counter-schools. By the time she got going as a poet – around 1913 – she was already in her forties, and although by then she had printed a few things in magazines (short stories, mostly), she had no real presence on the London literary scene. And this seemed not to bother her at all.


Mew certainly saw herself as an outsider, but her outsiderism – her sense of being ‘other’ – did not wholly derive from her belief in an artistic destiny. Her feelings of estrangement from the social norm were partly to do with her undeclared lesbianism, but they also related to her fear that she was fated to go mad. Insanity ran in her family and at any moment, so she feared, her number might come up:






Here, in the darkness, where this plaster saint


   Stands nearer than God stands to our distress,


And one small candle shines, but not so faint


   As the far lights of everlastingness


I’d rather kneel than over there, in open day


   Where Christ is hanging, rather pray


      To something more like my own clay,


         Not too divine …








Charlotte Mew was born in London in 1869, the daughter of an architect. There were seven children of the Mew marriage, and Charlotte was the third. Of the other six, three died in childhood and two fell victim to schizophrenia: her elder brother, Henry, and her younger sister, Freda, were taken off to mental hospitals. Henry died in 1901 but Freda lived on until 1958 and was often visited in hospital by Charlotte. There was also a mad uncle in the background. Persistently Mew asked herself: is insanity inherited? A sense of shame, and of imminent disintegration, is omnipresent in her work. In the poem quoted above, for instance, she speaks of madness as ‘the incarnate wages of man’s sin’. She was religious but in a private, anguished way. Even as she prayed, she hoped to exempt herself from the divine jurisdiction that might ultimately banish her into the realm of lunacy. Some of her most ardent and unshapely prayer-poems (of which she wrote a few) are actually prayers for what she guessed might be the equilibrium of godlessness, the sanity of non-belief. ‘I do not envy Him his victories’, she claims – speaking of God – because ‘His arms are full of broken things’:






When I first came upon him there


Suddenly, on the half-lit stair,


I think I hardly found a trace


Of likeness to a human face


In his. And I said then


If in His image God made men,


Some other must have made poor Ken –


But for his eyes which looked at you


As two red, wounded stars might do.








Mew’s inner life was turbulent indeed. Externally, however, her day-to-day biography was pretty uneventful – no doubt deliberately so (why risk adventuring beyond the boundaries of custom and routine?). There was a mild scandal when Charlotte developed a mostly suppressed passion for the novelist May Sinclair, but no great public repercussions. After her parents died, and with money hard to come by, Charlotte lived with her sister Anne in Bloomsbury and then in Camden, with Anne working as a picture restorer and Charlotte making the odd timid foray into literary London. From time to time, they took in lodgers. And then, in 1927, Anne died of cancer, and with this blow Charlotte finally fell victim to the insanity she had always dreaded. Early in 1928, she was admitted to hospital and a month later she died, having swallowed a bottle of disinfectant. When doctors tried to save her, she said to them: ‘Don’t keep me. Let me go.’


After her death, and with Auden and Co. just around the corner, Charlotte Mew’s reputation as a poet sank, and over the next thirty years or so it all but disappeared – and this in spite of Thomas Hardy having called her ‘the best living woman poet’. It was not until the 1960s, when, post-Lowell and post-Plath, there was a renewed responsiveness to the glamour of poetic instability, that Mew came to be acknowledged as an original of lasting value. Even so, her reputation still hangs by a thread. Her output was slender, she was attached to no fashionable schools and movements, she is missing from certain widely taught anthologies, she offers little to biographers. In other words, she is a perfect candidate for posterity’s disdain. Perhaps, with her, posterity will not run true to form. Let’s hope it doesn’t. She is worth preserving, even though her admirers can more easily point to compelling lines and stanzas in her work than to whole finished poems. In this sense, perhaps her work did suffer from her shyness, from lack of exposure to the scrutiny of sympathetic critics. On the other hand her shyness, her obliquity, quite often seems to guarantee her authenticity. All in all, in her case, I think we ought to make the most of what we have.


 







Pécheresse




Down the long quay the slow boats glide,


    While here and there a house looms white


Against the gloom of the waterside,


    And some high window throws a light


    As they sail out into the night.







At dawn they will bring in again


    To women knitting on the quay


Who wait for him, their man of men;


    I stand with them, and watch the sea


    Which may have taken mine from me.







Just so the long days come and go.


    The nights, ma Doué! the nights are cold!


Our Lady’s heart is as frozen snow,


    Since this one sin I have not told;


    And I shall die or perhaps grow old







Before he comes. The foreign ships


    Bring many a one of face and name


As strange as his, to buy your lips,


    A gold piece for a scarlet shame


    Like mine. But mine was not the same.







One night was ours, one short grey day


    Of sudden sin, unshrived, untold.


He found me, and I lost the way


    To Paradise for him. I sold


    My soul for love and not for gold.










He bought my soul, but even so,


    My face is all that he has seen,


His is the only face I know,


    And in the dark church, like a screen,


    It shuts God out; it comes between;







While in some narrow foreign street


    Or loitering on the crowded quay,


Who knows what others he may meet


    To turn his eyes away from me?


    Many are fair to such as he!







There is but one for such as I


    To love, to hate, to hunger for;


I shall, perhaps, grow old and die,


    With one short day to spend and store,


    One night, in all my life, no more.







Just so the long days come and go,


    Yet this one sin I will not tell


Though Mary’s heart is as frozen snow


    And all nights are cold for one warmed too well.


    But, oh! ma Doué! the nights of Hell! 






The Farmer’s Bride





Three Summers since I chose a maid,


Too young maybe – but more’s to do


At harvest-time than bide and woo.


    When us was wed she turned afraid


Of love and me and all things human;


Like the shut of a winter’s day,


Her smile went out, and ’twasn’t a woman –


    More like a little frightened fay.


        One night, in the Fall, she runned away.










    ‘Out ’mong the sheep, her be,’ they said,


    ‘Should properly have been abed’;


    But sure enough she wasn’t there


    Lying awake with her wide brown stare.


So over seven-acre field and up-along across the down


    We chased her, flying like a hare


    Before our lanterns. To Church-Town


        All in a shiver and a scare


    We caught her, fetched her home at last


        And turned the key upon her, fast.







    She does the work about the house


    As well as most, but like a mouse:


        Happy enough to chat and play


        With birds and rabbits and such as they,


        So long as men-folk keep away.


    ‘Not near, not near!’ her eyes beseech


    When one of us comes within reach.


        The women say that beasts in stall


        Look round like children at her call.


        I’ve hardly heard her speak at all.







    Shy as a leveret, swift as he,


    Straight and slight as a young larch tree,


    Sweet as the first wild violets, she,


    To her wild self. But what to me?







    The short days shorten and the oaks are brown,


        The blue smoke rises to the low grey sky,


    One leaf in the still air falls slowly down,


        A magpie’s spotted feathers lie


    On the black earth spread white with rime,


    The berries redden up to Christmas-time.


        What’s Christmas-time without there be


        Some other in the house than we!










        She sleeps up in the attic there


        Alone, poor maid. ’Tis but a stair


    Betwixt us. Oh! my God! the down


    The soft young down of her, the brown,


The brown of her – her eyes, her hair, her hair!

























Robert Frost


1874–1963
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Robert Frost was wary of biography but by no means disdainful of its power to damage even the most sturdily based literary reputation. When, in the 1930s, the life writers began knocking on his door, he greeted them with hospitable evasions and false leads. He enjoyed the attention but was determined to control it. ‘I want you to understand me wrong,’ he used to say. The important thing, in his view, was to ‘keep the over-curious out of the secret places of my mind’.


Frost, after all, at that time had an image to protect. In the eyes of his large readership, he was the loveable New England farmer-bard, tough-minded, independent, genial – and quintessentially American. This self-presentation had been nurtured at countless public readings and book signings, and Frost was not going to let biography disrupt it. In 1939, he appointed his own official Boswell, one Lawrance Thompson – a youthful and admiring critic who could, Frost thought, be kept on a tight leash.


For the next twenty-five years Thompson served as Frost’s factotum, accompanying the poet on his travels and assisting, when required, in the continuing ascent of his prestige and celebrity. At the start of Frost’s poetic career, which had not begun until he was past forty, academic modernists had tended to see him as a hayseed neo-Georgian. He had spent time in England and had hung out there, not with Pound and Eliot, but with discredited figures like Lascelles Abercrombie and Wilfred Gibson. And before that, in America, he had dithered from job to job – farmer, schoolteacher, newspaper editor, and so on – and had seemed to have learned little from his truncated Harvard education.


During the 1930s, the leftist literary establishment shunned Frost as crankily right-wing. By sheer force of determination, though, he stuck to his own line, his own hauntingly distinctive ‘speaking voice’, a voice both metrical and colloquial, a voice that owed nothing to modernism and yet never seemed antique or self-consciously poetical. Now and then Frost jawed on tiresomely and was always too fond of the cracker-barrel aphorism, but every so often he achieved an intimate, intense and yet forbearingly intelligent dramatic forcefulness of just the kind which, we imagine, modernists like Ezra Pound were dreaming of when they compiled their lists of Dos and Don’ts. Poems like ‘Birches’, ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’, and even longer works like ‘Home Burial’ could scarcely be dismissed as neo-Georgian:






My long two-pointed ladder’s sticking through a tree


Toward heaven still,


And there’s a barrel that I didn’t fill


Beside it, and there may be two or three


Apples I didn’t pick upon some bough.


But I am done with apple-picking now.


Essence of winter sleep is on the night,


The scent of apples: I am drowsing off.


I cannot rub the strangeness from my sight


I got from looking through a pane of glass


I skimmed this morning from the drinking trough


And held against the world of hoary grass.


It melted, and I let it fall and break.


But I was well


Upon my way to sleep before it fell,


And I could tell


What form my dreaming was about to take …








By the end of his long life, Frost had effectively bridged the gap between his popular readership and the highbrow élite. When Lionel Trilling, in 1960, called Frost a ‘terrifying’ poet, there were many protests from adoring fans, but everybody must have known what Trilling meant:






   The people along the sand


   All turn and look one way.


   They turn their back on the land.


   They look at the sea all day.







   The land may vary more;


   But wherever the truth may be –


   The water comes ashore,


   And the people look at the sea.







   They cannot look out far.


   They cannot look in deep.


   But when was that ever a bar


   To any watch they keep?








It is difficult to imagine anything more terminally desolate, and yet the strain, the edginess, the shrewdness of the poem in the end derive from a resistance to the terminal – and from a grim conviction that it’s better to know where you stand than attempt to turn away. Many of Frost’s finest poems are about barriers and separations, and the best of them express a futile yearning for conditions to be otherwise. And it was something of this sort, presumably, that Trilling had in mind.


At Frost’s death in 1963, aged eighty-eight, he was without question America’s most valued poet: a popular bestseller who was regularly praised by Randall Jarrell. He read his work at Kennedy’s inauguration and in the last year of his life was sent to Russia as an ambassador for no-nonsense Yankee values.


All this Grand Old Man activity was, of course, observed and noted down by Lawrance Thompson. When Frost died, it was generally assumed that his disciple’s biography, when it appeared, would be a hymn of praise. It turned out to be quite the reverse. During his long years of trusted flunkeydom, Thompson had come to despise Frost – and to despise his own role in Frost’s life. (He was also having an affair with Kay Morrison, Frost’s long-serving mistress.) The first two volumes of his 2,000-page Life portrayed Frost as a mean-minded self-advancer, corrupt in his literary-political manoeuvres, close to madness in his vengefulness and spite. Far from being a disinterested rustic, forever communing with the soil and with dumb animals, Frost had spent many of his hours plotting his next Pulitzer, sucking up to powerful critics, heading off any competition that seemed likely to get in his way.


And in his private life, he had been just as unpleasantly self-centred. His personal tragedies – the early deaths of four of his six children, one of them by suicide; the slow surrender to insanity of his only sister; the embittered remoteness of the wife he had more or less bullied into marriage – all these were presented by Thompson as the to-be-expected offshoots of Frost’s monomaniacal pursuit of literary fame.


The biography held nothing back, or so it seemed (although Thompson made no mention of his dealings with Kay Morrison), and was almost gloatingly well-documented. Even the index headings bristled with hostility, with entries under headings like ‘Hate’, ‘Jealousy’, ‘Fear’, ‘Charlatan’, ‘Retaliations, Poetic’, and so on. By the end of it, the poet’s nice-guy reputation lay in ruins. Reviewers of Thompson’s book denounced Frost as monstrous, near-demonic. One even claimed that ‘a more hateful human being cannot have lived’.


In some quarters, though, the standing of Frost’s poetry was actually enhanced by Thompson’s revelations. For one thing, the work’s essential bleakness could be more openly discussed. And knowing the poet to have been devious in life, critics could all at once perceive a sly obliqueness in the verse. All this did wonders for Frost’s highbrow reputation, and in the past few years there have been at least three biographies which, in one way or another, have set themselves to tone down Thompson’s harsh portrayal. In the most recent, by Jay Parini, Frost comes across as conscientious and dignified in the face of his life’s several tragedies. As for the careerism: yes, Frost enjoyed his fame, but so what? Why shouldn’t a chap try to get ahead?


Such rehabilitative labours will not restore Frost to his earlier status as America’s fireside bard. Frost-mottos like ‘Good fences make good neighbours’ were once read as inspiring affirmations of Yankee self-reliance. Post-Thompson, Frost’s adoring public had to face the fact that self-reliance is often indistinguishable from self-centredness, from simple un-American misanthropy. After all, Frost also told his readers to ‘Keep off each other, and keep each other off’.


 








After Apple-Picking





My long two-pointed ladder’s sticking through a tree


Toward heaven still,


And there’s a barrel that I didn’t fill
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