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            Introduction

         

         Walter de la Mare was a magician of poetic sound. The possessor of one of the most musical ears in the history of English poetry, he had the power to write ‘incantations’ allowing ‘Free passage to the phantoms of the mind’, as T. S. Eliot puts it in his tribute ‘To Walter de la Mare’. This music and magic ensured that de la Mare became one of the best-loved poets of the twentieth century and won him the admiration of W. H. Auden, Edward Thomas and Robert Frost among others.

         It also won him the distrust of academic critics. For I. A. Richards and F. R. Leavis in the 1920s and 1930s, the sound of de la Mare’s verse was a pernicious ‘opiate’, an ‘enchantment’, a danger to the rational reader.1 Fifty years later, Richards apologised and hymned the ‘perfection’ of de la Mare’s volumes The Listeners (1912) and Peacock Pie (1913).2 This time Richards noted that their rhythms were ‘haunting – not would-be, but as living presences embodying what the poems are doing’.3 But this time was too late. Page-bound study and the academy hadn’t been able to find a place for de la Mare, and having attacked and dismissed his work, soon more or less forgot about it: de la Mare’s verse was for ‘old-fashioned lovers of poetry’ and maybe the under-twelves.

         Being forgotten by the academy has its upsides, but it also has its disadvantages. In de la Mare’s case, it has meant that many who understand and enjoy modern poetry either know nothing 2about him or have difficulty in appreciating his work. As the poet and scholar Eric Ormsby puts it in a recent essay: ‘If [de la Mare’s] poems sound stilted or quaintly vague, that may be because we no longer know how to read him.’4 The easiest way to overcome such a resistance is to hear the poems read aloud. During the Second World War, Eliot, hitherto something of a de la Mare sceptic himself, was taking part in a large charitable poetry reading. He discovered, to his surprise, that it was de la Mare who ‘put into his reading a more conversational tone’ than did any other of the esteemed readers who were present.5 Listen to other twentieth-century poets, especially the modernists, and Eliot’s point is proved. Their style of recitation – and I guess the way they heard their poetry in their heads – now comes across as incredibly mannered. De la Mare, though his accent belongs to a bygone era, sounds like he’s sitting in the room with you; he is reading in a way that is, as Eliot puts it, like he is ‘talking to a few friends, but talking poetry’.6 To really get de la Mare, you shouldn’t be hearing his lines as an intoned singsong but in a normal prose-speaking voice, a voice which takes its time and pauses at the punctuation – particularly those thoughtful, qualifying dashes. If you think his poetry sounds too artificial, you aren’t reading it right.

         De la Mare’s poetry sounds wonderful, but it also means something, and sometimes many things at once. That old saw about poetry being understood on many levels happens to be true in his case. Moreover, because de la Mare usually prefers to hide away difficult or troubling material rather than flaunting it, there are meanings in his poems that aren’t at all obvious unless they are pointed out.3

         De la Mare didn’t object to notating poems; indeed, he was a superb writer of notes himself. Turn to his great anthologies and you’ll find that not only may a note draw attention to a particular quality of sound or image or explain something of a poem’s sense, it may wander off into details of folklore, history and natural history or find time to point out all manner of loosely related bits and bobs. If you want to know more not just about a poem, but what other related poem you might also like, the names of the angels, why there are no foxgloves in Shakespeare or to learn a recipe, a de la Mare note is the place to go. I’m not Walter de la Mare, but I have allowed my notes to take off into the wider world of his life and interests and included illuminating facts and by-the-ways. I have also tried to be cautious around those poems that seem to me to be crafted in a way that resists too definite an explanation and have left readers space to weigh up different accounts and find meanings of their own. The notes can be looked at as and when they might prove helpful. The poems can stand on their own, as might a straightforward Selected. Nevertheless, I’ve aimed for a book that can be read cover to cover.

         The choice of poems is intended to be a showcase of what is best and most distinctive in the more than a thousand poems de la Mare published in his lifetime. Quite a number of these were first published as rhymes for children. De la Mare didn’t draw a particularly firm line between his poems for adults and those he wrote for children – some of the former go down very well with younger readers, while some of the latter conceal adult themes and references – and neither do I. Indeed, when it comes to The Listeners and Peacock Pie, volumes composed 4over the same period, I have chosen to highlight de la Mare’s developing life and art by mixing the two and setting their poems in roughly chronological order.

         Literary historians find it convenient to tuck de la Mare away before the First World War and the subsequent ascendancy of the modernists. But, as this book makes clear, he has a place in both the history of First World War poetry and the history of modernism. Furthermore, while his output was very uneven, he was capable of brilliant poems from the beginning of his long writing life to the end.

         It is true, however, that he had golden patches. Rather than seeking to represent all parts of his career equally, I have leant towards The Listeners and Peacock Pie, but also to Memory (1938), and, though it was too long to include in its entirety, I have made sure the late long poem Winged Chariot (1951) is properly represented. There are, if you look through the Complete Poems, examples of satiric and social realist verse, poems addressing slums, drug addicts or the nuclear bomb; there is also some entertaining light verse. Still, de la Mare is at his strongest when he is most like de la Mare, and it is when addressing those de la Marean subjects – those deserted houses, birds, fields, flowers, children, fairies, travellers, ghosts and graves – that he makes us feel the world in a way that no other poet quite does. What’s more, his poems are rarely comfort reads. They are odd and unsettling. They leave the material world and the reassuring beliefs we have about it shadowier and less certain than they found them.

         De la Mare, we are always told, is a minor poet. And it is true that the word ‘major’ doesn’t suit someone so devoted 5to the delicate, the unassuming and the small-scale. But he punches far above his perceived weight. Very few poets have his ability to write desert island poems. ‘Autumn’, ‘Napoleon’, ‘All That’s Past’, ‘The Listeners’, ‘The Song of the Mad Prince’, ‘Fare Well’, ‘The Railway Junction’ and more are named by many readers as all-time favourites, but there are other, less known poems in this selection that deserve to be similarly cherished. Read de la Mare with sympathy and you may find his poems become something more important to you than words like ‘major’ or ‘minor’ can capture. They may seem indispensable.6

      

   


   
      
         
7
            Note on the Text

         

         Walter de la Mare carefully saw to press the poetry volumes he published during his long life. In making the selection for this edition, I have almost exclusively followed the text of The Complete Poems (1969, corrections 1975), which was prepared by the Literary Trustees of Walter de la Mare. The Complete Poems was a major editorial undertaking: those working on it included Richard de la Mare, Giles de Mare, Leonard Clark and Dorothy Marshall. It reproduces the Collected Poems (1942) and Collected Rhymes and Verses (1944), which de la Mare approved for publication, with corrections for some minor corruptions in them. The Complete Poems also incorporates the volumes de la Mare published in the period between those two Collecteds and his death, as well as numerous uncollected and unpublished poems, all of which were considered for possible inclusion in this edition, though none was in the end selected.

         I have made clearer than it is in The Complete Poems that ‘The Funeral’ was, in fact, absent from the 1902 edition of Songs of Childhood and first included in the 1916 edition, and made two small deviations. In the case of Winged Chariot, I have sought to reproduce as far as possible the arrangement of text and marginalia of the 1951 edition rather than the more cramped arrangement in The Complete Poems, an arrangement I take to be a consequence of the dimensions of the latter volume rather than any change in authorial intention. The 8text of ‘King David’ reproduced here, for reasons I explain in an endnote to my commentary, follows that of the 1913 edition of Peacock Pie.
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	1911
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	becomes a reader for William Heinemann and works on D. H. Lawrence’s manuscripts 14 Thornsett Road, Penge, London
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Down-Adown-Derry: A Book of Fairy Poems (Constable)



	1923
            
                        
                        	Jan.
            
                        
                        	
d. Katherine Mansfield



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
The Riddle and Other Stories (Selwyn and Blount)
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	1945
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
The Burning Glass and Other Poems (Faber)
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Tribute to Walter de la Mare on his Seventy-Fifth Birthday (Faber)



	1950
            
                        
                        	Oct.
            
                        
                        	
Inward Companion and Other Poems (Faber)



	1951
            
                        
                        	Feb.
            
                        
                        	honorary degree from Oxford
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               John Mouldy

            

            
               
                  I spied John Mouldy in his cellar,

                  Deep down twenty steps of stone;

                  In the dusk he sat a-smiling,

                     Smiling there alone.

               

               
                  5 He read no book, he snuffed no candle;

                  The rats ran in, the rats ran out;

                  And far and near, the drip of water

                     Went whisp’ring about.

               

               
                  The dusk was still, with dew a-falling,

                  10 I saw the Dog-star bleak and grim,

                  I saw a slim brown rat of Norway

                     Creep over him.

               

               
                  I spied John Mouldy in his cellar,

                  Deep down twenty steps of stone;

                  15 In the dusk he sat a-smiling,

                     Smiling there alone.

               

               from Songs of Childhood (1902)
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         Songs of Childhood appeared in 1902 under the name Walter Ramal. The book is a successor to Robert Louis Stevenson’s A Child’s Garden of Verses (1885). Its poems bring to mind a number of nineteenth-century poets, notably Christina Rossetti, but there were some surprises too – including the shock of ‘John Mouldy’.

         Walter Ramal was the pen name of Walter J. de la Mare (1873–1956), who had started life with the surname Delamare and who was known to friends and family as ‘Jack’. De la Mare made his living as a poorly paid clerk for the London office of J. D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil and wrote his poetry and prose in his spare time, usually after work. De la Mare had married his long-term sweetheart Elfrida Ingpen in August 1899. The couple now had two infant children, and were soon to have two more. It was, however, de la Mare’s nieces and nephews who had been the first audience for the verses of Songs of Childhood.1 The publishers thought that the book would be over the heads of most children, but de la Mare’s rhymes expand what children’s verse can be: not sentimental, as it so often was for the Victorians, nor light verse, as it is in the case of, say, the children’s poems of Hilaire Belloc or T. S. Eliot, but a place where one may confront what is important, mysterious or troubling in childhood and the world outside.

         In ‘John Mouldy’, Walter Ramal has become the poet we know as Walter de la Mare. It is a song of childhood. It employs the song-like oral metre we associate with verse written for children; it has a child’s perspective. But that metre is supple and dextrous; that perspective on a child’s fear of the dark has become one to disturb listeners of any age.17

         De la Mare writes in the introduction to Animal Stories (1939):

         
            Many young and imaginative children are afraid of being alone in the dark – a cupboard ajar, a creaking staircase, an owl or a bat at the window, hobgoblins, nightmares. A small boy with tears rolling down his cheeks sat up on his pillow confessed to me once that he couldn’t sleep for terror because there was a bear under his bed. To console him I assured him on my honour that there wasn’t a real bear and certainly not an uncaged bear for miles and miles around. ‘But you see, Daddie,’ he replied, ‘this isn’t a “real” bear!’2

         

         The child was his own son, Richard.3 But the truth is more general. Moreover, not every childhood horror is imagined. In Early One Morning in the Spring (1935), de la Mare notes that while children can speak and regard death with what, to an adult, looks like surprising blitheness,

         
            Nevertheless, within is a self that may confront the spectre of Death in his horror as unexpectedly as a strange dog may be met at a turn of the street. And then it is as if the light of life itself had gone out. […] I remember – in the company of a few other boys about ten or eleven years of age – seeing the body of a woman who, poor hapless soul, had been drowned in the Thames. We hung over the granite parapet of the Embankment, the morning light reflected from the water beating up into our faces, and stared. The 18body had been secured to the stern of a police boat, and the bloated head and shoulder lolled gently in the clucking tide as the boat edged gently to and fro.4

         

         But while de la Mare’s prose shows a fine understanding of true and imagined childhood horror, ‘John Mouldy’ inhabits a realm somewhere in between the two.

         Who is John Mouldy? A trick of the eye? A shape in the mould? A personification, the Jack Frost of cellar damp? An insane derelict down among the rats? Or is his smile the fixed grin of a corpse? There’s no single right answer and, certainly, no answer that’s a comfort. Even the conclusion that John Mouldy is but a trick of the eye is the material for a double take and a judder. Four years after Songs of Childhood, German psychiatrist Ernst Jentsch designated those moments when one senses something alive where no thing alive should be unheimlich. This is usually translated as ‘uncanny’, but it literally translates as ‘unhomely’. According to Jentsch, the

         
            effect of the uncanny can easily be achieved when one undertakes to reinterpret some kind of lifeless thing as part of an organic creature. […] In the dark, a rafter covered with nails thus becomes the jaw of a fabulous animal, a lonely lake becomes the gigantic eye of a monster and the outline of a cloud or shadow becomes a threatening satanic face. Fantasy, which is indeed always a poet, is able now and then to conjure up the most detailed terrifying vision out of the most harmless and indifferent phenomena.519

         

         In 1919 Sigmund Freud would follow Jentsch with his own explanations for such experiences, but however you wish to explain them, de la Mare is, as Peter Howarth has pointed out, the most uncanny of writers, a poet who can make us feel un-at-home in the world.6 ‘John Mouldy’ doesn’t just see the uncanny – it hears it too. Though ‘whis’pring about’ (l. 8) might mean the drips are ‘whisp’ring about’, as in ‘running about’, it could also be that they are whispering about someone or something (John Mouldy? The narrator?).

         ‘Creep over him’ (l. 12) has the same number of stresses but fewer syllables than equivalent lines elsewhere. Because of this, the line, like the rat, passes across the reader with unexpected quickness and closeness.

         A ‘brown rat of Norway’ (l. 11) can weigh up to twice as much as a black rat. Originating, not from Norway, as was once popularly believed, but probably from China, the brown rat is believed to have arrived in England in the eighteenth century (so, long after the first arrival of the bubonic plague).7 Its natural preference for damp habitats makes it well suited to a city’s sewers, or, as here, its dripping cellars. ‘The ‘Dog-star’ (l. 10) is Sirius, the brightest star in the night sky and a star which has since Ancient Greece been associated with the dog days of summer and hence with heat and drought. But, while this may be a summer night, the Dog-star here is ‘bleak and grim’.
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