The Haunted Mind

For Graves, the period immediately following the First
World War was one of flurries; it was a period in which he
relocated his emotional, mental, and spiritual life. Having
come through the war miraculously alive, he found himself
caught in the web of war-neurasthenia. As he notes in his
Good-bye to All That, his emotional-recording apparatus had
stopped functioning after the battle at Loos in 1915. Suffering
from general physical exhaustion as well as from emotional
and mental unrest, he took to writing poems and theoretical
essays in an effort to find himself. As it turned out, it was one
of his most prolific periods; from 1918 to 1926 he published
nine volumes of poems and five books and pamphlets of a
theoretical and critical nature. Many poems of this period
reflect his haunted condition with the nightmares and day-
dreams which persisted until well into 1929.

By September 1918 Graves began writing poems for his
Country Sentiment, a book of ballads and romantic poems, to
forget about the war. “Somehow I must live by writing,” he
resolved on the very day of his demobilization, and he had
kept to this resolution ever since throughout his life, writing
poetry for his spiritual well-being and prose for bread and
butter. In October 1919 he went to Oxford University to
resume his education, and for the next few years he lived on
Boar’s Hill where he rented a cottage from John Masefield.
While there, he published two books of poems, Country
Sentiment (1920) and The Pier-Glass (1921). By this time he
had been married for twenty-one months. As he intended, his
major theme for these few years was “romantic love in a
country setting”; in reality, however, “with the love-theme
went the old fear-theme, sharpened rather than blunted by the
experience of peace.” These two themes, love and fear,
provided the emotional conflict which at this time he regarded
as essential for poetry, “the whole cause and meaning of
Poetry.”* It controlled his thoughts and emotions for most of
these eight productive years, continuing through six more little
books of poems: Whipperginny (1923), The Feather Bed
(1923), Mock Beggar Hall (1924), Welchman's Hose (1925),
(Poems) (1925), and The Marmosite s Miscellany (1925).

As was shown in the preceding chapter, a latent tendency
toward a Yeatsean fusion of aestheticism and horror had
already appeared in Graves’ early war poems. Of this, his
“On Finding Myself a Soldier” offers a good example.
However, it was not until this early post-war period, in which
the interplay between love and fear becomes increasingly
intricate, that the poems began to anticipate clearly his later
theoretical stand in The White Goddess. There he asserts that
for the true poet there is only one theme: the interplay of love
and death, two of the three essential stages in the cyclical
movement of human life signified by those of the moon. But
during the first few years of this period, he had not yet the
vision of the White Goddess in her triple manifestations as the
Muse. The Spirit of Poetry at this time was, as he envisioned
it in his poem entitled “The God Called Poetry,” an invisible

Janus with two heads, one “calm, benignant,” and the other
“grim and scowling.” Even then this God already has some of
the fundamental characteristics of the White Goddess. For the
God is, as he puts it, at once “glorious” and “fearful”: “He
smites you down, he succours you,” and thus “He is YES and
he is NO.” The transition from this male deity to a female was
neither long nor difficult; in 1922 Graves wrote in “On the
Poet’s Birth” that he Muse must be considered unalterable
female. But certainly both conceptions helped him to recenter
his shattered intellectual and emotional life.

Among the early poems reflecting Graves’ haunted post-
war condition are “Ghost Raddled,” “Haunted,” “Dicky,” “The
Pier-Glass,” “Down,” “A Letter from Wales,” and “The
Presence.” In “Ghost Raddled” Graves’ own ailing soul
seems to assume the figure of the ghost that gruffly grumbles
out:

A song? What laughter or what song
Can this house remember?

Do flowers and butterflies belong
To a blind December?

And the house is his unquiet body whose five senses remain
benumbed since his unnerving experience of the hell of
trench-warfare. Unable to respond to the pleasures of the
world with the spontaneous fullness and warmth of which he
was once capable, he mistrusts the slowly reviving life within
him and almost jealously guards is own misery. Hence comes
his melancholy view that in his troubled emotional climate, as
deadening and unrelieved as bleak December, flowers and
butterflies are as mockingly unreal as a painted heaven. In
fact, even the memory of bygone ecstasy fails to bring back the
glow of sunny life. His effort to understand his new
relationship to the outside world necessarily entailed a painful
process of total readjustment.

The haunting sense of alienation in many of these poems
comes from his keen awareness of the disparity between these
two worlds, internal and external, and between the two
uncompromising states of soul, innocence and experience.
More significantlly, it comes from his intuitive knowledge of
the futility of human effort to reconcile them in compatible
terms. All this is forcefully put in “The Pier-Glass.” It was
with the “Sleep-staring eyes” and with the gnawing
desperation of one who saw before him nothing but a barren
stretch of despondency that he searched for how own likeness
through the memory of his happier days. The “sullen pier-
glass” in which he looks is cracked “from side to side,”
representing the madly disjointed world as well as the broken
relationship between the two worlds. It reflects, in turn, the
confused state of is own mind:

[It] Scorns to present the face as do new mirrors

With a lying flush, but shows it melancholy

And pale, as faces grow that look in mirrors.



With the detachment of a critic he performs a self-scrutiny:

... Face about,

Peer rather in the glass once more, take note
Of self, the grey lips and long hair dishevelled,
Sleep-staring eyes.

His fear is the possible perpetuity of this death in life, which
threatens to reduce him to “A ghost, while yet in...flesh and
blood.” His cry of pain in the neurotic condition is almost a
prayer for the return of irretrievable lost innocence, a
desperate cry which reminds us of Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus at
his last hour. Graves pleads:

... Ah, mirror, for Christ’s love

Give me one token that there still abides
Remote—beyond this island mystery,

So be it only this side Hope, somewhere,

In streams, on sun-warm mountain pasturage—
True life, natural breath; not this phantasma.

In another poem, “Down,” we may diagnose a more
serious stage of his neurosis. The sinking feeling the sick man
experiences and his utter helplessness before a nameless
horror is a metaphor for the ailment for which Graves, and
perhaps his age also, was suffering:

Mouth open, he was lying, this sick man,
And sinking all the while; how had he come
To sink?...

:I'hrough mattress, bed, floor, floors beneath, stair,
cellars,

Through unturned earth.
The age was going through the aftermath of the war. This was
felt as a general disillusionment and spiritual unrest in the
aimless and directionless movement of a lost, sleepwalking
crowd. The traditional values of old Western society, which
had seemed firm and solid, suddenly crumbled and gave way

beneath the sick man, who typifies the lost generation. He
sinks into the dark abyss of nowhere:

Falling, falling! Light closed up behind him.
Now stunned by the violent subterrene flow
Of rivers, whirling down to hiss below.

The sick-man’s half-conscious mind records the impressions
of these unearthly sensations with feverish vividness and clear-
cut images, a feat of which one becomes capable in a delirium
or a nightmare, while trying desperately, but futilely, to
understand the cause of this unnatural fall. Once again
Graves’ cry of pain takes the form of hopeless wish for the
return of innocence in all its fullness and warmth. He reflects
with nostalgia:

Oh, to be a child once more, sprawling at ease,
On warm turf of a ruined castle court!

The fear of death still being a strong obesssion with him,
his inquiet mind projected its own fears into a dreadful vision.
He imagined that he saw his dead friends walking down the
street, as he put it in “Haunted”:

I met you suddenly down the street,
Strangers assume your phantom faces,
You grin at me from daylight places,
Dead, long dead, I'm ashamed to greet
Dead men down the morning street.

In “From Our Ghostly Enemy,” a similarly neurotic projection
of fear is treated with more definite psychological force. As
might be expected, the total fearful effect depends much on the
pronounced use of dream images in this poem:

The fire was already white ash
When the lamp went out,

The man in the chair held his breath
As if Death were about.

... here’s the spirit I dread,

“Who, without voice of body,
Distresses me much,

“Who works by moon or by noon,
Threatening my life.

“In the garden yesterday
As [ walked by the beds,
With the tail of my eye I cought
‘Death within twelve hours’
Written in flowers” head.”

As the boundary between conscious and subconscious recedes
under the single influence of fear, two ordinarily distinct
experiences in them become almost indistinguishable. In this
poem, however, the fear theme achieves psychological focus
where it is needed.

In this diseased and nervous state of existence, both
personal and public, the question of identity becomes a
problem of prime importance, calling for a serious
examination and possibly and immediate solution. “A Letter
from Wales,” a poem in which this question of identity is the
subject, is a dramatic monologue based on his autobiographic
account of two supposed deaths, one during the war and
another immediately after the Armistice. It is based also on
the similar experience of a friend, another person in whom life
persisted by a “Miraculous” accident oflife force. After their
first resurrection, what happened in actuality was just this:



My representative went out once more
To France, and so did yours, and yours got killed,

But still you kept up the same stale pretence

As children do in nursery battle-games,

“No, I'm not dead. Look, ’'m not even wounded.
And I admit I followed your example,

»

I died at Hove after the Armistice,
Pneumonia, with the doctor’s full consent.
I think the I and you who then took over
Rather forgot the part we used to play;

.. Something we guedded
Arising from the War and yet the War
Was a forbidden ground of conversation.

And ] beg.an to feel badly confused.

What I’m asking really isn’t “Who am [?”

Or “Who are you?” (you see my difficulty?)
But a stage before that, “how am I to put

The question that I'm asking you to answer?”

A subtle twist given to the question of identity in the last four
lines reveals in a glimpse the deeper emotional confusions
from which he was suffering.

Graves has remarked, more than once, that love is a
necessary orientation of every true poet; for him it certainly
proved to be the fountain of lyricism and poetic imagination,
one which eventually brought forth a curative, calming effect
on his outraged sensibility. With Country Sentiment, the
theme of love began to receive a decisive emphasis in his
poetry. As he himself justly pointed out about eighteen years
later, the prevailing mood of his early post-war poems, those
appearing in Country Sentiment and The Pier-Glass, may be
indicated by such romantic love poems as “Pot and Kettle,”
“Loving Henry,” “A Lover Since Childhood,” and “The Kiss,”
and particularly by the last two poems. “A Lover Since
Childhood” begins with the stanza:

Tangled in thought am I,

Stumble in speech do I?

Do I blunder and blush for the reason why?
Wander aloof do 1?

Lean over gates and sigh,

Making friends with the bee and the butterfly?

And “The Kiss™:

Are you shaken, are you stirred
By a whisper of love?
Spell-bound to a word

Does Time cease to move,

Till her calm grey eye
Expands to a sky

And the clouds of her hair

Like storms go by?

With the same stroke of his pen, he wrote rather
apologetically, that, at this stage of his struggle to become a
poet, he was “being strongly moved by poetic urgencies but
attempting to identify them with impulses of romance.”
Whatever his later feelings about it may be, this attempt was
helpful, rather than detrimental, to his development as a poet
as well as to his general well-being.

He felt relaxed enough in treating the theme of love to
experiment with a variety of verse forms, including the couplet
as in “The Finding of Love” and “This is Noon,” the ballad
stanza as in “A Frosty Night” and “The Cupboard,” the heroic
quatrain as in “Advice to Lovers” and “Reproach,” two
couplets as in “Pot and Kettle,” and the Gravesean sonnet,
rhyming aabbccddeeffgg, as in “A Valentine.” That Graves
was particularly interested in the ballad is evident from is later
publication of an anthology of ballads, The English Ballad: A
Short Critical Survey (1927), revised as English and Scottish
Ballads (1957), with a substantial introduction. “A Frosty
Night” and “The Cupboard,” the latter of which may
thematically be regarded as a sequel to the former, show such
peculiarities of the ballad as a refrain, a simple and direct
approach to a situation with suggestive climax, an objective as
well as dramatic sketch of a single episode with an effect of
condensation and economy, and no attempt to analyze or
interpret, to moralize or preach. While these poems lack the
metrical precision of the ballad stanza because of their
predominant use of the catalexis and the feminine ending, they
follow the traditional ballad rhyme scheme (abcd). But they
are distinguishable as ballads from his other love poems not so
much by their form as by their psychology of internal drams.
In both poems there pervades a single impression of domestic
conflict that takes place between the mother and the daughter.
A simple denouement appearing in their last stanza serves the
purpose of casting a sinister shadow on the daughter’s secret
love, one hinting at the sorrow of love rather than the happy
fulfillment of it. In “A Frosty Night” we have the lines:

“Your eyes were frosted star-light;
Your heart, fire and snow.
Who was it said, ‘I love you’?”
“Mother, let me go!”

And in “The Cupboard” we have:

What’s in that cupboard, Mary?
And this time tell me true.
Mary
White clothes for an unborn baby, mother,
But what’s the truth to you?

As love matured in his creative thinking as well as in his
life, the light tone of romance that characterized his early love
poems gradually developed and crystallized into effusive, but
tidy, love lyrics of deeper seriousness. They are seldom
entirely happy in tone. Soon there began to emerge a kind of



poetic serenity, gained when he accepted internal conflict as
life’s necessity. Yet this serenity itself seems to forebode
another period of emotional unrest. A short, lyric, “One Hard
Look,” seems to exemplify his presentiment. Through its
simple diction and homely metaphors, this poem makes felt
the fearful misgivings from which a sensitive lover suffers
upon encountering, unexpectedly, a hard look on the face of
his sweetheart in place of a wished-for smile. Underneath
Graves’ seemingly detached observation and casual treatment
of this psychological situation we may detect is deep emotional
involvement. The lyrical strength of this poem depends, in
fact, on the suggested sorrow of the lover, whose heart
helplessly measures the depth of its rejection, and on the quiet
supplicatory undertone. The poignancy of the situation is
emphasized by the deadly silence of the destructive “hard
look” in contrast to the little, but disturbing, noises of flying
“gnats” and “small mice at night.”

It is worth noting the subtle order in which Graves
arranges the metaphors of fear. They effectively create a
suspense leading to the climactic ending, a tragic reticence and
calm suggesting the snapping of the lover’s heart-string:

Small gnats that fly

In hot July

And lodge in sleeping ears,
Can rouse therein

A trumpet’s din

With Day of Judgment fears.

Small mice at night
Can wake more fright
Than lions at midday.
A straw will crack
The camel’s back;
There is no easier way.

One smile relieves

A heart that grieves
Though deadly sad it be,
And one hard look

Can close the book

That lovers love to see.

The slightest noise, one ordinarily escaping our serious
attention, if given at the time when we least expect it, can
cause a tumultuous fear in the unsuspecting mind. Fear in
such a case if often disproportionately magnified by our
confounded senses. The first metaphor in the poem provides
the fear of the unknown, connoting perhaps Graves’ own
spiritual disquiet, as suggested by “A trumpet’s din/With Day
of Judgment fears™; the second, the fear of imminent physical
danger, as suggested by “lions at midday.” The third image, of
one little straw cracking the camel’s back, evokes a sense of
what fatal wound a single untimely look of indifference, if not
of enmity, can cause in a sensitive heart. Similarly, and more
significantly, a single hard look can petrify the expectant heart
of the lover, turning its fire into ice.

“One Hard Look” could have been written in a hymnal
stanza of four lines, rhyming abed, with iambic tetrameter and
trimeter lines alternating:

Small gnats that fly in hot July
And lodge in sleeping ears

Can rouse therein a trumpet’s din
With Day of Judgment fears.

But this stanzaic transformation would give the poem the sing-
song sonority and smoothness of a traditional hymn,
eliminating the sudden, angular pause which breaks the first
and the third lines in the middle; it would also take away the
freshness and uniqueness of melody which make this lyric
peculiarly Gravesean. The disjunctive pause is there with the
definite purpose of completing and reinforcing the meaning of
the poem by its suggestions of breathlessness, faltering
speech, and the suspense of fear and doubt felt all at once in an
urgent emotional conflict. This formal arrangement of the
poem as Graves has it, as well as the economy of words, the
tightly knit structure, and the effective restraint over strong
emotions, indicates his maturing control over both his material
and his tools.

“Reproach” and “Sullen Moods™® are among his lyrics of
the next few years during which doubt and fear play an
important role in the theme of love. Turning traditional
images like “moonlight face” and “the forest of ... fears” into a
working conceit through a novel use of them, Graves achieves
in “Reproach” something of a modern metaphysical lyric:

Your grieving moonlight face looks down
Through the forest of my fears,

Crowned with a spiny bramble-crown,
Dew-dropped with evening tears.

The black trees shudder, dropping snow,
The stars tumble and spin.

Speak, speak, or how may a child know
His ancestral sin?

In protestation of constancy, “Sullen Moods™ likewise
carries a tone not altogether unfamiliar in some metaphysical
poems of John Donne as well as of such later dissimilar
figures as Emily Dickinson. Notice the method of reasoning in
the last stanza, by which the lover attempts to assure his
beloved of his steadfastness:

Love, do not count your labour lost
Though I turn sullen, grim, retired
Even at your side...

You, now that you have come to be ,
My one beginning, prime and end,



I count at last as wholly me,
Lover no longer nor yet friend.

Friendship is flattery, though close hid:
Must I then flatter my own mind?

And must (which laws of shame forbid)
Blind love of you make self-love blind?

In this poem, as in “Reproach,” it is the woman—whose
presence is dramatically suggested in the background—who
suffers directly from the fear that his “love walks forbidden
ways/Breaking the ties.” Her doubt and fear are, at the same
time, the reflections of his own deeper and inarticulate conflict
within, one partly hinted at in the lines:

...my thought is crossed
With fancies by old longings fired.

In spite of this delicate human situation, brought home to
Graves’ keen awareness, the poem’s tone is one of serenity
evoked by the prevailing tenderness and sincerity of his regard
for her. This serenity later emerges, after some lapses into
unquiet moments during the next sixteen years, in such love
lyrics of Graves’ middle phase as “To Sleep” and “Despite
and Still.”

The Pier-Glass (1921) has a poem called “The Finding of
Love,” in which an affirmation of love is the bardic theme:

Now with his [the sun’s] blaze
He dries the cobweb maze
Dew sagged upon the corn,

And cherry under the leaf,
Earth in a silken dress,
With end to grief,

With love in steadfastness.

But “Full Moon,” a poem which acknowledges love’s defeat,
follows soon after, appearing in Mock Beggar Hall (1924).
Under the cold, bright moonlight the lovers turn mere
strangers as though they were petrified into two ice-bergs.

The full moon brings about the instantaneous extinguishing of
their passionate fire. In recognition of this cold reality they see
the symbol of their love, “the mermaids, tailed and finned,”
swim away in the moonlight-ocean that estranged them:

And now cold earth was Arctic sea,
Each breath came dagger keen;
Two bergs of glinting ice were we,
The broad moon sailed between;
There swam the mermaids, tailed and finned,
And love went by upon the wind
As though it had not been.
Between “The Finding of Love” (1921) and “Full Moon”
(1924) there intervene three distinct strands in the theme of
love. They recur in the year 1925-1926, and become finally

synthesized in the theme of “death in love” near the close of
that year. The first strand is characterized by Graves’ distrust
in love, as may be observed in “The Kiss™:

Then the lips that you have kissed
Tumn to frost and fire,

And a white-steaming mist
Obscures desire:

So back to their birth
Fade water, air, earth,

And the First Power moves
Over void and dearth.

Is that Love? no, but Death,
A passion, a shout,
The deep in-breath,

And once that is flown,
You must lie alone,

Without hope, without life,
Poor flesh, sad bone.

Here, as in “Full Moon,” there is more than a hint that the fate
of love is death. In “This is Noon,” written some five years
later, this first strand is given an added dimension; the
precariousness of the state of being genuinely in love is
conceived as being a haunting “dream of doubt™:

You pass, you smile: yet is that smile [ see

Of love, and of your all-night gift to me?

Now I too smile, for doubt, and own the doubt,
And wait in fear for night to root it out

And doubt the more.

Love is by its own nature destined to elude any human attempt
to perpetuate it at its fullest and fiercest. Hence the pain of
doubt is its only certitude. Despite this tormenting doubt,
almost inescapable to one who is desperately in love, he must
“...take heart to be true™:

Each time of change, to a fresh hope of you,
That love may find its proof once more and be
Fierce as it was last night in you and me.

The second strand deals with the idea that even this pain
of doubt may be a necessary part of what love essentially is.
The law of paradox is at work:

Far away is close at hand,

Love might come at your command

Yet will not stay.

Joy and passion both are spent,
Fading clean away.



Thus, “Song of Contrariety” is a dialectic inquiry into this
paradoxical nature of love:

[s the presence empty air,

Is the spectre clay,

That Love, lent substance by despair,

Wanes, and leaves you lonely there
On the bridal day?

The pain of doubt can be justified only in terms of this
paradox: when denied, desire increases all the more.

Similarly, fed on despair, love grows out of all proportion;
once fulfilled, however, it wanes. Consolation must be sought,
then, in accepting the pain and sorrow positively, and idea
which seems to be faintly suggested in “The Sorrow’:

... | spare you love because of hate,
Or life because of death ...

No, let me name you sorrow: sorrow, in brief,
Is a full thought with no contrasting sense
But sorrow...

Be not even beauty to me through your beauty,
But singly through your sorrow: that will ease me.

This idea is basically romantic in its negative anticipation of
the bitter-sweetness through rejection and unfulfillment. Here
Graves seems to have the sense of what Keats called “negative
capability” without, however, quite achieving its expression.

The third strand may be exemplified by the foreboding
tone of cynicism in such poems as “Children of Darkness” and
“The Taint,” which allude to “the death-curse in which
humanity seems entailed.”” In “Children of Darkness” love’s
union is described unceremoniously as the business of the
“night-seed,” an instigator of physical love:

We spurred our parents to the kiss,

Day had no courage to review

What lusty dark alone might do—
Then were we joined from their caress
In heat of midnight, one from two.

The world view which humanity—figuratively presented here
as the “Children of Darkness”—acquires instantaneously and
inevitably, at the moment of birth into this world, is one of
prophetic cynicism and irony:

Was Day prime error, that regret

For darkness roars unstifled yet?

That in this freedom, by faith won,
Only acts of doubt are done?

That unveiled eyes with tears are wet,
They loathe to gaze upon the sun?

In “The Taint” Graves goes further in exposing man’s hidden

corruption, which is brought to his serious attention only under
the influence of love:

Being born of a dishonest mother

Who knew one thing and thought the other,

A father too whose golden touch

Was “Think small, please all, compass much,”

“Agree, it is better to confess

The occasion of my rottenness
Than in a desperation try

To cloak, dismiss or justify

The inward taint: of which I knew
Not much until I came to you

And saw it then, furred on the bone,
With as much horror as your own.”

The knowledge of on’s own “inward taint” being the first step
toward cure and purification, love which taught humanity this
self-knowledge is a gateway to the salvation of the individual
and, consequently, of the world a well.

These variations on the love theme explored in this
period, 1919-1926, are finally brought to an emotionally
uncompromising vision of death in love. In “Pure Death,”
death is solemnly envisioned as love’s final gift:

... Each with shaking hands unlocks

The sinister, long, brass-bound coffin-box,
Unwraps pure Death, with such bewilderment
As greeted our love’s first accomplishment.

This passage strongly anticipates the controlling theme of his
later poetical and theoretical work: the inevitable death of the
true poet upon fulfillment, that is, upon winning the love of the
Muse. One thing which is predominantly true about most of
Graves’ love poems is that, in one way or another, they evoke
in the background the figure of a female deity presiding over
the particular situation in love’s proceeding. It is with this
deity, the White Goddess, that the poet is destined to fall in
love and to die.

In another poem, “The Red Ribbon Dream,” the figure of
this fatal Goddess is personified as Love that shines

From the eyes of a girl by the window wall,
Whose beauty I knew to be fate and all
By the thin red ribbon on her calm brow.

Her irresistible beauty is characteristically suggestive of blood,
violence, and cruelty: red being the color of blood, red ribbon
connotes something at once beautiful and bloody, and her
“calm brow” on which it rests implies her capacity for
committing deeds of murderous cruelty with perfect composer.
These innuendoes further anticipate Graves’ descriptions of
the spiritual and physical attributes of the Goddess in The
White Goddess. Already darkly hinted at in the poem are such
distinctive characteristics of the Goddess as cruelty with lily-
white face and blood-red mouth.



Significantly enough, the ecstasy of fulfillment in love is
likened to that of poetry:

Then I was a hero and a bold boy
Kissing the hand I had never yet kissed,;
I felt red ribbon like a snake twist

In my own thick hair, so I laughed for joy.

The snake being one of the creatures sacred to the Goddess,
the red ribbon as the leading symbol here unifies the
implications of poetry, love, and death. As graves asserts in
The White Goddess, the true poet is destined to fall in love
with the Lunar Muse and to desire her above all else. The
dream of the red ribbon itself is an expression of the poet’s
aspiration to become the Muse-poet. The death of the poet is
described in terms of his funereal desperation:

I stand by the stair-head in the upper hall,
The rooms to the left and right are locked as before.
Once I found entrance, but now never more,

And Time leans forward with his glassy wall.

The door to the rooms of imagination and inspiration is now
locked tight, flatly and cruelly denying him entrance. Graves’
love poems are thus closely related to his poems on poetry and
the poet. In “The Poetic State,” this idea of the terrible beauty
in whose service the lover-poet is to perish takes another turn
of expression:

... the curse of that grim triad

Which holds it death to mock and leave a poet
In mockery, death likewise to love a poet,

But death above all deaths to live a poet.

“On the Poet’s Birth” marks a more definite shift in
Graves’ conception of the Muse. The shift mainly concerns
his emphasis on the sole importance of the poet’s maternal
lineage. Clearly, the Muse is no longer thought to be a male
deity, Apollo or Janus-like God of poetry that is delineated in
“The God Called Poetry,” but a female deity:

Here is your mother whom you brought to bed
Acknowledge only me, be this enough.

It is this female deity acting as the Muse that makes and
unmakes the poet. The Muse-poet is the true poet who knows,
through his own direct experience with the Muse, that poetry
is “as spell of furious power.” The false poet, on the other
hand, who is himself uninspired by the Muse, pretends “to
have undergone the profound mental disturbance that calls
poetry into being: the faker draws on the experiences of real
poets, thieving peculiar turns of speech and metrical
irregularities in the hope of conveying a conviction of
genuineness.”®

That Graves was at this time still much concerned with
the hypnotic effect of poetry on the reader is obvious in such
lines of “Vigil the Sorcerer” as these:

What Virgil did can yet again be done.
Poetry is a spell of furious power

And there are many poets, I for one,
Who, in a drunken and fear-seeing hour,

Compute the seasons of their rising art.
and in those of “The Corner Knot™;

I was a child and overwhelmed: Mozart

Had snatched me up fainting and wild at heart
To a green land of wonder, where estranged
I dipped my feet in shallow brooks ...

“I’1l corner-knot,” said I, “this handkerchief,
Faithful familiar that I hold or shake
In these cold airs for proof that I’'m awake.”

The latter poem is directly about the music of Mozart;
indirectly it is also about poetry, that is, about its power to
enchant the reader with such music of words and vivid images
as Virgil used. Like music, poetry that is charged with strong
emotions once noted in words is more than a mere
“remembrance” of the poet’s ecstatic experience:

[1t] Will yet by art again contrive to being
Convoys of novices to that green land;
They gasp and stare and quire dumbfounded stand.

The sublime work of art, as Graves sees it, is “that faithful
knot” which signifies the Muse-inspired artist’s sincere effort
to record his divine vision. However imperfect it may seem to
the artist wo had known the original, a faithful record of the
inspired moment is of great merit. It has its lasting power to
enkindle, though vicariously, a similar ecstasy in the
imaginative mind of the audience, thus disseminating the
otherwise incommunicable experience to each new generation.

Being himself true to the Muse, not to Mammon, Graves
was deadly set against automatic writing. “Interlude: on
Preserving a Poetical Formula,” which was intended to be
read as an apology for Whipperginny being “now even less
homogeneous than before,” aptly and aphoristically puts his
disapproval of it in the last four lines:

He found a formula for drawing comic rabbits:
This formula for drawing comic rabbits paid,

So in the end he could not change the tragic habits
This formula for drawing comic rabbits made.

The subtitle for these lines is ironically appropriate: “Epitaph
on an Unfortunate Artist.” Automatic writing, which serves
mammon in place of the Muse, would thus cause in the artist a
fatal loss of imagination. Likewise, a reading public that
demands “unceasing emotional stress in poetry at whatever
cost to the poet™'® often drives poets to the dilemma either of
growing incapable of imaginative creation or of breaking away
from the public altogether. “A Forced Music” is precisely
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about the breaking away that Graves himself was compelled to
do in order to remain constant to his deeper integrity as a poet:

Of Love he sang, full-hearted one.
He sang the same verse once again,

He of his song then wearying ceased,

But was not yet released,

The Queen’s request was “More,”

And her behest was “More,”

He played of random notes some score,

He found his rhymes at least—

Then suddenly let his twangling harp down fall
And fled in tears from King and Queen and all.

Reflecting on his own psychological theory of poetry, which
demanded the emotional stress needed to charm and hypnotize
the larger audience, he wrote, in his introductory note to
Whipperginny, that he himself was until recently one of those
who demanded such continuous stress of emotion even at the
cost of destructive effects on the poet’s sensibility.

“In Procession,” a poem which is primarily about his
ambitions and endeavors to become a poet, illuminated
Graves’ penetrating vision of this world. In contrast to the
world of poetic imagination, “the Land of Whipperginny,” the
world of daily routine “between sleep and sleep” is more
properly “the Town of Hell,” characterized by

A huddle of dirty woes
And houses in fading rows
Straggled through space

which

Neither ends nor begins,
Rambling, limitless, hated well.

To this world vision another is added when Graves views
humanity to be suffering from ravages by mermaids, dragons,
and fiends that are in reality symbols of human frailties and
sins. Because they are no mere old wives’ tales, but a positive
force of evil in the actual human society, reducing mankind to
perpetual shame, humiliation, and despair, they are all the
more pernicious and devastating. Such mermaids as we might
encounter in this world are portrayed thus in “Old Wives’
Tales,” later retitled “Mermaid, Dragon, Fiend™:

[They are]...bound by natural laws,
They have neither tail nor fin,
But are the deadlier for that cause.

In a word, they are temptresses of the physical love or, even,
worse, prostitutes. Similarly with the dragons of our time,
they are the sins of ignorance and despaur:

Dragons have no darting tongues

No fire issues from their lungs,
Poison has not slimed their tails,

But they are creatures of dark air,
Unsubstantial tossing forms,

Thunderclaps of man’s despair
In mid-whirl of mental storms.

Worst of all,

...there’s a true and only fiend
Worse than prophets prophesy,
Whose full powers to hurt are screened
Lest the race of man should die.

Graves’ conclusion is profoundly prophetic of human destiny
in spite of his dark cynicism:

Mermaids will not be denied
The last bubbles of our shame,

The dragon flaunts an unpierced hide,
The true fiend governs in God’s name.

That this capacity to think in terms of pagan myths bred a
religious cynicism is expressly revealed in an allegorical
poem, “The Figure-Head.” Ironically enough, the Christian
God 1s personified by the farmer who is a drunken “dodderer,”
and the four-footed animals of the farm, representing the
church authorities, look at his death as more or less a good
riddance. He was of no use anyway, and

New masters always seem supplied
In place of those who have died.

Their only difficulty is to find a plausible way in which to
continue deluding the gullible “poor poultry,” the general
populace, especially now that such grand tales as that he is
“proof-armoured against fate” will not do, any more than the
threat:

“Himself, from some grand inner room,
Directs the cowman, steward and groom,
Makes up is ledgers, page by page,

In joy or solemn rage.”

They have so far justified this act of deception on the masses
as necessary to cause of prime importance: “to ensure
domestic peace.” The irony of the situation is double-edged
here, cutting both hypocritical, political-minded priests and the
ignorant, uncritical masses. the world. allegorically presented
here as a farm, is a disjointed one, whose outward peace is
founded on deceptions. It is a world in which the Christian
God is dead, but hardly missed. Anticlerical sentiment is
strongly voiced in “The Boy Out of Church,” in which Jesus is
described as a boy who says:
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I do not love the Sabbath,
The soapsuds and the starch,
The troops of solemn people
Who to Salvation march.

[1] Resolved that church and Sabbath
Were never made for man.

The hypocrisy of self-righteous church-goers is ironically
alluded to in terms of the grieving of “the pious Pharisees”
over Jesus’ not observing the Sabbath. Here Jesus is pictured
as a carefree child of nature, loving the beauty and quiet of
nature.

Give this sentiment a little secular twist, and we then have
the carpe diem theme of “Brittle Bones” and “The Moment of
Weakness.” The theme points up Graves’ determination to
live a life of forthright honesty in dealing with natural human
impulses:

I"d store up no virtue
For Heaven's distant plain,
I’d live at ease as I did please
And sin once again

and

Get the most play from the shining day,
Eat, drink, and be not wise.

“The Dialecticians™ suggests another reason for the carpe
diem theme: our strained effort to make sense, philosophically
and logically, of all the complexities of life is meaningless
because it reduces existence itself to bare abstraction in the
process of explaining them away. We often forget the fact that
the actuality of life can be fully perceived only in its contest.
Once taken apart from the contest, speculative thoughts and

Contentions wary,
It giddies all to think.

With a step further in this direction, Graves’ distrust qf a
life of abstract speculation necessarily leads him into a serious
dilemma, as intimated in “The Cool Web™:

Children are dumb to say how hot the day is,
How hot the scent is of the summer rose,

How dreadful the black wastes of evening sky,
How dreadful the tall soldiers drumming by.

But we have speech, to chill the angry day,
And speech, to dull the rose’s cruel scent.
We spell away the overhanging night,

We spell away the solders and the fright.

There’s a cool web of language winds us in,

Retreat from too much joy or too much fear:
We grow sea-green at last and coldly die
In brininess and volubility.

But if we let our tongues lose self-possession,
Throwing off language and its watery clasp
Before our death, instead of when death comes,
Facing the wide glare of the children’s day,
Facing the rose, the dark sky and the drums,
We shall go mad no doubt and die that way.

The dilemma is almost between death in fire and death in ice.
Children, in their naive and inarticulate sensitivity, live
precariously in the dangerous “glare” of strong sensations.
The cruel immediacy of experience, if felt throughout one’s
lifetime, would be too distracting for an adult” he would go
stark raving mad and “die that way.” On the other hand,
language conceived as a necessary protective “web,” a screen
holding back excessive sensations by explaining them away,
would bring upon him a fate of different sort, but just as
horrible as the other. Through the habitual act of spelling
them away, he would decompose existence itself, losing
meanwhile his native capacity for living fully and freshly each
day. He would

... grow sea-green at last and coldly die
In brininess and volubility.

Obviously, the poem offers neither a nostalgic, wishful
reflection on childish spontaneity, nor positive
acceptance—nor rejection—of the fatal “volubility,” into
which most people grow and die. Graves’ awareness of this
dilemma in human existence marks a turning point for him as
a poet; it is indicative of his determination to grope for the
poet’s lone road between the two more or less unavoidable
alternatives, regardless of the cost of such an effort.

“The Cool Web” is, in many ways, one of the most
typically Gravesean poems in its subject matter, in its pictorial
use of familiar symbols, in its highly psychological use of
simple diction, and in its semi-colloquial tone and rhythm. A
“cool web” and the sea with its “watery clasp” as the
metaphors for the nature and the negative function of language
are remarkable effective not so much in terms of each other as
in their separate associations with volubility. Yet together
they conjure up a gruesome picture of a man’s face enmeshed
with the cool, once silvery, web now full of bubbles, turning
green and brine under the rib-thickening deep sea wall. In
contrast to this vision, the last three lines evoke a scene of a
madman’s suffering and his terrible death. Beneath all its,
Graves’ own inarticulate terror of such deaths is hauntingly
present.

For Graves the period of 1918-1926 was, in many ways, a
trying one. The end of the war found him suffering from a
war-neurosis as well as from a septic pneumonia; nightmares
and day-dreams persisted. In its state of physical and nervous
exhaustion he felt lost, and the world of general post-war
disillusionment and spiritual unrest could not help him to find
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himself. In an effort to re-establish the relation of his inner
reality to the outside world, he was forced to undergo stages of
emotional and spiritual unrest could not help him to find
himself. In an effort to re-establish the relation of his inner
reality to the outside world, he was forced to undergo stages of
emotional and spiritual readjustment, of which many of his
poems are a faithful record. He regarded the spell of poetry as
a saving light guiding him through the dark of the world, and it
was during this period that love began to play a significant
part in his poetry. The light tone of his early love poems
reveal his attempt at expressing his poetic urgencies in a
romantic light. But feeling the discrepancy between romantic
and poetic values, he began a psychological study of love and
fear. What marks his fines poems of this period is the

complex interplay of these themes. Gradually the light tone of
romance in his early love poems natured into more effusive
and serous love lyrics. Most of them were not entirely happy
poems, but emerging from them was a kind of poetic serenity,
disclosing his knowing acceptance of internal conflict.
Meanwhile, the identification of love and poetry suggested in
“The Red Ribbon Dream” unmistakably anticipated Graves’
vision of the Muse and of the poet’s relation to her. His
increasingly cynical attitude toward Christianity also
anticipated his fatal regard for the muse. His poetic journey
for this period ended with haunting fear in “The Cool Web,”
but the shadow was to be dispersed by the “happy” love lyrics
of the ensuing period.

Notes

. Graves, Collected Poems (1938) xxi.

. Graves, Collected Poems (1938) xiii.

c\um_.b.umt_-

Whipperginny (1922).
7. Graves, (1938) xiii.
8. Robert Graves, The Common Asphodel: Collected Essays o

Robert Graves, Good-bye to All That: An Autobiography (New York: Doubleday, 1957) 288. March 1919.
. Robert Graves, Collected Poems (New York: Randon Hous,

1938) xx.

Robert Graves, On English Poetry (New York: Knopf, 1922) 17.

. “One Hard Look™ appeared in Country Sentiment (1920), “Reproach” in The Pier Glass (1921), and “Sullen Moods™ in

n Poetry 1922-1949 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1949) 3.

9. Robert Graves, Whipperginny (London: Heinemann, 1923) v.

10. Graves, Whipperginny v.

13

H. Koike-Ferrick
Matsuyama University
Research Association
4-2 Bunkyo-Cho
Matsuyama

Ehime

Japan (790)



