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The Graves centenary year 1995, not surprisingly, witnessed an
upsurge in publications on Graves, unmatched in number over the
past decades. This review article will examine the biographies by
Richard Perceval Graves and Miranda Seymour, two of the most
important contributions to Graves studies since Martin Seymour-
Smith’s biography (1982). Both books are written by professional
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biographers, but these biographies are also of considerable interest to
literary criticism.

Richard Perceval Graves’s Robert Graves and the White Goddess 1940-
1985 is the third and final part in a series of biographies by Richard
Perceval beginning with The Assault Heroic 1895-1926 (1986) and con-
tinuing with The Years with Laura 1926-1940 (1990). The third part is the
largest one and has demanded more time from its author than the pre-
vious two—"“the culmination of ten years’ patient research”, as the
dust-jacket proclaims. The White Goddess is a demanding subject and,
as Richard Perceval himself says in the introduction, there is “a vast
quantity of raw material” to draw on from this period. ;

Miranda Seymour’s Robert Graves: Life on the Edge covers the long life
from 1895 until 1985. It is a carefully researched volume providing
incisive psychological insight into the complex motives behind
Graves’s choice of life-style and artistic expression. Further, her study
is the first major work on Graves written by a woman, and the female
angle is welcome as a balance to the hitherto male-dominated view on
such difficult gender-related subjects as Graves’s Muses. Graves him-
self was particularly sensitive to gender issues, and it seems somewhat
paradoxical that biographical and critical research on Graves should
have been so male-dominated until now. Miranda Seymour is not
afraid of the difficult questions and has done a brilliant job in pointing
out where to look for answers.

Richard Perceval Graves’s Robert Graves and The White Goddess obvi-
ously has the advantage of being written by someone who has a deep
and thorough insight into Robert Graves’s background. This includes
not only family—Richard Perceval is Robert’s nephew—and friends,
but extends to the educational background as well. Richard Perceval
was, like Robert, educated both at Charterhouse and at St. John's,
Oxford. This familiarity makes him generally reliable on facts about
Robert Graves's life: Richard Perceval knows the people and places he
writes about; he has heard people discuss them ever since he was a
child, and he himself has participated in the formation of opinion
about them. Apparently, he also knows that his familiarity with fact is
his strength and that he can well afford to leave to others the opinions
which inevitably sooner or later are going to clash one against the
other. Martin Seymour-Smith’s biography did not shun sometimes
even controversial opinions on the subject he wrote about. Now
Richard Perceval remarks in his “Select Bibliography” to Robert Graves
and The White Goddess that Martin Seymour-Smith’s biography is
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“good on criticism, though factually unreliable” (596).

The choice of a strategy of presentation for the biographical material
with the emphasis on basic fact may have one minor disadvantage
though; Richard Perceval’s book runs the risk of becoming almost too
centred on detail. It enumerates events in a chronological order with a
minimum of commentary, avoiding interpretation. He simply tells us
what happened, trusting that historical and biographical fact will aid
readers in making their own interpretations. Behind this enterprise lies
an enormous labour of assembling material from Graves’s publica-
tions and collections of letters and manuscripts scattered over the
United States, Mallorca, and England, and including a substantial pri-
vate collection owned by Richard Perceval himself. Once collected, the
material has been arranged in a chronological order, and less interest-
ing and less relevant information has been weeded out. The result is a
text which follows Graves’s life almost from day to day, week to week,
and month to month.

The advantage of the chronological arrangement is that it provides a
colourful picture of the context of Graves’s imagination. Now we can
see what events went on around Graves when he wrote a poem, and
although it is certainly rash to conclude that each poem is a response
to an event close in time, the event can, nevertheless, be a fascinating
contrast to the poem and bring out aspects one would not immediate-
ly think of when reading the poem in another context.

Thus, even on the first page of Chapter 1, Richard Perceval links one
of Robert Graves's best-known love poems to the experience of living
with Beryl in a house in Great Bardfield, “the early hours of a
February morning in 1940. A very cold, white world with snow heavy
on the branches and more falling. Beryl is four months’ pregnant and
turns towards Robert and murmurs something sleepily in his ear.
“Later Robert will write of this moment” (3):

She tells her love while half-asleep,
In the dark hours,
With half-words whispered low

The scholar in me looks in vain for a footnote to something which
either Robert or Beryl would have written to the effect that “She tells
her love” would refer explicitly to “this moment”. But the plain reader
of poetry in me tells me that this is just how it happened: the details of
February 1940 in Great Bardfield enhance the reading experience of






