Donald Davie and Robert Graves:

Some Notes and a Letter
Patrick McGuinness

Donald Davie, who died in September 1995 aged 73, was one of the
foremost poets and critics of his generation. His Purity of Diction in
English Verse (1952) and Articulate Energy (1955), both now published
together by Penguin, established him as a critic of extraordinary range
and clarity of thought. His first collection of poems, Brides of Reason,
appeared in 1955, and between them, these three books helped define
the critical and poetic stance of what became known as “The
Movement’. For a while, the ‘Movementeer’ appellation suited Davie,
as it did his friend Thom Gunn, but if Larkin and Amis constituted the
group’s ‘Euro-sceptics’, Gunn and Davie surely represented its rest-
less, questing, and ultimately exploratory wing. Ironically, for a poet
and critic whose first works were read as the Movement’s manifestos,
it was Davie who first encountered its criticism for alleged new-fan-
gled modernity. One instance of this criticism can be found in D.J.
Enright’s ‘Robert Graves and the Decline of Modernism’, in which
Enright’s side-swipes at Davie are framed in the greater context of a
discussion of Graves’s alleged ascendancy.

Davie’s interest in Pound, born out of a need to engage with a poet
he at first found disturbing, became a lifelong passion which led him
to write several important books on Pound, and groundbreaking arti-
cles on a number of Modernist writers. The influence went further
than his critical prose: his poetry too began to show a sustained and
problematic engagement with writers so far outside the Movement
pantheon as to stand in direct opposition to its overt poetic - and
implicit political - values.

In 1959, as Davie was reviewing Charles Tomlinson’s Seeing is
Believing, these issues became clear. The fact that Tomlinson’s book
was being published in New York, he said, was ‘a national disgrace’,
and he went on to attack

..the silent conspiracy which now unites all the English poets from
Robert Graves down to Philip Larkin, and all the critics, editors and
publishers too, the conspiracy to pretend that Pound and Eliot
never happened. Tomlinson refuses to put the clock back, to pre-
tend that after Pound and Eliot, Marianne Moore and Wallace
Stevens have written in English, the English poetic tradition
remains unaffected.



334 GRAVESIANA THE JOURNAL OF THE ROBERT GRAVES SOCIETY

Davie’s startling association of Graves and Larkin suggests that, to
him at least, the ‘conspiracy” derived from opposition to a common
enemy, rather than from any intrinsic unity of purpose. The climate, it
seemed, was one in which the author of The White Goddess and the
author of The Whitsun Weddings were on the same side. Tomlinson,
Davie goes on

...refuses to honour even the first rule of the club, by sheltering
snugly under the skirts of “the genius of the language”; instead he
appears to believe, as Pound and Eliot did before him, that a
Valéry and a Mallarmé change the landscape of poetry in language
other than their own. No wonder he doesn’t appeal to our Little
Englanders’.

Davie published this in Essays in Criticism in 1959. Interestingly,
Graves, in the same journal four years before, had written of exactly
the opposite sort of ‘conspiracy’, one that claimed that the poets Davie
mentions were in fact, the only poets worth attending to:

Most of my younger contemporaries have been acquiescing in an
organised attempt, by critics, publicists, and educationalists, to cur-
tail their liberty of judgement, and make them bow down before a
row of idols [...]

This was first said in the course of one of the Clark Lectures, ‘These Be
Your Gods, O Israel’, by a poet soon to be elected to the Oxford
Professorship of Poetry, defeating in the process F.R. Leavis and Enid
Starkie.

Conspiracies and Cross-Purposes
To what extent does this talk of conspiracies help? Not much. On the
one hand we have Graves claiming to be the victim of an ‘Age of
Criticism” which ignored him. On the other hand, we have Davie
claiming that the literary climate was, either fearfully or obtusely,
ignoring the very poets Graves sees as having been erected as living
‘idols’, and mentioning Graves, along with his Movement fellow-trav-
eller Larkin, as a prime agent.

The fact that they should both have made these extreme (but not
wrong) statements in the same journal is surely perversely
emblematic, though not necessarily of clear-cut conspiracies. For in a
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sense, both are right, though it would take pages to demonstrate the
intricacies of why. One could hazard a provisional suggestion, though:
Davie the critic is talking about poetry-writing; Graves the poet is
talking about poetry criticism. Davie is right to say that the English
tradition of poetry writing has, broadly, paid little heed to Pound and
Eliot, but Graves is surely right to say that they — and their tradition —
had been ‘idolised’ in poetry criticism. This, at least, is something
they’re not arguing about, but only because they are, in fact, at cross-
purposes.

Davie thought that Graves’s high stock in the 1950s and 60s was due
to the likes of Enright and Larkin seeking a foil against Modernism
(we may recall that Larkin saw Graves'’s ‘crankiness’ as an antidote to
Modernist “crankiness’); Graves thought that his own low stock in the
same period was due to the likes of Davie promoting Pound and Eliot.
It is a peculiar spectacle: Graves and Davie, two eminently successful
poets and critics, feeling isolated and marginalised by a so-called
‘organised attempt’ on the part of mainstream poetry to isolate and
ignore them.

Graves on Davie and Davie on Graves

Graves and Davie were involved in what is for us a productive dia-
logue, though for them it must have counted as more of a sustained
disagreement. The following is a partial record of their cross-purpos-
es, and it is produced less for documentary reasons than for what it
might tell us about issues of literary-critical history.

Davie sets the ball rolling, in a sense, by referring to Graves in Purity
of Diction in English Verse, as a ‘minor poet’. He does so in a triply dis-
missive way: first it is, of course, faint praise; second, it is as one
among several ‘minor poets’ who employ ‘impure, eccentric and man-
nered’ diction; and thirdly, the book’s apparatus lending a hand, it is a
footnote. Davie’s condemnation, however, is itself problematic,
because it betrays a peculiar openness that precludes the easy invali-
dation of his criticism: he cites Marianne Moore, John Crowe Ransom
and Graves in the list of mannered minor poets. This is a sign of
things to come: all three represent vastly different poetic stances.
Clearly, Davie's ‘agenda’ is not defined by ‘school’, so he cannot claim
to be biased on that ground, however much of a critical agenda he
undoubtedly has. It seems that it is not enough to be open-minded in
one’s tastes; the next step is to be so in one’s distastes.

Three years later, in Articulate Energy, Davie uses Graves’s poem
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‘Leaving The Rest Unsaid’ as an example of ‘subjective syntax’, poetic
syntax perfectly married to ““the form of thought” in the poet’s mind’.
Graves’s poem is “a tour de force’, ‘an admirable poem which drives
this point home because it pushes this capability of poetic syntax to an
extreme’. It was with this poem, in fact, that Davie was to end his
reading at the Graves Centenary conference at St John’s in August
1995.

These are more or less isolated incidents, and refer so specifically to
technical matters (in the non-pejorative sense of the term which both
poets respected) that they provide slim pickings for those in search of
controversy. Controversy, if, as with the word ‘conspiracy’, one is pre-
pared to overstate for dramatic effect, begins later.

In ‘T.S. Eliot: The End of an Era’ (1956), an essay which there is no
point in summarising, Davie makes his ‘case against “The Dry
Salvages”” while at the same time reading Four Quartets as an unsur-
passable achievement. Davie’s sense of unsurpassable is not
awestruck. He means, rather, that it cannot — in the sense also of should
not — be surpassed. Davie uses Eliot’s poem as evidence of the final
‘working through’ of what he calls the ‘symbolist revolution’, but calls
for two things: to leave it behind, and a refusal to join ‘the conspiracy
to pretend that it never happened’.

Already the conspiracy theory has taken shape, and we sense that
here too Davie wishes to be pulled in two directions: he hopes for ‘a
sort of poem more in harmony with the kind of poem written in
Europe before symbolism was thought of’, while knowing that this
sort of poetry, when it comes, will have to understand and know that it
has come after what he calls ‘symbolism’.

A tall order, given that it requires absolute originality and a sense of
tradition, and strangely comparable with Graves’s own stance, elabo-
rated at length from A Survey of Modernist Poetry onwards. It is com-
parable, but not the same, since the very terms at issue — tradition and
modernism — are not ready-made tools of expression, but the defini-
tions being fought over. Davie on Eliot is interesting, since this essay
(among many others) gives the lie to those - like Graves — who accuse
him of idolising Modernist poets. Davie is quite clearly doing some-
thing else: he states that the ‘End of an Era’ clause of his title is in fact
written in the ‘hope and confidence’ that Eliot really is the end of an
era. In other words, if the Modernist tradition is to be intelligently
absorbed, it needs to be moved on from. This ‘moving on’, however,
is itself only intelligent if it ‘looks back’.
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Davie is such an exacting and unsimplifying critic that he treats Eliot
without a trace of idolatry, as here:

..our confidence in the poet has by this time been so undermined
that we cannot, in justice to ourselves, take this as anything but
incantatory gibberish. Faced with this, we have to feel a momen-
tary sympathy with the rancour even of a Robert Graves — who,
whatever his limitations, would never allow such slapdash ineffi-
ciency into his own verses.

Hard criticism this may be (to Gravesians), but it cannot be said that
Davie is in awe of Eliot. There is no point worrying about Davie’s dis-
respect: Graves himself was not renowned for the delicacy of his jibes
at other poets. Unlike Davie, however, he did not damn them with
faint praise: he devoted whole articles and lectures to their merciless
pursuit. By ‘rancour’ Davie must surely have meant Graves’s Clark
Lectures, given in Cambridge in the academic year 1954-5, in which
Graves attacked the ‘five idols’” of the contemporary canon (Eliot,
Pound, Yeats, Auden and Dylan Thomas).

Davie’s ‘The Poet in the Imaginary Museum’, published in The
Listener in July 1957, brought out the real tensions in the poetry cli-
mate of the time. It was here that the groundwork for a ‘dispute’ both
with Graves and with The Movement was laid. Both aspects of this
dispute are captured in D.J. Enright’s treatment of Davie in ‘Robert
Graves and the Decline of Modernism’. In his articles (originally writ-
ten as broadcasts), Davie says several things that Graves was later to
attack in public and in print. Davie argues several points that must
have been anathema to Graves and to Gravesians. Here again, there is
no sense in summarising Davie, but the closing paragraph of the sec-
ond part “The Poet in the Imaginary Museum’ is telling:

If I am right, before the imaginary museum situation arose, poems
could be complete in themselves, self-dependent, cut loose from the
poet who wrote them, in a way no modern poem can be. That sort
of pleasure can be afforded by modern poems only when they are
minor, even provincial achievements. I have sympathy with those
poets (such as Robert Graves, I suspect) who care so much for this
kind of poetic pleasure that they choose to write minor poems pos-
sessing it, rather than major poems which must do without it; and
equally I sympathise with those modern readers who for the same
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reason would rather read the minor poems of our age than the
major ones.

Despite the fact that Graves has ‘taken abundant note of modern
anthropological researches’, Davie places him alongside Frazer as rep-
resentative of an older school of anthropologists intent on discovering
‘one or two archetypal patterns underlying apparent cultural diversi-
ty’. Here too Davie applies an important distinction, by saying that
modern anthropology insists ‘on a diversity, which is irreducible, of
any number of culture-patterns each of them sui generis’, and by impli-
cation calling into question the validity of The White Goddess. There is,
as is becoming clear, very little common ground between Davie and
Graves, and what began as ‘technical’ matters — Davie’s allusion to
cramped and mannered diction — has now developed into irreconcil-
able differences of first principles. This should not obscure the fact
that Davie’s assessment of Graves is based, if not sympathetic reading,
then at least on a clear awareness of the issues raised by his work.
Graves is at once ‘traditional’, in the sense of refusing to allow for
Modernism’s having changed the poetic landscape, and peculiarly
beholden to a brand of mystical anthropology that takes him too far
outside “Tradition” to be easily categorised. Davie will return to this
question in his 1960 review of Graves’s Collected Poems.

Meanwhile, Graves does not take Davie’s ‘Imaginary Museum’ argu-
ment kindly. In ‘The Making and Marketing of Poetry’, published in
October 1958 as ‘The American Poet as Businessman’, he addresses it
face-on:

The latest pronouncement I have read on the subject of the creative
writer’s dilemma was made by Dr Donald Davie, a British critic.
[...] If T have understood Dr Davie’s argument, the exhibits from
the imaginary museum which [poets] borrow and work into their
poems must necessarily remain undigested. Thus Yeats did not
really go Japanese in his Noh play imitations; or Pound, Chinese in
his sinophilic Cantos; or Eliot, Indian in his brief bout of Buddhism
at the close of The Waste Land.

One might protest, at this point, that yes, this is exactly what Davie is
saying: that Japanese, Chinese and Buddhist elements are not digested
and seamlessly ‘worked into” the work of these poets, and that their
poetry functions on precisely that basis. Graves goes on:






