‘A Fine Milesian Tale’: Exploring

Robert Graves’s ‘The Shout’
Grevel Lindop

“The Shout’ is generally agreed to be Robert Graves’s most powerful
short story. It could be argued, further, that it ranks among the finest
English tales of the supernatural written during the twentieth century
- perhaps, indeed, the only one that can stand comparison with Henry
James'’s “The Turn of the Screw’ as a tour de force in the subtle art of
applying a modernist manipulation of narrative technique to tradition-
al supernatural themes, creating a refined and intensified sense of spir-
itual unease.

There has, however, been surprisingly little critical discussion of this
remarkable story.' The purpose of the present essay is to investigate
some of the difficulties of interpretation which it poses, and offer a few
suggestions about its sources and analogues. The story itself (which
first appeared in 1929) will not be summarised here: it is readily avail-
able in the standard collections (Collected Short Stories 1965 and
Complete Short Stories 1997; references in the present article are to the
latter). Those who have not read it can only be advised to give them-
selves the pleasure of doing so as soon as possible, preferably reading
it at least twice before proceeding further with this article.

Perhaps the most obvious technical feature of ‘The Shout’ is that it
presents an extreme instance of what Wayne C. Booth has usefully
dubbed the ‘unreliable narrator’ (158-9). This is complicated by the use
of a multilayered narrative, where one character’s telling of a story is
reported to us by another character, and so on. It is easy, for example,
to fall into the casual assumption that the tale is told by Crossley; but
this is wrong on at least two counts. One of these counts is that the
first narrator, through whom everything - including Crossley’s narra-
tive - is conveyed, is the anonymous first-person character who arrives
at the Asylum cricket match with a broken finger and prepared to
score. Whether we should regard this character as a form of ‘Robert
Graves’ is left unclear, an unclarity gleefully compounded by Graves'’s
‘Introduction’ to the 1965 Collected Short Stories where he tells us that

Pure fiction is beyond my imaginative range; I fetched the main
elements of The Shout from a cricket-match at Littlemore Asylum,
Oxford (ix)

- a statement not incompatible with the fuller account given in But It
Still Goes On, according to which
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The story occurred to me one day when I was walking in the desert
near Heliopolis in Egypt and came upon a stony stretch where I
stopped to pick up a few misshapen pebbles; what virtue was in
them I do not know, but I somehow had the story from them... (72)

The second and far more troubling count is that soon after the end of
his story ‘Crossley’ is insisting that he is not Crossley at all, but
Richard. Thus even if we believe every word spoken by the anony-
mous first narrator, the question must arise as to how much of
‘Crossley”’s narrative is actually spoken by Crossley.

A third and subtler difficulty concerns the fact that the central part of
“The Shout’ - the story of Charles, Richard and Rachel which we natu-
rally think of as told by Crossley - is not in any case presented within
inverted commas or formulated as direct speech. We assume that
Crossley is telling the tale because he invites the first narrator to listen
to a story, and the two men then agree on a method of scoring which
‘made story-telling possible’ (8). In the text, a line-space follows, and a
story begins. After its conclusion, there is another line-space, and
‘Crossley’ (if it is still he) asks ‘Did you like that story?” These are clear
indications that the story is told by ‘Crossley’. But equally clearly, the
story as we have it may not be given in his actual words, a point
emphasised by the fact that Crossley three times interrupts the narra-
tive with bracketed passages of direct speech, placed in inverted com-
mas. Thus:

It was a hot morning in the middle of May, and he went out
through the wood and struck the coast road, which after half a mile
led into Lampton.

(‘Do you know Lampton well?” asked Crossley. ‘No,” I said, ‘I am
only here for the holidays, staying with friends.”) (9)

and again, after a description of Rachel:

(“You would like Rachel,” said Crossley, ‘she visits me here some-
times.”) (12)

Thirdly, and most clearly indicating Crossley as the narrator, comes
this interruption:

(‘The next part of the story,” said Crossley, ‘is the comic relief, an
account of how Richard went again to the sand hills, to the heap of
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stones, and identified the souls of the doctor and rector...But I will
skip that...”) (18)

It is thus at least possible that what we are given as Crossley’s story is
not actually his utterance, but the gist of his tale as recalled and per-
haps altered by the first narrator, the record of Crossley’s precise
words being confined to the passages in inverted commas.

If these basic considerations seem enough to make criticism throw
up its hands in despair, there is worse to come. For, as Crossley’s refer-
ence to ‘comic relief” indicates, his views on narrative veracity are
unorthodox, to say the least. He prefaces his tale with a kind of caveat:

‘My story is true,” he said, ‘every word of it. Or, when I say that my
story is “true”, I mean at least that I am telling it in a new way. It is
always the same story, but I sometimes very the climax and even
recast the characters. Variation keeps it fresh and therefore true. If I
were always to use the same formula, it would soon drag and
become false. I am interested in keeping it alive, and it is a true
story, every word of it. I know the people in it personally. They are
Lampton people.” (8)

After this, it seems almost trivial to recall that Crossley is an inmate of
a lunatic asylum, regarded as deluded (albeit intelligent) by the chief
medical officer. Crossley’s comments on his own use of narrative are
interesting, however, in quite a different way, for they irresistibly recall
Graves’s 1938 poem “The Devil’s Advice to Storytellers’. The whole of
the poem is relevant to Crossley’s method, but the concluding couplet
- ‘Nice contradiction between fact and fact/ Will make the whole read
human and exact.” - is especially germane. And sure enough, within
his own story Crossley is not only said by a child in the churchyard to
have ‘a face like a devil’, but confirms the identification himself:

‘And a devil I was not so very long ago. That was in Northern
Australia, where I lived with the black fellows for twenty years.
“Devil” is the nearest English word for the position they gave me in
their tribe...” (10)

It may be, then, that the devil is taking his own advice. (Perhaps
Graves even conceived of his poem as spoken by Crossley.) And if
Crossley is a devil, it is natural enough that he should find himself
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required to humour his therapist with dreams of snakes and apple-
pies (the Judaeo-Christian myth of the Fall) and be labelled, simplisti-
cally, a case of ‘the good old “antipaternal fixation (8) - an adroit
blending of the Freudian Oedipus Complex with the Devil's war
against God the Father. Possibly the story he tells the first narrator is
his way of escaping the orthodox myths of Christianity and Freudian
psychoanalysis and entering a different mythical realm.

Intricate as all this may be, the critic need not despair, for the prob-
lems identified thus far amount to nothing more baffling than a very
emphatic caveat against accepting without scepticism any aspect of
the story attributed to ‘Crossley’. As readers, we are used to preserv-
ing a certain ironic suspension of belief. There are evident difficulties
equally in the way of believing, or of disbelieving, everything Crossley
tells us. Crossley may be lying or deluded in some or all of the things
he says. We can cope with that. A more serious problem, however, is
that in the story which ‘Crossley’ tells, Crossley himself appears in the
third person, and as something of a villain. Moreover, as narrator,
Crossley is required to give accounts of many private transactions
between Richard and Rachel, and to solitary thoughts and actions of
Richard’s, about which it seems that he could, really, know nothing. 1
say ‘it seems’, because things are (of course) not as simple as that. One
reflects that Crossley has, possibly, abnormal psychic powers. Perhaps,
therefore, he knows the private thoughts and deeds of others. There is
the more mundane possibility that since he has, according to his own
account, had an intimate relationship with Rachel, she may be thought
to have given him a minute account of much of Richard’s and her
behaviour together, though she would presumably be unable to tell
him accurately about Richard’s unspoken thoughts. And thirdly, there
is Crossley’s claim near the end of the story to be Richard. If this has
any kind of truth at all, it may well be taken to include access, real or
imagined, to Richard’s memories of all these private matters.

We may at any rate agree that the ‘point of view’ of Crossley’s tale is
odd, since it consistently presents things from Richard’s standpoint
rather than from that of Crossley, the ostensible narrator. Even odder,
if possible, is the style in which it is composed. For whereas the first
narrator’s account is presented in a relaxed, urbane prose, literary but
conversational in tone, Crossley’s narrative style has about it some-
thing naive, almost childlike. Both his third-person narrative and the
dialogue it contains avoid conversational contractions (consistently
using, for example, ‘it is” where we should expect ‘it’s’, and ‘T am’ for
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‘I'm’), thus creating a self-conscious and archaic effect; and there is a
rather pedantic explicitness, whereby things are enumerated or spelled
out in a somewhat laboured manner. Thus after meeting Charles out-
side the church, Richard

did not wish to bring him home to dinner because of the dreams
and the sand hills and the handkerchief: yet on the other hand the
man was intelligent and quiet and decently dressed and had eaten
nothing since Friday[.] (11)

If we read such a passage attuned to the conventions of realistic fic-
tional character-portrayal, the insistent ‘and...and...and” will convey
the sense of a slow, inflexible and naive thought-process, characteristic
of the Richard who, we are told, is careful about money, afraid of his
wife, and ‘not a strong man, [though] a lucky one’ (12).

However, there is another way of reading such a passage, and that is
to find in it the repetitious, incantatory rhythm of traditional oral
story-telling. In other passages this is even more prominent. For exam-

ple:

After dinner Charles and Richard washed the dishes together, and
Richard suddenly asked Charles if he would let him hear the shout:
for he thought that he could not have peace of mind until he had
heard it. So horrible a thing was, surely, worse to think about than
to hear: for now he believed in the shout. (12)

What we can detect here - especially in the repeated pattern of the
colon introducing ‘for he thought...” and ‘for now he believed..." is the
prose rhythm of medieval romance, of Malory’s Morte D’Arthur or
Lady Charlotte Guest’s Mabinogion. The style, in short, is a precisely-
appropriate vehicle for the matter of the tale: on one level a modernist
interior monologue presenting a sensitive, naive and troubled con-
sciousness; on another, a recreation in modern English of the tone of
medieval folktale and romance.

It is perhaps time to turn away from the hall-of-mirrors erected by
Graves's fictional technique and pay some attention to the supernatu-
ral ingredients of his story. The most important of these may be conve-
niently, if crudely, enumerated as three: the stones which are also
souls; the shout itself; and the magical use of the buckle. (Arguably,
the closely-related premonitory dreams of Richard and Rachel, with
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which Crossley’s narrative opens, should be counted as a fourth; but -
besides the fact that such dreams are a well-attested occasional occur-
rence in marriages and other close relationships - “The Shout’ does not
actually require the dreams for its development, nor is it dependent on
any particular version or interpretation of the motif. At a pinch, the
dreams might have been omitted without fundamentally disabling the
narrative that follows - though such a cut would certainly have
impoverished the story’s atmosphere and psychological impact.)

First, then, let us consider the stones. The notion that they may be, or
contain, people’s souls is first hinted at in Richard’s dream. He and the
stranger, he recalls, were arguing about ‘the whereabouts of the soul’
(9) - a premonition shortly fulfilled when he hears Charles, criticising
the Rector’s sermon, argue that the soul is ‘less likely to be resident in
the body than outside the body’ (10). Rachel has already hinted at the
same idea in their early-morning conversation, when she tells Richard,

/.1 think that when I am asleep I become, perhaps, a stone with all
the natural appetites and convictions of a stone. “Senseless as a
stone” is a proverb, but there may be more sense in a stone, more
sensibility, more sensitivity, more sensibleness, than in many men
and women. And no less sensuality,” she added thoughtfully. (8)

These intimations become all too solid when Richard, having experi-
enced the terrible shout, picks up one of the stones strewn among the
sand hills and finds that, for as long as he holds it, he understands the
whole craft of shoemaking. Later he deduces that the stone he handled
was the soul of the village cobbler - a realisation which leads him to
resolve the crisis of Rachel’s unfaithfulness by seeking his own stone-
soul on the beach with the intention of smashing it. The plan meets
with two unforeseen obstacles: first, that ‘one may recognise the soul
of another man or woman, but one can never recognise one’s own’;
and second, that having recognised Rachel’s soul (an attractive green
stone) he decides that ‘an ugly misshapen flint of a mottled brown’
lying against it is the soul of Charles, and is tempted to destroy this
instead. However, he masters the impulse to revenge, and noticing ‘a
third stone (his own, it must be) lying the other side of Charles’s
stone’, he smashes it. The stone he breaks is smooth, grey and ‘about
the size of a cricket ball’ (19) (a detail which neatly recalls the framing
narrative of the cricket match). Nonetheless, we recall the categorical
tone of the narrator: one may, he affirms, recognise another’s soul, but






