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I: “TRADITIONS’ AND “MODERNISMS’

Like the speech of a nervous orator, the twentieth century began
slowly. Rather than hitting its dark and melancholy note immediately
as the calendar changed from 1899 to 1900, it coughed, cleared its
throat and coughed again before the words began to come, before the
century began to assert itself upon a bewildered audience. That it
finally began to form its words in the mouths of soldiers choking on
the last remnants of gas-soaked lungs in the Ypres salient, that it first
expounded its dominant theme in the silence that met the reading of
the muster rolls on the evening of July 1st 1916, is a tragedy so intense
and a disaster so complete that it continues to sear the imagination.
But as that silence settled, as if into a vacuum, the words flowed and
have continued to do so ever since. The Great War has been always
surrounded by words, by the war poets, by the phrases of remem-
brance, “They shall grow not old”, “Their name liveth forevermore”,
by the imaginative responses of those born not only after the first war,
but after the second. Our common doom as citizens of the twentieth
century has its origins in the trenches of the Western and Eastern
Fronts, where was first witnessed the gruesome icon of the modern
world, “survivors perched on a mountain of corpses.”

These are Jay Winter’s words, and in his latest book, Sites of Memory,
Sites of Mourning (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1995) he
sets out to explain to us anew the meaning of the Great War for
European cultural history, leading a frontal assault on the now
entrenched positions of Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern
Memory and more recent works such as Samuel Hynes’s A War
Imagined and Modris Ekstein’s underrated Rites of Spring. Winter’s
basic thesis is simple. Concentrating on Britain, France and Germany,
he argues that the shared experience of mass bereavement and mourn-
ing after the First World War revitalised ‘traditional” forms of cultural
expression, be they in literature, painting and film, memorials and
popular religion, or, out on the margins, spiritualism and occultism.
The ‘Modernist’ thesis, that the war killed off the world of Victorian
Romanticism and ushered in an iconoclastic and experimental
European and American culture, is simply wrong, ignoring the overar-
ching need to mourn the dead in accepted and fitting forms. The nine-
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teenth century received a debilitating wound on the battlefield certain-
ly, but was evacuated to the clearing station, stitched—up and sent
home, to be wheeled out, ailing but still alive, on the high and holy
days of the nation. Only after the mountain of corpses was seen for a
second time, at Auschwitz and Hiroshima, rather than Verdun and the
Somme, did the old soldier finally fade away.

Readers of this journal will be both intrigued and bitterly disap-
pointed by Winter’s work in almost equal measure. Intrigued because
he provides a useful service in reminding us again that the movement
we all too easily call ‘Modernism’ did not achieve a cultural hegemony
in the first half of this century, nor did it necessarily provide the best
or most suitable language of expression in those years in which the
shadows of the dead still loomed long over the world. Adroitly side-
stepping the ‘Modernists’ by reminding us of “the continuing affinities
between avant-garde artists and mainstream styles and modes of
thought”, Winter opens up the field for writers such as Graves to
assert their right to be recognised, neither as marginal voices, nor as
central voices, but as one vital thread in the twisted skeins of literary
history. Jay Winter has done us all a service if he has provided a
framework in which this already active re-evaluation can continue and
flourish.

But it is the way in which this important, if hardy original, point is
made that will disappoint. Given the fact that not only Graves’s imme-
diate post-war writings, but his entire oeuvre, would have helped illu-
minate the ideas Winter has shone into some of the murkier corners of
the Great War, it seems a shame that there is only one passing refer-
ence to him, merely citing Fussell’s reading of Goodbye to All That as an
‘ironic’ text. A thorough engagement with Graves’s writing, up to and
including The White Goddess, would have seriously questioned some of
the notions Winter has brought to his study. Reflecting on that body of
work, it seems to me that we need to go way beyond Winter’s think-
ing and abandon this pointless game of categorisation altogether, of
defining something as either ‘Modernist’, ‘traditional’, “anti-
Modernist’, ‘late romantic’, ‘expressionist’ or whatever (the lush
undergrowth of terminology points up the futility of it all) and actual-
ly start thinking about what texts say and how they actually relate to
the often misleading cultural genealogies they themselves create.

In his lecture of 1911-12, ‘Romanticism and Classicism’, T.E. Hulme
noted, with typical clarity, a point that is important to us. Arguing for
the necessity of neo-classical poetry, a poetry that would “prove that
beauty may be in small, dry things”, he reminds his audience that this
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new poetry will almost certainly not be the direct offspring of Pope:

When it does come we may not even recognise it as classical.
Although it will be classical it will be different because it has passed
through a romantic period.

This is central to the question of ‘tradition’, for certain texts may be
called ‘traditional’ by either their authors or their critics, but this does
not mean they are. Forms of artistic production that were called ‘tradi-
tional’ after 1918 may have had very little organic connection with the
world of 1914, let alone of previous centuries. “Tradition” went into the
firing-line still proudly wearing the slightly tattered uniform of
Victorian romanticism. In those sultry August evenings of 1914:

Never was such antiqueness of romance,

Such tasteless honey oozing from the heart.

But come 11th November 1918 ‘tradition” had swapped the gold braid
for the puttees and sheepskins of a colder world. As Graves acknowl-
edged in ‘Recalling War’, antique romance gave way under the recog-
nition that:

War was return of earth to ugly earth,

War was foundering of sublimities,
Extinction of each happy art and faith

By which the world had still kept head in air

Winter realises this when he talks of the war-poets “recasting” tradi-
tional languages, but there is no systematic discussion of what this
recasting meant in practice or how these old-new languages related to
any willow-the-wisp ‘tradition’. We need to examine carefully the
body underneath to see if this amounted to an essential, or simply a
surface, transformation.

Of the Craiglockhart triumvirate of Sassoon, Owen and Graves,
Graves has always been cast in the role of Lepidus, more known about
than known. That his war-poems exist is common knowledge, but
how many of us can truly say that we have lived with them as we
have lived with ‘Strange Meeting’, ‘Dulce et Decorum est’ or ‘Counter
Attack’? Yet I have always been drawn to one poem by Graves time
and again since I first found it in Brian Gardner’s anthology, Up the
Line to Death. ‘Dead Cow Farm’ sticks in my mind not because it is
especially powerful or because it contains any linguistic fireworks
(that is what it quietly resists) but because it tells us something about
what was thought to have died along with the millions of men:
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An ancient saga tells us how

In the beginning the First Cow

(For nothing living yet had birth

But elemental Cow on Earth)

Began to lick cold stones and mud:
Under her warm tongue flesh and blood
Blossomed, a miracle to believe;

And so was Adam born and Eve.

Here now is chaos once again,
Primaeval mud, cold stones and rain.
Here flesh decays and blood drips red,
And the Cow’s dead, the old Cow’s dead.

Despite the tragic circularity of physical circumstance, the old mythic
props, the literary life-belts that men could hold onto, as F.R. Leavis
clutched his copy of Paradise Lost on the western front, or T.E.
Lawrence his Morte d’Arthur, have gone down with the ship. “The
Cow’s dead, the old Cow’s dead”: the older forms of epic can no
longer impose any kind of meaning on the world, or even console
very much. Just think how Leavis came to view Milton after the war.
Whether this is objectively ‘true’ or not is beside the point. This poem
points us to something of the first importance, not only for under-
standing Graves, but for much of the ideology of twentieth-century lit-
erature.

Just as Hulme recognised that classicism would be different because
it had gone through a period of romanticism, so ‘tradition’ survived
the war only to re-emerge looking very different. Goodbye to All That
contains at its heart one of the most primeval of all myths, especially
to a generation attuned to the thought-world of Frazer’s The Golden
Bough. On his twenty-first birthday, poised on the threshold into adult-
hood, a young infantry officer is seriously wounded by shrapnel and
reported dead. But after reading his own obituaries, he returns to the
living world, scarred but whole. A Christ-like figure? Frazer’s ritually-
murdered king? The phoenix? He could have been any of these, but in
Graves’s myth of his younger self his ‘death’ and ‘resurrection’
becomes a cue for irony, for the dry laughter reminiscent of the
Hollow Men. By 1929 Graves reckoned the old Cow hadn’t quite die
on the Somme, but came back, hard, ironic and changed. If the
“ancient sagas” no longer had much power, that didn’t mean that
myth or epic itself needed to be junked. Quite the contrary. This is just
one of the points of contact between Graves and T.S. Eliot at this point,
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and we can only bemoan the fact that their collaborative book on
modernist poetry never came to fruition. The battlefields of the Great
War had proved not to be epic in a Homeric sense, but they had still
been sites of myth. Not just through the Angel of Mons, or the “Trench
of the Bayonets’ at Verdun, not just ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ or footballs
kicked over the top at Loos, but through the revelation of a more
primeval, apocalyptic, mythical world. As in ‘Dead Cow Farm’, by
some random Darwinian accident, the world seemed to have reverted
back to the ancient chaos, perhaps never to recover. The living passed
over into the world of the dead in waves, and just occasionally, the
dead came back into the sunlight. Already in 1916, in a poem like
‘Escape’, Graves was mythologising his own experiences on the other
side:

... But I was dead, an hour or more.

I woke when I'd already passed the door

That Cerberus guards, and half-way down the road
To Lethe, as an old Greek signpost showed.

It is this mythic world-view, revisited at a distance between 1939 and
1945, that eventually coalesces in Graves’s mind as the White
Goddess, that bloody-handed reiver, stalking the centuries looking for
women to possess, men to torment and inspire. She is in an identifi-
able line of descent from la belle dame sans merci, though the modern
lover-poet no longer wanders “Alone and palely loitering”, but forgets
“cruelty and past betrayal, / Heedless of the where the next bright
bolt may fall.” Just as with the men in the trenches of the Western
Front, who could find death and destruction falling from the heavens,
impartial, without respect of class or position, without warning.
Despite Graves’s own professed contempt for Yeats, it is only one of
the many basic similarities between the two men that they formulated
new mythic visions of the world in the aftermath of extreme violence.
Just think of the way Yeats moves away from, or ironises, the given
stories of ancient Irish mythology in the 1920s and 1930s in an attempt
to understand the revolutions in both Ireland and the world at large.
That Graves’s fixed on the Goddess, Yeats on Leda and the Swan and
the mystic Neo-Platonic gyres of A Vision should not obscure the deep-
er structures of thought that bring them together. The “spilt religion”
of nineteenth-century romanticism, Hegelian geist, progress, Beauty,
Truth, Good, was not put back into the bottle, was not gathered up
into Hulme’s harder, dryer classical world, but neither was it recognis-
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able as the romanticisms of Shelley or Byron, Tennyson or Arnold,
Swinburne or Yeats’s own earlier work.

What we see instead in Graves, just as we see it in the canonical
authors of ‘Modernism’, are myths of the self. In telling of his death
and rebirth, in the urge toward mythic autobiography in Graves gen-
erally, which he shares with many of his contemporaries, we see “tradi-
tion” beginning to right itself again. If after ‘Dead Cow Farm’ the liter-
ary source epics become problematic for Graves, why then, you write
a new epic but with yourself as the subject and sole basis of authority.
Books and evidence become servants, not masters. It becomes accept-
able to play fast and loose with Tacitus, Suetonius, Procopius, the Bible
- after all, the past went west along with the old Cow and who knows
what happened for sure anyway? Such an attitude reaches its climax
with The White Goddess in which the books that “tumbled down into
my hands from the shelves of a second-hand seaside bookshop” are
wholly subordinate to the working out of a purely personal thesis. The
self becomes the arbiter of ethics and aesthetics, while “tradition’ and
evidence and Truth are constantly called upon. Graves constantly
claimed that in writing The White Goddess he had held true to the his-
torical facts. Yet it is also clear that his knowledge of these “facts’ part-
ly came about through inspiration, coincidence and a seer-like certain-
ty of the validity of these methods of gathering knowledge (of which
Chapter 19, ‘The Number of the Beast’, is a tour de force). Graves and
academic scholars could never talk to each other successfully because
they had (and still have, though the distance is lessening) fundamen-
tally different notions of the meaning of Truth and fact. To see that
Graves was part of a wider culture in doing this, one need only look at
the stink that is still kicked up about the truthfulness of Seven Pillars of
Wisdom. In the immediate post-war years Lawrence came to feel that
his entire existence in the Middle East had been based on a lie, the lie
that Britain and France supported Arab national self-determination. In
his art he made lying the basis of his whole aesthetic, the partial vision
of the self, his guiding principle. He came to see himself as a blank
sheet, filled with whatever myths he or others (including Graves in
Lawrence and the Arabs and “The Clipped Stater”) chose to put there.
Even the most basic information was as shifting as the Arabian sands:
was his name Chapman, Lawrence, Shaw or Ross? He admitted in
1927 that the “only authentic part of my name is [sic] the initials T.E.”
and to John Buchan in the same year that “the fiction is less trouble
than the truth.” With this Joycean blurring of the boundaries between
fictional persona and personal biography it is perfect that one of the






