The White Goddess, or the poetry of
poetry
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La mort des hommes est absoute par des images.
‘Men’s deaths will be absolved by images’
Gilbert Durand

Les mots sont des dieux, car les dieux ne sont rien d’autre que des mots.
‘Words are gods, for the gods are nothing but words.’
Otto Rank

I. INTRODUCTION

In his afterword to Swifter than Reason, Douglas Day recalls his talk
with Robert Graves in Washington D.C. in 1963 and Graves’s remark
that a genuine poet’s poetry should be ‘an accurate self-portrait’(Day,
216). Poetry cannot be detached from experience, as is suggested by
the famous poem published in 1958, “The Face in the Mirror’: the
poet’s face becomes what Graves calls an “icon’in The White Goddess.
Icon is defined in the dictionary as: “An image, figure, or representa-
tion; a portrait, an illustration in a book.” Of course, the notion of
“icon’is also religious and contains the idea of a sacred face. Through
the poem, Graves's portrait becomes a verbal image that, like myth, is
a reminder of fate and experience (“a foolish record of old world fight-
ing’). The face has the same mystery and depth as myth: ‘Grey haunt-
ed eyes, absent-mindedly glaring // From wide, uneven orbits.” The
face’s features mingle with the traces of experience (‘Cheeks, fur-
rowed’; ‘Forehead, wrinkled and high”) and reveal the soul’s shape
(‘Jaw, pugilistic’; ‘mouth, ascetic’). The poet’s own face has become a
poem that seems to live by itself and to induce questioning.

We also find that Graves’s reflection on poetry cannot be severed
from his personality as a whole. Moreover poetry for Graves is mostly
a questioning of personality. In his study of Graves’s poetry and criti-
cism, Douglas Day insists on W.H. Rivers’s influence on Graves espe-
cially as far as the “conflict of unconscious personalities’ is concerned.
This deep interest of Graves's in the conflict of personalities is borne
out by Madhuri Santanam Sondhi and Mary M. Walker in their article
on Basanta Mallik and Graves:

A primary problem which engaged his attention was the phe-
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nomenon of opposition and contrariety, as manifest in the conflicts
within the psyche of the individual or in life situations between
people. He believed that opposition, which he and Mallik both
viewed as the stuff of reality, could be overcome by love. (126)
In On English Poetry (1922), Graves presents poetry as a “tactful
police report’ written in self-protection to solve an internal conflict.
The poet is himself both the disease and the cure, submitting himself
to ‘self-hypnotism, as practised by the witch-doctors, his ancestors in
poetry’ (O.E.P, 26). Magic here comes out as appeasement of the soul.
As early as 1922, Graves emphasises the link between magic and poet-
ry:
One may think of poetry as being like Religion, a modified descen-
dant of primitive Magic: it keeps the family characteristic of stirring
wonder by creating from unpromising lifeless materials an illusion
of unexpected passionate life. The poet, a highly developed witch-
doctor, does not specialise in calling up at set times some one par-
ticular minor divinity, that of Fear or Lust, of War or Family
Affection; he plays on all the emotions and serves as comprehen-
sive and universal a God as he can conceive. (O.E.P, 19)

The general development of The White Goddess is contained in these

few lines:
... poetry is the drama in which “all the emotions’ are being staged.
The magician who can get such an overall control of all the actors
of his own life both serves and conceives the God he serves
through such ‘comprehensive and universal’ dramatisation of expe-
rience.

Again, in Poetic Unreason (1925), poetry is viewed as a ‘record of the
conflicts between various pairs of Jekyll and Hyde, or as a record of
the solution of these conflicts’ (52). Poetry and experience are closely
linked in the chapter entitled ‘A Theory of Consciousness’:

In the same way a poem will never be a copy of the poet’s past life.
It will be a new experience, but it will be continuous with his past
life in the sense that but for this, it could itself never have come
into existence. The precise form the poem will take cannot be
known until it has taken that form. Non-conscious experience can
never be dictated to by a predicting consciousness. (51)

Graves's insistence on the non-conscious aspect of poetic inspiration,
the ‘phases of consciousness’ being ‘each derived from moments of
non-conscious activity” (P.U., 50) discloses the Romantic influence he
partially admits in The White Goddess. Here we may think of Keats’s
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‘negative capability’ and Coleridge’s theory of imagination. The
Romantic insistence on the unconscious source of poetic inspiration is
broached by Otto Rank in his study on Art and Artist. Otto Rank sees it
and the subsequent creation of a Muse to justify the poet’s both cre-
ative and real lives as a response to the guilt induced in the artist by
the fact that the sense of power he draws from his ability to create
causes him to regard his power of creation as the mere expression of
his pride. Rank accounts for the dual aspect of the artist’s character
through an opposition between the self-proclaimed and self-created
artist who stands out of the community and the same artist who feels
guilty of fancying himself so different from others.

Split personality is a recurrent theme in Graves’s poetry from ‘In the
Wilderness’ to ‘My Name and I’ to quote only two poems. Destructive
pride is clearly dismissed in harsh terms in The White Goddess. At the
end of the book, the Muse and the Destroyer face each other:

And we owe her a satire on the memory of the man who first tilted
European civilisation off balance, by enthroning the restless and
arbitrary male will under the name of Zeus and dethroning the
female sense of orderliness, Themis.” (486)
Pterseus the Destroyer is Hermes’s foil in The White Goddess: P(t)erseus
kills the Gorgon in Chapter 13 while Hermes learns from her the secret
of the alphabet. The poet’s character clashes against the warrior’s.

Graves's self-portrait ‘The Self in the Mirror’ keeps the memory of
the soldier he had been in his youth and also refers to the poet’s
undue pride that Rank mentions:

And once more ask him why

He still stands ready, with a boy’s presumption,

To court the queen in her high silk pavilion.
Poetry discards the ‘foolish record of old-world fighting’ but the man
who contemplates the poet, ‘the mirrored man’, finds it difficult to
come to terms with such eccentricity even if some sort of pride jocular-
ly comes across.

Therefore Graves depicts himself as bearing the stigmas of a tragic
experience. His education led him to cast an ambivalent eye on his
social self and to acknowledge a discrepancy between ‘My Name and
I': “Yet, understand, I am not he // Either in mind or limb.” His tone is
satirical as regards: ‘This noun, this natal star, / / This gentlemanly
self.’” Yet these fears and existential issues of a strict upbringing might
have remained quite commonplace if they had not been revived and
kindled by the nightmarish adventure of the First World War. The
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experience bore a tragic outlook and Graves’s symbolic apprehension
of it became even more dramatised. Michael Kirkham thus describes
Graves's verse of 1917: “The symbolic rendering of the inner drama,
the anecdotal rendering of his moral judgements on the outer world,
and the use of irony’(27).

In this perspective, I think that one way of considering The White
Goddess can be derived from Graves’s own view of poetry as a record
of inner conflicts, or the dramatisation of a tragic initiation. I must
admit that being no anthropologist I am more interested in the sym-
bolic truth contained in The White Goddess than in its contested histori-
cal accuracy. I agree with James Mehoke that ‘Graves’s experience
with war and his vow to help avoid them in the future are central to
an understanding of his theories” (35). Yet it is also true that ‘the per-
sonal and impersonal combine in a mythic vision” (35). Through the
symbolic record of his experience Graves achieves a genuine plea for
poetry which is relevant in contemporary terms. As Daniel Hoffmann
writes when speaking of ‘The Second-Fated’: ‘Now, forty years later,
he sees himself as having descended into the underworld of the dead -
and come back, with supernatural knowledge and the gift of song’(11).
We could say, following Otto Rank, that Graves had to relieve two
types of guilt in writing The White Goddess, that of having been a sol-
dier and having shared in collective murder, and that of still being a
poet although no longer an adolescent even if his ironical self-aware-
ness preserves him from overweening pride. He describes himself in
his foreword to The White Goddess as ‘the fox who has lost his brush’
and yet never admits of any defeat. As D.N.G. Carter states, Graves’s
life and poetry was some sort of a heroic quest for truth:

Graves's life and work may be justly considered as a heroic attempt
on the part of one man to wrest a personal salvation from a world
turned upside-down, relying on no more than his own peculiar
gifts and a belief that they are somehow connected with truth, with
things in their right frame. (15)
Before proceeding though, it is necessary to define how Graves used
the terms ‘heroic” and “truth’.

II. A TRAGIC INITIATION.
Reading Goodbye to All That, one feels that the war revived Graves’s

childhood fears giving them further tragic depth. The fear of the body,
of sex, death and punishment is symbolically marked as red through-
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out Graves’s autobiography: the fear starts at school with a naked
Irish boy’s red hair; red reappears in the ‘Red Lamp’ or ‘army brothel’
on the Front. It is connected with the suffering of souls in Purgatory as
exemplified on the ex-voto pictures in Bavaria and finally with death
when Graves recalls Nietzsche’s line in its French translation: ‘Non, tu
ne peux pas me tuer!” and adds: ‘It was the poem about a man on the
scaffold with the red-bearded executioner standing over him’
(Goodbye, 181).

In The White Goddess, we find that red is mentioned as the ‘colour of
death in Greece and Britain during the Bronze Age’ (White, 167). It is
also the colour of the midsummer tree, heather, sacred to the goddess
of love. Passion merges with the evocation of pain and castration
under female rule:

The heather is the midsummer tree, red and passionate, and is
associated with mountains and bees. The Goddess is herself a
queen bee about whom male drones swarm in midsummer, and as
Cybele is often pictured: the ecstatic self-castration of her priests
was a type of the emasculation of the drone by the queen bee in the
nuptial act. (White, 192)

The last month, in the bird calendar we find in Chapter 16, is blood
red: ‘And Blood-red are the rags of leaves on the elder-trees, a token of
the slaughter’ (White, 299). The war itself seems to take an ugly threat-
ening face:

This morning about breakfast time, just as I came out of my dug-
out, a rifle-grenade landed within six feet of me. For some reason,
instead of falling on its head and exploding, it landed with its stick
in the wet clay and stood there looking at me. (Goodbye, 96)
To complete the menacing image, Graves quotes a lance-corporal’s let-
ter home: ‘This war is a booger” (Goodbye, 82).

The war takes the monstrous image of childish fears and male as
well as female figures are viewed as strikingly dual throughout
Goodbye to All That from infancy to the war years. Both father and
mother are depicted as strong moralists. Yet Graves manages to play
down his father’s authority through considering him rather a grandfa-
ther than a father and he more or less dismisses him as a poet.
Nevertheless the war is regarded as the sacrifice of the younger gener-
ation to the fears of the elder and takes the appearance of a bogeyman,
recalling Freud’s vision of the menacing father figure and the
Unheimlich [unhomely, ed] in his essay on this subject. The mother’s
figure is also dual to a certain extent: we find the guardian of moral
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standards on the one hand and the nurse on the other. This tallies with
the typical duality Rank describes as the hero’s predicament in The
Myth of the Birth of the Hero, the inaccessible mother on one side and
the depreciated one on the other: ‘In a practical way Emily came to be
more to us than our mother. I did not despise her until about the age
of twelve’(Goodbye, 20).

Another female character crops up during the war, that of the ‘little
mother’ as found in the papers. She ardently justifies the sacrifice of
her sons. This sentence, in the context of Graves’s mythic elaboration
is striking: ‘There is only one temperature for the women of the British
race, and that is white heat’(Goodbye, 189 [italics mine]). The sacrifice
not only consisted in dying but also in accepting some sort of a retro-
gression into the fears of childhood. The civilised world turned into
chaos and experience into hell.

The first striking element that induces this idea of retrogression is the
emphasis Graves puts on the notion of falling as far as trench life is
concerned. As soon as he got in the vicinity of the trenches, Graves
had to throw himself flat on his face for fear of a shell. He describes
later how he lost his sense of equilibrium through the vibrations of a
shell whizzing past him and how he was ashamed to be found on all
fours by the sergeant-major. It seems impossible to stand upright any
longer. The fall contrasts with Graves’s taste for climbing in his
Charterhouse years. Moreover it runs counter to the ideal of high
moral standards since all sense of personal dignity and freedom is
being defeated: “What I most disliked in the Army was never being
alone, forced to live and sleep with men whose company, in many
cases, I would have run miles to avoid” (Goodbye, 187).

On a symbolic level, this fall might be interpreted as a retrogression
to the chaos of the unconscious. Darkness prevails with sudden flashes
of dazzling light. Noises are so loud and cutting that they become
nightmarish. What with the swarming of mice and lice and the grue-
some spreading of death making visible the reality of bodies all over,
all the familiar appearances of civilisation that covered the harsh cru-
dities of life are crumbling and there remains only a fantastic world of
superstition (Goodbye, 99-100). In his Structures anthropologiques de
I'imaginaire, Gilbert Durand describes these images of darkness, of the
swarming of insects and the fall as visions of chaos and deep anxiety,
usually opposed to symbols of light, war and power, destined to van-
quish time, death or the dragon. These symbols reveal a conflict or
duality. Moreover, to those reminders of our depressing human
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predicament, the figure of the maze should be added, a symbol of the
entrails disclosing the fear of the body, of time and death.

The trenches and the no man’s land all around with all these entan-
glements of barbed wire and the shell craters filled with dead bodies,
recall such a maze of fear and darkness with death at the very centre,
a real vision of hell. The landscape itself comes to be the expressionis-
tic echo of human distress and space is miniaturised to the dimensions
of such subjective nightmare:

A Second Battalion officer who revisited these Laventie trenches
after the war ended, told me the other day of the ridiculously small
area of No Man’s Land compared with its seeming immensity on
the long, painful journeys that he had made over it. ‘It was like the
real size of a hollow in one’s tooth compared with how it feels in
the tongue.” (Goodbye, 110.)
Space therefore is cramped to the size of the soldiers’ pain. Time is
also reduced and the men are cooped up in some sort of eternity of
suffering and boredom, as Graves suggests in his poem dedicated to
Robert Nichols: in the ‘scrapen holes’ near the ‘snowbound river’, life
can no longer be ‘born young again’. Life is frozen in meaningless
pain, which means the crumbling of culture. The harmony ancient
myth and poetry set up between nature and culture is disrupted and
the “sleek fauns’ or ‘your gay goatish brute’ are dismissed in this con-
text in which reality is too harsh to admit any euphemisms.

The process is still clearer in ‘Dead Cow Farm’, in which the ‘First
Cow’ can no longer lick the inanimate into being. No human life can
blossom under her tongue any longer. Language can no longer give
shape to the elements and therefore: “Here is chaos once again, //
Primaeval mud, cold stone and rain.” The images of depression take
precedence and all notion of ideal and heroism is ruled out. Graves
uses the word ‘hero’ to describe a boy he had met at school:

Aboy at Penrallt called Ronny was the greatest hero I had ever
met. He had a house at the top of a pine-tree which nobody else
could climb, and a huge knife, made from the tip of a scythe which
he had stolen; and he killed pigeons with a catapult, cooked them,
and ate them in the tree-house. (Goodbye, 22)

The images of power (climbing, height and the knife) combine with
perfect independence from civilisation in the world of nature. Such a
mythic childhood ideal, which we can find in a more elaborate form in
‘Rocky Acres’, was obviously shaken by the overwhelming reality of
the trenches. Such is the ‘hero’s death’ in “The Leveller’:






