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Laura Riding pervades a substantial proportion of Robert Graves’s poetry with
her redoubtable presence — as Muse; as mentor; as collaborator; eventually, one
might even say, as Nemesis ... .

In this article I am concerned primarily with her textual contributions to the
poems, rather than with the influence of her thinking as such. It is not easy to
determine just what elements in the philosophical content of Graves’s poetry
can be traced directly back to Riding. This has, of course, been the subject of
controversy and polemic, much of it emanating from Riding personally. Nor
have all of the excessive claims been made by Riding devotees. Even a Graves
critic as generally judicious as Michael Kirkham could state in his 1969 study
that during the four years from 1926 to 1929 Graves ‘absorbed Laura Riding’s
ideas concerning the nature and function of poetry, the nature of the poetic self,
life in society and human existence; he acquired in the process a new set of po-
etic and moral values [...], a much clearer sense of purpose, and something like
a Weltanschauung’ (110). To call this exaggerated would be an understatement.
Graves himself, after reading Kirkham’s study, wrote to him in January 1969
that ‘A good deal of Laura Riding’s “influence” on me, and what she wrote in
her books for all of which I underwrote the publication[,] was “feed-back”; we
lived & worked together for thirteen years, so this is not surprising.’ Riding
was, he adds, ‘only one of seven women [ ...] whose different influences have
divided my work into recognizable periods of an average of seven years apiece.
[...] [E]ach impress is clear and distinct’.! Certainly, for all the impact of Laura
Riding’s ideas and personality, the essential continuity in Graves’s thinking
and beliefs, and in his poetic practice from even his earliest work, has been
convincingly demonstrated by Graves scholars, notably D. N. G. Carter.?

When one turns to textual ‘influence’ the problems by no means disappear,
but at least there is more concrete evidence. Riding’s presence in the poetry in
a sense actually predates her irruption into his life on 2 January 1926, through
the part she played in the preparation of his first volume of collected poems,
Poems 1914—26, which involved eliminating all but 134 poems out of more
than 280 published since 1911, and revising much of what was left (Complete
Poems, 1, 413—14). But it is in the 1938 Collected Poems that their ‘close liter-
ary partnership’, as Graves termed it (in Collected Poems (1914—1947) (xi)), 18
most apparent. In his diary Graves records how during the months from April
to August 1938 he systematically went over all his poems with Riding and
rewrote them in response to her criticisms and suggestions: ‘Only about 10 po-
ems have escaped [sic] revision’, he noted on 4 August. They kept in just forty-
one from the first collection; the book is twenty-six pages shorter and contains
144 poems, an increase of merely ten (Complete Poems, 11, 298).

Graves acknowledges in the ‘Foreword’ to Collected Poems (1938) Riding’s
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‘constructive and detailed criticism of my poems in various stages of com-
position’ (xxiv). During their ‘partnership’ he in fact submitted each of his
poems to her as he wrote it, and thus Riding’s textual interventions were both
numerous and varied. They included: detailed comments on specific words

and lines, and actual revisions — her annotations can be studied on many of the
manuscripts; more general criticism of a poem (for example, on a typescript of
‘Against Kind’: ‘T haven’t gone on correcting this — because I don’t think it’s

a sincere poem, especiall[y] as it goes on — a sort of duty-poem, its emotions
not the same as your emotions’ (Complete Poems, 11, 276) — Graves excluded

it from the 1938 collection): incidentally, on the drafts some of these negative
verdicts have been partially erased;* deleting lines and stanzas altogether; and
rejecting a poem or ‘passing’ one when she judged that it was in an acceptable
state. Being ‘passed’ by Laura Riding seems to have been like a combination of
a product getting through a technical inspection in a factory; a student earning
a pass mark or grade; being granted the Roman Catholic censor’s ‘nihil obstat’;
and making the ranks of the blessed at the Last Judgement. For there were
those poems that not only failed the test but were condemned to destruction

— ‘criticism’ in its most radical form. Thus Graves reports in their newsletter
(Focus, 2 (February—March 1935), 15): ‘As for work since last Focus [January
1935], I have written eight poems and destroyed three. Two of the survivors
passed Laura’s scrutiny without a singly [sic] query. This is a record’ (Complete
Poems, 11, 298). Or again, in his diary for 25 April 1938, when he was prepar-
ing the Collected Poems: ‘Laura went over some early poems with me. At her
suggestion I destroyed Easter Still’ — a poem he had been composing over the
past ten days.

Quite apart from the poems they wrote jointly, ‘Midsummer Duet’ and
‘Majorcan Letter, 1935’, the Graves—Riding ‘partnership’ would seem to
constitute a classic case of what Jack Stillinger has called ‘multiple authorship’.
In his 1991 book Multiple Authorship and the Myth of Solitary Genius, one of
the not-so-solitary geniuses is Keats: Stillinger analyses the texts of ‘Sonnet
to Sleep’ and “The Eve of St Agnes’ to show the importance of the contribu-
tions made by the poet’s friends and editors. He finds that the sonnet ‘has at
least three and sometimes as many as four or five authors’, though ‘Keats is
of course responsible for the lion’s share’. And he claims that ‘such multiple
authorship — the collaborative authorship of writings that we routinely consider
the work of a single author — is quite common, and that instances much more
extensive and more impressive than “Sonnet to Sleep” can be found virtually
anywhere we care to look in English and American literature of the last two
centuries’ (22). Numerous instances might be expected, then, among the poems
Graves wrote or rewrote during his years with Laura Riding. By examining
Riding’s annotations on drafts of individual poems one can gain some idea of
the nature and extent of her textual collaboration, and so provide part of the
basis for an assessment of its significance. I propose to look now at the drafts of






