MYTH AND LEGEND

IN POST-WAR ENGLISH POETRY,

B.J.C,HINTON.

Ph D THESIS.

Department of English.

~Faculty of Arts.

University of Birminghs

1980.



UNIVERSITYOF
BIRMINGHAM

University of Birmingham Research Archive

e-theses repository

This unpublished thesis/dissertation is copyright of the author and/or third
parties. The intellectual property rights of the author or third parties in respect
of this work are as defined by The Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988 or
as modified by any successor legislation.

Any use made of information contained in this thesis/dissertation must be in
accordance with that legislation and must be properly acknowledged. Further
distribution or reproduction in any format is prohibited without the permission
of the copyright holder.



To my pa:rents;



SYNOPSIS

The thesis investigates both how and why meny of the best post-war poets have
moved back to use myth and legend jus% when they seemed finally discredited. P

Chapter One briefly discusses the various scholarly theories of myth, and
sharpens the critical terminology to be employed. It describes the personal myth-
systems of Yeats, Graves and Lawrence and, conversely, the four systems most
generally used by modern poets.

The following four chapters study, in turn, four major approaches to the use
of myth in poetry. Chaptefnshows how Seamus Heaney's vork employs legend es
archetype; the history of Ulster being erected as a timeless metaphor to illuminate
the present Troubles. Chapter Three takes the poetry of Geoffrey Hill as an
example of the development of nevwly createdllegend, culninating with that centred
on King O0ffa of Mércia; Chapter Four examines Thom Gunn's use of myth as archetype,
showing how the timeless can be given contemporary force, either through existential
philosophy or Californian psychedelia. Chapter Five explores Ted Hughes! creatipn
of a new myth, a new reality, the crowning achievement.

Chapter Six discusses why myth is still relevant, distinguishing its careful
adoption into four modern stylistic traditiéns and its four major modes of relevance.
Legend is seen as a form of place, myth as & form of time, and the best new poeiry

is recognised as utilizing both, a surprise invocation of the White Goddess.
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CHAPTER ONE,

MYTH AND POETRY.

'As an art in itself (Poetry) is, first of all, essentially mythological
eee It is to the poetry of mythology and not to either science or
religion, that ve owe that vast obscure cosmic emotion that stirs within

us and gives us back the childhood of our race'I.

'In the dominion of myths we can short circuit the intellect'z.



I.

In an early essay, 'Ulysses, Order and Nyth', T,S.Eliot praised James Joyce
for having invented a way, through myth, of creating a 'continuous parallel?
between past and present, through which a modern writer (Eliot himself?) can impart

'a shape and a significance to the immense panaroma of futility and

anarchy: which is contemporaryfhistory'3.
In the early I970's, just when such mythologising seemed to be utterly discredited -
the 'common myth-kitty' made infamous by Larkin4 now apparently sidestepped for
chilly reality - four major poems appeared which, though united by little else, used
myth or legend to achieve just such 'shape' and 'significance!. Seamus Heaney's

North and Geoffrey Hill's Mercian Hymns take native legend to define the poetts own.

relationship both to the past and his community. Modern problems of fear and
dislocation, 'futility and anarchy', are refracted by = local folklore which

Heaney rediscovers and Hill reinvents. Similarly, Thom Gum's Eglz:and Ted Hughes!
ngg take more generalised myth - rediscovered by Gunn, reinvented by Hughes - to
explore“contemporary history' and discern nevw perceptions, a nevw sense of violence.
How myth and legend again achieved relevance is the subject of this study.

The scholarly investigation of myth is a vastly tangled field; ene of littile
direct relevance to-the literary historian. As such a modern 'state of the art!
anthology as Pierre Miranda's szhologzs shows, myth has become the preserve of
statisticians and psychologists, and yet it remains essentially inexplicable.

'T know very well what it is, provided that nobody asks me: but if I

6
am asked and try to explain, I am baffled' .

The surest path into this quagmire is a short, masterly account by Northrop Frye,
which I can do no better than paraphrase. A myth is essentially a story about a
god., It develops from an oral, communal traditiom, and nyths differ from folk tales
only because they are organised into the more complicated structureof a mythology.:
Such a mythology attempts to explain the creation of a complex society; It thus
often also produces a theogony, a chronicle of the gods from their origins to the
present day,and constantly is revised to fit the changing necds of ithe society from
which it arises, In just such a way, modern society has continually redefined its
theories of myth itselfy and these conflicting viewpoints have, in turn, variously

informed the uses made of myth By poets, makers of their own secondary worldz., I

shall take the seven major theories of myth in their historical order.
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The earliest, and most obvious, interpretation of myth was that it is ancient
history transcribed, 'the gods you worship were once men'g. This view provided an
easy weapon for later Christian apologists, of whom the Sicilian Euhemeru59 gave

it his name. His lost Sacred Hiétqiz supposedly revealed that both Kronos and

Zeus were merely kings of Crete, not Creation. More sinister was the way in which
this theory could be reversed, and thus used to trace present autocrats back to the
gods; The most striking examples here include Virgil's glorification of Rome and
Augustus in the AeneidIO, the early Tudors' attempt to trace their origins in
Welsh Arthurian mythII, and Elizabeth I's subsequent self-identification with Diana
and AstraeaIz. More recently, the historian has been seen, ironically, as himsel?f
a myth maker, extrapolating 'res gestae' - the reality of history -~ from 'historia
reram gestarum! - the accounts which surviveIB. Allied to this is the idea of

myth itself as a 'para-history', accompanying real history but recording

'‘not what happened but what people, at different times, said or

believed had happened'I4.

If sober historians are only concocting fictions, then a poet's versiom of the
past is no less true, indeed more emotionally coherent, because such imogination is

overt. Mercian Hymns, therefore, is a more complex achievement than any lineal

historical survey of the Midlands, a better myth, a more realistic legeng.

The main rival to euhemerism as a poritmanteau theory was that myth is a kind
of primitive science, a structuring of the natural world. 'All metamorphoses are
thé physics of the early ages', Ovid's poem is a manual of alchemical, hidden
knowledgels. The.folly of reducing myth to such a secret languege was satirised

by Ben Jonson in The Alchemist, an attack on such cloudy, misleading rhetoric.

tBoth this, th'Hesperian Garden, Cadmus' story
Jove's shower, the boon of Midas, Argus' eyes,
Boccace's Demogorgon, thousands more
16
All abstract riddles of our Stone'™ .
. I " -
An offshoot-of this.same theory was the idea of aetiology 7. Myths were regarded
here as mistaken explanations of phenomena, whether of human life or external
naturelg. Poets proved eager to plunder such. intriguing narratives, the fanciful

jinvention of origins, whether in the stately playfulness of courtly epillia -

Pherefore in sign her treasure suffered vwrack, o
Since Hero's time hath half the world been black'™”’ -
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or in Ted Hughes bitter cosmology, where such blackness is due to Crow's negation,
A third school of theorists interpreted myth instead as moral didacticism.
Perhaps 'the Greek gods are rakes, and unmatural rakes'2o, but all can be thus-1
interpreted as mere allegory. 'Whatsoever things vere written aforetime were
written for our learning'zI, an approach which dismantles the paradox of a
(supposedly) Christian culture deriving so many of its educationzl models from an
(undoubtedly) pagan literature. Mythology, thus cleansed, could become a 'non-
discursive form of ethical teaching'zz. This impulse lay behind *hose mythological

handbooks, most notably Boccaccio's Géneolﬁgia Deorﬁm23, which became the stock in

trade for any serious Renaissance poet, a kind of moral esperanto. !'Boccace's

Demogorgon', invented by the Italian but passed off as a classical deity, is

i
*;uég by Jonson - as already seenm — and by Spenser, Marlove, Dryden,

24

referved to as
Milton and even Shelley”’. Such allegorical interpretation could easily become
abSﬁrd?5aorfself—defeating26. The whole theory was later turned on its head whem
Bultmann attenpted to de-mythologize the New Testament27, seeing myth as obscuring,
rather than expressing, an ethical code. Similarly, the major employment of this
device by post-war poets has again been essentially negative. Seamus Heaney has
used Northern legend to stress intolerance: and pointless sacrifice; Ted Hughes has
created an alternative to the biblical account of creation, with EEQE’ in which Goé&
is impotent, the universe 'a horror beyoﬂd redemption'28 and morals nonsensical,

The 19th century added two further theories tg his maelstrom: myth as philology
and myth as ritual. F.Max Muller's description of myth as ‘a disease of language!
29

has, nevertheless, a long and distinguished history™, the gods being regarded as

'nothing but poetical names which are gradually allowed to assume a3o

divine personality never contemplated by their original ipventors' .
Myth is therefore an adjunct of poetry - rather tham vice versa - Cassirer's idea

of myth as itself a kind of language, a 'symbolic form'3I through which we can

apprehend external reality. Ruthven has drawn an interesting parallel here with
the French symbolist poets. For Mallarmé language becomes in effect a form of
myth32 transcending verbal communication, the senses beguilingly confused.

'Le pur soleil qui remise
‘@rop/d'éclat pour l'y trier
Ote ébloul sa chemise

‘Sur le dos uu vitriert-,
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Here, syntax 'appeals to nothing but itself, to nothing outside the world of the
| poem'34, its own mythology. Conversely, certain scholars sav myth not as a ritual
ordering of words but as a verbalisation of ritualj 'in almost every case the myth
was derived from the ritual, and not the ritual from the myth'35. This forms the
mastering impulse behind J.G.Frazer's monumental work of anthropology The Golden
Bough. The priest of Nemi, the Sacred Wood, is traced through a bewildering maze
of primitive fertility rites, to his mythic origins as Jupiter (his spouse is Diana)

'The Goddess whon he served and married ... no other than the Queen of

Heaven, the true wife of the sky-god'36.

The 'Cambridge School! applied these new insights specifically to classical myth.
This developed, under the influence of Roger Fry, to the idea of myth as a symptom
of spiritual unease - 'mythology ... springs like ritual from arrested, unsatisfied
desire'37. If these theories, perhaps understandably, inspired little poetry -
least of all in the verse translations of Greek drama by Gilbert Murray, another
Cambridge ritualist38 - Jessie L. Weston's arcane burrowings certainly did. Her -
work developed out of FRaser's source material in an exactly contrary direction

------ 39

to Fry's. From Ritual to Romance posfulated the Grail legends as folk memories

of a lost fertility religion of ancient Europe, the king ritually slain each Spring

to bring rebirth,._renewal. This fired, almost immediately, The Vaste Lend and a

whole revival of the quest tradition, from Auden to Geoffrey Hill, its imagery as

40

potent as it now seems historieally dubious” . Ritual is seen not as a disease -

. . = 41
as it wvas for Fry - but a healing force, tstirring/dull roots with spring rain' .

The present century has developed two further tools with which to dissect mythy

killing as they probe, structuralism end psycho-analysis, Freud related myth both

.

to dream and to the unconscious mind (three of the prime sources of poetry).

14 large part of the mythological view of the world ... is nothing

. ~1¢42
but psychology projected into the physical world' .

As for Fry or Jane Harrison, myths are evidence of psychic, or sexual, imbalance.
Theseus's adventures in the labyrinth, by such a reckoning, are 'a reprecentation
of anal birth: the twisting paths are the bovwels and Ariadne's thread is the

umbilical cord'43 It is no surprise that such heavy 1itéra1iém3 straightforvard

as a jigsaw puzzle, has influenced not literary creation but literary criticism.

This is seen at its finest in Ernest Jones! teasing out of the Oedipus theme in
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44

Hamlet” ™. 1In contrast, Jung believed that man had become sick predisely because he

Was alienated from the 'mythopeic substratum of his being'45. This wes itsel?f a
universal and underlying 'collective unconscious! which is

'identical in all men and thus constitutes a common psychic substrate

of a suprapersonal nature which is present in every one of us'46.
It is expressed through certain tarchetypal images', the building blocks of both
poetry and myth. Unfortunately, attempts —like Maud Bodkin's Archetypal Patterns

in Poetr147— to isolate these mythic images have so far rroved futile, revealing the

poet's individual preferences and obsessions, not those of the tribe; Jung's

theories are certain}y less dismissive of the arts than those of Freud. His séarch
for universals not the particular has close links withL Cassirer's idea of myth as a
'symbolic form' of expression, along with language, science and poetry -itself, .for-

'the spirit opposes an image vworld of its own to the factual vworld of

experiénce, pure experience as opposed to derivative impression'48.
This is somevwhat vague, a scheme of little direct application to either
‘poetry or its criticism. Cassirer's real breakthrough was his idea, skin to Jung,
that there exist 'basic mythical configurations' united by their 'underlying
structural form'49, an insight central to structuralism. Myth studies are again an
offshoot of linguistics, the synchronic (as opposed to diachronic) methods of de
Saussure5o developed into Claude Levi-Strauss! search for 'mytkemes', the basic

constituent parts of myth, and the structures into which they are built,

'The true constituent units of a myth are not the isolated relations
but bundles of such relations, and it is only as bundles that these

. I
relztions can be put to use and combined so as to produce a meanlng'5 .

. . 2 .
Roland Barthes attempted to create such structures in Mythologles5 s a collection

of contemporary legends (a more accurate definition), 'semiologies! which indicsate
modern values through the meaning given to such symbol;. Thus steak and chips :are
a sign of vworldly successj; alternatively Czesar's hairstyle in a contemporary French
film sums up our received opinions of the classical world. The eventual result of
such symbols is, as seemingly that of much recent myth-criticism, wholly cestructive.
13123

The tvery end of myths is to immobilise the wor . Conversely, the best poetry

has alwvays struggled to be constructive, reanimating myth - taking it away from

those who would either emasculate! or ignore it - and turning it again into a living



force., We return to Eliot's 'continuous parallel' between art and reality, the
everyday and the transcendental.

Indeed, to paraphrase Frye again, myth remains, for poets if not scholars,
primarily a source of stories, to be repeated or adapted at will. Poetry and myth
have three major points of contact. Myth provides the !'total verbal commuhication!
of a society. It enables the creation of a poetry rich in natural metaphor. lMyths
are themselves 'abstract literary patternst'! ready to be developed into art. A few
precise definitions would help here, based on the authority of the Oxford English

Dictionarz54. The vord 'mythology'! was first used by Lydgate in I4I2 to indicate

'the exposition of myths'. Its second meaning, 'a mythical story', is now rare,
though it was in common use in the IT7th century. The third definition, 'a body of
myths'!, and the fourth, 'that department of knowledge that deals with myths', both
came to prominence in the I9th centurys they reveal a confusiéon similar to that in
the Greekss, '‘mythology' being both a set of myths and the study of myth itself.
'Myth! itself is introduced much later, first noted in 1830, and takes on two
additional meanings, again deriving from a similar dichotomy in the Greek56. Myth
is 'a purely fictitious narrative' and, leading from this; 'a fictitious person or
object! - the popular, unliterary definition of myth as a lie, an untruth. The most
important process at work here is one of specialisation, of narrowing down. The
Greek word 'muthologia' was thus sharpened from meaning 'general utterances' to
comnote 'stories! and, eventually, 'traditional tales of gods and heroes'57. I% the
same way, G.S.Kirk separates off 'legends' - stories based on historical events -
moral fables and folklore to define a myth as a 'traditional tale', a 'narrative
with a dramatic structure and a climax...attractive or important enough to be passed
from generation to generation'58. Myths are 'multiforé, imaginative, inconsistent',
ton the one hand good stories, on the other bearers of imporiant messages
about life in general and life-within-society in particular'sg.’
In this study, I shall use 'myth' to indicate a traditional tale which arises
commmally, and 'mythology' to mean a collection of such tales (not their study).

I shall take 'legend' to connote a localised and unauthentic story ‘'popularly

regarded as historical'éo, and 'folktale! to indicate a story concerned not vith

the gods but the 'life, problems and aspirations of ordinary people'éI. There ore

no hard and fast rules here, especially in the interaction betwecn oral and vwrittem
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culture., The recounter of myth and the literary artist who skapes it - imparting
to it his own personality - are often one and the same man, Such culture is not
linear but circular, an endless round of myth into poetry, poetry back into myth.

'FPolk traditions, beliefs and legends are drawn up by poets and story
tellers from the common stock and shaped into literature, which ... is

reshaped as folk tales, ballads and proverbial sayings, until these in

their turn become the inspiration:of a new poet'62.

If myth criticism has evolved - albeit towards incomprehension - into a
science of mythology, then literary criticism has similarly attempted to analyse
this interface between myth and poetry. One possible approach was 'thematology!.
Here a specific myth is examined not structurally, as by Lévi—Strauss, but
historically, a diachronic rather than synchronic approach. This isolates the way
in vhich different writers turn a myth to their owm ends63, but prove, ultinately,

only the obvious; it is history, not myth, that is illuminated'snd displayed.

'All myths go through much the same stages in mirroring the different

ages ... any one of the enduring myths provides a model for the rest'64.
More pervasive has been the search, following Jung, for literary archetypes. Joseph
Campbell has further reduced these to one underlying pattern, the monomyth of
separation, initiation and return, 'a separation from the world, a penetration to
some source of power, and a life-enhancing return'65. Unfortunately, other critics
have, with equal assurance, posited a different archetype as all-embracing. Mircea
Eliade suggested that of creation66; Geza Roheim 'the death and apotheosis of the
Primal Father'67 and Fitzroy Raglan an ‘'ur-ritual celebrating the Dying.God'68.
Ruthven is, as usual, clear headed. Such aberrations are not only essentially
implausible, but they demean literature (and myth), taking avay attention from

*the local specificities of a particular book towards some myth which6is
held to be older and grander than the book one is ... talking about! 9.
Indeed, Martin Dodsworth has pointed out a kind of mythic feking carried out by

. . s TC
some poets to answer this demand for ready archetypes, 'the taint of academicism' Y.

11
Again, in his essay 'Mrs Bennet and the Dark Gods: the Truth about Jane Austen'’'™,
Douglas Bush, most sensible of myth critice, has parodied e;cessive searching for

archetypes in the most realistic, unsymbolic literary texts. Philip Rahv's remark

about Joseph and his Brothers - 'it is not so much 2 mythic novel as a novel on

2 _ should alvays be borme im mind. The moSt extraordinary work to

7
mythic themes!
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equate myth and poetry, however, remains Northrop Frye's The Anatomy of Criticism.

Literature itself is seen to be a nyth system, seasonal and cyclic; mythology is
itself 'a grammar of literary archetypes', Poetry is a myth, mytha kind of poem.
Poets too have erected complex mythological systems, and for much the same
reasons, to clarify their own work and provide a theoretical backbone for the flesh
of creation., In the three most outstanding ~: and eccentric - myth systems of the
century, the real subject is not the need for a poetic mythology but the author's
fear of coming chaos. His structure is not a fortress but 'fragments I have shored
against my ruin'74. Thus, in A Vision, W.B,Yeats used automatic writing. the
prompting of the spirit, to divide humanity into the 28 phases of the moon, subject
to the winding gyres of Concord and Piscord. History is seen as an endless circle
in which men are condemned always to play out the same roles, in which each era
always ends in anarchy, 'those who do viblence'75. History is also the symbol of
individual existence. 'The life of Christ corresponds to the mid-period between life

76

and death'’”, the spirit is purified after each death - 'the more complete the

expiation the more fortunate the succeeding'life'77 - but the era of Christ is

78

drawing to its end, as did that of Leda before' , and his awn death approaches. In

'The End of the Cycle', Yeats admits that this new era terrifies him, that his
system, so laboriously constructed, brings no real revelation, displays no comfort.

'But nothing comes - though this moment was to reward me for all my toil.

Perhaps I am too old'79.

Ih The vmité,coddessBOf,- “Robert Graves is writing; unliké Yeats, for others

CEaiher than just for himselﬁ)/basing his discoveries on historical myths rather than
spirit language, but the underlying purpocse remains the same. A chance connection
between the Welsh poem Cad Goddeu and certain Greek tree alphabets leads Graves to
synthesisey from a wide body of myth, the dominant figure of the White Goddesc. She
represents the three eternal aspects of woman - mother, bride and layer ouf of the
dead - and,tied in with the seasons and (again) the phases of the moon, enacts

'the single grand theme of poetry; the life, dezath and resurrection of

the Spirit of the Year, the Goddess's son and lover'8I.

Any true poet must worship the Goddess, vengeful as she is, and such blind devotion
is the 'single poetic theme', from Shakespeare's Sycorax to Keats' 'Belle Dame sans

Merci'!. This is inimical to any Christianising tendency, destroying G.li.Horkins,for



'it has become impossible to combine the once identical functions of

poet and priest without doing violence to one calling or the other'82.

Graves makes a further distinction between Apollonian, or Classical, poetry - which
celebrates authority - and truly Bardic verse, dedicated to the Goddess. In the
present 'cockney civilization', poets have lost touch with the natural world, and

83, The whole work, subtitled a

thus the Goddess; 'the myths too are wearing thin!
" thistorical grammar of poetic myth!, is a sustained attack on the modern world. Its
Ypatriarchal God! and 'theocratic society' are twin 'causes of our unrestt', which is
further mirrored in the encroaching 'faith' of communism. Graves calls, through his
worship of the Goddess, for the poet to reassert his role as the conscience of the

race, at present lost in a world which, as for Yects, has gone madj a world where

'money will buy almost anything but truth, and almost anyone but the
truth-oBsessed poetf84.

In Agécalzgsé85, tte third of these myth-systems, D.H.Lawrence also attacks
modern’society through its myths, here concentrating his fury on the final book of

the Bible. By default, the Book of Revelation 'shows what we are resisting,

unnaturally'86. ¥hat it condemns as evil is, for Lawrence, virtue; a Manichean
sense of duality in which 'the supreme triumph is to be vividly, most perfectly
alive'87. Revelation therefore exemplifies Christianity at its most vindictive,
giving the 'death kiss to the Gospels'88,,just as Judas did to Christ. Lawrence now
turis to give an extraordinary reading of Revelation, as twisted a devotional sermon

as The White Coddess is a mythic detective story, A Vision an eccentric manual of

vorld history. Hé turns conventional wisdom on its head to reveal Saint John's
vision as a pagan legend, overlaid with Judaic motifs, preseniing

'the myth of the birth of 2 new sun-god from a greal sun-goddess, and

her pursuit by the great red dragon'89,

creativity pursued by evil. If Yeatis is despondent and Graves merely truculent,
Lawrence turns his myth into a triumph. Good will eventually defeat bad, starting
twith the sun, and the rest will eventually happen'9o. As Ruthven indicates,
Lawrence's metihod here creates as it apparently destroys, conversely tremythifying
basic materials in the very process of upending them'9I. All three myth-systems
are basically eccentrics they have little direct relevance to their creator's

poetry (and yet without that it is doubtful if any of them would bave reached print).
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Yhat they do reveal, unvwittirgly, is both the essential confusion and yet the
inexplicable seriousness of genuine myth, far closer to its spirit than any Qull
academic exercise., It is in such obsessive creaticn that myth and poetry interact.
The attraction, however, of those four myth~systems which have continued,
almost secretly, into modern poetry has been not arcane symbolism but general
narrative, not individual grief but the the endlessly adaptable stories of the
tribe. It is the variations, rather than similarities, of approach‘'to these wn-
changing sources that prove illuminating and properly continue the tradition. One
of the merits of the Greek pantheon, for example, has been its tidy and remarkably
literary nature. Lacking the 'crude power and ecstatic dislocation of ordinary
1ife'92 - or, indeed, most myth - it substitutes for this an unparalleled depth of
93

association with English poetry’~, 1Indeed, it is only by default that classical

myth is readily noticed, as in the *'decreations' of The Vaste Lahd94or’the merorials

in Anglo-Saxon verse of a lost civilization, ruins of 'both masonry95 and mythology.
The three main narratives of Greek myth have proved endlessly fascinating, ever

adaptable. The fall of Troy may symbolise failed heroism - as in Gum's 'The

96 7

Wound! ~ but it also presages the hope of Moly”'. The two doomed houses of

Mycenae evoke Greek tragedy at its most ruthless - bloodshed postponed in 'Fhaedra
99

in the Farm House'98 - yet Eliot could turn them into country house melodrama’”.

Again, if Roy Fuller can turn the Greek heroic adventures into tragedy - 'teeth

ground flat in violent dreams of guilt'IOQ - his son John can, with egual truth,

make the labours of Hercules into a complex literary game. Structure is erected
here into its own myth, through which to allegorise human duality and failure.

'Yes, even so, the heroes gone at last

¥ho were the only status of a past

. 101
That bored us all and lied compulsively! .

The Roman myths are again essentially literary and adaﬁhble, fcreated artificially,

. 0 103 -
in a piecemeal fashion, over a long period of tlme'I 2. Pastoral has been used,

from The Shepheardes Calender to Thyrsis, to explore themature of loss, Agein, v
I04 105 -
metamorphosis is social for Peter Porter, beastly for Gunn, for Hoy Fisher megical

‘exercises in changing, in full view, one thing into anéther whose nature

was quite unforseen at the outset ... playing over the startling idea

106
until it began to loosen and dissolve, and yield place to another' o
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Truly classical myth is ‘everlasting elastic'107, & symbolism accepted precisely
because no-one actually believes its tenets. The mythology of a religion still
(at least officially) generally beligved in poses more complex proﬁlems.

If classical gods have embroidered the surface of English poetry, then its
essence has largely been Christian, though the second has often adopted the imagery

of the first., Edwin Muir's The Labyrinth describes the Fall in terms of Theseus,

a tortuous way back to Eden, 'strange that I shall hale me/to that strange 1and108.

Milton conjoins Judaic narrative and CGreek reference, Christ — like Zeus — banishing

the 'Typhon huge'Iog. Christian faith may have retreated from the allegoricel

certainties of The Dream of the Rood - wood itself transfiguredIIo— or the medieval

devotion of Pearl - vision as trustIII -~ but on the 'darklihg’plain‘II

?:of‘Victérian
doubt, belief was still possible, emblematic. See, for example, G.M,Hopkins view
of shipwreck as Fall, death by sea an image of the Crucifixion.

'The dense and driven Passion, and frightful sveat:

Thence the discharge of it, there its swelling to be“IIB.

Christian myth remains both literary artefact and act of faith, image and essence,

trYegarded, in a multitude of conflicting or overlapping definitions eitker

as uniquely significant history or as uniquely true mythology'II.

It falls, again, into three major narratives. The Hebrew myths of the 0ld Testament
115

, most subject to free interpretation (because theologic-
116

ally superceded)., Thus is made possible D.J.Enright's mischievous Adem Unparadised,

remain, as Milton found

Patrick Creagh's 'To Abel Day by Day'! - ténder and self-reproaching by turn - or

IT
John Cowper Powys'! latinate epic Lucifer, Eden once more located on 01ympus 7. The

New Testament narratives have been more relocated in the poet's image. Christ is

I19

relocated on an ice—flowIIB, constructed from iron in South America

and yet aleo
120 . . . ' ttIZI
found in a clay-pit . Christ's face is a metaphorical ikon for Kathleen Abbott)

. . . 122
whereas his childhood is withdrawn, in 26 alphabetical sections, by Gavin Bantock.

Faith, too, depends on the poet's personality. In For the Time Eeing H.H.AudenIgike

the Annunciation a complex celebration - 'zll its occasions shall dance for joy! -~

while, for T.S.EBliot, an equally new convert, such knowledge brings only pain,

'... an alien people cluiching their gods.

I should be glad of another death'124,

Temperamental and doctrinal differences similarly colour the third variant of
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Christian myth, the love of ritual. Geoffrey Hill's 'Tenebrae' is mysteriously

I25 I26

emblematic y Auden's 'Horae Canonicae' is direct and technically a tour-de-force,

David Jones' The Anathémata is its own ceremony. Here the Mass is redefined in

terms of cockney slang and Arthurian myth.

'The cult man stands alone in Pellam's lands: more precariously than he
knows he guards the signa ... he can fetch things new eand old'127.
It is this sense of ancient holiness that Christian myth best evokes.,
Indeed, Arthurian legend has formed the principal native source for poetic
myth precisely because of the possibilities it provides for such allegory. The
Welsh 'Matter of Britain' is overlaid with French courtly love128, tragedy is

grafted onto epic; Malory's prose Le Mort D'Arthur itself welded by Caxton into

one continuous narrative (myth again made literate). That alliterative masterpiece

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was, for all its exquisite moral structure - the

shameful garter does still save Gawain - still set in a real, harsh world, 'wyth

wodwos, bat woned in be knarrez‘129. Conversely, Arthur becomes, for Spenser, a

T30 I3T

shadovy representative of 'Magnificence' y for Tennyson, a perfect Victorian ~",

It was by going back before Malory that modern poets have rediscovered Arthur: the

. e 132
approach to the Chapel Perilous - 'only the wind's home' - in The Vaste Land 3 3

I33

Hill's Merlin considering the 'outnumbering dead! 3 Gunn's Merlin contemplating

escape, 'an end and yet another start'134} C.H.Sisson fuses faith and patriotism.

He imagines Arthur dreaming away the centuries on Avalon, awaiting enlightenment.

'"What augury? Or is there any such?

They pass over the ozk and leave me there
I35

Not even choosing, by the serpent's head! .

I36

Milton may have rejected the theme of Arthur for his national epic , but three

contemporary poets have centred their bestiwork around himy David Jones ~in the

King Pellem's Lezude' section of In Parenthesis as well as The Anathemata - Charles

Williams and John Heath-Stubbs. For Williams the Grail is the perfect fulfillment
of the Christian 1ife, a world ~here 'the Incarnation and the Sacrament:... haopent,
Logres is 'Britain and more ihkan Britain'137. Villizms remains more convinciag as
a myth thcorist than as a poet."His verse is lyrically unpleasing, end the fin2l

section of The Region of the Summer Stars is forced rather than resolved, lcss

argued than sermonising. Arthur is nov forgottenj it is the Pope ¥ho is instecd
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'co-inherent all in Adam and all in Christ'138. Nevertheless, Williams! influence

—

on Heath-Stubbs was more beneficial, and the later poetts ArtoriﬁsI39 masterly,

As carefully ordered as Idylls of fhe Kiﬁé to pursue the idea of order, enmeshing

myth and modern reality - Taliesin/Tiresias, the church vwarden of Gloucester Road -
Artorius clarifies and presents its creator's epic concerns, It is-a serious’ comedy.

'Liberty, like Truth, lies in a tension
But no temporal forms finally translate

The idea of order, which ever more we are urged to'I4o.
It is Arthur whose very mystery best embodies this order, a kingly divinity.
The influence of native legend has been far more nebulous, depending on oral
sources rather tham literary myth, the 'old philosophy of this island'I4I. Since

I42

Lyrical Ballads ", folk traditions have proved a force for regeneration, a sure

palliative against self-involvement. Such is Yeats' collation of Trish folkloreI43,

Ia4
Auden's recasting of a Mummers play in Paid on Both Sides, Thom Cumn's Jack Straw145

or Vernon Watkins! ritually repetitive evocation of the Mari Lwyd,the horse of deaths

tIt is a skull we carry

in the riBhons of a bride'I46.

Such native legends can be powerful even vwhen fake; The most notorious examples

here are the Romantic espousal of Ossianl47

and ‘the supposedly-'éecret diluvian
truthst of the DruidsI48, Greek myth merely a second-hand accretion of ancient
British wisdomI49. Both sources, however spurious, could still prompt genuine poetry
- real toads from imaginery gardensgso - whether Blake's complex, changing mythology'

based on ancient Albion, or Doughty's religious magic (again from Britain's dawm).

V‘That golden Branch, which berries bears, aparks ...
Even Christ, our druids: which graffed, in our souls

I52
Though die our flesh, shall they not taste of deatht 5 .

This concern with the ancient - myths of brutality in North, myths of power in

Mercizn Hymns - often spills into landscape, the (literal) contours of the past.

Brigeflatts makes its own music from the sounds of old Northumbria - bull, mzson and

153

lark are all expressions of native earth - 'by such rocks/men killed Bloodaxe' .

Togan Stone! shapes itself like the sacred relic it evokes, an 'immobile motion' that

is a legendary metaphor for the poet and his love, compressed into the timeless.
1 - 'what force it tskes to be a
logan-
stone you and I what cold applied 154
granite-fire logging on weakness no storm can move us! .
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Similarly, Jeremy Hooker's early ‘'awareness of chalk and flint' is sharpened into

legend in Solent Shore, past and present continuous, 'the Dorset hills like aerial

156

tumulit « Indeed, such evocation need not lean on the ancient. Roy Fisher's

Qiii uses modern folklore to shape the modern urban lendscape, *'a dry epic flawour,
whose air is human breath'157. It is the localising that is important - Charles
_Oisen taught geographical scrupulousness as well as bad writing158 - local pride is
erected into complex myth. Thus Hugh Macdiarmid's Scotland becomes a thistle to a
drunkard159, John Montague's The Rough Field evokes Ireland as that 'dark permanence

of ancient forms'léo. In native legend 'the chains go deep'IéI.

Before the present century, a poet could presuppose this common ground - of
classical, biblical and Arthurian myth, perhaps also the legends of his own locality
- as shared between himself and his audience, and in turn refer to it in various
subtle ways. Such reference could be ironic (vitness Chaucer's misogynist Merchant
making the cuckolded Jsnuarie's roll-call of wedded virtue all Biblical traitresses;
Rebecca, Judith and Esther162) or suggestively erotic, coitus as myth.

'Leander now, like Theban Hercules,

163

Entered the orchard of th'! Hesperidest .

164

Milton's lists of exotic deities - Nisroch, Ashtaroth, Arimaspian — emphasied

deep learning, a high seriousness. In contrast, Spenser erected a stylistic distance
from his material, subverting rape into coy domesticity and myth into allegory.

Nor Jove himself, when he a swan would be

For love of Leda whiter did appear:

6
Yet Leda was they say as white as he’I 5¢

Again, Marlowe made pastoral a pretty, unrealistic retreat - though Ralegh found

sucht!fragrant posies'I66 'in folly ripe, in reason rot%enﬁI67 - and yet for Marvell

168
it was a complex symbol for man and Nature, the nynph and her Faun. Myth is a gardea

'The gods, that mortal beauly chase
e'169.

Still in a tree did end their rac

Pope made myth arbiter of established order, knowing 'when to repress and when

indulge our flights'17o, thus satirising any human folly placed near it. DulnessI%;

made divineI7I, Belinda's 'rape! is overburdened by its complex cosmology of genii.
Shelley, conversely, made the pantheon symbol of a new order, myths of revolutiomn.

tA new Ulysses leaves once more
Calypso for his native shore 173,
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Myth can indeed express temperament. Keats's poetry deepens from sensuous
delight to sad elegy, from 'a white Naiad in a rippling stream'174 to ;the pale
Omega ;géa withered race'I75. Again, Tennyson's melancholy - Arthur rassing like
the sun, the Greek gods 'careless of mankind...looking over wasted 1and£?7deolines
into Swinburne's sadistic decadence, ‘a ghost, a bitter and luxurious god'I78. As

earlier, for Blake, myth seemed to be losing its force, its terminology hidebound.

'The languid strings do scarcely move!

The sound is forc'd, the notes are few:*179.
Clough could stress this discontinuity between myth and reality, in modern Italy,
while still perversely hoping otherwise (as he rejected faith while wishing for it).

'Is it illvsion or does there a spirit from perfecter ages

Here, even yet, amid loss, chenge and corruption abide?'Igo.

The horrors of the Great War turned Wili{red Oven from a shallow neo-Keatsian -

'Let slip the writhing of Antacus!'! wristss

Those hero!s'handd that wrenched the necks of bulls1181 -~

into a real poet, dealing with real experience, 'well, blood is dirt'IBz. After
twvo holocausts, poetic myth seemed, for meny, evasion not explanation, a sad
abdication of responsibility183. What had once been common ground was irretrievably
(or so it seemed) churned into the mud of the Somme, the mass graves of Auschvitz.
The loss of such common ground has led poets either to zbandon myth or to
employ a mythology not readily understood by the general reader, impoverishmenti or
obscurity. Four escape routes from this impasse have, so far, been laboriously
hacked out, conveniently enough by the four most interesting British poets to emerge
since the war. Seamus Heaney has adapted his native legends, archetypes of ritual
slaughter, into a way of understanding,and going beyond,the present Irish YTroubles}
Geoffrey Hill has erected his Mercian heritage into a new legend, in vwhich Offa
reigns again, lord of pact, present and future. Thom Gunn bas made the Circe myth
an archetype of teasthood into godhead, a focus for his psychedelic vision. Most
ambitious of all, Ted Hughes has créated the new myth of Crow, no less than an
alternative history of the universe, It is the intention of this study to show how
this nervous, fragmentary use of mytholog§8§as provided some (if not most) of the

major poetry written since myth and legend - classical, Christian or otherwvise -

effectively went underground,
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And human title, putting pig within'.

I06. Roy Fisher, The Cut Pages, London I97I, Note p T, comnenting on his five

'Metamorphoses' - 'the mass of things, indistinguishable one from another,
loosing their qualities into the common cloud, their depth squashed by the

refraction and obscured in the stain, forms pushed out of line!' (p 15).

IO7. J.A.Symons, Essays Speculative and Suggestive London 1890, Vol 2, p 147,

quoted Ruthven p 4.

I08. Edwin Muir, 'The Border', The Labyrinth, London 1949 p 35. A remarkable

collection which gains further cohesion at each reading,a-myth for our.time.
'Scene after scene, the tale my fathers told,
But I in the middle blind, as Homer blina!. (p 9).

109. John Milton, 'On the Morning of Christ's Nativity' (I1629) lines224-6,
'Nor all the Gods besice,
Longer dare abide,

Not Typhon huge endimg in snaky twine'.

110, Henry gweet, An Anglo-Saxon Reader, Oxford I967 (rev. D. Vhitelock) ¢ I53-9.

The poet sees, in a dream, the Cross, an image shifting bet:een glory and
suffering. It becomes a surrogate for Christ - 'puthdrifan hi me mid deorcan
naeglum ... opene inwidhlemmas' (they pierced me with dead nails ... the

open vounds of malice) - yet suffering leads to salvaticn after 'vIita

heordost/1€odum 1Fdost' (the harshest of punishments/most hateful to peorle).

III. See Medieval English Verse, transl. Brian Stone, Harmondsworth 1964, o I36-T74.

The poet's grief for his dead child, allegorised as Pearl, is transmuted both
by her ovmn 'blysse' and through legend —the vision of the New Jerusalem and

the prosession of angels, led by the Lamb of God, which concludes the poem.

112, Matthev Arnold, 'Dover Beach', 've are here as on a darkling plain' -
| The Sea of Faith
Was once, too, at the full, and round earth's shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furl'd.

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, vwithdraving roar'.

II3. G.M.Hopkins, 'The Vreck of the Deutschland' stanza 7, Poems and Prose 6f

Gerald Manley Hopkins ed. *.H.Gardner, Harmondswvorth I953 p I4. The

Crucifixion is mirrored by the death of the nuns, 'five ... the cipher of



23.

suffering Christ', the poen ending vith a hymn of submission and praise to
God, and a plea for the mythic rebirth of England (stanza 35) -

'Our King back, oh, upon English souls

Let him easter in us, be a dayspring to the dimness of us, be

2 crimson-cresseted east!.

IT4. Elizabeth Cook, The Ordinary and the Fabulous, London I9b9, p 38,

Before this century, the bible provided 'the only highly developed, literary,
mythological stories vhich vere heard by uneducated people in the Christian
period, and they meant as much as the Greek stories to poets and men of
letters' (p 38).

II5. See C.A.Patrides, Milton and the Christian Tradition, Oxford I966. Milton

is certainly more free with 0ld Testament myth in Paradise Lost than with

New Testament myth in Paradise -legained - the latter is too intrinsically

holy to be too much embroidered.

116, D.J.Enright, Paradise Illustrated, < London I978. The title poem Te-enacts

the Fall in aAcomic, wry, ultimately rather bifter way, the impact of death -
"1t vas different in my day!
Said Adam.

'People lived for ever then''. (Poem XXXII p 40).

I17. Patrick Creagh, To Abel and Others, London I970. Cain addresses his brother

throughout, the murderer murdered (vwithout punctuation) -

'T am afraid of your last depths
fish in their own monstrous light! (p 32).

-- - John Coper Povys, Lucifer, London I956. The hero, as for Milton, is again

" Satan, but even the gods are, in the end, subservient to the cold universe -

'And o'er the heads of gods and giants swung,
In patient unperturbed indifference,
The punctual planets; and the planets above,
In pride yet haughtier, marched the Milky Way' (I974 reprint p I57).

II8. David Yevill, A Christ of the Ice-floes London 1966, 'painfully he comes'.

II9. Francis Berry, The Iron Christ London 1938, repr. in The Gealloping Centaur:

Poems I1933-I195I, London 1952 ~ the building of a Christ sculpted from gun

metal on the border of Chile and Argentina prevents war between the tvo,
'Bit by bit emerges It,
Gun, Iron, Man, Christ.
Yo scattering in alarm,

Eere is the lian of Iron!' (1952 ed., p 58).

120. Jack Clemo, 'Christ in the Clay Pit', A Map of Clay London I96I;

1] sec his blood
In rusty stains on pit-props, wagon-frames

Bristling with nails, not leaves ...!
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I2I. Kathleen Abbott, llasks and Ikons London I973, 'the mask conceals and lezves

us guestioning; the ikon reveals!', meditations on the face of Christ -
'The face is mysterious -

how it hides, in my darkness' (p 4I).

I22. Gavin Bantock, Christ: A Poem in Twenty Six Ports, Oxford I965, Unfortunately

'‘Jesus cried - in hollow bombast! (p I3I) sums up this massive work.

I23. V,H,Auden, For the Time Being, New York I944 — the concluding line to this

'Christmas Oratorio!, Advent made modern. In the ‘Massacre of the Innocents!
section, for exs:mple, Herod is supremely sinister because so apparently
reasonable,-'I'm a liberal., I vant everyone to be happy! - a pose offset by

the tivo poems that follow, gratuitous, willing slaughter and despair.

I24. T.S.Eliot, 'Journey of the Magi' (1927), Complete Poems and Plays 1969 p IO4.

Cf. 'A Song for Simeon' for the same veary rejection of a long~-willed
experience which is nov beyond the range of endurance — the worshipper too

old, too veak - 'Let thy seruzai depart/having seen thy salvation' (p I06).

I25. Geoffrey Hill, Tenebrae London I978 -
'Our love is what we love to havej

our faith is in our festivals'. (p 43).

I26. ¥, H.Auden, Collected Shorter Poems 1927-1957, London I966 (I969 ed p 323-38).

Each canonical hour also represents human life, from birth to death, and

the history of the church, from Adam's birth in 'Prime' to the ideal
community of 'Lauds','God bless this green world temporal' (p 338).

I27. David Jones, The Anathemata, London 1952, 2nd ed. 1955, (1972 ed. p 50). These

'fragments of an attempted writing', themselves heavily annoted by the poet

himself, look increasingly impressive, partisularly as critics gradually
make lighter their undoubted complexities -~ see Agenda 51_3 (Spring/Summer
I967)and'II4—IZI (Autumn/Vinter I1973/4), both special issues on Jones! vork,
and Rene Hague, 'liyth and Mystery in the Poetry of David Jones' Agenda 152—3
(Summer— Autumn 1977). It is a moot point vhether Agenda has been of most
help to Jonesy or Jones of most help to Agenda.

I28. See Leslie Alcock, Arthur's Britain, Harmondsvorth I97I, for “the'literary,

historical and archeological background to Arthurian studies, and Richard

Barber, King Arthur in Legend and liistory, London I973, for a concise study

of Arthurian themes in later English literature.

I29. Sir Gawvain and the QGreen Knight, transl. B.Stone, Harmondsuorth I959, 1.72I.

The pocm combines two distinct Celtic motifs, the beheading game and the
th;;efold challenge, but the forest through which Gawain passes - in a
rapidly telescoped narrative - is real enough, terrors recrcated in Ted

Hughes! Vodwo, London I967, vhich takes this quotation as its starting point.

130. See Barber p I38, *following the fashion for Arthurian refercnces in chivelvy!
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I3I. See Christopher Hicks, Tenn son, London I972 pp264-76, quoting Henry James -
'Arthur is rather a prig' - and Algernon Swinburne's cruelly accurate jibe

that it should be retitled 'Morte D'Albert or Idylls of the Prince éonsort'.

132, T.S.Eliot, The Waste Land, lines 388-9, (See also note 4I)
'There is the empty chapel, only the wind's home,

It has no windows, and the door swings'.

I33. Geoffrey Hill, For the Unfallen, London 1959 p 20, 'Merlin',typically elegiac,

'Arthur, Elaine, Mordred; they are all gone

Among the raftered galleries of bonet,

I34. Thom Gunn, The Sense of Movement London 1957, pr56-8, 'Merlin in the Cave:

He speculates without a book', typically personal, 'my vants agree/in the

sveet promiscuity of the bee!,

I35. C.H.Sisson, 'In Insula Avalonia'y, In the Trojan Ditch: Collected Poems and
Selected Translations, Manchester I974,p @* See Schmidt, or 269 70.

I36. See Geoffrey Ashe, 'The Visionary Kingdom', The Quest for Arthur's Britain,
London 1968, 2nd ed, I97I p 20.

I37. Charles ¥illiams, 'What then is the achievement of the Grail', Arthurian

Torso, ed. C.S.Lewis, London 194,2, Pgo .

I38, Charles Williams, 'The Prayers of the Pope', The Region of the Summer Stars,
London I9 4k, reatt 4 1950 6o,

I39. John Heath-Stubbs, Aftorius: A heroic poem in four books and eight episodes,

London 1973, 2né revised ed. London I1972. FEach section is based on an

astrological sign. €f Pzul Turner,-Tennyson, London 1976 prI49—69.
140. Evtorius p 2.

T4I. John Milton, Areovagitica, 1644, quoted Ruthven p 68,

I42. VWilliam Yords:orth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Eallads I805, ed.
D. Roper, London J968. See, in particular, Preface p 2I, 'Lov and rustic
life was generally chosen, because in that condition the essential passions

of the heart find a better soil in which they can attain their maturity!'.

I43, Most notably in his tycle of plays based on Cuchulain, and his own field
vork collating folk-tales. '

144. V.H.Auden,'Paid on Both Sides', Poems, London 1930, revised ed. reprinted in

Collected Longer Poems 1968. The mock-sinister action follows the bizarre

Mummers pattern — the Doctor brings his patient back to life - but this

tcharade! takes on political overtones. See also R.J.Tiddy, The Mummers

Play Oxford 1923, repr. Chicheley I972.

I45. Thom Cunn,.Jack Straw's Castle, London 1976, p(48-58.
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1470

148.

I49.

I50.

I5T.

I52.

I53.

I54.
155.

I56.
I57.

158.

I59.
I60.
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Vernon Vatkins, Ballad of the Mari Lvyd, London 1941, hased on a symbolic,

wooden horse head ceremonially paraded on the last night of the year -
*. 'Eidnight. Midnight. Midnight. Hidnight.
Bark at the hands of the clock!,

Macpherson had some access to oral Scottish folk tradition, hovever bogus

his 'discovery' of Ossian - see Ruthven p 67.

¥illian Tordsvorth, Ecclesiastical Sonnets 3, 'Trepidation of the Druids' -
'Portending ruin to eqch baleful rite
That, in the lapse of ages, hath crept o'er

Diluvian truths and patriochal lore!.

Jacob Iryant New System...of Ancient Mythology, London I774-6, quoted Ruthven

p 68, Creek myth is not original but derived/stolen from the Babylonians,

Thomas Gray praised the Welsh poet William Mason (Ruthven P 68) fér a 'nevw

nythology peculiar to the Druid superstition end not borrowed of the Greeks!

Blake again believed that Britain vas the ancient fount of civilization (see
RButhven p(68—70) and this was reflected in his own confused, often self-

contracictory myth-system; €&ee S,Foster Damon, A Blake Dictionary:the Ideas

and Synmbols of William Blake, London I973. Nevertheless, Blake was in many

ways profoundly unmythical. In The liarriage of Heaven and Hell 'the Ancient

Poets enimated all sensible objects with Gods or Geniuses', but such.
innocent myth~making was turned by the Priesthood into-a rigid system -
'Choosing forms of worship from poetic tales.
And at length they pronounc'd that the Gods had ordertd such things.

Thus men forgot that All deities reside iu: the human breasi!'.

Charles Doughty, The Dawn in Britain, Lende. 1960 Ol 184-190.

Basil Punting, Briggflatts, London 1966, 2nd (reset)ed.p I3. -Bloodaxe is made

the presiding deity of old Northumbria much as Offa is of Mercia.

D.M.Thomas, Logan Stone London I97I (pages unnumbered).

Jeremy Hooker, Solilocuies of =z Chalk Giant, London I974. A note on the giant

P 52, ‘awareness of chalk and flint coincides with my earliest impressions'.

Jeremy Hooker, Solent Shore, Manchester 1978 p I6, 'Tertiary Song'.

Loy Fisher, 'City', Collected Poems 1968, London I979 p 27. The city here

is, of course, Rirmingham - victim of both war and town planning.

Tor a more charitable view of the influence of Olson's Maximus Poems — based

on a close identification vith the fishing village of Gloucester, Mass. -- ~>»

see Nathaniel Tarn,'World ¥ide Open', Intcrnational Times, 28 June I968.

Hugh Mecdiarmid, A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, Lendan 1926,

John Montague, The Hough Iield, Dublin I972, p IS.
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162,
163.
164.
165.
166,
167,
168.

I69.

I70.

I7I.

I72.

I73.

I74.

I75.

Jeremy llooker, Solent Shore p 29, 'Floating-Bridge';
‘ Is it, perhaps, the sludge
of nostalgia, or the unseen

seen too narrovly'.

Geoffrey Chaucer, The Marchantes fale lines II8-I30, <. R -

Christopher larlove, Hero and Leander sestiad II, lines 297-8. (See note I9).

John Kilton,.Paradise Lost, Book 6, 1.447, Book I 1.432.

Edmund Spenser, Prothalamion lines 42-5,

Christopher larlove, 'The Passionate Shepherd to His Love! line IO(Orgel p2II)
Sir Valter Ralegh, 'The Nymph's Reply' line I6. (Orgel p 212).

Andrev Marvell, 'The Nymph complaining for the death of her ?aun', The
Metaphysical Foets, ed. H., Gardner, Harmondsworth I957, pr247 - 250.

'T have a Garden of my own
But with Roses over grom
And Lillies, that you would it guess
To Be a little Wildernmess'. (p 249).

Andrev Marvell, 'The Gardem', ibid p 256 - =  wilderness no more.

Alexander Pope, An Essay on Criticism line 94 -

"Hear how learnéd Greece her useful rules indites,
When to repress, and vhen indulgé our flightss
High on Parnassus' top her sons she showed,

And pointed out those arduous paths they trod'.

Alexander Pope, The Dunciad. Book I lines IT-8.

'Sti11 her old empire to restore she tries,

For, born a goddess, Dulness never dies',

Alexander Pope, The Rape of the Lock. See Ruthven p 58, a poem which 'for

all its superficial hostility to myths and their makers, depends heavily
upon the existence of a reading-public well-acguainted with classical
mythology!t.

Percy Bysshe Shelley, Hellas lines II-I2; 'A brighter Hellas rears its
mountains/from raves serener far! (lines 7-8).

John Keats,'(Epistle) To George Felton Matthew', Poetical ‘orks ed. H.Garrod,

London 1956 p 23 -
t... I am oft in doubt whether at 2ll

I shall again see Phoebus in the morning:

Or flush'd Aurora in the roseate dawning!' (lines 20-22),

John Featss 'The Fall.of Hyperion' Canto I, line 288, Yorks p 4I0.



I76.

177
I78.

179.
180,

I8I.

182,

I83.

184,

28,

Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Idylls of the King, closing lines of 'The Passing of

Arthurt, darkness yielding to a new dawn. Arthur's funeral barge passes
'Dovn that long vwater opening on the deep
Somevhere far off, pass on and on, and go
From less to less, and’vanish into light,

And the new sun rose bringing the new year!'.
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 'The Lotus Eaters!

Algernon Swinburne, 'In memory of Charles Baudelaire! stanza I5, lines 4-7 -
'That thing transformed which was the Cytherean,
With lips that lost their Grecian laugh divine
Long since, and face no more called Erycine,

A ghost, a bitter and luxurious god!.

William Blaeke, 'To the Muses', Poctical Sketches (lines I5-I6),

Arthur Hugh Clough, Amours du Voyage, introduction to Banto IT. Ironically.,

Matthev Arnold's pastoral lament for Clough, Thyrsis, reveals just such
4
a hardening into cliche (lines 97-98);
‘She loved the Dorian pipe, the Dorian strain,

But ah, of our poor Thames she never heard!.

Wilfred Owen, 'Antaeus: A Fragment', Collected Poems, ed. C.Day Levis,
London I963 p I20.

'Inspection', Vorks p 793
"Blood's dirt", he laughed, looking away
Far off to vhere his wound had bled

And almost merged for ever into clay'. (lines 9-IT).

See Al Alvarez, 'The New Poetry or Beyond the Gentility Principle!, prcface

to The Neu Poetry ed. Alvarez, Harmondsworth 1962, arguing cogently for a

more committed poetry - 'it is hard to live in an age of psychoanalysis and
feel oneself wholly detached from the dominant public savagery'! 1966 ed.p27.

See also 'Introduction' to Poetry of the Committed Individual: A Stand

Anthology of Poetry, Harmondsworth I973, ed. Jon Silkin.

See Terry Zagleton, 'Myth and History in Recent Poetry', British Poetry
Since 1960: A Critical Survey ed. M. Schmidt and G. Lindop, Oxford 1972,

pp233-239.
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In the poetry of Seamus Heaney, Irish legend is used as an archetype of tribel
violence and revenge, unchanged from Celtic pre-history to the present 'Troubles'.
This is to explain, not condone, such willed brutality, the poet as archeologist.
Indeed, in an illuminating account of his training as a writerI, Heaney expands on
the equation between farm work and literary creation which underlies much of his
early vwork. This is expressed most blatantly in 'Digging! which (significantly)

opens his ferst full collection Teath of a Naturalist2 - an ironic title in

retrospect, for Heaney's response to the natural vorld deepens rather than

atrophies - in later poems. Indeed, Heaney sees his work as a kind of expiation for
the poet's escape from 'the earth of physical labour to the heaven of education'3,
and a recreation of the former in terms of the latter. ILegend is reborn through

craft (the careful delineation of archetype),the pen- proves as mightv as-the spade:

'Between my finger and my thumb

The squat pen rests,

I'11 dig with it'4,

The effect of this dichotomy between manual work and the watchful intellect lies

at the centre of Heaney's early poetry, and'to some extent enervates it. This
attempt to describe the world in a flurry of metaphors and tropes gives his more
facile poems, as even his most convincing champion has noted, a kind of showiness -

'an axiomatic quality that is perilously close to being self-defeatings

they can even in cumulation coﬁstitute their own kind of precosity'S.
The same critic has also detected an unpleasant nofe of violence - the pen in
'Digging! also rests 'snug as a gun', an over—emphatic distinction is drawn in 'The
Egrly Purges! betveen the soft tovn and the realistic country. This seens, in turn,
to mirror a similar division within the poet, and is ?hus unconvincing in the
brutality - moral and linguistic - of its slick conclusion.

"provention of cruelty' talk cuts ice in town
Vhere they consider death unnatural

But on well-run farms pests heve to be kept down's.
Heaney's early facility, which vas most noticed by early revievers, can novw be
seen to be underlaid by a sense of unease and rei{ned—in viclence, a sensitivity to
the disturbances of modern Ireland - sectarian, social, heir to both the legencs anc
massacres of the past. Heaney, increasingly avare of his own duplicity, is later

to make this archetype of violence his own, a territory 'for the dispossessed!.
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In Death of a Naturalist this sense of uncase is learnt from the natural

world - the spade again instructing the pen - the title poem tracing the progress
from chilchood certainties, 'the warm thick slobber/of frogspain', to adult
disillusion and fear, these tadpoles beccme 'great slime kinss ... gathered
there for vengeance'. This threat seems almost sexual -'obscene threats', 'if

I dipped my hand the spawn would clutch it' - and this fascination for the
sinister continues in 'The Barn' - 'mouse-grey', 'cobiebs clogging up your luncs!
the bright eyes of bais - the young poet himself chaff, prey for predators,

'T lay face-down to shun the fear above.

The tiwo~lugged sacks moved in like great blind rats'8.
In 'An Advancement of Learning! these fears.are faced direct, 'vwith deliberate,
thrilled care!', and thus defeated, the rat here (in a reversal of the process in
'Death of a Naturalist') reduced, through a poet's close observance, from
terror to something pathetic, 'cold, wet-furred, small-clawed'. Man's I
interaction with Nature is similarly ambivalent, alchemically turning milk
into the 'gilded gravel' of butter in 'Churning Day' but, in 'Blackberry-Picking'
turning 'summer's blood', through picking, into a 'rat-grey fungus'. The process
is beyond the poet's redemption, 'each year I hoped they'd keep,knew they would
not'. 'Davn Shoot! extends this destructiveness to a more deliberate killing,
the careful slaughter of a snipe, not for profit but sport, a kind of warning,

'The ones that slipped back when the all clear got round
9

Yould be the first to examine him'”.
In 'Turkeys Observed! these more domesticated birds are also secn in death
but 'cowering', retaining none 'of the smelly majesty of living', their
mortality expected even in life and now human fodd;r, ranged in fcold squadrons’
ready for Christmas. This is the same kind of natural, enforced death accepted
in *'The Egrly Purges', but just as that, unconscicusly perhaps, predictéd
future civil slaughter here the turkeys resemble later human victims, !'just
andther poor forked thing'. More pregnant vith life, conversely, is the .crop
gathered in 'At a Potato Digeing'y, 'live skulls, blind-eyed', gathered as if
in religious ave - 'pr&cessional stooping', 'homage to the famine god', a

ceasonal altar' - and given 'libations of cold tea', sacrifices of crusts.
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Thesze accidental offerings arc homage to the past, for 'live skulls, blind-eyed'
serves also to describe those victims of famine when 'hope rotted like a marrow!',

'A people hungering from birth,

grubbing like plants, in the bitch earth'IO.

This 'rpnning sore!' of history is brought chiliingly to life in 'For the
Commander of the Eliza' where, again, 'living skulls' shock into compascion,
'gaping mouths and eyes/bursting the sockets like spring onions in drills’,
victims reduced to animality 'like a flock of starving gulls'. Ofificial
intolerance here presages a future 'violent and without hope', and unease is
intensified by two cameos of religious bigotry - the Protestant in 'Docker!?,
tblunt as a Celtic cross', who clamps speech 'in the lips vice' and makes his
faith into 'mosaic imperatives' contrasted with 'Poor "omen in a City Church',
Catholics whose 'beesnax brows' resemble the candles they light, symbols of
the deadening ritual to vhich they kneel. This tacitly made comparison,

stern intolerance and Teeble prostration, leads inexorably to future conflict.

Death of a Naturalist is not all so negative, however - it also recozds

everydey epéphanies -(to reach their apogee much later in Stations), moments .
of sudden illuminaticm in either life or art vhich symbolise a wider continuum,
‘The Biviner', for example, discerns 'the pluck of water' through his 'green
aerial', a homing in on the 'secret stations' of earth echoed in 'Gravities'.
Fere, Joyce's yearnings toward Ireland, tplinding in Paris', are seen as a deep-
pooted instinct held in common with lovers who tre—enter the native port of
their embrace', like the poet's eye in 1vaterfall! a motionless point in a
turning world which 'yet records the motion standing sti1l!'.(motion controlled,
.the 'Cow in Cglf' whose heats and calves 'keeD comigg and going',‘the 'Trout!
which ramrodés the current in a '%olley of cold blood'). Art should be as precise
as the best crafts, the 'curt cuts' of the séade's 'bright edge' so admired in

'Digging' reproduced in 'In <mall Toimlands' as a painter's eye for detail,

'The splintered lights slice like a spade
That strips the land of fuzz and blotch,

Pares clean as bone'II.

Similarly, 'Synge on Aran' celebrates that writer's truth to the hardships of

Irish peasant life, his 'nib filed on a salt wind/and dipped in the keening cea'.
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Conversely, in 'Saint Francis and the Birds', Francis's bect poem is his
preaching to the birds, art as action, 'his argument true, his tone light!',
Art must challenge not palliate, l?ke Beethoven's concerto in 'The Play Vey', a
snare to trip children 'to fall into themselves unknovingly', and unlike the
'narcotic strumming' of 'The Folk Singers', prostituting folk tradition so that
'pale love'! is 'rouged for the street'. These visions require hard .ork to

achieve their mystéries, as does the keeping pure of this

'Numb passion, pearled in the shy

Shell of a country love'Iz.

Heaney's own love poems concur. 'Poem! (addressed to his vife Mazie) takes
up the ever-present digging metaphor to compare himself as a child, his mud
walls always washed away 'before the rising autumn rain' with his adult self,

'Within new limits nov, arrange the world

I3

¥ithin our walls, within our golden ring' ~.

In 'Honeymoon Flight' this nev arranging is implicitly compared to the plane
hanging 'miraculous! in air, 'travellers,.at this point, can only trust',
vhile 'Lovers on Aran' compares love to the meeting of earth and ater, 'sea
broke on land to full identity'. Similarly, in 'Valedictian', loss causes
discord in nature, 'need breaks on my strand', vwhile the cautious lovers in
"Twice Shy! are held asi'havk and prey apart. Heaney's imagery approaches the
metaphysical, emotion frozen into tropes dra.n either from craftvork - in
'Scaffolding' the lovers, like 'masons', let old bridges fall 'confident that
ve have built our wall!' - or the natural world - as in 'Storm on the Island',
L%here this nev house faces (partly symbolic) tempest,

.

'We are bombarded by the empty air.

Strange, it is a huge nothing that we fear'14.

This sense of love, and the historical nexus which surrounds it, extends
to the poet's own family. ‘'Ancestral Photograph' (more tightly rhymed and
constructed than Heaney's usual technigue - in which art tries to disguicse
itself) closcs this 'chapter of our chronicle'. Heaney's great-uncle 'begins to
fade/and must come do.n', both his portrait relegated from bedroom 1all to the

attic - repository of forgotten family history and the legencs of the past -
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wwe— and his memory consigned to history. These crafts have been passcc on,
from uncle to nephew, father to son - Heaney himself learnt them 'twenty ycars
ago' herding cattle to the fair - but they are no. atrophying with progress,

'No room for dealers if the farmers shopped

Like housevives at an auction rvom ... '15.

Such losses, the accumulated folk . isdom of previous generations, are important,
even if revealed in apparently trivial asides - as in 'Digging', 'by God, the
0ld man could handle a spade/just like his o0ld man'. They are, how.ever, often
svalloved up in ceremony, just as, inA'MidJPerm Break', thc young Heancy rails
to replize the tragedy of his younger brother's death until the pathos of the
fingl line, 'a four foot box, a foot for every year'. Tradition and family can,
nevertheless, stifle, rather than enrich, the future and it is this sense of
imprisonment that underlies 'Follover', the ploughing motif and his father's
accumulated skill turned, now, into a failure to exorcise the past in oricr 1o
properly live thg present. Heaney once walked in his father's 'broad shadow',

'aotcoao‘c-;coacoo but to—day
It is my father vho keeps stumbling

Behind me and will not go away'I .
This theme of escape from his father and all that he represents - the soil,

Irish tradition, responsibility, ithe forces of the past - could well be seen

as Heaney's most urgent, though hidden, subject‘in Teath of a Naturalist, and
this ghost is finally exorcised in the uncollected 'Boy driving his Father to
Confession', a poem, for someone as ‘tight-lipped" as Heaney, of sgrprising
éelf—revelation. This celebrates the four occasions on which the poet has
tfound chinks ih. the paternal mail/to find you lost like me'. The last of tnece
follows the father's own attempt to similarly come to terms with God, thus
revealing his ovn vulnerability(bracing himself for a 'confession' similar

to that mace by Heaney in writing ihis poem) and thus becomes approachables

'You grunt, and slam the cdoor. I vatch another

17

Who groves as ewkwardly to know his father' .
Vith this relationship clarified and settled, the poet is frec to assess, in a
more detached .ay, his similarly inescapablc and deep rooted ties with his

Irish heritage, digging, albeit €till with the pen not the space, into his o n
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culture, using poetry as a means of forcing a 'door into the dark!,

Door into the Dark itself, Heaney's second collection, is more unified, both

by a linear development of subject and thought - a1l subsequent books until Field
Vork are increasingly attempts at the epic - and a concentration on certain key
images - allied to the collection's underlying themes; Ireland's darkness, fishing

for meaning, lough water as a means of expression. The morals drawn are less pat

than in Death of a Naturalist, the descriptions more carefully controlled,the poems
more resonant, and the mysteries of the natural vorld, again often in themselves

terrifying, shade gradually into the legéndary'(the archetype, again, of violance).
This last process is best traced in the opening dozen poems. 'Night Piece! begins

Door into the Dark with a description of dark and terror, the nightmare horse a

symbol for the 'dull pounding' of another's pain, the sectarian strife of Northern
Ireland - 'must you know it again?!., 1In 'Gonef, this horse has been taken awvay,
but its very absénce is still dominant, 'leaving this stable wnmade!. Its discarded
harness - like a dead man's clothes - is a sad testimony to life frozen in death,
fever brought to the chill of the grave (an image of archetypal, legendary decline).

'The sweaty twist of the bellyband

Was stiffened, cold in the hand'IS.

Ireland is hinted at in this deserted stable, holding dim memorials to sharp
suffering - 'his hot reek is lost/the place is old in his must'— and such archetypal
slaughter is rehearsed in 'Dream', a further nightmare 'before I woke!. A dream of
harvesting, ‘hacking a stalk/thick as a telegraph pole', becomes suddenly a tribal
memory of ritual beheading (to be continued in North), 'the next stroke/found a
man;s head under the hook'. The impassive skill of this sacrifice - 'I heard the
steel stop/in the bone of the brow! - continues into the 'business-like conception!
of 'The Outlaw', Kelly's bull creates a 1life with *the unfussy ease of a good
tradesman', zs much part of native fertility as the t'shaggy' catkins in tke lene.
Nevertheless, tke bull is 'unlicensed', the outlaw of the title, and derives both
his ease and virility from the mysteries of night and the natura order, 'who, in
his own time, resumed the dark, the straw!., It is this hidden shrine dark with
secrecy - whether stable, nightmare or shed - which Heaney's curicsity sciiles on

for the rest of Door into the lark, an image for the timelessness of legend, the

archetype of lost Ireland.
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'The Forge' presents this 'door into the dark' in another guise, the craft
of the villagevblacksmith recalling less troubled times, the 'clatter of hoofs'
(horses acain as spirits of the past) set against modern traffic 'flashing in
rows'. The blacksmith takes on the brusque efficiency of Kelly's bull - he
‘grunts', 'expends himself in shape and music' ~ as well as it$ secrecy, his
anvil an 'altar' to ancient mysteries, 'set there immoveable'. Craftwork again
redeems the present through the isdom of the past in 'Thatcher'. Here the
workman's apparent tardiness - 'it sQemeé he spent the morning warming up' -
belies the same casual efficiency leading 1o magic, alchemical gold out of straw,

'Je shaved and flushed the butts, stitched all together

Into a sloped honeycomb, a stubble patch,

And left them gaping at his liicas ﬁauch'I9.

The thatcher here is a representative of the poet through his gquiet ordering,
transforming skill into art, just as the child/poet of the earlier 'Personal
Helicon' cefined his own myths, a'big-eyed Narcissus' “ho made rhymes in order
to 'see myself, to set the darkness echoing'. If that poen seemed to desert

the natural world of the collection, Death of a Naturalist, vhich it concluded

— an apparent farewell to both sinister rats and loce-bearing vwells - 'The
Peninsular' opens up this subject mattér again, here used not to (literally)
reflect the poet but explore his heritage, 'you're in the dark again'. Nature
bequeathes an abiding image of the meeting of land, sky and sea, a mystic
encounter vhich provides Heaney vith a new lack-of meaning, ‘nothing to say'
‘Except that now you will encode all landscapes

By this: things founded clean on their o n shapes,

: . 20

Vater and ground in their extremity' .

'In Gallarus Oratory' uses this insight to unlock the mystery of an ancient

Christian site vhich combines vomb-like security - a tturfstack', the 'heart of

the globe' - with the darkmess of the past - 'a core of old dark walled up with
stone! filled vith the 'black weight' of the monks' breathing - to create a

. v s Vs o : . . . o
kind of life—in-ceath, ceath~in-life, 'founded there like heroes in a barro'.

These packed surrouncings se:m to reduce man - 'no worshipper/zould leap up to

his God off this floor' - but conversely,. on leaving them, Nature itgelf is
’ 8 ’
imbued with religious ccremonys 'the_sea: a censer and the grass a.flame’',

i PN
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As begt befits this undorlying sense of dark, Irish myth is seen throughout
Heaney's siork as more brutaliand chilling than the southern pantheons, a
'sterner! system deriving from ancient hardship and slaughter, In 'Cirls
Bathing, Galvay 1965', voman is seen not as 'milk-limbed Venus' but 'a piratec
gueen in battle clothes', an archetype enduring as 'the years/shuttle through
space invisibly' and enmeshed 'in fear and sin'. ¥hat is redeeming in this
myth is the very ordinariness of its mysterics - earlier seen in domestic
animals, craftvork, ruins -~ and open sexuality, 'so Venus comes, matter of fact'.
BSuch fertility is revived, ironically, in 'Requiem for tﬁé Croppies', their
Egreal coat pockets 'full of Earley' vhich seeds long after these rebels are
corpses, slaughtered in pitched battle by the English, ‘shaking scvthes at
cannon'. 1In their death these croppies reinvigorate Ireland, both literally
and mythically, precursors of 'neuv tactics' to set free a nation -

'They buried us vithout shroud or coffin

And in August the barley grew up out of the grave'gI.

Landscape has indeed been mythologised into meaning, history into legend.

The rest of Door into the Dark falls,fairly naturally, ifito three parts,

These deal,in turn, vith love, the natural vorld and the past, all both presented
for their own scke and yet given added significance through their context, close
description made & function of symboliém. 'Rite of Spring', for example, views
the freeing of a frozen vwater pump, 'ice foundiﬁg itself/upon iron',(in a2
somewhat chancy sexual metaphor)as a kind of fertility ritual, ‘her entrance
ves wet, and she came!. 'Undine' again presents love obliquely, the éexual'act
xreflected in the diverting of a stream, which here expresses its devotion. It is
mythologised as an undine, a female water spirit -'cisrobed', 'dispersing myself
for love' and giving in return 'subtle increase and reflection'.- and this

coupling brings fertility, 'human, warmed to him'. 'The ¥Wife's Teale! éontinues
this idea of woman as provider (water to man's earth - 'as proud as if he -ere
the land itself'), bringing refreshments for the harvesters and admiring their
work, linked to the timeless process of the past, sustepance as varfare -

'... fTorks vere stuck at angles in the ground

As javelins migi% merk lost batt&efieldS'ZZ.
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The wife's approval and her provision of food seem, again, sexual at base, as
the -thresher's double-entendre well indicates - 'I declare a woman could lay out
a field/though boys like us have little call for cloths'.- and the men nov rest
like exhausted lovers, 'spread out; unbuttoned, grateful, under the trees'., Such
memorials of fertility, both Ploughing and seed-time, lead neatly into three
poems +hich deal primarily with pregnancy. ‘'Mother'presents this in terms of
repetitious, wearying farmwork. The wife's duties - priming the pump (released
in 'Rite of Spring'), feeding the cows, repairing the gate which 'does not jingle
for joy anymore - match the exertions of her unborn son - 'this plunger inside
me', t‘young calf/gone wild on a rope', a 'gate for myself' which is frayed by
bad weather, 1Inner and outer realities are both subject to disillusion, a chill
wind which 'stuffs air down my throat'. 'Cana Revisited! views couzeption
instead as a miracle, not water into wine but 'the bone-hooped womb, rising like
yeastt, a 'conéecrafion' which is extraordinary because so ordinary, 'wbndrous
(veing their own)!. 'Elegy for a Still-Born Child' follows hope with despair,
romance with tragedy, a return to the genuine pathos of 'Mid-Term Break!,

'A wreath of small clothes, a memorial pram,

23

And parentis reaching for a phantom limb'“~,

This sadness continfies ‘into 'Victorian Guitar',; its inscription 'more like the
plate on a coffin', and the guitar represents Louisa's freedom before marriage,
'trim as a girl in stays'. Such licence is forbidden in wedlock;i-'John Charles
did not hold with fingering! - but this forsaken sexuality is continued (in
musical terms) by the poet, 'the man vho has it now/is giving it the time of its
life'. This section of love poems, of different kinds but all allied to art

or nature, concludes on a guieter note with 'Night'Drive'. Heaney celebrates
'the smells of ordinariness'! made new, a triumphal progress—'eachvplace granting
its name's fulfillment' - as the lights of combine, forest fire and cafes in
turn go out until love is echoed in geography, a renewal of (transformed)
ordinariness, where 'Italy/laid its loin to France on the darkened sphere!.
Love is 2 resolution of the tensions and discoveries of the outside world, and
these ambitious roems look forward to the more complex harmonies of 'A Lough

Neagh Sequence', from family legend to those of the tribe,
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The major themes of 'A Lough Neagh Sequence' have already been prepared
for. 'The Salmon Fisher to the Salmon' presented fishing ac a mutual process,
'we're both annihilated on the fly', both coming 'to grief through hunger!.and
adherence to their mutual roles, hunted and hunter, victim and executioncr -

'You can't resist a gullet full of steel,
I vill turn home fish~-smelling, scaly'?4.

In 'ﬁlegy for a Still Barn Child', the mother is like a fishing rod wvhose

catch has got away, 'an empty creel/unlearning the intimate nudge and pull?,

the dead child a ‘collapsed'spheret, fallen 'shooting star'y, em 'evicted world'.
Such theughts - 'bizth of »death, exhumation of death' — characterise '"lonely
Jjourneys' over bare roads, the same progmess into meaning as in 'The Peninsula'y

'Past mountain fields, full to the brim with cloud,

¥hite waves riding home on a wintry lough'25.
'At Ardboe Point' is set right on this'lough shore', placing love - 'to kiss
between sheets! - in its natural context, the 'green pollen' of mosquitoes
another form of fertility, both doomed and a revelation of the outside world,

'Choirs, dying through
Their owm live empyrean, troublesome only

As the last veil on a dancer'zé.

This t'smoke of flies' is not a plague but a last summoning of innocence =
'shattering daintily/against the vindséreen' — and 'Relic of Memory' sees lough
vater as preserving such fragility, helping to ;incarcerate ghosts/of sap and
season'., This 'drowning love' characterises 'A Lough Neagh Sequence' itself,
dedicated 'for the fisherman', Heaney's first extended treatment of local legend.

tUp the Bhoret!, section I of the sequence, emphasises both the dangers of
this coastal eel fishing (the»sequence's ostensible subject) - 'the lough will
claim a victim every year! - and its craft, 'there is a sense of fair p;ay in
the game'., The same quality that 'hardens wood to stone!' in the lough hardens
the fishermen who gain their livelihood from it, eschering’modern fishing
methods and not learning to swim so that 'we'll be the quicker going down' if

capsized. The past is preserved here, both through such rituals and as gcography,

the lough itself 'the scar left by the Isle of Man', @ long drowned town not
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'sunk beneath its watexn'. Section 2, 'Beyond Sargasso', begins the eel's long
migration 'half-way/across the Atlantic', a progress 'sure/as the satellitels
insinuating pull? (its difficulty mirrored by the short abrupt lines employed
here), the eel a 'muscled icicle/that melts itself longer/and fatter'. This
procreation takes place in the darkness earlier emphasised, for night both
protects and brings to fertility, delivering 'him hungering/down each undulation?,
The third section, 'Bait', recalls the 'drainmaker's spade' of 'Beyond Sargasso!,
digging into the silt, and, more distantly, an earlier kind of tempting,

'Yalton thought garden worms, perfumed
By 0il crushed from dark ivy berries
The lure that took you best'27.

Here there is no need for such sophistication,ths milght: again the time for these
rgiders, 'the lamp's beam their prow and compass', patience (as for the thatcher)
and sexuality (as for the pump) combined into a craft, 'draw steady and he'll
come'. Having caught these worms - innocent ventilators of the ground/making

the globe a perfect fit'--as 'garland for the bay', this bait must be laid, a
process.described in section 4, 'Setting'!. Again 'indifferent skillt! is
mcelebrated, mingled with guile -the fishiéé line ‘'out of sight and cut of mind',
the 'bouquet of small hookst.- and ritual -the cirecling gulls 'responsive acolyteg'
tdé whom is made sacrifice the last of the 'chopped vorms', 'good riddance, earthy
shower '] The crew 'pursue the work in hand as destiny', a sense of tradition,
followed Ffor its own sake,that continues in the fifth section, 'Lifting',

'And wvhen did this begin?

This morning, last year, when the lough first spawned?

28

The crews will ansver, 'Once the season's in''
BEarth and water are again combined, the 'filament of smut' vhich clings to the
fishing line, while the dying eels, 'the hook left in gill or gum', knit themselves
into a Celtic whorl, a 'knot of back and pewter belly/that stays continuously one',
as intricate as the boats' wakes, 'enwound as the catch', both fishermen and ecls
tsucked home like lubrication'. This instinctual home-coming is examined further
in 'The Return', section six, the eel 'following/uhim deliberately'. providing

tits own taper and light

through the weltering dark 27,

The eel conquers both dark and earth - 'at sea in grass', crossing the land by
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'new trenches, sunk pipes, swamps, running streams, the lough!' - and passes back
into the ocean 'down in her origins', scattering her young, 'the current carries
#slicks of orphaned spawn'. Section T, 'Vision', confirms childhood fears, the
Wec threat that hair lice, if unchecked, would 'gang up/into a mealy rope/and
drag him ... down 1o the water! is revived by seeing these eels move across grass
alike ‘hatched fears'. Nightmare is brought to life, the field seeming to move
in a'jellied road', a monstrous vision of the various kinds of circularity -
traditional, supernatural ('a victim every year') - the whole sequence celebrates

'Phosphg@rescence, sinewed slime

continued at his feet., Time

confirmed the horrid cable'30.

The remaining poems move further into landscape and the past; The Given
Note' derives a kind of folk culture from the elements, 'spirit musict' which is
learnt from the wind and, through art, 'rephrases itself into air', vhile 'The
BPlantation' makes nature itself magical, 'ghosting your bearings/improvising
charmed rings' and thus teaching man thow to lose yourself' and thus become whole
'Witch,/Hansel and Gretel in one', 'Yhinlands' stresses»the connection between
Ethese natural elements and the preseryation of the past, the sticks which, even
zafter fire 'remain like bone, charred horn', take on a 'stunted dry richness:!
gvhich persists near (and over) signs of earlier human habitation, 'flintbed and
Ebattlefield'. Similarly, ‘'Shoreline' celebrates the 'black locks'! of Ireland,
its rocks 'forgotten like sentries' but still remembering earlier invaders,
Danes, 'black ﬂawk bent on the sail', 'chinking Normans' and 'currachs hopping
high'y, thissing submissions' of the sea. 'Bann Clay! again preserves the pest,

a 'clutch of Mesolithic/flints' testimony to the agé of this clay 'sunk for
cénturies' and underrunning the valley, a !smooth wéight' which, iike tradition,
'holds and glutst', The final poem, 'Bogland', fired by Glob's research31;‘bears
testimony to the preservative povers of Irish peat, the 'cyclops' eye/of a tarn!
which keeps intact the past - butter, the Great Elk, tradition - a history which
seems bottomless, 'every layer they strip/seems camped on before!. Like the:e
peat diggers, %eaney vo:s to use his spade of poetry to dig further in this dark,

'Our pioneers keep striking

Inwvards and downwards'32.
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In pre-history and legend, Heaney has diccovered his own 'door into the dark?,
able at last to revivify himself from these traditional sources and thus 're-echo

our own speech in formal and surprising arrangements'33. Hintering Out34, his

third collection, shows the benefits of this return to the past. In retrospect,
its partial, though not fully realized, attempt at thematic unity proves a crucial
transitional phase between Heaney's early mastery of locel (in both senses) detail
and the rich fullness of gggjg, Both works are divided into two sections, twin
aspects of an archetypal violence. The first part deals-with Irish legend and
history, notably linguistic, and their interaction with the Northern landscape; the
second part uses such achieved knovledge to explore the difficulties of the precent,
personal and political., These latter, the 'Troubles! of virtual civil war - alvays
the cruellest of all - are referred to in the italicised poem35 which prefaces =*.

Wintering Out; their only direct evocation in that collection. An internee camp,

unreal and yet undeniable, 'a bad dream witk no sound!, serves as a metaphor for
Ulster. The 'little destiny' - the bitter archetype of Irish legend — that has SAETR
evolved such hatred is to be further traced in North. Whether this refusal toc face
violence direct butto refract it through folklore, through personal escape — both
collections end with the poet in exile - is legitimate contemplétion or a shying
avay will be discussed later. As a brooding presence offstage, legend resurgent,
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'the 'Troubles! have certainly lent his poetry urgency and authenticity'”".

The opening poems of Part One of Wintering Cut evoke the history and natural

bend%icence of Ireland, its fruitfulness almost a miracle, 'multiple as }oaves and
fishes'37. In 'Fodder', the poet states his reliance on this to 'comfort and .
provide security, 'to bed the stall'. Thik fodder is also a symbol for the past -
it is 'last summer's - and, in the first of many linguistic referencesv and puns;
represents a search for fatherhood, 'or, as we said/fother'. The past is rejected
in 'Bog Oak!', however, where the cart track leads back not to legend and its
archetypes - fcutter of mistletoe'38 - but to the fanciful 'geniuses' of place
invented by the English poet Spenser ané the false culture thet he helped import,
"towards vatercress and carrion'39. More genuine are the 'mound-dwellers' of !'Anahor-

ish', a place name from the poet's Fhildhopd ﬁhich npw.eques hoth‘his.:uralAgast -

men dispersing ice, as in 'Rite of Spr}ng'~and the figures of legend, 'vaist-deep in
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mist!"™", ‘'Servant Boy' returns to the central image of farmwork set out in 'Fodder!
a vord repeated here, and sets it in a strange limbo between Present and past. The
boy comes 'swinging a hurricane-lamp! but also is described first-footing (a New
Year's Day ceremony) the 'back doors of the little barons's he is 'impenitent! yet
brings fertility, 'carrying the warm eggs'4I. An even more direct analogy between
past and present is made in 'The Last Mummer'. Again symbolically coming ‘'out of
the fog'42, this dying example of primitive folk tradition is as ambivalent as the
figures in ‘'Anghorish', and a similar mixture of the mysterious and the sinister.
The poem continues the New Year ceremonies ~'tagain an old year dies'43 - and this
'fabulous' ritual represents both the'taboos! of Ireland and a way to avoid, or at
least sidestep, its native violence, the archetype of slaughter;

'picking a nice way through

the long toils of blood!44,

The mummers disappear back into darkness and dream, their ancient ritual drama of
'St. George, Beelzebub and Jack Straw'45 having once again fulfilled its original
purpose, that of fertility rite - the eternity of legend - and having thus

‘uintousled a first dewy path

into the summer grazing'46.

'Land! pursues this sense of remote ancestry in terms of the earth itself, exploring
thetdark tracks! of the previous poem, while anticipation of coming Spring is
heightened by the appearance of !'shifting hares!, .Heaney opens up his own 'Tight-
of-vay' both to his native fields and to his ancestral past. He raises a cairn in
its memory, and in commemoration of his own desertion of the land - 'I was ready to
go énywhere'47. The poem itself becomes a kind of folk-offering, a token scarecrow

to frighten away marauders, itself a symbol of over—-abundant fertility,

'a woman of old vet leaves,

rush-bands and thatcher's scollops'48.
Hovever, the poet comes instead to identify with the wild hares, and finds himself
'snared! too, presumably by the toils of the past, 'swinging an ear-ring of sharp
Wire'49. Irish historical tradition, the way of violence, is not so easily escaped.
The next group of poems traces this history more caréfully through one of itis
most sensitive monitors, the Irish dialect, a linguistic pressure-gauge used to

even more effect in North., 'Gifts of Rain', the first of this group, traces this
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‘shared celling of blood'50 in the name-:of his local river, the Moyola, 'breething
its mists/through vowels and history'sl. Continuing the water/language motif of
'Anghorish', the poem traces the coming of spring and fertility invoked by the
Mummers. Like the 'still mammal' - presumably an otter, which exists half in vater,
half on land - which 'fords his 1life by soundings'52 or the farm worker 'wading?
his flooded fields whose arms 'grope the cropping lands'53, the poet explores
afresh his native landscape. Earth and.river similarly combine to a strange rich
fertility, 'a flower of mud-water'. These rains again evoke the archetype of past,

'Soft voices of the dead
are whisbering by the shore'54,

and Heaney questions, for the future's sake, the need for such excess, Section iv
ansvers these doubts in terms of linguistics. 'The tawny guttural wate*/spells
itself’55, and Moyola combines sound and meaning, place and name,'bedding-the-ldcald:
in the utterance'; This flooding is seen as almost sexual; in a typically bold
metaphor, 'the 'mating call' of the river tpleasures! Dives, a biblical name for the
rich natural soil of Ireland, 'hoarder of common ground!. In 'Toome!, exploration
of language is seen as a kind of prospecting, bringing to light the 'soft blastings!
of Ireland's tribal past, a mingling of violence, ancient culture, art and trade;

'loams, flints, musket-balls,
fragmented vware,

tores and fish—bones'56.

Sifting through Ireland's talluvial mud'!, however, proves treacherous, for suddenly
it gives way beneath the explorer, earth combines with water not for fertility tut
'bogWater'. This soggy atmosphere continues in 'Broagh', again set between earth
and water - riverbank, ford andtgarden mould'. A heelmark in this wet ground can
represent 'the black O/in Broagh! just as its sound echoes the 'low tattoo' of rain.
This very native sound helps define the true Irishman, as a kind of initiation test,
for the shower ends suddenly, just like 'broagh' with its final syllable, a

'gh the strangers found

difficult to manage'57.

tOracle' turns such listening into a close identification with the natural processes.

A child, presumably the poet, hides in the trunk of a willow; when called he replies

as if part of the tree himself, in this a kind of boy Diena — 'oracle! of the sacred
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vood58 -'lobe and larynx/of the mossy places'59, and their spokesman, their owm
'listening familiar'. This integral tie between the land and its native inhabitants
is made more explicit in 'The Backward Look'. Here the disappearance of the old .
way of life is symbolised by the extinction - in Ireland at least - of the wild
snipe, its cry being transformed 'into dialect/into variants! just ;s its flight
pattern represents the analagou:;gf the Irish language.(archetype of dissolution),

'A stagger in air

as if a language

failed ...'60.

This extinction ‘is, significahtly, due to the gunj-- the 'spiper's eyrie' watches the
bird's last flight over 'twilit earthworks!'! and other vestiges of primitive culture.
Just as Irish has been subjugated by English, so the snipe too is now kept alive
only in folk memory, !the combs/of a fieldworker's archive'6I. 'Traditions'explores
this linguistic defeat more directly, again - as in 'Gifts of Rain' - through a

sexual metaphor with overtones of compulsiom, less pleasant here, nearer to rape.

tOur guttural :muse
vas bulled long ago
by the alliterative traditionf62.

The articulation of this language decsays ('uwvula' continuing the perhaps overfly
technical anatomy of the palate traced im 'Toome' and 'Oracle') just as did the
worship of Brigid, pagan goddess of fertiiity63. Sexual submission is complete,
custom 'beds us down' into Britain. Ironically, th; 'Elizabethan English' which
represents this enslavement is itself far purer, 'correct Shakespearean'! than thse
'furled consonants' of its moderm equivalent in England. Similarly, earlier doubts
as to the identity of the Irish as either illiterate, half-mad ory prophetically,
blbod—thirsty ~ 'anatomies of death'! -~ are answered by Bloom, archetypal Odysseus

and wandering Jew in Joyce's UiZsseé64 in his affirmation of Irish nationhood.

',ee'Irelandt, said Bloom,

T was born here, Ireland'65.
'A New Song' reinforces such optimism by stressing the positive aspects of the
linguistic sensitivity displayed in the preceding poems, as well as gathering

together some of their most important motifs., In the first poem in Wintering Out to

express regl affection, the poel meets 'a girl from Derrygarve', but it is the place

not the girl,vhich inspires love. The 'lost potent musk! of this name recalls f@e
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poet's childhood near the river Moyola, echoing its first appearance in 'Gifts of
Rain', just as its ‘pleasuring' directly recalls the fusion of earth and vater in
the same poemn., Similarly, the girl becomess a surrogate priestess of the past, a
'chance vestal daughter! bouring a 'sﬁooth libation' of what is 'vanished!, 'twilitt?
as the darkness into which those other figures of myth, the mummers, disappeared.
Nevertheless, the past cam still redeem the present, the archetype still holds;

In a reversal of the process traced in 'Traditions', the Irish language can still
reverse its defeat by English, just as the river flooded in 'Gifts of Rain', thus

'To flood, with vowelling embrace,

Demesnes staked out in consonants'66.
Speech and landscape can again conquer whkat for so long seemed irfedeemably lost,
'stepping stones! “toira new sovereignty, legends for a new age.

Conversely, the remaining poems in Part One of Wiritering Out deal not with:

new life but with age and death, again:seenvprimariiy in terms of Irish legend and
history, and thus redeemable, at least through the poet!s art. The tone is set in
'The Other Side', which contradicts the view of Ireland as 'Dives! in 1Qifts of
Rain';v7'It1s‘poor as Lazarus, that ground'. In the biblical passage which both
draw on68, this is itself double edged; the rich mam is consigned to Hell while the
beggar Lazarus ascends to heaven. Perhaps Ireland can also be raised from the dead,
through its archetypes, the collective power of the race. 'The Other Side! itsel?
deals with a purveyer of such religious myths, a mad néighbour described with: the
directness and exaggeration of youth - a monster from the poet's childhood who
prefigures the policeman in 'A Constable Calls! ~ vho takes on the mantle of a
proéhet, twhite haired/swinging his blackthorn'. In his condemnation of the
Heaneys'! 'scraggy acres! and their lack of biblical wa}rant, intolerance is fueled.

tYour side of the house, I believe,

hardly rule by the book at a11'70.
The scene is set for the coming civil war, an archetype of violence is established.
This divide betweem stern evangelical Protestant and poor superstitious Catholic,
‘mournfully' saying their rosary, is mapped out here by a stream, the river - in
earlier poems - of Ireland's pre-history. The poem ends, metaphorically, in the
dark, the same unlit yard as in 'Servant Boy! and 'The Last Mummer!, but there is

elso a hint of possible reconciliation. The old man at last shows some sensitivity
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to the problems of the tother sidet, shy as if recognizing 'a stranger's weeping?,
while the young Heaney is seen as half decided on truce through future fertility,
*the price of grass seed'. This sense of divide and growing hostility, first
defined in legend, becomes more pronounced, however, in 'The Wool Trade! (prefaced
by Joyce's earlier description. of the same split)7I. The trading and weé;ing~of
wool is seem as yet another example of dying Irish tradition, again rrofoundly
involved with native language and landscape, a legendary harmony now lost.

'Hills_and flocks and streams conspired
To a language of waterwheels,

A lost syntax of looms and spindles'72.
The sadness of this decline is again expressed linguistically; Rambling phrases
twarm as a fleece/out of his hoard' and 'soft names! — like the 'soft blastings! of
oome? = now fade into the 'gallery of the tongue' through under-use. Trade turns
from craft into its modern, mechanised, more English equivalent; its hardness and
colour are symbolic of future brutality, an archetypal (inherent) violence -

tAnd T must talk of tweed,
A stiff cloth with flecks of bloodf73.

tLinen Town' continues this fabric/language motif.and makes explicit the atmosphere

of impending bloodsled. Heaney studies a painting completed shortly before civil

15

war, twelve years before the I798 rebellion of Volfe Tone , created . -

tOn one of the last afternoons

of reasonable 1ight"74.

The hanging of McCracken helped create a new Itish language, that of violence and
paim, 'the swinging tongue of his body", which makes such peacefulness impossible

again ~ the Irish river of history is irreversably turned now by the tide of war.

¢

tSmell the tidal Lagan:
Take a last turm
In the tang of possibility476.

This coming violence is invoked in 'A Northern Hoard', the intensity of which
reveals a new urgency in Heaney's work (learnt from legend). If it is possible to
separate out a moment when the poet's work takes on major significance, it is here,

& mysterious, tragic and yet representative tone based on surrender to native mythic

archetype; 'A Northern Hoard' presents a series of nightmares, much. 1ike the earlier

poem 'Dream®. All are tied in with Irish legend and evoke, in extreme form, a
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spirit of disharmony and terror in the nation's history 'that plagued us all', In
section one, 'Roots!, a lover's body, 'moonstruckt in the light from a street lamp,
takes on the quality and texture of ancient landscape, 'drifted barrow, sunk
glacial rock'. Love, however, is seen as difficult to maintain in a time of war -
fgunshot, sirenm and clucking gas" - and a place of irredeemable sin, 'our old
Gomorral', EBither it must be allowed to decay, or this spirit of wviolence -
archetype of 'the pale sniper' - must e extirpated, ‘we petrify or uproot nowt,

In the first dream of this thoard! of legends, Heaney approaches the mandrske, for
so long viewed superstltlously because of the resemblance of 1t root to a twisted
body, 'lodged human fork!. This is already sogked in 'tidal blood! (referring
back to the tide of ciwvil war unleashed in the previous poem) and yet it is also a
plont lodged in native soil, 'earth.sac'; Thus it unites the two images of Ireland
already so painstakingly established,>earth and water, land and stream. The poet
therefore strikes at the heart of ancient tribal wviolence .in this prophetic dfear.

'And T wound its damp smelly loam
And stop my ears against the scream'7T.

Section two, 'No Man's Land!, draws Both its title and its atmosphere from trench
warfare, The poet escapes the imprisonment of war —-wounds like 'streaming webst! of
bBlood -~ only to find that similar carnage now affects his own homeland. Past
attempts to remedy this have merely proved ineffectual, while the poet's earlier
lack of concern also 'condones! these retaphorical wounds on his nation (the sicknese
of archetype), 'infected sutures/and ill-knit bone’78. In sectiom three, 'Stumpf,
Heaney—describes his own speechlessness at such atrocities, Horror has reduced him
to his owm Basics, shock forms its owm kind of wound, 'I'm cauterized, a black

stump of home'79. No Sanctuary!, the fourth section, expresses this violent horror
vby combining folklore and’‘nightmare., Set 2t Halloween, the traditional turnip mesk,
vith its ancestry of totemism and fire-worship, expresses the ancient identification
of fertility and sacrifice, 'death mask of harvest'. Similarly, the Iricsh race

seem to resume their native paganism, 'we ring and stare into unhallowed light*
Section 5, 'Tinder', shows the lack of comfort that thié tribal past now brings;
like the 'burnt out gable! of 'Stump!, even the fire of 'No Sanctuary' is now

extinguished, and only cold ashes are lefi. The Irish race tressure the relics of
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their ancestors - flints, the 'cold beads of history and bone!, 'charred linen! (an

echo of 'Linen Town') - but these are now powerless, lacking theé. fire of ‘mev. hope,

"What could strike a blaze

From our dead igneous days?“sI.

The modern Irish form the superstitious 'ring® of the previous sectidn; They face
the oncoming darkness, prefigured in the final 'afternoon of reasonable light!',
‘red-eyed' like the 'red dog's eyes! of the turnip man. Reduced to the very basics
of their past, this sparseness is a form of defiance, hope for a better future,

'With new history, flint and iron,

Cast-offs, scraps,' nail, canine "82.
This sequence reveals a new power at work in Heaney's work, both in the bleakness
of its despair ~ thuddled at dusk in a ring" - and the haunting nature of its
imagery, the turnipiman's head like a 'wrecker's lantern!. There is a deepening
of response brought about by the poet's findiné at last of a national, rather than
simply personal,.subject matter and, flowing from this, a development from closely
observed naturalism to an equally precise employment of archetype and dream,

The final poems in Part One further establish this 'mew history', carefully -
re~interpreting the violence and despair of the past in a way that can redeem both
it and the present. The '€anine' of the last poem is internalised in 'Midnight'.
The exterminstion of the native Inish wolf by English hunters, his killing now done
better by the 'professiénal warst of the invader, is seem as a corollory of the
destruction of the Irish spirit, or at least its subjugation, leaving even the poet
incapable of ut%erance, 'the tonguets/leashed in:myfthroath83. 'The Tollund Man',
the firsé of Heaney's poems to deal with the bog people, skillfully combines
details drawn from Globts account84 to evoke this sacrifice to the Earth Goddess.
She, in turn, has - through the power of bog-water - preserved him as a kind of

religious relic (Heanéy has at last found a perfect contact of legend-and archetype)

tThose dark juices working
Him to a saint's kept body'gs.

Corpse becomes 'trove',-a kind of hiddem treasure, folklore is frogen into eternity,
Heaney vows one day to visit Denmark to see these bog men for himselfj for the
moment he considers the relation of these ancient sacrifices to modern Ireland.

In section II, the Tolland man is evoked to bless and 'make germinate! the corpses
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of modernm Irishmen Just as senselessly and brutally murdered. They themselves

are again a kind of bitter harvest — 'laid out in farmyards* - of indeed prey,
'trailed/for miles along the road'. The poet emphesises the gentleﬁéss and quiet
forgiveness still visible on photographs of the Talland Man, his 'sad freedom!'.
Section III concludes with the real reason for Heaney's interest in an alien
culture, and his desire to visit remote Jutland, not even 'knowing their tonguet,
In this place of murder and ancient sacrifice, modern Ulster is:perversely mirrored;

"In the old man-killing parishes
I will feel lost, ‘
Unkappy and at home“86;

'Nerthus', the female deity to whom these bog men were sacrifiéedaw, gives Her
nane to the brief poem thatifollows; Here, suiitably for a goddess of fertility,
bog peat is seen as fostering plant life as well as preserving human death, a
heartening stubbornness of purpose and survival, 'a seasoned, unsleeved taker of
the weather*88. 'Cairn-Makert! echoes the poet's own action in section I of 'Landt,
though: less recent., A friend has similarly made a permanent monument of himself
from stone.- just ass did the makers of ancient cairns,- robbing 'hillock and
bogland', and feeling both fear amd a 'strange affiliation! between man and nature,
past and present, This harmony is expressed by the way~in;which the wild Has agaim

_taken over, theather-bells/blowing in each aftermath of wind'89. A different, and
less natural, form of building is described in 'Navvy‘; Here, a modern roadvworker,
tindifferent' to Irish legend or history, attempts to reduce the Irish terrain to
order, Heeding néither tweather or insults!, he takes on the hard characteristics
of ﬁis job, his clothes 'stiff as bark', his wrists grafted 'to the shale!, Even
this representative of e order and technolbgy; howeuér, is not immune either from

Ifeland's past or from its bogland. Four years before, his bulldozer was (perhaps
rather too symbolicaliy) also swallowed in a peat bog, to join other relics there

preserved in a historical present, past projected forward into future,

'with lake—-dwellings and dug-outs,
90

pike-shafts, axe-heads, bone pins'’~,
'Veteran's Dream' deeals with nightmare in which, as in 'A Northern Hoard', unhealed
vounds serve as metaphor for Ireland'!s present sickness., A veteranm of trench war-

fare, and now a neighbour of the poet's, he s5till dreams of the horrors of battle
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His own injuries mirror the entire war (another archetype of terror), infected by

'A scatter of maggots, busy

In the trench of his wound'9I.
This disease imagery is taken up in 'Augury!', the final poem of Part One, and a
kind-of reply to, or continuation of, 'Oracle'. Here the sign revealed is a fish
choked by pollution, and the poet seeks in vain for solutions to the analagous
state of modern Ireland. Careful description abruptly yields to an image brutal
in its suddemness, its vision of man's animality, for what can now

'Unpoison great lakes,
Turn back .

The rat on the road'92.

ay oPaxrd Two-of :Wintering Out sets out some:possible answers, ER The poems here

deal primarily with the poet's own experience - as did his earlier work - his
marriage, his$ childrepr and, -eventually, his exile. As in the later North, however,
the personal poetry of this second half is seem in terms of the history and legends,
not to mention violence, of the first. Both are different aspects of the same,
underlying archetype. The opening six poems deal with the poet's marriage and, in
due course, the birth of his children, symbols of hope set against a background of
grief and terror. 'Wedding Day' invests even this occasion of celebration and
fertility with fear - 'wild grief!, 'mourning', a 'skewered heart! - though.it ends
vith an affirmation of tenderness, 'let me sleep on your breast', and escape 'to the
airport'. 'Mother of the Groom' explores more conventional emotions, the mother's
sense of loss of her son, mingled with earlier memories of bathing him, and a sense
of her own age and settled routine. Her own wedding ring is fbedded forever now/in ’
her clapping hand'93. The sense of pervading evil returns in 'Summer Home', with
the newly married couple enduring 'a summer gone sour', even the bringing of wild
flovwers failing to assuage the wounds (evoked in Pa®t One) of the past. However,
mutual love seems at least té'postulate thick healings' and, in a direct echo of
'Nerthus', fertiliiy reasserts itself- 'long grains begin/to cpen and split’-through
the promise of children. The poem ends with a bitter argument and, as the book
opened, in the dark, but love remains, small and yet a measure of how properly to
live, 'tiny as a tuning fork'. !'Serenades' places the night-time 'racket' of the

poetts children with the other harsh, but lively, sounds of ihe Irish dark. Sedge-
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warblers, crows and corncrakes represent in a more archetypal way the atmosphére
of Ireland, just as the cornerake in his 'no man's land! (picking up Part II of 14
Northern Hoard') echoes gunfire with the 'ack-ack!' of his song. 'Sommambulist!
links these family poems with a series of very strange - even for Heaney - Images
dealing with loss and darkness. Here a child sleepwalks, and returns in tears as
a despoiler - 'nestrobber's hands! — a wanton destruction of fertility which
brings the nemesis of the next six poems, legend carried forward into the present,

'A Winter's Tale! returns to dark and winter, and transforms a girl attempting
escape from home into a kind of goddess, paliid, blood-stained and open, She is
tbare-breasted?, representing - as in 'Wedding Day' - warmth and love. Like Nerthus,
she brings 'good luck' to the families whose home she so ‘mysteriously wvisits, still
other-worldly, but a symbol of commmity, legend made flesh.

'eee She was there first

And so appeared no haunter

ees making all comers guests'94.

It is as if the girl has come Back to the living as a kind of ghost, maternal -
with 'uncradled breasts! - and dreamlike, another somnambulist. ‘Shore Woman!
describes another kind of nightly haunting, a fisherman's wife who walks by the
sea remembering the terrors of her youth, now accepted -

'I have rights to this fallow avenue,

A membrane between moonlight and my shadow'95.
This figure of lost woman is transferred fully to legend in 'Maighdean Mara!,
sharing 'cold breasts!' with the straying girl, 'accents of fisher wives'! with the

96

sad narrstor of the previous poem. Mara herself is a kind of mermaid”  who has been
lured inshore by desire - 'man-love nightly/in earsho} of the waves' - but returns
eventually to her heritage, darkness and dream,'the great first sleep of homeconing!,
This leads directly to the drowned child described so poignantly in 'Limbo', as
concentrated and balanced a poem as Heaney had yet written. PFishermen, like those
in 'Shore Woman', find a dead baby in their catch, and the poet imagines its

mother 'ducking him tenderly'!, herself made hollow and 'dead* by the murder of her

child, 'thrown back' as a reckling (archetype of rejected Ulster),

‘He was a minnow with hooks

.97’

Tearing her opren:
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deadly as the fish in 'Augury', and equally as symbolic of moral decay98; Just as
the mother's tcross!' is her illegitimacy, so this murder questions religious dogma.
The crucified Christ has no efficacy in the limbo of the unbaptised, a 'cold

glitter' of souls unregenerate even by the self-proclaimed fisher of mens

‘Even Christ's palms, unhealed,
Smart and cannot fish there'99.

Such religious doubt is not resolved until the final line of the whole book. This
éruelty to the innocent continues into 'Bye-Child', where the imprisoned child is
dravn by moonlight, but that other major pre-occupation: of earlier poems, language,
is now atrophied. His 'remote mime' is =z symbol of embittered Ulster, showing too

"Your gaping wordless proof

Of lunar distances

Travelled beyond love'IOO.

'Goodnight' re-enters darkness, the farmyard of 'Foddert, with the goddess/woman
figure resuming control - she 'cancels everything behind her' - amd bringing light.
In turn, the final six poems of 'Wintering Out!' deal with a sense of rebirth and
new life that follows this death and decay,.spring succeeding winter, even it this
resolution is itself fraught with contradictions and its own, inherent dangers.
'First Calf' approaches this theme of new life direct, although the afterbirth.
reminds the poet of the 'semaphores of hurt'!, the pain of motherhood described
earlier in 'Mother of the Groom'. 'May! celebrates‘the coming of spring, bringing
light from darkness, 'marshlights in the summer dark'. The holy water of Ireland
reappears to invade the kind of technology evoked in 'Navvy', 'the spring issuing/
right across the tarmac'IOI. Mysterious lights in the dark are evoked more fully
in 'Fireside', another incursion of legend but also possidly natural, a goat with
'cold horns', 'the lamping of fishes', Whichever is true, these lights remain
benevolent, f'come to your senses, they're saying goodnight'Ioz. tDawn! describes
the coming of a new, more rational, day in which the poet escapes to the seay even
here, he cannot escape his race's casual destructiveness, this continuing legendary

archetype, the underlying stain of violence. Stranded among cockles, Heaney is

'Unable to move without crunching

Acres of their crisp delicate turrets'Io3.

These turrets still carry reminders of war, and the next poem 'Travel! presents a



53.
similarly botched escape, away from Ireland's lush fruitfulness but not from

intimations of terror, 'the dust settling in scorched grass!. The final poem,
'Westering', describes a hopefully more permanent escape to California, in a poen
which draws together the motifs of the collection as a whole. A map of the moon -
recently reached by man - recalls the poet's last night in rural Ireland, the
moonlit yard recalling the opéning poems, the farmyard of 'Fodder', the eggs of
tServant Boy!'. Spring has already come, but the Irish are embroiled still in the
toils of religious dissention. On Good Friday, the day of sadness and sacrifice,
Heaney's leaving is a 'dwindling interruptiou',just as his own crucifixion by the
sorrows of his native land (a rather overblown, almost blasphemous image here) is
coming to an end, 'vwhat nails dropped out that hour?!', The road that brings escape
unreels like a fishing line - a more fruitful catch than in 'Likmbé'! - an image in
which the poet achieves a complexity rare in this part of the collection. Mingling
together light, water, the road in 'Navvy'! vhich follows the 'curve of the world!,
Heaney unravels the book's whole tangled pattern into four brief lines.

Roads unreeled, unreeled
Falling light as casts

Laid dowvn
104

On shining waters? .
In exile, the guilt of Ireland; its crucifixioih, is taken away from the poet and
expressed instead in Nature itself, 'the moon's stigmata'. In an answer to the
religious doubt expressed at the end of 'Limbo!, i% is assuaged through the central
image .of the religion whose dogmatic and sectarian interpretation creates the very

pain and violence against which its basic tenets preach, hatred visited on love,

tA loosening gravity,
Christ weighing by his hands'.

Even this 'weighing' is double-edged — Christ both supports his own weight on the
cross, and himself measures others' pain - suffering both for himself and the world.
Heaney, in turn, is not to rémain in exile but to return to Ireland, drawing from
hie further experiences — and the increasing bloodshed of the tTroubles' - North,

a collection more unified and more moving than Wintering Out but exploring the

same territory (indeed, using the same structure), the archetype of violence traced

from ancient Irish legend to the careful, symbolic brutality of the present day.
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The second section of Vintering Out is noticeably less challenging than the

first., :Heaney abandons the close-packed imagery and density of reference - in
particular the legendary allusiveness - that characterises this burrowing into the
roots of the Irish race for a naturaiism closer to the poet!s earlier work. Thus,
archetype yields to modernity, the eternal to the mere present. Philip Hobsbaum
praised these very poems for their adherence to the 'central line of English poe%gg'
but this is surely their weakness, their lack of local specificity. Heaney was the

brightest of the stars discovered by Hobsbaum when he imported the precepts of the

Group with him to Belfast. Part One of Vintering Out, hovever, sees him leaving

behind early mellifluence, albeit tinged with the sinister, for major poetry based
firmly on his own Irish culture and on thevpersonal tension between. héredity ands
intellect, the spade and the;pén; Heaney is both a proud nationalis* =and yet one
educated, to the limits of that education, by the culture that has subjugated his
nation, ' There Wéuld Be no real resolution to this dilemma, this tension - 'Heaney's
poems are tight as clenched fists, coiled springs without emotional release'IO6 -
until the poet could Broaden out his subject matter and yet remain true to Ireland.
It was this that Heaney attempted, and achieved, in Hggig. Critics soonm joined in
& chorus of praise; Simon Curtis celebrated Heaney's exploration of the 'stigmata
of heredity' and answered Peter Dent's charge that the verse showed a 'tendency
tovards inflation'log, while Stan Smith praised Heaney's honesty of purpose, 'the
new, equivocal posture of the poet trying to pursué his vocation in a world where
the unspeakable has already happened'IO9. Heaney made this speakable.

. ggzig;lo attempts both to explain and to exorcise the violence and sectarian
bitterness of modern Ireland, firstly by investigating the country's legends and
history and secondly by exploring the poet's ovn upbringing and tacit sense of
complicity, two sides of the same arcketype. An individual 1ife is set against the
experience of the whole tribe; Heaney's own coming of age, both as man and poet,
gives a kind of hope for the community which pasced on to him its own imbalances.
Thus,the orening two poems, placed outside the main sequence, act as a double-keaded
dedication; personal, to Heaney's wife, and patriotic (in the best sense) to his

countrymen. Family and native land are the two linked, but warring, themes of the

whole collection, both capable of fullness and yet both alsc potentially deadly.
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Their joint title, 'Mossbawn' - a bogland plant to be celebrated more directly in
'Beldergt - is symbolic of the tenacity of the Irish race, as vell as its deep
rootedness in the native earth of Ireland. The Irish are celebrated individually
in *Sunlight?, collectively in 'The 5eed Cutters?, In: 'Sunlight', the poet evokes
love in all its fullness, a ttinsmith's scoop' embedded in the boundless fertility
of the 'meal-bint, woman as provider of sustenance and Preserver of order. Without
her, there is a 'sunlit absence', the natural world inactive and productive, the
sun itself merely 'cooling against the wall!, Heaney's wife redeems such natural
beneficience., She reinvigorates this energy in the 'reddening stove', vwhile her
activity at baking and the *space! that she creates - unlike the earlier 'absence!-
provides both food and a mastery over times *

tagain, the scone rising
to the tick of two clocks'III.

It is not too fanciful, given the legendary shéping of modern experience throughout,
to see this as a modern statement of civilization, the cooked rerlacing the raw.
Similarly, this apparently simple vision of‘domestic harmony  already includes
echoes of the historic - and legendary - processes which led to itj the 'helmeted
pump! refers to the Viking invasions described more fully later in the sequence.
This same sense of historical continuity forms the main subject of 'The Seed
Cutters'. Again, farm workers, though seen in the present, seem 'hundred of years
away', as if in a crowded,:vibrant painting of medieval peasants (again done from
life) by Bruegel, another‘deeply Northern artist. Thelr seed cutting is described
in the meticulous way of Heaney's early work, though with more consequence, seen as
representative of the 'calendar customs! of the farming, and natural, year. It is
unhurried - 'they are taking their time ... lazily halving each root! - but also
under fhe sway of time, which is itself quietly at work 'yellovwing the broom'. By
implication, it is aiso ageing the seed cutters underneath. The scene iiself
evokes, as did 'Sunlight!, a sense of stillness, a 'frieze! which freezes in art
the whole Irish nation *with 211 of us there, our anonymities'IIz. This sense of

archetype, this representative quality - evoked through legend and history - is

the keynote of the whole work, much as it was in Wintering Out.

The rest of North is divided, similarly, into two umeven parts, the first and

longer dealing vith the history of Ireland - viewed impersonally and approached
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through the two related disciplines of linguistics and legend - and the second,
shorter part concerned with the present, seen in terms of Heaney's own development,
both as man and poet. Part I, the history of the various subjugations of Ireland,
is framed by two poems dealing with Hercules' battle with Antaeus, a mythical
expression of this continual battle between conquered and would-be conqueror, and of
Ireland*s eventual defeat. As in the orening two poems, action is frozen into art
and legend, the flux of the present is stabilized into archetype by the events of
the past. The first of these poems, 'Antaeus', is spoken by Ireland herself. She
sees these battles between Antaeus and the wrestlers, the Irish and their invaders,
as regenerative, certainly as long as the formerts life-giving connection with thre
earth is not realizedII o This closeness of the Irish to their native earth — to be
celebrated throughout Part I - is des-ribed here in terms of birth, both individual
and national. Antaeus is & true child of the-earth, . ~ .=

!'T am cradled in the dark that wombed me

And nurtured in every artery!,
an imege suggesting both nurturing and imprisonment. Similarly, each wrestling
opponent only serves to strengthen this comnection, 'renevw my birth', and yet any
further advancement seems atrophied, 'I cahnot be weaned', There is so far né sign
of Hercules, vho will resolve both,.and in freeing subjugate, 'my elevation, my fall’
(a pun on his throwing of Antaeus). Just as successive invaders make little real
impression on Ireland until the English come to dispossess her of her birthright. The
boems which follow deal with a linear survey of Irish history,tracing this - submissim
- and tying it to the troubled present - through those relics which survive: bog
peoplé, quernstones, remnants of a now outmoded ritual, the trappings of legend.

In 'Belderg'y the first of these poems, the past ig brought to mind in just this
way by 'quernstones out of a bog', a reminder to both poet and reader of Irelandfs
ancient past. They are.memoriéls to when primitive man first began to till the
fields - tthe first plough-marks' - and thus began the long, slow progress towards
(supposed) civilization. A modern farmer, heir to this quiet cultivation, collects
such relics lovingly as finds from the preserving bog of Ireland, using them to
express his own 'congruence! with the past. The querns becomé a kind of legendary

source of vision, each 'one-eyed', a 'pupil' found asleep under the eyelid of its
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covering peat. This both informs the present day response to these primitive
patterns - 'repeated before our eyes'! -~ and provides a direct line to the modern-
imagination, the 'mind's eye! of the closing image. The farmer himself has cleared
avay modern detritus to illuminate (perhaps a little too patly, gnd in the wrong
order) the three successive ages of prehistoric Ireland, concentric as a tree-trunks

'His home accrued growth rings
0f iron, flint and bronze'II4.

The poet's own sense of the past is fired more by linguistics, however, the ear
rather than the eye. Discussion turns to Mossbawn, its capital letter indicating
that here it refers to a place - presumably Heaney's'house- a meaning that makes

the opening two poems all the more poignant, wife and fellow Irish as his home.

Here language and a physical building interact, both metaphors for tb- native race,
'older strains of Norse'! intermingling with the 'forked' root of conquering English,
the tplanterts walled-in mound', and rebel native Ifish, 'persistent if outworn'.
This strange and dense poem, the most packed and indeed incomprehensible that
Heaney has yet dared, ends by returning to the quernstone and, through it(1literally)
a mysterious vision. Stone, body and tree -~ of life and of date rings - combine to
express the perennial destructiveness of Ireland in an image of powerful incoherence,
the most forceful treatment of that legendary archetype.so far achieved.

1A vorld-tree of balanced stones,

Querns piled like vertebrae,

The marrow crushed to grounds'II5.

Stones and bones, the dessicated remmants of both natural and human life, form the
tvo dominant materials for the rest of North, lifeless but enduring, yielding ornly
to time and the dust. ‘

'Funeral Rights! moves from this general expression of Neolithic culture to a
picture of its.human representatives, These are seen, pharacteristically and true
to the archetype, in violent death, and are approached through the rituals of
mortality in two stages of the present: the poet's childhood and the more recent
civil war. The former is seen as a kind of initiatiomr ceremony -~ 'I shouldered a
kind of manhood! - in which death is obedient, 'tainted' .and inexorable; *'the black
glacier of each funeral'!. This sense of guiet order is shockingly absent from the

equally 'neighbourly' murders of the current slaughter.
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‘ve pine for ceremony,

customary rhythms'II6,

the new rhythms being that of the mass cortege, 'muffled drumming' of 'family cars!.
Family life is disrupted, the kitchen of the opening poem now ‘emptied', and this
funeral procession becomes a kind of legendary beast, a serpent that re-enters the
tribal past - burial mounds, 'the megalithic doofway! - an image which suggests the
simiYar swallowing into death and legend of the misled children of Hamelin. This
burfal -ifmthe past, both literal and metaphorical, helps allay *'the cud of memory¥
and resolve, temporarily, the blood-feud in terms of the similar peace-through-
violence of thoses ancient warriors. GCunnar was 'disposed?' and 'beautiful! under
his mound, becoming rart of legend, turning to the moon. 'North', the title poem,
takes up the direction - fwe will driwve north againf ~ and the setting - the fjords
of Scandinavia - of this last section, but it makes such interest in the past more
specific, though still dealing with the Viking invasions of Ireland. There are
especially important in that - as the Romans had left the country alone and safely
unconquered - the Vikings were the first to establish cities, notably Dublin, and to
counteract the nomadic life of the Celtic natives. Strangely, Heaney ignores the
création in about the 5th century A.D. of a specifically Celtic and Christian . *© =«
culture, whose fame (and peacefulness) spread throughout Europe. Heaney's history
of savagery and invasion is itself a seriously {albeit understandably) limited and
limiting one. There are other, less brutal or treadherous, archetypes of the Irish
race, there are other, less bloodthirsty or vengeful, legends, but these are ones
that the poet decides: to ignore. Eggig is not the complete truth, howevér brilliant,
it remains, at its best, a partial wiew. .

Eggig itself here returns to the 'unmagical' and the 'secular', the land itself
bearing witness to human shaping, the 'hammered shod'of aibayt. Language resurrects

the opposition in Wintering Out of earth and water, the land-based Irish and the

invaders from across the sea., In a fine example of Heaney's ability toc exiend a
complex sentence over a number of stanzas, achieving weight through clau;al balance,
the poet suddenly realizes that these warriors are not heroig but vulnerable and,
ultimately, defeated. Like their now rusted swords, they warn precisely because of

their failure to achieve anything beyond !'violence and epiphany'. Such vwatery wisdam



59.

~ 'ocean-deafenedt, 'buoyant" like the longships that brought them - sees the
Vikings, and history itself, as rooted not in myth but economic pover, expressed

not in intellectual progress but in violence and Tape, the archetype re-established,

+ 'eo. Thor's hammer swung
to geography and trade,
thick-witted couplings and revenges'IIT;

. This new spirit of realism inspires, rather than depresses, the poet, for it tells
him to delve deeper into his own heritage, language and earth,

‘It said, 'Lie down

in the word-hoard, burrow
the coil and gleam

of your furrowed brain'IIa.

This intricacy, typical of native Irish art - already celebrated in the 'corbelled!
tombs of 'Belderg! and the serpent of 'Funeral Rites' - informs both the dense,
clotted style of North and its intricate pattern of developing imagery. Heaney has

to compose in the 'darkness! so well evoked in Door into the Dark and still not

conquered in Wintering Out, where it related to legend and ritual. Light, vwhen it

comes, will be not a !cascade' but natural and tied still to the northsg 'aurora
borealis' - the Northern Lights -~ and the comet which is to redeem the poet, albeit
in the last poem in the sequence. Like the Vikings, Heaney must become a raider on
a 'long foray' into the dark ané cold, his sight clear as 'the bleb of the iciclet,
trusting in the 'nubbed treasure! of legend and history.

Heaney follows his ovn advice in 'Viking Dublin: Trial Pieces!, a title which
refe;s both to the ancient pottery - 'nubbed treasure! which inspires the poet to
composition - and to the poem itself in its various sections. These themselves are
trial pieces for this self-willed delving into legend énd archetype., The idea of
itrial looks furthep forward to those poems dealing with the bog-people, the victims
of death-judgements by their tribe, and their correlatives, those murdered by
equally incomprehensible forces in sectarian Ulster. The poem opens with a skeletal
image carved in stone, Its line is intricate as in the best Celtic art, and recalls
both the 'coil and gleam' of the previous poem and *A Lough Neagh Sequénce‘, coiled
as 'an eel swallowed/in a basket of eels'. It is nevertheless representative of

far more, the vhole economic and genealogical pattern of Irish history,
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'interlacings elaborate

as the netted routes

of ancestry and trgde'II9.

In a somewhat over-strained analogy, this sinuous design - a 'swimming nostril!' -
becomes the 'migrant prowt! of a longship 'sniffing the Liffey" and leaving its
merks as these buried treasures: coins, combs and a long swords commerce, art and
warfare. Heaney rescues this image from bathos by turning it towards linguistics.
The Viking founding of Dublin is expressed in terms of the sound of this longship
landing, caught fast in Irish earth,

tits clinker-built hull

spined and plosive

as Dublin'IeO.

TLis confidence, 'buoyant' as in the previous poem, carries over to the poet
himself, its flowing line taken up in his ovm cursive handwriting (like the Irish
monks he conveniently ignores) and a similarly twisting 'worm of thought!. Heaney
comes to resemble the most famous literary Dane, Hamlet, in his delving into earth
(and graves), his obsessiom with death — the skulls of not Yorick but his ancestors-
and his role as 'parablist' of present day corruption, 'smeller of rot in the statel.
Both,; again, are shackled by the past, 'pinioned by ghosts and ‘'affections!. Like
Hamlet, the poet resolves long and costly indecision by a sudden act of violence

in a grave, here mimetic through identification with the invasions and ritual
murders of the past. This call to glory in the vi&lenﬁ and sadisti& actions of the
Vikings is doubly ironic, for their tortures recall those of modern Ulster, seen

in a strange image of horror mingled with beauty, butchers creating an angel.

tthey spread out your lungs
and made you warm wings
for your shoulders'I?I.
The skull motif, Vikings as Hamlet, returns to dominate the final section, as does
the use of linguistics a2lmost as an alternative reality. Words achieve a life of
their ovn, 'hunting' over Ireland and its pervasive mingling of death and mother
earth, 'the skull-cgpped ground'. Language, and the poet who employs it, must
learn the quiet cunning of the old huntersI22, and this can be both destructive and

creative, just as the Danes could choose 'sites/for ambush or town'. Dublin,

whatever its 'compounded history' K remains a monument to their creativity, 'old
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fathers' as well as bloody invaders,

This archeology of the race continues in 'The Digging Skeleton!, the skull/
bone motif further refined, in which an 0ld book of anatomical plates provides
'mysterious candid? images of skeletons, alive and 'digging the earth like navviest,
archetypal Irish labourers, Earth seems unrelenting - as it was to the!Tavvy! in

Wintering Out - but it does loosen enough to release the dead. Images of slow and

patient labour, like the earlier seed-cutters, these digging corpses gradually
take on more sinister implications. 'Even death lies', and this harsh labour is
eternal, a graphic form of Hell. Its imprisonment - 'death's lifers! — and exile -
which 'sends us abroad" - represent the archetypal withholding of repose for the
Irish race. Indeed, ‘he next seven poems deal with Jjust such hostages from the
dead: skeletons and the preserved viciims of ritual murder, MTheir very lack of
oblivion is both distressing and yet 11luminating; they still have work to do.
The implications of this skeletal paring, an analogue of the poet's own’
stripping off of extraneous material in his search for the real Irelandy are
investigated more delicately in 'Bone Dreams', Heaney finds a small bone on the
turf, once again associated with stone and treasure - 'nugget of chalk! - and a
weapon in the battile between David and Goliath, oppressed and oppressor (that
underlying archetype of Antaeus and Hercules), fought through the intellect.

'I wind it in
the sling of mind
to pitch it at England!l23,

The 'boneyard! which provided the digging skeletons becomes, in turn, a.!'bone-houset,
itsélf a modern equivalent of the older form 'ban-hust. Bone provides a 'language
of touch! through which - in section II - the poet strips off later accretions to
reach the originsl, skeletal Celtic., 'Ivied! Latin, ‘erotict' Provencal French,

the 'devices'! of Norman French and the elaborate 'canopies'yof Elizabethem English,
which combined them all into a language of beauty but slavery.-t'the tongue's old
dungeons! - 211 yield to their Germanic base., Its harsh sound is a concomitant of
its userst directness, the 'iron flash og consonents®, and their inventiveness, the
tdream-bovwert, Section IV goes back even past language to the most basic function
of bone, making love and thus renewing itself, Bone once more becomes stone,

woman returning to native eartlh, in a beautiful image drawn from prehistoric
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landscape and stressing man's eternal submissiveness to his love, time to eternity,

‘eeo T am screes

on her escarpments

a chalk giant .
I24

carved upon her downs! .

This image of woman expands - with a reverent sexuality reminiscent, say, of the
Song of Solomon -~ to a full identification with prehistoric England (should it not
be Ireland?). Her spine is a !sunken fosse', her shoulder is Hadrian's Wall, in
vhich the pattern of bone under flesh corresponds to stone fortifications now
swathed in turf. Heaney travels over both, seekKing.-~ in a perhaps jarring double-
entendre - Maiden Castle; Even the dead mole of section VI exemplifies this same
deep relationship between bone structure and the landscape of native land, 'dfeams!
revealed only in extreme situations, love and death., In the next six poeus, these
dreams are apecifically tied to those restless corpses, the bog people so Tecently
reclaimed from the soil. Truly legend here can reveal the presence of archetype.

These six poems, originally published separately as & pamphlet, take up the
subject - already sketéhed out in 'The Tollund Man' and 'Nerthus' - of recent
Danish discoveries of Celtic victims of ritual fertility murder in a near miraculous
state of preservation. P.V.Clob's accomntlzé:onoe again forms the basis of these
poems, but Heaney dewelops both their ties with the earth and their links with
modern Ireland, and provides a sensitive commgntary'(clob!s photograph's seem more
of an influence, agaim, than his actual text). ‘

'‘Come to the Bowert® provides a general introduction, delving into the earth
past vegetation and coins to the real treasure, the 'dark-bowered queen! of earth
and darkness, a Venus of the north 'matter of fact'! as in 'Girls Bathing, Galway
I965*%, Her corpse is still fresh, bearing clearly the mark of the gorget which

strangled her, She connects with water, as in Wintering Out, to reinvigorate

fertility, 'spring water/starts to rise around her'. This preserved spirit is more
important, more truly *'bullion¥, than any gold that this water gight bear, and 'Bog
Queen! speaks directly for this local deity, made properly'reg§17by her long ordeal.
She describves her long incarceration in earth and the decay, or rather transmutation,

of the traprings of state in the enwveloping peats her diadem>'carious', her sash a

tblack glacier! (curiously, the same phrase used to describe the childhood funerals
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in 'Fuieral Rites', later ceremonies of death). Her discovery is first seen as
another kind of rape -~ *stripped/by a turfcutter's spade' — but it is also gentle
and respectful, Through it, the queen rises from darkness to reclaim sovereignty,
powerful just because of her sad fragmentation, another 'nukked treasure! recreated
in bone, art and light, a mysterious revelation,

‘*hacked bone, skull-ware,
frayed stitches, tufts,
small gleams onm the bank?

I28

The following three poems stress the position of these bog people as victims,
scapegoats for the inherent (archetypal) violence Qf the North., !'The Grauballe
Man" again stresses how long immersion has made these corpses a function of the
natural processes to which they have been exposed. THe man 'seems to weep/the black
river of himself', his spine the sinuous eel of 'Viking Dublin: Trial Pieces', his
death wound opening, like earlier poems, direct into primal dark. The horrifying
immediacy of this corpse and its terrible straining, 'bruised like a forceps babyt,
vell evokes the photograph which inspired the poemI29, but memory +transmutes him
from history to legend, tperfected! in the imagination. Here, mingling'beauty and
atrocity?, he becomes as archetypal as the 'Dying Gaul', and yet still shockingly
real. As scientifically quantifiable as his fellows, his place in recent folk

legend is as real as - and balanced against - cold reality, archetype of sacrifice,

'eeo the actuzl

of each hooded victim,

slashed and dumpedt -C,

'Punishment? makes this sense of guilt and outrage more personal and contemporary.

The poem describes a young girl executed for adulteryJBI. The manmer of her

execution and humiliation is made numbingly immediate, wind blowing 'her nipples/to
amber beads', weighed down in the bog By 'floating rods and koughs'. Heaney also
recreates the sensualiiy of this 'poor scapegoat! - ?'flaxen-haired! and with a '’
*tar-Black facet - but admits his own imaginative complicity, an tartful voyeur' of
her remains who would have similarly helped scourge her with tthe stones of silence™’
This guilt is not a mere poetikc-.device, for the girl's role as scapegoat, and her

ttar-black' face, connect hor directly vwith her 'betraying sisterst tarred and

feathered in Ulster for fraternisation (a political form of adultery?) with the
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other side. Heaney stands dumb at this updating of ritual sacrifice, pretending to

fcivilized outrage! but conniving at a similarly indefensible,communal slaughter to

'yet understand the exact

and tribal, intimate revenge'I32.

The obsessive imagery of death in this poem - the t'brain's exposed/and darkened

I33

combs! - continues into 'Strange Fruit! o This description of a decapitated head
confirms, if nothing else, Heaney's powers of precise evocationI34. Flesh has come
to resemble fruit, the head itself a 'gourd!, 'prune-stonest! as teeth, hair a fern,
but, as in 'Come to the Bower', this death is both fragile and valuable to the race,
a 'perishable treasuret', It also survives, yet expresses, both dark and peat; Its
blank eyeholes are as fathomless as 'pools in the old workings' and masterful
enough. to survive any attempt either to destroy of worship, 'outstaring/what had
begun to feel like reverencet', It is their very humanity which makes these corpses
so representative, so archetypal, yet saddening or, here, 'nameless, terrible!.
This representative quality is stressed in 'Kinship', the final bog poem in
the sequence, vwhich ties these victims more coherently to Irish history, culture
and myth. Like the earlier 'Bogland", it opens with an exploration of native
habitat. Earth and water meet half way to form peat, which drowns the unwary and
yet provides energy, kills and yet preserves. Peat provides this 'kinship' between
poet and 'strangled victim', a form of dream through which he can regain his
torigins?, wildnéss recalled in domestic tranquillity, .legend made.everyday,-

'like a dog turning

its memories of wildernmess

on the kitchen mat'135.

Bogland combines dark and mystery, tcooped secrets/of process and rituall, ¥ith the
same essential impenetrability as the teyeholes! of the previous poem. Each pool is
also a reminder of both fertility and burial, !'the unsiopped mouth of am urnt.

Section IT returns to linguistics to give an expanded definition of 'bogt, as if

taken from a particularly imaginative dictionary. It is not the *slime kingdom' of

swamp but a combination of tpollen bint%, 'insatiable bride', tbone-vault' (ban-hus

again) and the *'floe of history'. Once more this is tied closely to the human train

— the 'combs! of 'Punishment', the 'coil and gleam' of 'North!, the 'outback of my

. . o . 12 Y 1y
mind®, Section III continues the digging motif whick lies at the heart of Heaney
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early vwork, although here a sexual connotation enters as well, 'the shaft vettish/
& I sank it upright!'. The poet discovers a 'love-nest!, like that in the bracken
in which the victim was found in section I. The spade itself has been taken back
by Nature, 'overgrown/vith a green;fog'; Placed upright by Heaney, it forms an
‘obelisk?, an upright monument to earth, paralleled by the raising of a 'cloven oak-
limb! - mysterious symbol of fertility, the 'Venus-bBone! of 1Come te the Bower!,

'T stand at the edge of centuries

facing a goddess'136.

Section IV moves to autumn with its mingling of decay and fruitfulness - 'sump and
seedbag!, 'ferments of husk and leaf! - and this is seen, again, linguistically.
Autumn in bogland is 'the vowel of earth', a process of endless death and recreation

'& windfall composing:
137,

the floor it rots intot
Nature too is asleep, 'dreaming its root' of coming fertility. The poet is both
rooted in this and drawm Back to it, a weeping willow who weeps at his nationt's
tragedy, bending back to earth and the 'appetites of gravity!. In section V,
therefore, Heaney bends back to his childhood and to memories of his owvn help with
turf-gathering, associated both with this autummal fertility and a form of love,
the 'cupid's bow" and 'socketed lips' of the cart itself. The driver becomes a
part of legend. 'God of the wagon! through such providing, a 'hearth-feeder', the
poet is his assistant in this mystery, !'squire of his circuitst. Like his funeral
attendance earlier, this turf gathering becomes another rite of passage for the
young Heaney, briﬁging maturity along with the respect of the tribe,

'my manly pride
when he speaks to me!,

The final section of 'Kinship! salutes an earlier observer of these Northern
rituals, the Roman historian TacitusI38. “Heaney sées himself'as’similarly worthy
of such anthropological study; like his ancestors, he too is immersed in ritual and
lives in clocse contact with his past, near an 'old crannog/piled by the fearful .-
dead®., The land itself expresses this atmosphere of violence and decayy

tOur mother ground
is sour with the blood
of her faithfulti?,
their:death-throes are tgargling/in her sacred heart!. The Roman legions stare in
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disbelief *from: the ramparts® (just as modern British troops similarly watch from
behind their barricades) at such ritual slaughter. Heaney invokes Tacitus to come
back again and ‘'report us'fairlyt, -just as did the bog murders, It needs some
impartial outsider to calmly describe modern fake morality - thow we slaughter/for
the common good' - kangeroo court justice, shaving the heads 'of the notorioust,
and the continuing, archetypal power of legend. The goddess now is not Nerthus
but religious fanaticism, yet it Is still dangerous, potent and envelopings

y YHhow the goddess swallows
$40

our love and terror®

The bog people are not merely bizarre historical curiosities but a warning and a
parallel of the same intolerance at the heart of what claims to be civilizationm,
a violence - dramﬁ from legend and archetype -~ not of invaders but of the natives,

Some (though unfortunately not all) of the charged seriousness released in the
poet by this delving into the remote (yet vividly recreated; or perhaps imagined)
past seeps over into his treatment of more recent history and, most difficult of
all, the present day. The remaining poems in section I contimue this survey of
Irish: history to its most recent invasion, that of the English through, in turn,
the Tudors, the Act of Union and modern troopé. This history of oppression is
paralleled, in an extraordinary way, by Heaney"s own conquest of his wife, Such
delving into the poet's own duplicity and violence - as much a part of the brutal
archetype of legend as the bog murders or modern sectarian killings =~ sets North
apart from earlier, more simplistic, attempts at the same subject matter, most

notably ¥intering Out. The rape of Ireland, the basic metaphor underlying the next

itwo poems, brozdens out into poetry which unites bravely the personal and the

political, the poet and his native land. T4

'Ocean's Love to Ireland" uses the near clich€ of sexual/territorial conquest
to express Ireland's betrayal by the English. Based on an anecdote related by
JohnzAubreyI42, Ralegh's seduction of a local maid parallels England's drive to

conquer the Irish, ‘the ocean of 'North! flooding the native land of tKinship!',

T -

both inexorable and yet gentle, raising her skirt,

tHer farthingale like a scarf of weed lifting

In the front of a wave',

I23
In reality, hovever, this sea tides for Elizabeth, the Cynthia of Ralegh%s poem
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rather than the Irish tributaries, themselves the muddy puddle over which he lays
down his cloak of his queen. Ireland is already a testing ground for religious
slaughter.—~ that same old archetype — the 'mouthing corpses' of the armed invaders
sent by the Pope ard massacred at SmerwickI44, sowed! as vere the bog people. The
Irish are fully subjugated, their language and culture defeated militarily by .-
'iambic drums®of English®., The only escape is Back into landscape, redeeming her
heritage tinto ringlet-breath and dew?. 'Aisling" continues this false wooing,
again based on poetry145 and described linguistically, 'a decadent sweet air!.

Im reprisal, Ireland's own reciprocal future treachery is hinted at, just as Diana
turned her lover, Actaeon, into a stag, his wooing reduced to an 'exhausted
belling!, torn apart by his ownm hounds.

This disunity carries on into tAct of Unioan46. Teking up the central
conceit of 'Bone Dreams!', lovers are evocations of landscape, their child a 'bog~
burst/a gash breaking open the ferny bed?, The territorial greed of earlier poems
appears to be at an end - 'conquest is a lie' - and love brings independence
through sharing, 'conceding your half-independent shore', Man's '{tall kingdom?®
embraces the 'heaving province' of the womb, and brings personal, if not political
ﬁnion. Section: IT shows, however, that this harmony is just as illusory as it is
in statecraft, and that love exprésses, rather than escapes, this forced dominance,
The poet Is still timperially male' and his wife still suffers 'the pain/the
rending process in the colonyt!. Even the unborn child seems a representation of
the political climate, his heart a'wardrum" - answering the 'iambic drums' of the
English mastery- and his very posture in the wombt aggressive. The conceit here
becomes ridiculous, the womb as the Irish Sea and the foetus as parasite (archetype

pushed into absurdity), a slackness of control reflected in:ithe language itself,

t... ignorant little fists already

Beat at your borders and I know they're cocked
I47

At me across the water?
The poem only regains seriousness when again tied in with Heaney's abiding concernm
with ITteland as mother earth, archetype returned from artifice to legend. By the
same analogy, the nation!s birth-pangs are fell in the excavations that exposed
both Viking relics and the bog people. Both bring revelation and yet paim, tae

poetts wife and Ireland both left symbolically naked, 'raw, like opened ground, again'
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This violence continues even into the ceremony of marriage,infiltrating the very
very heart of fertility, as seen in 'The Betrothal of Cavehilit. Here, ritual
gunfire in honour of the poet's wedding recalls the snipers of Belfast, just as
Cavehill itself represents the north, 'proud, protestant ... and male', An Adam
“before the t'shock of gender', he has not yet yielded a rib from which Eve can be
created. If male is rock, then female evokes the 'hideouts'! of native earth and
bogland, the wife's body still secret, legendary: fher mnods and broomt,

The final poem of Part I, 'Hercules and Antaeus‘, echoes and answers the first
by relating Ireland/Antaeus's eventual defeat. Hercules raises Antaeus from the
earth and thus veans him - a birth like that in *Act of Union' — but also kills
this 'mould-hugger' by removing him from his native, sustaining element tinto a
dream of loss and origins', the elegy of EQEEE itself. Hercules sums up sll that
is not Irish, a 'snake-choker! as compared to the sinuous line of Celtic art in
'Viking Dublint, !Sky-born' rather than a creature of earth, a force not of bog-
darkness but light, Hercules is a 'blue prong graiping' the'black powers" whichk
feed off Ireland and nourish its past, the hidden forces of archetype,

Yees the cradling dark,
the river-veins, the secret gullies

of his strengﬂh”148‘
Irish legend, like that of other dead civilizations, becomes of interest only to
telegists! like Heaney, 'Balor will die/with Bryrthnoth and Sitting Bullt, Antaeus
himself becomes a form of landscape, 'a profiled ridge'.Thus the endless renewal of
'Oceants Love to Ireland', 'possessed and repossessed', is ended by this symbolic
10ss>of contact between the Irish and their native bogland, the guardian of the past.
It fails any more to bring comfort, *pap for the dispoésessed'. As the opening poem
suggested, elevation leads to a fall, and the rest of North expresses this process
in terms of a specific history, that of the poet himself (to be further sharpened,
made even more archetypal, in Stations). Heaney's education in English culture
separates him from that fruitful contact with farm-work and the earth vwhich indeed
his early poems try to recreate. Here, at last, is the reason for the lack of
Tresonance in there later poems - Edenm, once lost, cannot be regained, even through

the willing of art, new legends cannot_so easily-te created.

Part II of North deals, therefore, vwith moderm, rather than historical Ircland
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and with Heaney's owmn 'weaningt'. Tt is written,therefore,in a more colloquial,
less dense, style than the bardic and linguistically complex language of Part I,
with its obsession with roots: racial, verbal and national., There is, however, a
runming motif here of slavery and oppression, balanced by the sense of release and
escape in the final poem, which grows out of the history of Ireland's ovnr past
subjugation so subtly traced in Part I. The opening three poems of Part IT deal
directly with this governing image of slavery, from which roetry offers the one
possible esczpe, and the remaining poems follow this through by describing Heaney!s
own coming to age as a poet (themselves, of course, a function of this development),

'The Unacknovwledged Legislator's Dream1149 expresses this sense of personal
imprisonment in terms of dream - it has a Jjokey Ruritanian feel at odds with the
rest of North - the poet attempting 10 free his people from 'the masonry of state
and statute'. He is himself incarcerated, hovever, another victim of the police
state; 'I am honoured to add a poet to our list. The reader becomes a voyeur,
watching Heaney's attempts at escape (as he earlier watched the frozen, intimate
suffering of the bog péople). This sudden slackening of poetic tension(prose after+
tightly structured verse) provides a comic breathing space, but with 'Whatever You
Say Say Nothing! the genuine paranoia at state repression is revealed in all its
bitterness., The poet is again.ikprisoned, this time by the media and its tired
clichés (the linguistic concern continued from Part I), echoed in turn by Heaney
himself, texpertly civil tongued with eivil neighb&urs', part of the complicity;
've're on the make/as ever... fork-tongued on the border bit'. Still he searckes
for a genuine mode of expression - angling again - 'to lure the tribal Ehoals to
epigram/and order', seeking the 'right line' - fishing, poetic or political - to
bring peace. Linguistic subtlety is itself part of this civil war, 'manoeuvrings
to find out name and school!, a new angle to that archetype of intolerance, 'tight
gag of place' like the gorget in 'Come to the Bower!, 'céiled‘ tongue like the
furrowed brain of f'North!'. In a rare reference to classical myth, rather than to
native legend, the Catholics are like the sly invadérs of Troy, a hidden menace,

',.. cabin'd and confined like wily Greeks,

Beseiged within the siege, whispering morse'ISo.

Section IV reprints the lines which preface Vintering Out, a chilling description
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of a real prison, like the previous poem 'a bad dream with no sound', These bitter
‘coherent miseries! at least offer the possibility of eccape, a fulfilling of 'our
little destiny' just as the bomb crater of 'fresh clay' has its place along with
the earthworks and bogs of Part I, Archetype shades from legend into the everyday,
'Freedman! completes and resolves this se¢ction on slavery by again delving into the
rast. Just as the Romans trained slaves from 'backward'IBI;regions to learn a
useful trade, and thus civilize them, so English culture has, through school,
university and their ‘'parchments and degrees', given the young Heaney such an
education, 'Subjugated! by the annual routine of religious observance - 'calendars
all fast and abstinence! - the poet is still 'earth-starred! like Antaeus, a victim
of suppression and surveillance, !Census-taking eyes' fasten 'like lampreys' and
leech on native talent. Heaney is freed only through his discovery of poetry,vhich
darmr ‘abjure all cant and self-pity! though thisAtoo is a form of betrayal, turning
teaching against itsel?f, (the aréhetype too enduring lightly to be escaped),

'And poetry wiped my brow and sped me,
Row:they will say I bite the hand that fed me'.

This discovery of poetry forms the major subject of the final, and longest,
poem in FNorth, 'Singing School'. It is itself a kind of para-history of moderm
Ulster, seen through the eyes of the growing poet, which parallels the history of
I52

ancient Ireland presented in Part I , archetype developed from Celtic legend to

the young Heaney's own biography, itself given legend's representative power (andI
simplification). !The Ministry of Fear! takes its title from a contemporary novel?3
to describe the poet's schooling in terms of this religious and social divide, the
'lonely scarp! of boarding school (echoing the 'escarpements! of 'Bone Dreams'), his
very rhymes trampling 'all over the fine lawns of elocutiont!, hevertheless 'dabbling!

in these verses until 'they have become a life', Language remains a social barrier =~

',.. Catholics, in general, don't speak

154 _

as well as students from the Protestant schools!
eand poetry itself is suspect, thieroglyphicst read uncomprehendingly at a roadblock.
Even courting, hovever, is tainted by such police surveillance, 'the muzzle of a
sten-gun in my eye', and Ulster, for all the work of Spenser and Ralegh, has no
inalienable 'rights on the English lyric'. This tministry of fear' is again seen atl

work in section 2, 'A Constable Calls', a development of the tcensus—taking" of
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'Freedman! into a mixture of 'arithmetic and fear'. The roem has a kind of
hallucinogenic clarity and obsession, most notably in the description of his bike,

'Heating in sunlight, the 'spud!
Of the dynamo gleaming and cocked back",

black, shiny and threatening as the policeman's gun, a symbol of enslavement,
Behind both is the spectre of British pover, *the black hole in the barracks? (the
dark again, just as the bike heats 'in sunlight! as in the opening poem). Heaney's
remembered early fear, 'small guilts! at this ritual, is a 'domesday Book! vhich
both recalls the past and foretells future doom.“ Phe sound of the depafting
bicycle is a symbolic time bomb, set under Ulster and ready to explode;

'eeo His boot pushed off
And the bicycle ticked, ticked, ticked!,

'Orange Drums, Tyrone,I1966! presages future wviolence even more threateningly. The
marching Orangeman, like the policeman, seems a giant automaton, a figure half-real,
half-legend. Like the creations of Heaney's fellow countryman Flann O'Brien, he
seems close to being a machine, 'each arm extended by a seasoned rod', Like the
tiambic drums® of 'Oceant's Love to Ireland'; the drumming here is military and
aggressive, tlike giant tumours'! indicating something rotten in the state, and hit
tuntil his knuckles bleed!'. A direct reference back to the Orange drums irn 'What-
ever You Say Say Nothing','tﬁe very air now is 'pounding like a stethoscope!?,
diagnosing the 'tumours' of future civil var, a Protestant challenge. 'No Pepe!
is soon to be answered in like kind, intolerance breeds intolerance.

In 'Summer I969', this erupts into violence at last, involving the subjects of
botﬁ previous two poems, but,while 'the Constabulary covered the mob/firing into
the Falls!, Heaney himself is far avay, on holiday in’'Spain, though ke carnot

escape his native land so easily. The fishmarket smells like 'the reek off a flax-

dam!, while (in a more strained analogy) the uniform of the Civil Quard tgleamed
like fish-bellies in flax-poisoned waterst', a pollution representing Ireland's
estrangement from her native soil, and mirroring her political malaise., Heaney is
unsure of his direction - should he return to 'try to touch the people! or, lixe
Lorca, give up his life in civil war. His solutién is provided unexpectedly.

Retreating to the Prado, Heaney encounters Goya's painting of the tragedy of Civil

I
War, along vith his more oblique canvases of discord and terror 55 (the same old
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archetype)., It is Goya's method here that most appeals to the poet, passionate ang
impatient, violent as the bullfight watched earlier on the television and yet
substituting emotion - as a defence and as a banner - for bloodshed, for legend.,

'He painted with his fists and elbovws, flourished
The stained cape of his heart as history charged'156

'Fosterage! further defines the poet's role in the midst of this horror, for
Ydescription is revelation!. Heaney, 'newly cubBbed in language!, learns how to
employ this new pover, achieving precision yet not overstatements 'don't have the
veins bulging in your biro!. TFor such advice and gentle!fosterage!, Heaney is still
grateful to his early mentor, Michael McLaverty, his best monument North itself,
with its resulting concern with language, words 'imposing on my tongue like obols!',
the 'nubbed treasure! of 'North'., Thi# *note of exilet*forced on Heaney here to
help him attain 'the lineaments of patience! fiﬁds its expression in 'Exposure’,

a tying together of the governing motifs—thé underlying .grchetypesof -the collection.

As in ﬁintéringfou%, this final poem celebrates exile, albeit here in another

part of Ireland, Wicklow in the Republican South, rather than in California, I
marks a return to the Irish countryside seen: elegiacally, in the t'spent flukes of
autumn' and in twilight. The poet re=enters legend, imagining 'a hero/on some

muddy compound!, his gift the 'sling of mud' from 'Bone Dreams*' here 'whirled for
the desperate!. As indecisi;e as Hamlet in 'Viking Dublin', Heaney is. seen
carefully 'veighing and weighing/my responsible tristia'. Despite the conclusion

of 'Fosterage!, this process is still confused - is poetry merely melodic, 'for the
ear', populist, 'for the people'!, or a statement of what cannot be spoken out loud,
‘vhat is said behind-backis'? The rain itself seems to ansver, suggesting'let-dowms
and erosions'! and yet recalling the 'diamond absolutesf which the poet strives for,
Just as he seeks the 'comet! -~ some divine revelation -~ at the begimning of the poeﬁ.
Heaney comes to realize that, like James Joyce in 'Summer I969' and Katherine
Mansfield in 'Fosterage'!, he is an 'inner émigré', but one who has retreated not
into self-absorption but avay from the massacre of ¢ivil war back into Nature.
'Taking protective colouring! from his surroundings, *bark and bole', 'feeling every
wind that blows! - both literally and metaphorically - he can here attain a

pPassionate neutralitly, freed at last from the tvim forces of archetype and legend,
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| Beither internee or informer', instead 'grovn long-haired/and thoughtfult,
Bent over a wood fire, he is'bléwing up these sparks'of history and legend
for their 'meagre heat', a hope that Ireland will overcome its present
troubles just as it has dong the tragedies of the past. Nevertheless, through
.just this process, his obsession with linguistics and the past as forms of
comfort, Heaney has missed his one moment of revelation (as, by implication,
has the reader, similarly sidetracked), archetype made manifest and visitles

'The once~in-a-lifetime portent,

The comet's pulsing rose'157.
This beautiful imege, fertility from light, concludes a developing tension
between light and darkness in ggrth-(a gimilar dichotomy helped structure

¥intering Oﬁf). In Part I, ligkt occasionally illuminated the darkness of

peat and prehistory —the 'cascade of light' in 'North', the moon in ‘'Funeral
Rites', the'small gleams' in 'Bog Queen', 'rush~light' in 'Ocean's love to
Ireland' and the fépﬁr of light' in 'Hercules and Antaeus'. Similarly, Part

IT expresses oppression and fear through.darkness ~ the evenings at St.
Columb's College and the night patrols in 'The Ministry of Fear', the

shadow of the policemah in 'A Constabie Calls', the fdark corners' and

Goya's paintgd nightméres in fSummer I969'. This opposition between, basicallyy
good and evil is not feéolved, and indeed one'of the lessons of the historical
survey of North ié that events and situations do repeat themselves, both

in life and art, just as the situation of modern, and prehistoric,‘Ireland
is repfesented in a painting by a Spaniard, Goya, in which

'... two beserks club each other to death 8
. e s I
For honour's sake, greaved in a bog, and sinking' 5 .

The poet of North offers no easy solutions, his investigation of the
past and of native legehd leading only to 'exposure', either to the elements
or to the reality of the situation. The final imege has much of the beauty
but little of the finality or hermony of, say, the linkingof firc and rose

at the end of Eiiot's Four QuartetsI59, and it is this lack of a rounded

conclusion which both, ultimately, prevents this work fulfilling the rich
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promise of its first half - if part t.o matched it in either poctic density or
structural harmony the whole work would undoubtably be a masterpiece - and
yet makes it true to the very uncertainiy and incompletion of the tangled
situation from which it arises. Certainly North reveals ne. depths in Heaney's
art through this archealogy of Irish legend and pre~unistory, opening up his
Besponses to landscape in a way not seen in his more prosaic descriptions of
the modern world, and only hinted at in his early poetry. Nevertheless, this
employment of native folklore and legends-is double-edged, rediscovering the
past and yet failing to fully realize the present, except mimetically. This

impasse vas also faced, and demoliashed, by Geoffrey Hill in Mercian Hymnsléo,

and it is an extraordinary - though illuminating ~ coincidence that Heaney was
exploring the same areas of experience and prose epiphanies in the opening
sections of StationsI6I vhen Hill's work suddenly appeared -

"What I had regarded as stolen marches in a form new to me had been

headed off by a .ork of complete authority'Iéz.

Heaney had begun Stations during his stay in California, as he self-mockingly
relates, as part of the same searching for roots which also informs the work of

Thom Gunn, to be discussed later, and Gary Snyder's Earth House HoldI63.

tnature mysticism stuff was hot on the ground - everyone trying to be

& Red Indian or vhatever - and I was re-entering little spots of

time really. It was the pleasure of writing them up'164.

Living in ¥icklow released the rest of the sequence, written rapidly and unlocking

‘moments at the very edge of consciousness which had lain for years

in the unconscious as active lodes ... points on a psychig turas,
.y . I
stations that I have often made unthinkingly in my head'’ 5,

.

the poet's antennae receiving these signals and discerning their connection
with the '"Proubles', the 'sectarian dimension of that pre-reflective experience’.

These stations are also, however, points of arrival, the poet finding, in the

very act of compasition, ‘'the excitement of coming for the first time to a place

I had always kno:n completely'. Heaney has since expressed uncertainty as to his

methods and intention — 'between pointing to.ards a coherent prose account and

not teing a sequence'I 6 - and sees them as not resolved enough, too 'pious’,

but it is this vhich makes Stations so expressive. The archetype of Irish Tegend

finds its truest expression in the violence and duplicity of Heaney's childhood.
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Stations provides an alternative history of post-war Ireland, again ticzd
intimately to the poet's own childhood and adolescence - as in North - but more
mannered, mandarin, Joycean epiphanies dredged up from the past. These prose

pieces are less taut than Geoffrey Hill's Mercian Hymns, less scholarly and

pared down, but they share the same sense of the ridiculous, the same sudden
visions of natural beauty, the same deliberate confusions of historical time.
The later sections of Stations are certainly influenced by Hill's delight in a .
difficult, precise vocabulary, but such limits give Heaney a frcedom, a mystery
even, of response denied elsewhere by the pull of natural Aescription, the
spade rather than the pen. Like Hill, Heaney traces his childhood chronologic—
ally through the sequence, personalising social history into legend, the grouth
of a nation traced in one both representative and unique, set apart. These
'stations' are both heir to the Cross and British Rail, the sacred and profane.
The opening (prose) poem, 'Cauled’, begins, appropriately enough, in an
Irish field. The poet is born into light and (adapting the motif of 1A Lough
NeagtheQuence')nfiéhes for.meaning, catching  branches in his grasping hands, 'he
caught & rod in each hand and jerked the whole tangle into life'. He is lost
among 'pods' - as in 'The Ministry of Fear' seed for the future - but is himself
'netted' ty vcgetation and the dark, 'a caul of shadows', and already part of
his nation's heritage of sorrow, 'they had found him at the first onset of
sobbing'. The other native heritage is languagé, the poet first located at the
root of 'kindly tongues', and both unite in his first utterance, one of fear and
grief., The double focus of Stations is already in operation, Heaney and modern
Ireland reflecting one another's wounds, Section 2) ‘Branded', establishes
further tkis birthmark of pain, 'the inflamed crescent on his breast', again
located through the landscape of mother earth. The young poet cluiches,
literally, at straws during harvesting, but tumbles back to earth, planting the
seed of ss1f, 'his small head hits the ground like a pod splitting open to the
sky'. Recuperating, vweeping in sunlight, he is granted a wision of dust caught
in light which recreates the accident - the poet irapped underncath a bolting

horse. agnd 'branded' by its hooves, both in mind and body.

'Slovwly motes compose the opening of a hairy canopy as the pastern
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unclouds its moon and again the shod hoof strikes and brancs him'I67.
New heaven, new earth, the overbearing stallion representing the oppressiv:e
vho already, by proxy, stress their domination and ability to bunish. The
poet, nevertheless, continues his explorations under the belly of his peers.

The following poem, 'iedge-school', opens a group of five vhich consider
incidents from the young Heaney's schooling - in the natural vorld rather than
the classroom - and his gradual realization of his triple heritage, mother earth,
oppression by the Protestant hierarehy, and the healing po.er of native legend.,
The poet regains his native element, bogland, where earth and water meet, 'cool
and wet'. He is once again part of the fertility of nature - 'pod ridges, legs
of starlingg' - the adult vworld again distant, 'humble and familiar as pads
across grazing', but still spoilj~g this 'big air' of evening, domesticating it
'as if it lay over utensils on a back window-sill'. Through close fegard of
this natural beneficence and its very other-iordliness, a bunch of wild primrosecs
*imploding pallors, star plasm, nebula of llay'y, the poet nevertheless escapes,
'stared himself into an absence', until told to desecrate this very fertility
for cold fitual, 'pull them for the May altar'. ﬁeligion destroys such beauty
of place for a faked symbolism and the poet for a third time is drawn to still-
remehbered tears, finding his birthright and being dragged a:ay back to the
world of adults, 'homesick, going home'. In'fNcsting-ground!', fourth in the
sequence, Heaney regains the earth but is properly frightened, the darkness of
nests in the riverbank (.ater close to earth again) as mysterious as it was in

Door into the Dark. The otherness and danger of the natural iorld is stressed.-

the 'surprising density! of a dead robin's beak, the'cheeping' ~hich could be
either bird or rat - and he stands, as with the wild primroses, ggardian~(both
priest and 'sentry') of these unfathomed mysteries,

tputting his ear to one of the abandoned holes and listening for
168

the silence under the ground!
Seétion 5, 'Sinking the shaft', opens, vy contrast, in noise and sunlight,
the man-macde hole into which the pump is to be set a 'wound' in the earth,
symbol, again, of Inglish opuression. The sound seems to continue from nigntmare

and, as in the earlier 'Rite of Spring', the pump is a sexual signal, though
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here not female Tertility but male (and military) domination -

'Snouted, helmeted, the Plunger like an active gizzard, the handle
dressed to a clean svoopy set on a pediment ..., I suppose e

thought it never could be‘toppled'169.
Nevertheless, these 'strange voices' will one day be extirpated.

'Waterbabies', sixth in the sequence, continues this idea of schooling,
from innocence to experience, mud again the favoured element, where earth and
vater meet, and warfare the coming preoccupaticn. ThLose new 'waterbabies!
colonise a 'fetid corner' as 'Botany Bay' - exile again - mastering water as in
'Undine! but for playnot agriculture, war not beacej a 'black marina' of pirate
ships, 'white feathers!' for sails which also suggesy covardice, the real bomber
vhich disturbs this fantasy. Equally 'perversely' and as testimony to the
destructiveness such imagination of ar engenders, the poet 'once fouledia
gift here', the kaleidoscope of light to whiéh he was born submerged, literally,
in the damp and the dark, 'messed and silted!. “Childhood's end is presaged in
this fall, 'instead of a marvellous lightship, I salvaged a dirty hulk'. Section
Ty 'Patrick and Oisin', dravs the first movement of Stations to a close uith the
'tenebrous conversation' (pre-echoes of Hill) of these representatives of
Catholic and Irish myth. Heaney learns the catechism ~ 'its woodcut mysteries
and polysyllabic runs' - by rdte, its luxuriant diction oﬁerlaid oy the more
natural accretions of reality, 'neighbours nemes.seecded and uncurled upon their
tongues', Similarly the childrens' raised hands are 'tendrils', spiritual
growth or forced hothouse flowers, which reach into acquiescence., JNeverthelecs,
just as Irish peasgnt life is a 'back~biting undergrowth mantling the hard
stones' of Catholic dogma, so, as spiritual 'night vore on', Heaney overlays
these childhood parrotings with the accretions of experience, natﬁral as green
vegetation, the graveyzrd of imposed myth gone back to seed and sweet decay;

'The phrases that had sapped my concentration atrophied, incised tablets

I70

mossed and camoufleged by parasites and creeping greenery'
Jt ic time for the young poet 1o be educated into the political realities which

underlie these matters of faith, the sectarian war already prepared for in

'Waterbabies', the opening of the 'sluice-gates's the toppling of the pump.
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Section 8, 'Sueet ¥illiam', finds a synbol for this bitter csectarianism
in the plant world, not the unearthly beauty of -iild primroses as in 'Hedge-
school' but the exotic, and imported, richness of sweet william, pregnant ::ith
menace and alien to the 'gloomy damp' of Ireland's garden (but not its'shbt'leoké

'their blooms infused themselves into the eye like blood in snow,

as if the clumped growth had been spattered with grapeshot and

bled from underneath'I7I.

Neming is pover, ard it is another epiphany that this plant's name recalls
another misnamed siweet William, Prince of Orange whase victory at the Boynes in
I690 both saved his own throne and established Protestantism as the dominant
faith in Ireland. This 'heraldry! of beauty growing from violence - a king
vwhose 'crinkling feminine black curls reached after the unsheathed flare of

his sword' - is unacceptable, an gura, both in plant and man, vhich 'could be
and would be resisted!. This resistance comes increasingly to be the major
theme of Stations but first Heaney dredges up the memory of a victim of
previous varfare, testimony to the legacy of pain that such conflict bestows, in
section 9, 'The discharged soldier'. The disfigurement of old Pew, 'stamping
the parish with his built—up hoof, proffefing the black spot of his mouth!?,
seems a ritual one,his !artesian and decsolate wailing' drunken testimony (of

the one survivor) to a horror vhich others have 'moulded over so that it .as
Years before I could stare long and sadly into its gules', Ancient battle is
reduced to a 'yarn', albeit one which the 'godless!' Danny undermines with his
darkness, another kind of childhocd reminiscence. -~ football in the back streetc -

tinflated and kicked between them like the pig's bladder they declared

. 172
an infallible diversion of their youth! 1 .

Football, however, recurs in the following section, 'The Sabbath-breakers' not

as a recreation but as itself part of battle, 'flung like a gauntlet in the
Sabbath airt'. This tournament is a 'patiern' of resistance to the Protestant
observance of Sunday as a day of rest —~its organisers 'a tand of brothers'
recalling heroic feats, the spectalors 'tvare-headed' to the recital of retel
songs before the kick-off - but this in turn calls for an answering 'pattern'’

of opprescion, a symbolic 'pogrom'. The pitch is razed during the night ty
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men equally entrenched in history, 'what roundhcad elders, +hat maypole hLaoclkers!,
Nevertheless, the 'sabbath-breakers' remain 'implacable', facing danger un‘aunted
each week as a symbolic act tovards the future, 'we stared into the Pennanted
branches and held the tableau'. Nature and native resistance coalesce —-the
tricolour raised 'in the chestnut tree', loudspecakers 'pouting from the nedge
like iron honeysuckles'— and symbol becomes reality, 've lived there too?,

¥ar is also rehearsed in the next 4o sections, 'Kernes' - recalling
Heaney's exile later as 'a wood-kerne/escaped from the massacre'i !> — sees the
setting up of another totem, here the union 3ack, ‘candystriped red, white and
blue, ringed with influenoe like a fairy thorn', its champion a trainee =.. &
loyalist, 'a saddied declamatory king of the castle'. As with the policeman
in 'A Constable Calls', the boy's bicycle is symbol here for English dominance,

IS 'chrome insignia and rivetted breastplate of Sir “alter Raleigh
in his inflated knickers'174,

and it is at this target that ﬁeaney and his school friends throw, significently,
Irish earth, 'a small arsenal of sods from the green verge', Again, like earlier
kernes, footl soldiers, the Irish disappear, unruffled, into this native
landscape to fight another day, 'we melted down lanes and over pads', when the
English are not so safe in 'sanctuary',state and farm, 'newly painted flagpole!
and 'their yard gate'. In section I2, however, 'July', it is the Protestants
who again threaten devastation, assert their dominance. Returning to the
subject of 'Orange Drums, Tyrone, 1966', Heaney again sees the violence of this
drumming as presaging real violence, just as the sky grows 'dark, cloud-barred,
a butcher's apron', like water downstream from slaughter 'skeins of blood still
lazing in the channel'. The sunset mirrors this blbodlust, a red cea acress
which the drummers 'led a chosen people through their dream' - anéther promised
land - a fire flanked by policemgn 'like anthracite'. This drumming at first
seems a light murmuring to Nature - 'as if the dome of air .ere lightly hailed
to! - but becomes primeval, a cry for destruction taken up by the whole landé,

‘the hills were a bellied sound-box resonating, a lovw dyke against
. . I74
diurnal roar, a tidal vwave that stayed, that still might open' 7 .

Ireland itself becomes a drum, summoning warfare. It is soon answered.
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The next three sections consider this warfare - Heaney, born in 1939, -as
of course a child of the Second World War - not directly as between England
and Germany but in the way that this is refracted in the continuing hostility
between the British and the Catholic Irish. 1'England's Difficulty' suggests,
through its title, the lack of relevance of this conflict to the Irish, at
least in their own eyes. The poet moves 'like a double agent among the big
concepts', beliéving neither in distant enemies or the 'autonomous ignorance!
of his countrymen, vho glory in the bombing of Belfast beczuse the 'bitter
Orange parts were hit the worst!' ang préise the broadcasts of Lord Hav-Haw on
the ancient family radio as if they 'absolved Stuttgert and Leipzig'. Heaney's
memories are more visual, the 'sky glouing over Anahorish' after a bombing raid,
itself counterpart, and bitter fruit, of the blood-lust of the previous poem.
He lives among self-confessed traitors, 'the scullions outside the walls?,
their role verbal rather than active, self appointed experts — 'squires of the
cockpit, batrkers of auchion notices, arbitrators of the burial grounds' -
and Heaney passes uﬁeasily between these and the loyalists, joining neéither,

'An adept at banter, I crossed the lines with carefully enunciated

passwords, manned every speech with checkpoints and reported back

to nobody'175.

In seftion I4, 'Visitant', an'enemy' is finally encountered, but has none of

the connotations expected in the previous poem, .'the toothed efficiency of a
mowing machine', here t'réleased from its distorting mirror'. #he nameless ocre
of 'Parole! of-'POW' becomes an 'a.kwardly smiling foreigner' who 'gentled' the
;fternoon visit, adept at building 'ships in bottles, the %yrol landscape globed
in electric bulbs'!'. Like Ulster, he moves back into the refining lick of the
grass'y, scattering myths of 'captor and harbourer"by his very coﬁplexity,
*ireading the air of the image he achieved, released to his fatigues'(both
exhaustion and the civilian work to which this prisoner of -ar is set). If

this poem presages peace betieen German and Irishman so section I5, 'T'rial Runs'
brings hope of reconciliation bet.een Protestant and Catholic, the demotbed
soldier bringing back for Heaney's father a present of rosary beads, long

enough to 'harness a donkey' and supposedly stolenfrom the 'pope's dresser'.
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Such harmless banter is really a mutual coming to terms, as unexpected as thre
appearance of the slogan 'welcome home ye lads of the eighth army' among
sectarian slogans, tentative moves tovards unity (yet to be consummated),

'Their laughter sailed above ny head, a hoarse clamour, two big nervous

birds dipping and lifting, making trial runs over a territory'176.

The remaining poems of Statiems move avay from this hopefulness, following
the young poet in his exile, away from home, in Belfast, from country to city,
tracing his own uncase. Section 16, 'The Wanderer' sets this point of transition
in bhe context_of Anglo-Saxon poetry - the title is not accidental - a kind of
mock inflation which cauterises any self-pity which could otherwise have crept
in,~and yet which also stresses the epic context of the whole work, (as with

Mercian Hymns fragmented into modernity). It is summer again - the'sun's magnet!

in 'Branded', the sunlight of 'Sinking the éhaft', the heat of 'July' and the
'heat tremor' of 'Visitant - and this again presages either violence or changes
here just as it makes the ibean 'split its stitches' in a classroom jamjar so
it nurtures the young Heaney. The silver his “father jangled in the previous
poem now crosses the palm of this scholarship winner, the poet set apart from
his more rooted contemporaries, sent 'back to your places'. Reflecting back
over his subseouent 'migrant solitude', Heaney recalls what this 'ring-giver'
has bequezthed him in a moving catalogue of loss, future bitterness -

'I have seen halls in flames, hearts in cinders, the benches filled and
emptied, the circles of companions called and broken. That day I uas
a rich young man, who could tell you now of flittings, night-vigils,
let-downs, women's cried-out eyes'177.

Even if thiés is rhetoric it is still magnificent. Section I7 describes the
start of this exile, the same boarding school evoked in 'The Ninistry of Fear!.
The sunlight of the previous poem is now 'calloused in the leaded panes of

the college chapel', rationed by 'lights out', diction and elbows tested eagainst
the wéight of tradition. This ever present sense of the past affects the vhole
poem, its very title, 'Cloistered! both medieval and imprisoning, the six years
spent at St Columbs a 'book of hours' vhich calendars 'rite and pastime' and

freezes the whole both in time and cold, Feaney's hand 'as a scribe's in winter!

(es in 'Patrick and Oisin' uhere Father Hughes 'clapped the frost out of his
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gloves', the chill of religious instruction). Heaney remains aloof and cunning
hovwever, revising the stars each dark night, breaking the ice on his
'enamelled Water-jug with exhilarated self-regard'y, victor at examinztions.a
He treats intellectual striving as another form of war, hot against the frozen
perils prepared for by the Anglo-Sazon strictures of the vrevious poem, c£till
'scalding with lust inside my daunting visor!'. Education is another paet of the
battle, a tournament with the goal of eventual escape.

Alternate routes for this ezcape are plotted in the following three poems,
into political myth, into native folklcre and, of more direct benefit, a.ay
from sectarian violence. ‘'Ballad', eighteenth in the sequence, celebrates
the melancholy strgins of Irish folksong, 'the manifold griefs of chanters and
assuaging bows', but casts doubt over the usc of these same elements to
mythologise those vho have died fighting the British, forerunners of the
provisicnal I.R.A. The young Heaney is at first transfixed by these rebel songs,
the tale of violence so baldly told in the first stanza here - 'they left him
dying there on the éold floor of a barn' -~ shorn of its treachery and made an
anthem, 'an insubstantial vound we dipped .in beyond question and doubting'. Like
Vthe tarbitrators of the burial grounds' in 'England's difficulty', the audience
sit in a hall ‘dark and close as a gravewatcher's hut', the stage an 'honoured
tomb', and derive comfort from these memorials of violence, 'the song and anthem
of applause had sowed us all with gquiet'. Art is less damaging than war, these
celidhes betier than‘earlier conflict, ended now 'exhaustion had been nominated
peace', but this new religion of blood, 'host on the singer's tongue;, cets
up future bitterness, endless replays of the violence and waste of the 'ascetic!
boy's needless, unromanticised death. Just as unsatisfactory, though more
fulfilling, is the escape attempted in section I9, 'The stations of the vest!',
the record of a journey to the Western Isles, home of the surviving Gaelic
culture. Heaney's earlier concern for language turns round on him as he fzils
to learn enouch Irish to properly communicate, thomesick for a speech I was to
extirpate', though that he listens jo this Celtic tongue in twilight seems to

be an unintended refinement. Just as he was unable, ultimately, to go along

with the religion of-violence in the previous poem, here Heaney cannot adopt
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the creed of primitive nationhood, ho.ever much 'visionaries',.. mixed the
dust of croppies' graves with the fasting spittle of our creed ang annointed
my lips', Similarly, he receives no pentecostal ‘'gift of tongues' in that
'upper room vhere allaround me seemed to brophesy'. What does stay with the
poet is a more intangible, but deep-rooted, sense of nationhood —much as he
took genuine melancholy and assuagement from the songs in the previous poem -~
the vild beauty of the Vest, untarnished and genuine ground~(literally) for faith

'But still I would recall the stations of the west, white sand, hard
rock, light ascending like its definition over Rannafast and Errigal

-+« names portable as altar stones, unleavened elements'178.
Section 20, 'Inquisition', presents a more immediate form of escape, avay from
proffered violence, thé poet questioned in a privy by three drunken Protestants
(through passivords) as to his religion, but, as in 'Trial Runs', there is at
least the possibility of futare reconciliation, 'vhat does it matter where we
go on Suncdays as long as vwe can still enjoy ourselves'. Heaney is too glad to
escape incarceration, held in a grip 'alive with some pincer alphabett, to
reply, indeed his reaction could either be seen as simple flight (seeing only
his back) or a refusal to commit himself (showing a false face),

'The door was unexpectedly open and I showvwed them the face in the

back of iy head'I79.

This uncertainty becomes the theme of the final section of Stations ,
'Incertus', a kind of addenda to the sequence for it presents not an epiphany

but a final musing. From the 'he' of the early sections to the 'I' of the later,

Heaney disguises himself in this uncertainty, both a 'shy soul'fretting' over
his race and an expert in 'obeisance', both concerned and cunning. Like man

in the riddle of the Spohinx, Heaney 'crept before I walked' but this also carries
the cense of creeping as cringing, flattering, an 'old pseudonym' vhich still
lies over his efforts like a shroud, planned duplicity, adjunct of many deaths,

lying over the poet still tlike a mouldering tegument'. All is still unresolved.

Stations is an astonishing ‘ork, Heaney's most perfect {given its limited range)
lacking tke verbal inflation to which he is sometimes prone and ireating the

bitter cross—currents of modern Ireland wifh humour, clarity of description
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and an autobiographical candour different but equal to the expression of thece

themes in ¥Yintering Out and North. It is a great pity that this sequence is

not more widely available for, with the tv0 collections Just mentioneé, it
contains Heaney's most enduring work (so far, at least), an employment of
native legends and folklore to bring into focus the sad complexities of the
contemporary situation which still afflicts his homeland,an archetype-:of violence.
In the most illuminating interview which Heaney has yet givenIéoalready
quoted for his views on Stations - the poet clarifies, in particular, his
attitude to Catholicism - 'it was rart of the texture of grovwing up ....my
sensibility was formed by the dolorous murmurings of the rosary, and the generally
N
Marian quality of devotion' - and the anthropology of legend, art as a kind of i -

resuscitation, a coming to life.

'T think there's some kind of psychic energy that cries out for a
house, and you have to build the house with the elements of your

poetry ... which have to have a breath of life in them'ISI.
Heaney makes a crucial distinction between the feminine basis of Irish
Catholicism -~ itself 'continuous wigh something older than Christianity! (?atrick
and Oisin' again) - and the masculine, sternly moral, approach of Protestantism,
theAdark nativity of Antaeus and the colonising intelligence of Hercules, South
and North. Significantly, Heaney, who ended North with a poem set in exile in
the south, records here his move, in 1972, from Belfast to rural retreat in
¥icklow and, four years later, a resumption of his teaching career at a
Cgtholic training college. Accordingly, Heaney's most recent collection,
Field HorL?ﬁées southern landscape and farming recalled in the conviviality of
city Dublin, just as northern pastorals were earlier created in troubled Belfast.
The poet himself heralds a second major phase in his poetry, 'longer, more
orchestrated' than the four volumes written in the North., Certainly Heaney's
stay in Vicklaw produced both new peace of mind - 'spiritually I felt
terrifically steadied' - and two major projects which both, in different ways,
presented means of coming to terms with the past, a translationh of the Micale

Irish romance Buile Shuibhn9183 and ZStatbtions, the final laying of the ghosts

of childkood vhose remembered tensions fuelled much of Heaney's best early work.

What is not yet certain, considering the slightness of much of Field V'ork, is
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whether Heaney can find a theme of equivalent depth and ceriousness,

Field Vork does not fulfil this hope: it is occasional verse both liferally,
with six formal elegies and a translation from Dante, and metaphorically, for
the poems rarely stray too far from the prosaic, Heaney largely abendons his
interest in legend and pre-history to return to the concerns of Death of a
Naturalist, immersion in Nature and yet caution at its hore sinister manifest-
ations, an avoidance of the brutal incursiams of the outside world., Vhat is
new is a trust in married love, a greater domesticity expressed in a gentle,
unstrained kind of verse best achieved in 'Glanmore Sonnets'. The epiphanies
of Stations have left their mark, both in this new sureness of touch and in
isolated details - the sandmartins of 'Nesting—ground' relocated in 'Homecomings'
the May altar of 'Hedge-school! :ecalled, as proof of rebirth, in 'In Memoriam
Francis Ledwidge'. It is, however, the direct treatment of the 'Troubles' that
marks Heaney's boldest advance in Field Vork even if it is still, at times,
emasculated. In 'The Toome Road', for example, the incursion of the army on
Irish peasant 1life brings its own kinds of wviolence, 'sqwers of seeds, erectors
of headstones?', death entering ifito the very fabric of mosiety. It is this
everyday atrocity, the obverse of the domesticity celebrated elsewherel, which
makes Heaneyjs elegies so moving, just as it is his underlying faith in the
strength of peasant society, the 'untoppled omphalos'!, which redeems them,
'Casualty', for example, is a kind of postscripf to 'A Lough Neagh Sequence’,
the dead man taking on the qualities of the eels he once pursued - 'drinking
'like a fish', 'swimming towards the lure/of warm lit-up places', even his
mourners 'shoaling out of his lane'. He dies, irogically, by breaking 'our
tribe's complicity!, 'remgrse fused by terror' for ignoring a curfew following
'Bloody Sunday'. The poet remembers with gratitude this quiet craft -~ 'smile as
you find a rhythm' - even if he still cannot provide explanations, 'puzzle me/
the right answer to that one'. 'In Memoriam Sean O'Riada’, tributde to 2 men
tmore falconer than fisherman', stresses both the rewards and dangers of any
human effort, 'trusting the gift/risking gift's undertow'. It is this sense of

waste and personal loss which makes these poems so moving, rich potential

Brought to nothing by meaningless violence, field vork ending in the grave.
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Other boems make the point with more immediacy. In 'A Postcard from North
Antrim', this 'prince of no-man's land', a 'drop-out' from Irish society, is
nevertheless - killed by it, 'your candid forehead stopped/a pointblank teatime
bullet'. Feaney celebrates his gifts, both clown and 'social vorker of the toin},
and the healing force of his folksong (so reminiscent of an earlier decency,
'independent, rattling non-transcendent Ulster) which 'got my arm around Marie's
shoulder/for the first time'. Such benéficence - 'splashing out the wine! -
seems too vital to have been destroyed, and the poet makes Sean live: again in
his elegy, 'get up from your blood on the floor'. Folksong, the musical setting
of native legend, is again celebrated in 'The Singer's Héuse' (shorn of its
capacity to provoke conflict as displayed in 'Ballad!' from Stations), art
encompassing physical labour - digging again -~ 'a hint of the clip of the pick/in
your winnowing climb and attack!'. These ballads can evoke tribal memories, 'like
water hitting off granite', in an age of obsolescence and waste, 'so much comes
and is gone/that should be crystal and kept. Music, and poetry itself, has lost
this supernatural dimension, an art which seals, the supposedrharbingers'of dead
souls, would swim to see, 'song/a rowboat far out in evening'. Another dead
soﬁl is celebrated in 'In Memoriam Francis Ledwidge', victim of an earlier war.
The continuing 1life of the countryside- Heaney's aunt herding cows,Ledwidge's
courting 'at the seaside', his later 'ghosting the trenches with a bloom of
hawthorn' - is contrasted with trench War,-shrapnél, big strafe, putting 'the
candles out in Ypres - and, in death, Ledwidge returns to the home he never
really left, 'my soul is by the Boyne, cutting new meadows'. As a Catholic he
was never fully accepted by those he died for, the '?ure confusing drum'y, 'not
keyed and pitched like these true blue ones', but this he could neither uncerstand

- 'T am sorry/that party politics should divide our ten*' - or resolwe, except in

death, for 'all of you consort underground'. Heaney suddenly makes sense of his

ovn childhcod memories, his valks along 'the Portstewart prom', a country boy at

the seaside, the statues which commemorated this ancient var, 'the bronze soldier!
~

«ho 'hitches a bronze cape ... forever craned/over Flanders'. As this poem shovs,

Heaney can still best deal with the present in terms of the past, for ithere is a

kind of emotional truth here absent in a moxe directly polemical work.
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'Triptych', an attempt to approach the 'Troubles! directly, rather than
through autobiography, or the past, is a case in point; there seems to be some
kind of discohtinuity between willed effect and the poet's real feelings, secn
in an uncheracteristic clumsiness of style. Part I, 'After & Killing', seems
to escape its own title, rejecting the 'neuter original loneliness' of modern
Ulster, the killers t!profane and bracing as their instruments', for symbols of
Tural renewal — 'the pined for, unmolested orchid! — and vholeness - mackerel,
vegetables ‘'vwith the tops and mould &+i11 fresh on them'. The implications
raised, that Ireland was created by such 'unquiet founders!' and that memories of
earlier rebels 'hatched' these modern terrorists, that 'bracing! means
'invigorating' as well as 'gi¥ing rigidity', are not answered. 'Sibyl!' does
attempt to provide an over&iew, a1 ¢xplosion of rhetoric 'as forgotten vater in
g well might shake!, but this outburst is distraught, unlikely - one prefers
the 'swung relaxing hinge' of the poet's voice to this prediction of ' Saurian
relapses'. The comparisons are too forced, matched by a coarseness of language
unthinkable in earliér poems, *the fouled magma incubate!, Ireland as a reversal
of the magic island of the Tempest, 'full of comfortless noises?,

'The ground we kept our ear to for so long

is flayed and calloused, and its entrails

Tented by an impious augury'184.

'At the Vater's Edge', again, the discontinuity between the past,-crumbling
'carved monastic heads', Boa the 'god-eyed, sex-mouthed stone', ‘'trepanned!
divinity - and the prasent - the army helicopter, the poet's wish to .abase himself
'to go barefoot, foetal and penitential' - is too great, the memory of a similar
helicopter at Newry, shadowing 'the scared, irrevocable steps', too coincidental,

too forced into significance. Quieter, but far more moving, is 'The Strand at

lough Beg', the best modulated poem in Field Work, where Colum McCartney's deaih,
a cold-blooded slaughter at the hands of terrorists, is redecmed through myth.
Like Swecney, €olum flees from 'tloodied heads,/goat-beards and dogs eyes in a
demon pack'!, finding instead a 'faked road block', guns not of'duck shooters'

(even these spent cartridges scared him, 'acrid, brassy, genital') but of

terrorists, 'heads hooded'. He dies through accident, 'you weren't known and

far from vhat you knew', the 'old language of conspirators' no longer of use.
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Heaney reconstructs this pointless death in his imagination - 'to fing you on
your knees/:ith blood and roadside muck in your hair and eyes' - and kneels in
homage, making his own recompense, a funeral set among native fertility,

'T 1ift you under the arms and lay you flat,
With rushes that shoot green again, I plait

Green scapulars to wear over your shroud'185.

Elsewhere, Heaney's approach to the past seems, as in '‘Triptych', somevhat
blunted - in 'Oysters! he has to, literally, digest it, tasting the 'salty
Pleiadest', the 'frond-lipped, brine stung/glut of privilege! earlier exported
to Rome, just as he drinks in 'poetry or freedom/leaning in from sea', 'Léavings!
presents the forces of history as a kind of ritual turning, the firing of crops
recalling Thomas Cromwell 'scalding on cobbles/each one a broken statue's head!'.

As in Death of a Naturalist, Heaney seems most at ease dealing with contemporary

problems by présenting them in animal guise, moralised Nature. In 'The Badgers!',
these nocturnal visitsy 'soft returning', could either symbolise the recent
'murdered dead' or commemorate less Tecent victims when 'windows stood open',

'some violent shattered boy

nosing out what got mislaid

186

bet.een the cradle and the explosion! ’
but 'visitations are taken for signs', the badgers' return marked by their
‘carcasses'. Heaney feels more fear than honour, for this 'bogey'! stands also
for himself, 'not at all what he's painted'(the auplicities of Stations), and
that peasant heritage which he has escaped, 'the unguestionable houseboy's
shoulders/that could have been my own'. Conversely, 'The Otter' presents an
image of continuance, 'surfacing and resurfacing aggin/this year and every year

since', an 'otter of memory' vhich by its very litheness avoids the symbolism

Most tender of all is, surprisingly enough,

' . 186
'"The="Skunk', an image of devotion - 'I had to lay her...to rest...allay her! .

which the voet wishes to place on it.

Like the otter it resists categorisation, 'mythologized, demythologized', a
memory stirred by the poet's vifec, both ridiculous in her skunk-like 'head-dowm
tail-up' hunt for similarly black plumege and a sudden object of tenderness,

the poet 2t last realizing vhat is properly mysterious, precious,
tpfter eleven years, I was composing 167

Love-letters again, broaching the word wife! .
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In 'The Guttural Muse' this new acceptance of small assuagements, the touch
of 'soft-lipped life!', is extended to Heaney's native dialect - so important an
archeology of the Irish race - here compared to a natural healer, the tench

'Once called the 'doctor fish' because his slime

¥Was said to heal the wounds of fish that touched it'188;
This redemption does not, unfortunately, extend to the poet's éwn sense of
language, the slackness which disfigures parts of Field Fork seen here in a
certain verbosity and lack of definition — the clumsy repetition of !fish!? above,
the imprecision of 'I smelt the heat of the ¢ay', the banality of ‘'and watched
a young crovwd leave the discothegue'. Conversely, Heaney increasingly celebrates
language as a form of purity, the desire in 'Oysterz!' for a proper appreciation
of Nature to ‘'quicken me all into verb, pure verb'!, the respect for Robert Lowell
as both friend and fellow poet - himself 'master elegist! - in 'Elegy'. Lowell's
perception, the 'fish-dart of your eyes', unites him with oyster, tench and the
victim of 'Casualty',but he is more, an artist whose 'dorsal nib' is ship as
'fell as fish - exploring emotion as well as swimming in it‘- tour night ferry/
thudding in a big sea'.Riding the 'swaying tiller! of self; Lowell chides the
younger poet, 'ribbing me/about ny fear of vater', but Heaney growingly distrusts
his art, a poet losing faith in his own poetry now that he has stripped it of
the framework of native legend. 'Ugolino! presents, fairly directly, the work
of an earlier poet, derive® (as was the epigram to 'The Strand at Lough Beg')
from Dante, though couched in a strange, bastardised, form of terza rima. Set
in the ninth circle of hell, reserved for traitors, Ugolino endlessly consumes
tﬁe 'spattered carnal melon'! of Archbishop Roger's skull, 'like a dog's teeth

clamping round a bone'. The Irish situation is surely referred to here — clothed

in myth - the'two beserks' of 'Summer I969' fighting in a bog, the victim of

starvation (remembered from 'At a Potato Digging') avenging his dead children

1]ike a famine victim at a loaf of bread'. 'An Afterwards' defines the same

situation further, the poet's wife consigning poets to the same stretch of hell,

their bickering fastened into a 'rabid egotistical daisy chain'. Heaney himself,

again totemised as a badger, has dodged his family responsibilities for the

'sulphurous news of poets and poetry!, aspizing to a'kind, indifferent ... tact!
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ignoring wife, childreﬁ and 'green land' for wasted intellect, 'you left us
first, and then those books, behind!, Poetry should, instead, yield to duty.
this theme, domesticity preferred to the claims of art, gradually takes
over Field Work, both faithful to the admonishment ... Remember the Giver' in
'A Drink of Water' and a correlative of the sense of loss expressed in the
earlier elegies. Loss sharpens the sense of what is most:endiming, love and
Nature. 'High Summer' presents another, belated, door into the dark, 'old
harness, ledges, shelves, the smell of hay and silage'y, a temporary escape from
Ulster, but the bitterness of the regioh, le'pays basque', is prefigured - like
that of Ireland - in auguries, the tantrums of Heaney's son, maggots like a
tpolice force run amok!, 'calvaries!' which 'sentry the crossroads like masts!'.
In 'September Song', the 'hedge-school! of Wicklow is, more reluctantly, taken
leave of, testing the 'grieving negisters for joy'! with music, once an 'American
wake! played by 'Hammond, Gunn and McAloon', now a record by John Field. Hoving
house and the changing seasons coalesce in a moment of stasis, 'the middle of
the way', 'we toe the line/between the tree in leaf and the bare tree!'. Heaney
mekes it his duty to preserve, by capturing in verse, such moments, just as the
maker of 'The Harvest Bow! gleans 'the unsaid off the palpable! and uses his
art to crystallise the mellowness of autumn, both sinister and comforting, 'a
drawn snare! which yet affirms 'the end of art is peace’.‘ Heaney attempts,
as in 'Song', to combine the 'mud flowers of dialect! with the 'immortelles of
perfect pitch'.-the rowan and the alders - symbolic forms with natural. truth;

'eeo that moment when the bird sings very close

189

to the music of what happenst'™ 7.
'Polder' locates such truth in married love, surviéing 'sudden outburst! of
passion like reclaimed land -'all its salty grass énd mud-slick banks'- resisting
encroacﬁments of the sea.'Bosom' puns both on calm water and the poet's wife,

'hooped' in Heaney's 'caliper embrace', ¥ho in turn.dbrings stabilidy,;-a s6lid .
'creel of roots! to strengthen: this new earth, old love., The title poem, 'Field
Work', presents love as a secret birthmark, a wound almost, just as knowledge

of the 'breast's mauve star' in 'A Dream of Jealousy' brought a hurt not soothed

by either art or 'prudence'. Heaney watches his distant wife with the 'perfect
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eye' of both poet and Nature - 'nesting blackbird!, 'big-eyed cattie' - images
of domesticity and fertility, 'one fern ... always green', crystallised by his
w;fe hanging out washing, 'vaccinaﬁion mark/stretched on your upper arm'. This
is matched, in section II, by a'dryad's! wound on her thigh, 'healed into the
bark' - tiree metamorphosised into woman - a 'small and far! moon on which to
set the couﬁse of their marriage, set in the '‘mothering smell of wet and ring-
wormed chestnuts'. Sectian IIT characterises love not as wound but season,
rejecting autumn, wvinter and summer for spring's potential, the 'sunflowver,
dreaming umber', 'earth-dravn', again 'all mouth and eye's The fourth, and final
section dravs these motifs together, love's wound redeemed by the natural vorld,
the paet presenting the rich stain of blackcurrant juice, 'anointed/leaf shape?,
to his wife as a token of affection, herself .-like the sunflover - "umber?,
'stained to pe;fection'. This genuine tenderness, the legends of Ireland
rejected for the realities of love, also characterises 'Glanmore Sonnets', the
most encouraging pointer in Field Wérk to Heaney's new direction, an acceptance
of the brutalities of Nature which nevertheless subverts them through affection.,
Heaney has elsewhere described his aim in 'Glanmare Sonnets' as writing

'about choice and commitment ... in the sonnets I learned something of

how to speak in the first person out of the self ... there's no

reason why benign emotions shouldn't be able to find utterance'I9o.

Their most endearing, and enduring, characteristic is a return, grateful now, to
the earth, the native land of Ireland which the poet earlier and so bitterly
rejected, the exile returned home. With these sonnets the circle is complete

(%o begin turning again?) the naturalist reborn, freed from dark and winter.
Sonnet I celebrates this new awareness, words and land ploughed back to fertility,

'Now the good life could be to cross a field
And art a paradigm of earth new from the lathe

of ploughs'I9I.

The 'comet's pulsing rose' missed at the end of North is now granted, the poet

guickened by the !'fundamental dark unblovn rose', the ground again 'opened', and

the father not escaped in 'Follower' assuaged by this 'dream grain'. Heaney can

at last face up to his past ithout fear, 'breasting the mist, in sowers!' aprons/

my ghosis come striding in their spring stations', the ground topened' again.
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Sonnet two repeats the same analogy (and opening line), writing as sowing seed,

'Vowels ploughed into other, opened ground,

Each verse returning like the plough turned round'Igz

Words are a search for 'sensings!, gnstruments in the dark which seek perfection
of expression where art yields to truth, stone which 'connived with the chisel!
because creftsmanship is so in tune with its medium, 'not secrets but mysteriest,
Similarly, Heaney seeks a genuine voice for his poetry, one,in tune with the
natural world,that can echo back 'off slug-horn and slow chanter' and thus become
a healing force, able to thold, dispel, appease'!'. In sonnet III this wished-for
poetry is reflected back in the 'cadences' of Nature — the iambic consorting of
cuckoo and corncrake, the wind that 'rustles and reicnts', the wild sounds of
rabbit and deer. ébaney and his wife are themselves part of this '>trange
loneliness', an imitation of Yordsworthian solitude. Signs are granted vhen
least expected;Ain sénnet IV the poet puts his ear to the railway line of'Dawn
Shoot' and 'Field Work', seeking another kind of rhythm, but the epiphanies
granted are visual - the elemental horse of 'Branded!, a'grey turnover of haunch
and mane', his future wife, seen only, a breeze rippling across water. These
ripples are now transformed into emotien, 'shaking ... across my heart', as
orderly as the plough-furrows in sonnet II and as mysterious as creation, natural
or literary, vanishing 'into where they seemed to start'. The following sonnets
delve further, like Stations, into the poet's meﬁories, recovering this buried
treasure. Sonnet V, for example, is a kind of secular hymn to a 'boortree!', now
now sprouting 'green young shoots' but heir to past richness, both elderberry wine
and young love, 'bower tree, vhere I ... felt another's texture quick on me'.
Heaney watches another Spring with hidden knovledge, 'etymologist of roots and
graftings', an acceptence of the rhythms of Nature which is borne out in the
remaining five sonnests, lessons taught by this 'hedgé-school’.

Elderflowvers recur in sonnet VI, a search for yet clearer expression,

1T will break through' he said, fvhat I glazed over
193

¥ith perfect mist and peaceful absences''

The exemplar here is a man vho cycled over the frozen river Moyola, a feat +hich

'quickened'! the young Heaney in a cold season 'where things might crystallize
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or founder?', Similarly comforting are, bizarrely, the radio gale varnings in
sonnet VII, collapsing local regions into a 'sibilant Penumbra', siren call of
the 'whale road' (thé Anglo-Saxon of 'The wanderer! again). The local bay
becomes a 'haven', shelter from these distant, anticipated, storms, its captive
sea toiling 'like mortar'. ¥ith sonnet VIII this storm arrives over the poet's
cottage, 'spattering dark on the hatchet iron', bringing with if elements of
destruction and decay (which earlier collections could not assimilate),

'TI thought of dew on armour and carrion.
¥hat would I meet, blood-boltered, on the road'I94.

Toads, whatever it is that 'welters through this dark hush on the crops', the
fairy tale witch vwho rocks a baby mongol on her lap, all are archetypal —
creatures of winter and storm - and only a loved one can disperse the spell,
'come 1o me quick'. The horrdrs continue in.sonnet IZ, the wilderness outside
presenting a 'Black rat ... on the briar like infected fruit' (unlike in 'An
Advancement of Learning' such evil is too strong to be made pathetic). This
genuine wildness invalidates the Heaney's retreat into their literary idyll,

a 'classical' bay tree at the gate, infecting it with reality, the brutality of

country life evoked first in Death of a Naturalist and again here -

'Blood on a pitch-fork, blood on chaff and hay

Rats speared in the sweat and dust of tbreshing'l95.
Echoing Sidney, Heaney asks himself 'what is my apology for poetry! for he can
offer his wife no comfort, the rat gone, her frightened face haunting him 'like
a nevw moon glimpsed through tangled glass'196, impossible to reach. Somnet X
pfovides for reconciliation, another kind of 'exposure' to that which concluded
Noxth. FHeaney and his wife become themselves archetypal, figures from myth -
'Diarmuid and Grainne! - in the poet's drecam, aven to the air in a'cold climate',
rehearsins zn early love which has led, gradually, 'to a mature acceptance

"To raise us towards the lovely and painful

Covenants of flesh; our separateness:

197

The respite in our devy, dreaming faces! .
The paet's natural reticence 1ifts here to reveal delicate emotion, tenderness
banishing the darker visions, 'laid out/like breathing effigies on a raised

ground', for a belief in the healing beneficence of love. In 'Glanmore Sonnets'
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Heaney has gone a good way towvards achieving a new Dantean richness, poetry 'in
the highest, vwidest, deepest sense, comforting'198.

Heaney recently expanded on his intentions in Field Work as a wholeIgg, seeing
it as a journey into light and away féom the earthy preoccupations of his earlier
verse - 'I'm fed up with doors into the dark, I vwant a door into the lightt - to0 a
new contemporary  approach, 'closer to a social life!, Heaney now wishes not to
surrender to the drift of syntax but to push it., He must make himself 'declare as
much as cajole!', recognising that in a time of civil war 'to sing is not an affront
but an affirmation of something else ... a haven of truth!. Certainly there are
epiphanies of light in the collection — the 'clear lightt of 'Oysterst', the tearly
mist! and dew in 'The S%rand at Lough Beg' vwhich presages a hopeful dawvn, the 'davm-
sniffing revenant' of 'Casualty', the 'minnow of light' in 'In Memoric. Sean 0'Riada’
and the 'breaking sheaf of light' in 'Leavings! - but they do not add up, thematic~
ally or emotionaliy, iﬁ the same way that images of darkness do in his .earlier
collections., Heaney has not yet found a new, brighter archetype on which to base
his work equivalent to that of the dark concurrences of legend, of tribal disarray.

It remains my contention that E}g}g;ﬂggg,.though 'Glanmore Sonnets! may well
presage greater poetry to come, is a transitional and largdly disappointing book. >
The poet has abandoned his guiding legend, thet of angient Ireland, ° but has, as.
yet, found little to replace it with., There remains a central ambivalence, 'the
occasional apparent evasiveness ..., a failure of coﬁpassion'zoo, and a refusal to
20T

openly condemn Catholic terrorism - *'tribal, intimate revenge - as he does the

other side, a self-admitted failure to grasp 'the once-in-a-lifetime portent/the

comet'!s pulsing rose'202. Heaney is well aware of this lack of full commitment;

. 20 . .
'angry that my trust could not repose/in the clear light! 3, his tongue is the

'svung relaxing hinge'204 of trap-door and gsllows, When words can unequivocally
ferret 'themselves out of their dark hutch', then Heaney will undoubtably become a
major poet. It is his own certainty of his native legends and heritage that has
allowed him tec trace the roots of both his nation and himself, an archetype of

unease, legend as a door into his own sense of dark, a spade to uncover the past.

'T've never felt any nced to rebel or do a casting-off of God or anything
like that, because I think in this day anthrovologists and mythologists
have taught us a lot, to live with our myths! .
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'T was subjugated under arches,vmanumi{ted at a graduation ceremony,
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I knelt to take the impress of the celebrant's ashy thumb, a silk
friction, the spread palps of his fingers cold as mushroecms at my

temples., An infinitesmal fall of dust itched dorn over my nose. /

*

/
Stipple of the first spadeful. Momento homo guia pulvis es et in

!

pulverem reverteris.
Cdéste-marked annually, I went among the freemen of the city for

their inspection. In forum and theatre I felt their gaze bend to =y
mouldy brow and fasten like a lamprey on the mark. In vain I sought
it myself on the groomed optimi, on the hammerheads of lictor and
praetorian. I vas estimated and enumerated vith my o'n, indelibly
one with the earth-starred denimens of catacomb and campagna'.

It is such myths that Heaney has learnt to live with,
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A NEW LEGEN D;
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Vhereas Seamus Heaney developed his approach to myth gradually,
Geoffrey Hill established a precocious mastery right from the earliest

(scrupulously dated) poems in For the Unfallen, a sometimes over-facile

virtuosity broadened out, after the endlessly reflecting mirrors of King

Log, into the created legend of Mercian Hymns and the achieved mystery

of Tenebrae. Hill's Poetry has gained the unfortunate reputation of being
scrupulous to the point of either incomprehension or impotence ~ the most
illuminating essay on his work concerns itself principally with his use -

of brgcketsI- and certainly the poet carefully excludes his own emotions

and any biographical revelation to an almost obsessive extent. Nevertheless,
Hill's  supposed diffidulty has been much exaggerated, Just as his delight

in sly punning and sheer verbal ingenuity has been mistaken as either gnomic
or arcane. The first anthologist to introduce Hill's work to a wider
audience, Kenneth Allott, found

'the darkness of many of the later poems so nearly total that I
can see them to be poems only by a certain quality in their
phrasing...I understand 'Annunciations' only in the sense that

cats and dogs may be said to understand human conversations'z,
an incomprehension scarcely helped by Hill's attempted explanation of his
own poem, as strangely punctuated and brackét—ridden as his verse but
substitgting sophistry for cadence3. Yhat Hill does admit is his own
uncertaigfy.both of meaning, 'I think', and of his role as poet,

'But I want the poem'to have this dubious end; because I feel

4

dubiouss and the whole business is dubious'’.
As in his own, highly cerebral, literary criticisms, Hill's procse is almost
too brilliant, the reader feels that not enough bridges have been built for
him, that the critic is somehow stressing his own intellectual superiority
and wide cultural range, a charge that could be more justly aimed at some
of the other contributors to §3§§g6, the first magazine to properly champion
Hill's work. Hill's poetry, conversely, has increasingly used myth to

stress humility, his debt to and respect for the iradition which has

created and fostered him.,
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Far from being a poet of wilful obscurity, Hill has constantly refined
his use of myth and legend to attain a more precise clarity, difficult
only for those who wish to find it so, and far removed from the enclosed,
hermetic world of early poems like 'Annunciations, though retaining their
beautiful compression and verbal precision. Despite Jon Silkin's insistence,
in an otherwicse useful essay, that Hill is a poet most exercised by the
Nazi holocaust an? its relation to the artist, 'the question of the private
man and his public actions'7, 2 view amplified by Ricks8, I see Hill's real
subject as far widerandm#cimportant, one which places him properly in
(cautious)vrelation to the civilization which produced such atrocities,

'Hill is a poet of very high infelligence much exercised aboﬁt the

9

terrible injunctions -.:3 paradoxes of our Christian legacy'”.
Hill's pared-down fragments, albeit often part of longer sequences, reflect
a culture and morality shown up as hollow and false by the holocaust, but
his real concern is the culture as a wﬁole - expressed through its myths -
not the terror which exposed it, not the symptoms but the underlying malaise.
Yet Hill's work is, to contradict Allott, not as despairing as it may at
first seem — the poet may be cautious and self-doubting, particularly
about any large claim to meaning or coﬁerence, but he is still passionately
committed to expression. As Hill himself wrote about Part I of 'Annunciation§

'What I say in the section is, I think, that I don't believe in
the Word. The fact that I make the poem at all means that I

0
still believe in words'I .

Hill's first collection, For the UnfallenII, is partly an extended
elegy for the dead — much of Hill's best gork is elegiac - which reveals
a passion for describing death, dissolutién, blood and sacrifice in an
elaborate, toughly burnished, poetic style redeemed by its quiet wit,

tThe dead are my obsession this week
2
But may be lifted away'I .

i i i i ion is uncertain -
Hill mocks his own morbid preoccupations, but their resolution

. o csibly!
in a characteristic pun, whether 'may' means 'can easily' or might possibvly

~ : 3 1€
depends on the reader, not the poet. This refusel of Hill to commit himsel:l
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to direct statement can be seen either as a betrayal of his accepted role
as soothsayer for the tribe - a myth-maker %ho fails to believe in or justify
his own myths - or as a necessary caution for the creator of a world view

in which morality and belief are exposed as equivocal.(Mercian Hymns resolves

this central uncertainty in ﬁill's work by transfering this ambivalence to
the historical/legendary figure of Offa and thus releasing the poet). However,

For the Unfallen, for all its interest in death is dedicated to the living

and the uncorrupted, 'unfallen', 'firstborn, or wise/councillor'IB. Hill's
real subject is the force of myth and history - usually seen in conjurction -
in shaping the present world. Myth, the past and tyranny are the main concerns
here, themes which later collections will deepen but not stray far from, and
the personal involvement of Seamus Heaney in his work, both as individual

and representative of his race, contrasts markedly with Hill's near complete
self-effacement. A highly personal poem likes 'The Turtle Dove' is almost
indecipherable in ite study of an intense, and devouring, relationship, and
Hill's early work uses myth almost as an'instruhent of magic, through which

the poet can make himself disappear, as ya* dering only coild rhetoric,

'Speech from the ice, the clear-obscure;

14

The tongue broody in the jaw'!' ",

Hill's later work will turn this ¥Yordsworthian plainness back into self-
analysis, these various myths into a composite legend, based on O0ffa, which

yet more magically explains the poet's race and, ultimately, himself.

Of the wide range of myth already mastered in For the Unfallen, Christian

scripture and legend achieves an unfashionable dominance, particularly for a

poet who so obviously doubts, rather than celebrates, the religicus tenets

Like the 0l1d Testament, ¥For the Unfallen

which they conventionally express.

opens with a creation myth, but this 'Genesis' diverges markedly from the
accepted text, rejecting the 'brooding immortality' of the phoenix for 'flesh
and blood and the blood's pain', reality in 211 its horror. guch reality

demands appropriate expression - 'there is no bloodless myth will hold' -

and this explains the power of the Christian sacrament - 'pby Christ's blood
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are men made free'! - even when it has proved illusory, powerless against
the energy of Nature (the real 'miracle of God') vhen blood and 1ife have gone,

'Though Earth has rolled beneath her weight
The bones that cannot bear the light'IS.

The sacrament, and its failure to redeem the real world through symbolism,
re-—occurs in 'The Bidden Guest', where the poet's intellectual belief in
the tongues of flame at Pentecost fails to illuminate the service of
communion. The mythic healing of the Mass, blood represented by wine, loses
meaning for the poet, though not the other celebrants, 'broken mouths that
spill/their hoard of prayer like beads on a board'. Both such profligacy and
submissiveness are now beyond Hill, this very religiosity now seen as a
temptation now defeated but not assimilated,

'And so my heart has ceased to breathe
(Though there God's worm blunted its head
and stayed)'Ié.

In a powerful close, the altar is shorn of its mystery, 'cold and dead',

its twin candles extinguished - 'a server has pu% out its eyes' -~ and the
flames of Pentecost unbidden, and the poet remains,»as aloof as he at first
feared, 'the heart's tough shell is still to crack'. The same opposition
between warmth and cold, life and death, underlies 'In Memory of Jane Fraser!?,
a poem of obvious, though unexplained, personal meaning to the poetI7. The
poem, oHe of great mystery and beauty, opens in fﬁe 'siege' of winter,

the 'cold shr&ud' of snow prefiguring Jane Fraser's death which further
rincreases this sense of paralysis, 'to chain/Creation to a stunned repose’.
Nevertheless, 1ife returns, expressed in terms of release, 'ice unloosed the
Brook' and return to movement, 'dead cones upoﬁ.the alder shook'. ¥hat makes
the dying woman heroic is her brutality against death, like the wild creatures

of 'Cenesis', a sense of energy missing from the rituals of 'The Bidden Guest'

and here a real inspiration, a genuine mode of faith,

'e watched her brooding over death 8
I

Like a strong bird above its prey' .
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The power, or lack of it, of conventional Christian dogma is the central

concern of many of the roems in For the Unfallen. 'Gods Little Mountain!

reassesses the granting to Moses of the ten commandmentsl9, for although
(unlike in 'The Bidden Guést') holy fire is here granted it brings no

real change, 'flame that left the air cold and engraven'y, and God's -
'winnovwing eyes! terrify rather than illuminate, 'I waited for the word that
vas not given., As in 'Genesis', this modern apocryphal version shows that
belief has atrophied; the poet's own art is incapable of conveying insight,
while no divine intervention is granted, or indeed thought possible,

'For though the head frames words the tongue has none.

And who will prove the surgeon to this stone'zo.
Conversely, 'Holy Thursdéy' pressnts Eden not as an ideal state of innocence
before the Fall, but as the“knowledge gained by the coming to experience .
that the fall represents,sexuality as the divine fire of the previous poem,

'But they must cleave the fire's‘peril

And suffer innocence to fall'EI.

Love and sex;al knowledge make truly innopent ‘she ... who was my consfant

myth and terror', and it is the ravages of time, 'the season's sad remove',

not experience which is the real ‘'ambush', Fulfilled sexuality is again

Abelebrated iﬁu’AsmodeuS'zz and seen as a trué embodiment of Pentecostal fire,

ifire brought dangerousiy'to hand/to tame, not exorcise, spirits', protecting

fhe lovers against evil through greater strength, 'lightning conducted

forcibly to the ground'. However, this strength is eguivocal and in the

second (highly irregular)wsonnet, the 'guide-book marityr' Raphael censors

truth in the cause of safety, 'closing the doors of the house an@ the head

also'. This cunning use of biblical myth to point a moral often at odds

with théi originally intended, extends to Hill's treatment of the New Testament.
The poet's method is seen at its most delicate in 'Picture of a Nativity',

this 'picture' acting-as a frame for’therattion; men 'appear' - or seem -

‘to worship, just as the protagénists tfreeze into an attitude'. Christ

himself, ;dumb' as the animals around him, is born in a scene of devastation,
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his 'right place' among the flotsam of Neture, like waste oil (perhaps also
the wasted 0il of the canvas described) ‘discharged on the world's outer
shores', and part of the natural,. accepted, violence of 'Genesis', beasts
.vith 'claws flesh-buttered'. In the alternative meaning of 'appear', the
wise men come to worship this incarnation of the ordinary, 'bestial and
common hardship', and thus the miraculous. Nevertheless, the ritual worship
of this child negates his very naturalness — the ar gels' posture and lack of
motion recall the equation of cold and death in 'In Memory of Jaie Fraser!',
Just as their 'displayed' wings reinforce the sense of posing for efizct,

'Preeze into an attitude
Recalling the dead'23.

The following, and companion, poem, 'Canticle for Good Fiday', fcilows the
birth of God with his death, similaply unilluminating and static, 'Creation's
issue congealing'. Both Christ and Thomas are 'staggered' by the cross,

but Thomas, representative of the sceptical poet is only horrified, 'not
transfigured', by the sheer brutality of the ritual. Like the beasts of

the previous poemn, he»finds no revelation, ncthing to make him shed the
claw-roots of sense'!, Christ's sacrifice, 'carrion-sustenance of staunchest
love!, is as unredéemed as the hollow ritual which imitates it in 'The
Bidden Guest'. The equivalent tragedy of Lucifer's fall, as described in
'"The Bibliographers'f4is far more appealing, aﬁ tarchaic beauty! seen in
terms of light, 'blazing in superb effigies!', which contrasis markedly with
"the 'unaccountable darkness'! of Christ's death and, even in defeat, casts
the sun itself into shade, 'the shadow—god envisaged in no cloud'. Similarly
the saint of 'In Piam Memoriam' is, iike Lucifer and Christ, an artistic
construct, 'created purely from glass', but again fails to match up to his
own sense of mission, 'exposing his gifted, quite émpty hands'. An archetype
‘stained' like the glass he is made from, this very duplicity is 'a feature
As with 'In Memory of Jane Fraser', true revelation comes

for our regard'.

not through imposed religion but the return of Spring, reintroducing movement

and life - 'the scummed pond twitches' - stripping away the 'vasted snow!'
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of the past, and creating a genuine, natural miracle, new life from the
roots of death, a purity denied to the myths of man,

'The common, puddled substance: beneath,

Like a revealed mineral, a nevw earth'25.

A similar ambivalence, uneasily co-existing with mastery of expression,

is seen in Hill'g approach to classical foring ' Pastoralt', for example,

examines the way in which myth can be used to obscure real human emotion,
the horror of war and its brutality, 'the unedifying nude dead!', falsified
into a pastoral, fake vision, a 'new tdngue' which obscures all true feeling,

Teeeesiiioiiviisaevoe Here are statues
Darkened by laurel; and evergreen names;

Evidently veiled griefs, impervious tombs'26.

The 'dead' themselves occur frequently in For the Unfallen, seen in 'The

-Qigiant~Eury of Battle{as rejecting this embalming in myth or ritual by
keeping battle formation and order even'in the graveyard, 'the dead maintain
their ground!. ‘'Requiem for the Plantagenet Kings' takes up the !'sea-
preserved' motif of 'Picture-of a Nativity?', itsélf deriving from Shakespeare's

The Temgest?7, the dead lying in self-constructed glory before the revelations

of the Last Judgement, when all will come to light, 'the sea/across daubed
rock evacuates its dead'. The grave again gives up its dead, this time through
the poet's imagination, in '"Two Formal Elegies'. Reminders of the Nazi
holocaust, when ‘on the ordained day/this world went spinning from Jehovah's
hand', play o&er modern holidaymakers stripped not for the gas chambers

£ut the beach, the 'wide hearth' of the sea, and stress the closeness betveen

oppressor and viciim, 'at whose door does the sacrifice stand or start?'.

'The Guardians', the first of three linked poems about death by water,
similarly differentiates the young, risk-takers unavare of danger, from the
old, conscious of danger even in tranquility, and their quiet role as
guardians (as impotent against death as the 'witnesses' of 'Twec Formal Elegies)
not of life but ritual, who 'gather the dead as the firsi dead scrape home'.

'The “Yhite Ship' considers these restless dead, aimlessly drifting 'without

. i ;. Bovever
enrichment or decay', and at the mercy of ; uncaring natural forces. Ho ’
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'"Wreaths' introduces to this sense of futility the revelations of time,

each daily tide bringing to light 'dead gulls, oranges, ‘dead men', a growing
'understanding' which allays brutality with natural beauty and an underlying
sense of coherence, 'what huris appeased by the sea's handsomeness'. Of
course this resolution is itself temporary and incomplete, just as the

rich man of ‘™o the (Supposed) Patron', an early prototype for Offa,
masters his 'prepsred vistas' in g self-regarding and unconvincing, though
enviable, way, his ultimate and yet most appealing folly the arranging of
his own demise, 'idyllic death/where Tish at dawn ignite the powdery lake!.
Hill's interest in death, tied in as it is with the deaths of legend and the
rast, spills over into his more directly mythical early poems, invading
classical themes just as in 'A Pasto—al' and his attempts at formal elegy

it shockingly subverted classical forms.

'Metanorphoses' again cousiders death in terms of the sea, as well as
Ovidian transformation, Venus reborn as a 'sea-scoured temptress; Dreke's
drum as a call to slaughter - his sailors dissdlved into 'undiscerning sea'.
In section V, love is.seen as a battle belween sea and stone, the human
spirit itself a kind of residue cast off by the elements,

'....;}.. hammocked in salt tagged cloth

8
That to be bleached or burned the ses casts out'2 .

The most surprising transformation, however, is‘that of section II, the
scapegoat of Jewish myth transmuted into poetry which (as Hill's own does)
takes on this rituzl suffering and, through 'agility and passion!, eﬁploying
'restraint and fervour', combines light (the sun of 'In Piam Memoriam' and
'Genesis}) and reconciliation, 'make the sun your pedestal/settle all that
bad blood'. 'After Cumae' ties together light and sea odysseys in terms of
prophecy, the Sibyl's t'washable leaves' which direct the divine on the
temporal, help heach to suffering heroes the 'curios of voyage', & freshly
discovered sign of the continuing power of myths

'And the sometimes-abandoned gods confuse

¥ith immortal essences men's brief lives,

2
Trequenting the exposed and piaiguy' 2.
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'Orpheus and Eurydice! again places classical myth in a contemporary setting,
carefully listed 'protected birds!’ replacing the unrestricted, unprotected
songs of Orpheus, 'wild dogs' recalling the Thracian women who eventually
tore him apart. Névertheless, even when men again 'turn to savagery', love
like Orpheus is still seen 'traversing the still-moist dead' and despite

its lack of invoiyement,'serene even to a fault', poetry sfill has its place,
'carrying compassion/to the rawly-difficult:. Poetry's inability, 1like
Orpheus, to actually reverse the processes of death forms the theme of two
earlier poems, one based on an adventure story, the other on Arthurian myth.

30

'Solomon's Mines' is a direct echo of the Orpheus myth, archeology proving
incapable of true resurrection, finding only 'blazed-out, stripped-out things!
and unable, like Orpheus, to curbd its curiosity, to escape’'without lookirg
round/out of that strong land'. *Merlin! again considers the burden of the
‘past, the 'outnumbering dead', even figures redeemed in myth joining the
piles of the anonymous dead, mastered by the 'pinnacled corn', their

enmity resolved in death,

'Arthur, Elaine, Mordred; they are all gone

Among the raftered galleries of bone'BI.

Hill's boldest adeRtion of mzth, however, comes in 'Doctor Faustus', & poem
which deals with man's attempt to make himself into a god, or indeed God;
'gods - as men - rise from shut tombs'. 'The Hafpies' section presents just
such a false god, concealed by his age and once again allied to the sea,

'by the torn waters!. Legend does not protect the innocentg indeed it conceals
real danger in mythical form; the 'lewd uproarious wolf' which blows down

the straw house of the first little pig is a horribly apt metaphor for the
modern slaughter which increasingly preoccupies the poet. In a stanza which
Hill also uses as a preface to the whole collectioé%lblood endures as
currency between the slaughterer and the slaughtered, g beast is slain, a

beast thrives', and even the divine delude themselves in their search for

omnipotence,

'A blinded god believes

That he is not blind'33.
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A more successful attempt at Faustian divinity, albeit through the auspices
of a lohg-degd madman34, is assayed in 'Little Apocalypse', a celebration of
the work of the German romantic poet HOolderlin. 'Sealed' by his insanity
against the 'sun's primitive renewing fury', the poet uses this light to
recreate himself (although this 'brilliance' conceals inhuman ‘coldness'),
'the god cast, perfected, among fire!'.

The 'gods' play a major role in For the Unfallen - the 'shadow-god! of

'The Bibliographers', the 'blinde@ god' of !'Doctor Faustus', the 'sometimes-
abandoned gods' of ‘'After Cumae' and thé created god 'cast' in 'Little
Apocalypse' - but their most complete appearance comes in the sequence '0f
Commerce and Society', 'variations on a theme' derived, possibly, from

the Catholic mystic and myth-delver Simone Weil, who similarly believed that

'in a mass production and money economy there is no perceptible
connection between action and the.fruits of action, so that the

meaning of human activity becomes increasingly absorbed into the

35,

universal exchange medium, money!
'Hollowed' by the Great War, Europe is brought éuf of its 'appalled!' state of
shock by the demands of trade, 'the gods of coin and salt', while the sea
itself is mastered by 'worked vessels', just as, in the next section, it
is made 'decent again behind walls' by the Dyke builders. Europe itself is
seen 'profiting from custom', its cities created by raiding the past, and
as both fecund and destructive, 'nest,holocaust'. The sea is further identified
with the old 'éods' in 'The Death of Shelley', extracting vengeance over the
drowned poet and sucking back its riches, 'pearls and auguries', a direct
contrast to the land, freezing its monuments to commerce under soot. As Secticn
IV emphasises, these monuments are a way of forgetting the dead, even Auschwitz
now 'a fable/unbelievable in fatted marble', the poet's job being to re-
emphasise the arbitrary nature of these outrages, tJehovah's touchy methods',
as unplanned as the thunder, 'however deified and defied' by its victim.:-In
the same way,'0de on the loss of the 1Titanic!' treats shipwreck as sacrifice,

an attempt to'appease the terse gods' in return for the usefulness of water

to commerce, occasionally 'overturned' as were the moneylenders' tables by
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Christ in the Temple. In the final section, 'The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian',
the links between sacrifice and salvation are again ambivalent,

'Engrossed in the cold blood of sacrifice,

The provident and self-healing gods
36

Destroy only to save'” ",
although this is a distinction lost to the more direct, less sophisticated
Americans37. As in 'Picture of a Nativity!, the poet studies religious faith
not direct but as oxpressed in art, here a painting of martyrdom almost comic
in its detail, 'a little flutter of plain arrows!. Fine art - itself
transformed into a monument, 'priceless, and harmless to the nation' -
crystallises such elements of pain and thus defuses them, itself a by-product
of the feudal state in which Europe still exists, 'resonant with tribute ang
with commerce!. As Michael Schmidt has well characterised it, the underlying
theme of 'Of Commerce and Society' is 'the cruel futility, yet the universal
compulsion of profit'38, and this insight which human distress gives into
the economic processes behind history and culture, explored more obliquely

in 'To the (Supposed) Patron', is to be given even more bitter expression

in Hill's second, and more unified,collection, King Log. For the Unfallen

sketches out Hill's religious doubts and yet his belief in the power of myth
to illuminate sufferingj his later work turns these concerns more directly
to the world as it is, moving from 'moral virtue' (or, at least, its
tenuous hold on reality) to 'matter of power and commandment'39.

King Log takes its title from Aesop's fable of the frogs49 — they
ﬁetition Zeus so send them a more active 'king' than the old log in their
pond, and so he sends instead King Stork, a water snake, which devours them.
the moral being that 'we are better off with an indolent and harmless ruler
than with a mischief-making tyrant'4I. Similarly, Hill's poetry, 'King Log!',
is succeeded by 'King Stork', a prose explanation of 'Funeral MNusic', more
explicit and scholarly than the poetry but lacking its creative magic. If
power, and its subsequent abuse, is one major theme of the collection,
'power and commandment', 'moral virtue', some kind of value system to set

against this brutality, is also still relevant - eight of the poems here
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had a}recady appeared as a seperate pamphlet 239&2122242’ the Italian for
'prayers', and this religious aspect, however amhivalent, is always present.
These poems at first achieved only slighting critical reaction - 'Preghiere!
indicated a 'disappointingly ingrovn talent'43 -~ the most welcoming notice
coming from Stand, which had first published many of the poems, where Jeffrey
Wainwright emphasisied the poet's obsession with 'the sheer physical fact of
death; the total erasure of a human being', approached through

'an intermittent theme of ironic and bitter contemplation of the

respective dignities of ruler and ruled'44.
Hill's poetry takes time to come to terms with, however, and King Log has
since been perhaps over-analysed, notably by Jon Silkin45 and Christopher

46

Ricks "7y but also in a short but masterly essay by William S. Milne. as

condensed as the poetry itself and exploring Hill's 'bzlanced tension between

47

art and reality' . No one, hovever, has yet attempted to discuss the collection
as a unified whole, and Hill's basic patterning ~ based, again, heavily on
various approaches to myth - has thus not been properly analysed.

The opening poem of King Log, 'Ovid in the Thi?d Reich', extends thé
cynicism of the Roman poet - as the epigram from his Amores claims, it is only

. .,48
those who admit their guilt who can be judged ev1l4

~ to the perpetrators of
the Nazi holocaust. This ritual slaughter is itself a continuing of myth, 'the
ancient troughs of blood', and the horrifyingly self-satisfied speaker calmly
forgives his victims their death agonies, which 'harmonize strangely with the

divine/Love' he regards himself as celebrating. 'Annunciations' continues

this timperious theme'! with love punned on as either difficult contact or

N

'militant conformity'49, charity or witch-hunt,

'o-‘oc.ococt...oo.oo 'O LOVG,

You know what pains succeed; be vigilants strive

. 0]
To recognize the damned among your frlends"5 .

'Annunciations' opens with the incursion of the 'Yord' - both the 'Logos' of
the New Testament and the impulse to poetry - into the world of the senses,
sacrifice and culture wegkening and distancing it, 'the remard/more touchable,

overt, clean to the touch'. Similarly, Love, another abstract moral concept,
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is lessened through over-exposure, 'the mere diurnal grind', and prodigality,
'forever being pledged to be redeemed'. Both 'annunciations', like that
foretelling the birth of Christ made by Gabriel to the Virgin Mary, are
difficult and doomed to corruption, which 'Our God scatters!', both destroying
and disseminating. The 'shod Word! returns in 'Locust Songs', centred around
the bloodiest battle of the American Civil War, and ex;ressed in terms of
Christian myth, as here befits the Calvinist creed of early settlers,
arriving 'so hard/on the heels of the damned red-man'. The white man is also
damned, however, his dreams of settling in Paradise 'stung by the innocent
venoms of the earth! - possessiveness the snake ih this new Eden just as
'sensual pride' is thevforbidden,fruit, 'teeming applest! for a people who,
like thé tGadarene Squeaiérsf, ﬁill madly rush to their death. The fall
from this Eden comes (significantly) at a battle fought near a church, in
vhich 'twenty-three thousand' died in a 'wilderness of carnage'5o. The
search for religious freedom, the 'shod Yord!,results only in a 'slow/bloody
unearthing of the God-in-us', a God of vengeancé , again 'scattering corruption',
and, as in the two previous poems, the poet can offer no comfort or meaning,
tbut with what blood, and to what end, Shiloh?'

The next two poems convey this central incomprehension back to the Nazi
holocaust with which King Log began. 'T Had Hoge When Violence ¥Was Ceast!
is set directly in an extermination camp, ‘our flesh oozing torards its last

outrage', but in a perverse glimpse of hope it is seen that such terrorism

7

51

cannot destroy one's real humanity precisely because it cannot reach it,
‘that which is taken from me is not mine'. Nevertheless, 'September Song'

stresses, with a poignancy almost unbearable in its sense of the inexorable,

just what is lost, life snuffed out 'as estimated' in a process of measured

terror, just 'so many routine cries', This is not merely a matter of history -

the poet, born in the same year as this young victim, has also made an glegy

for himself, just as the 'smoke of harmless fires' burning the residues of

autumn recalls the fires of the death-camps. Such knowledge, once gained,

R

cannot‘éasily be forgotten or counteractai — 'This is plenty. This is more than

.
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enough'f ?he following two poems ?ginfprcg this sense of suffering - leading
up f? 'Funergl Music?*, H;llfg cgntral and most impressive rénde;ing of this
theme - by portraying, in turn, victim and persecutor. ;An.Ordef of Service!
pfesents a man vho, like the poet, faces up to the void, 'surveyer of his
own ice-world' (recalling the cold also of the death camp, 'cawnlight freezes
against the east-wire') and yet retains his judgement, 'meticulous at the
chosen extreme'!', Even if this sacrifice is ‘unappealing' and 'hopelessly
vigilant' to the impartial observer, this makes it all the more brave, an
unflinching yet unsighted renunciation. Conversely, the portrait in 'The
Humanist' is superficially attractive, an 'achieved guest' sure of himself
and his gifts, chewing his 'word-perfect' aphorisms like 'a delicate white
meat!. Yet this is all show, 'Virtue is virtl, and such affected world-
weariness merely a mask for censorship and intimidation,

'The commonplace hands once

Thick with Plato's blood'52.
The humanist, civiliéed man with or without benefit of God, is exposed as
being as coldly distant as the speaker in 'Ovid in the Third Reich', as
voracious a devourer of culture as those in 'Annunciations', also sitting ‘at
meat'y, flavouring 'their decent moﬁths/with gobbets of the sweetest sacrifice!.
It is Plato, however, creator of the ideal Republic and a philosophy of
abstractions -~ rather than this cultural consumef vho symbolically bleeds him -
vhose thought underlies the next poem, 'Funeral Music' (musical form is an
important force in King Log -~ 'Locust Songs', tSeptember Song', 'Fantésia on
'Horbury'', 'The Songbook of Sebastian Arrurrez' with its 'Coplas' - although
this really marks a continuation of the elegiac tone of the previous collection,
here aiming at an 'ornate and heartless music punctuated by mutterings,

53)_

blasphemies and cries for help!

'"Puneral Music' opens with a direct evocation of Plato's parable of
the cave, our everyday reality seen merely as a reflection of the world of :
ideal forms, echoed throughout by the. recurring image of mirrors and light,

tProcessionals in the exemplary cave,

Benediction of shadows'54-
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The setting for these glimpses of the eternal is, as in 'Locust Songs', civil
war, but centred on a battle almost exactly 400 years earlier, the Battle of
Towlon . in which EdwardlIV and the-Yorkists defeated the Lancastrians under
Henry VI, thus setting Edﬁard on the throne. 'King Stork' emphasises the
savagery of the ‘Jars of the Roses, made all the more implacable by the deep
Christian faith of both sides. Like the protagonist of the previous poem,
the Earl of Worcester is both 'patron of humanist scholars' and known as

the 'Butcher of England!, and this ambivalence, mingled with religious
fanaticism, underlies all éﬁﬁ;unrhymed sonnets, though the poet specifically
avoids ';ny overt nerrative or dramatic structure'. Suffering is suffused
with, though not lessened by, Christian significance - 'orcester behecaded

in three strokes 'In honorém Trinitgg', each biow 'pentecostal' as the firse
in 'The Bidden Guest', the mortal bééoming iﬁmortal, 'psalteries whine through
the empyrean'. This religious fire again recalls Plato's cave, 'ghosting
upon stone! the 'vacuous ceremony' this slaughter is when divested of its
political rationale. This 'tribute of péin' is‘a'wilful sacrifice to the
tritual king! - Caritas, the economic forces behind 'Or Commerce and Society' -
the 'strange-postured! dead of Towton. ironically slaughtered on Palm Sunday,
the celebration of Christ's humble entry into Jerusalem, shortly before his
own self-sacrifice. More hopefully, the poet reconciles the sounds of death,
tfastidious trumpets', the 'flurrying' wind, with *silent music' and the
reflection of future reoconciliation,

1, v eeeaesesss imagine the future
Flashed back at us, like steel against sun,

Ultimate recompense'Bs.
This leads directly to the 'curved metal' of section 3, like a comet
revealing men 'livid and featureless', a wilful evocation of 'doomsday’,
a horrifying approach to Christianity through the extremes of sex and death,

'pAmong carnage the most delicate souls

56

Tup in their marriage-blood, gasping 'Jesus''” .
Hill evokes another pagaﬁ philosopher, the Arabian mystic Averroes., who

believed that the individual soul is perishable, true immortality being vested
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in the world soul to which all individual consciousnesses return, life a
'myth of captivity'. Hill's grounding in Christian culture, however much
he now doubts, makes such easy solutions untenable, for belief in the
indestructibility of the soul is still possible, 'though I would scorn the
mere instinct of faith'. On the pivotal phrase 'as with torches', on which
the sequence divides into its two equal halves, 'Funeral Music' moves towards
some kind of moral framework in which to set this meaningless suffering.
Section 5 opens with atonement and ;Yild Christmas', a return to the
scene of 'Picture of a Nativity', the wise man's gift of spikenard a symbol
of 'the real essence of remorse!. This thirty year slaughter may be a mere
interlude, the'soul's winter sleep', in a longer period of humanity. These
hopes are illusory, however, for prayers are answered not by the seraphs -
bearers of pentecostal fire in section I - but ourselves, the 'damned' again,
racked in 'lingering shows of pain', 'tenderness' not for others but ourselves.
Section 6 takes up two images from section 3, England crouched 'beastwise'
beneath slaughter, and the blindness of both death and sexual love. The
poet has evoked, through the innocence of his son's imagination, a world of
moral order, a 'composed mystery' ordered by a yet more powerful Father, God.
This vision shoudd neither be sentimentalised through nostalgia or indulged
in to the exclusion of reality; once gone, 'the world's real cries' should
be accepted in the place of the fantasies of childhood, 1T believe in my/
abandonment, since it is what I have'. Like the gorgon, the poet, meticulous
as the hero of 'An Order of Service', must stare even if such honesty kills
through reflection, 'averted conscience turned against itself!, In poetry of
great weight and restrained power, the world of reality is reached through
mutual reflection, even though such empathy is mutually destructive,

'As the armies met, each mirrored the others;
Neither was outshone. So they flashed and vanished

And all that survived them was the stark ground
Of this pain'57,
the !'funeral music! of battle reduced to a'remote cry' and images of desolation.

The sequence ends on a note of quiet uncertainty, a declaration of unwilling
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surrender both by the victims of Townton and, by implication, those under
the dominance of any gind of tyranny, 'not as we desire/life but as they
vwould have us live!, These victims are united, though not appeased, by
their suffering; 'all echoes are the same/in such eternity', and thus bear
vitness, as do the 'damned' in 'Ovid in the Third Reich' through their
suffering, to 'each distant sphere of harmony' (a direct echo of the former
who 'in~their sphere/harmonize strangely with the divine/love'). This is all
very weéll, but it gives no meaning to present holocaust, such modern
interpretation and parallels Playing around the surface of the sequence -~
the 'ritual king', 'marriage blood'y, the prayer 'pro nobis', the poet's son
who could outstare the 'wearisome dragon of sleep, and the remote cry which
perhaps 'heralded my name'. Hil: pointedly fails to justify or explain,
instead ending the sequence with a question, one which, for all its hopeful
tenderness and affection, pre-supposes a continuation of the poem's
underlying terror at the processes of history and sacrifice,

'eteeeescecsesecess Then tell me, love,

How that should comfort us - or anyone

Dragged half-unnerved out of this wordly place,
Crying to the end, 'I have not finished' 2o,

In some ways, 'Funeral Music' can be seen as a preparation for Mercian Hymns;

like the later work it erects its own kind of 1ggend from scanty and
scattered historical material, using precise imagination and a sensitive
feeling for place and the particularity of the past to create a new yorld.

ﬁotwithstanding 'King Stork' - or, indeed, the notes to Mercian Hymns - both

poems create a highly persohal and patently unhistorical narrative which
both stands on its ovm and explores the poet's -~ and reader's - sense of
self, compassion and violence particularised in a newly made legend. 'Funeral
Music! ultimately derives its undoubted power not from a close survey of
the I5th century (this historical material is relegated to 'King Stork')

but the use of such attested brutality and religious hypocrisy to examine

both more recent holocaust (nothing is new) and the poet's unexpiated sense

of guilt, evoked more directly in'September Song'. The heart of 'Funeral
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Music' comes in section 7, at the very climax of battle and, in parallel
terms, of the poet's coming to avareness of his ovn 'abandonment', The
nirror imagery that has been seen to underlie the sequence at last becomes
comprehensible, it reflects, as does the 'funeral music' of battle and
execution, the poet's own interior division between unacceptable arrogance
and its horrified recognition, 'a hawk and a hawk shadow'; self-disgust -

'Provess, vanity, mutual regard,
It seemed I'stared at them, them at me.
That was the gorgon's true and mortal gaze:

Averted conscience turned against itself'59.
Just as 'Funeral Music' was dedicated to two murdered poets, Suffolk
and Rivers, the remdining,poems in King Log deal primarily with the links
between art, myth and suffering, from the directness of 'Four Poenms Regarding
v the Endurance of Poets' - adapting humility in the face of such bravery -
to the more complex moral tensions of 'The Scngbook of Sebastiau Arrurruz,
in which suffering derives from love, not tyranny. In view of the cautious
self-revelation of 'Funeral Music!, these.poemskderive added resonance gnd
powver in being not mere eulogies'but a viewing of bravery and commitment’
which the poet admires but carnot himself manage. Even 'Four Poems' reveals
this studied ambivalence.-seen,as usual for Hill,in his multiple puns .-
'regarding' (verb/adverb, watching/about), 'endurgnce' (individual/general,
physical imperviousness/moral stature/survival). Dealing in turn with victims
of four political creeds united only by their tyranny and suspicion:of art,
or indeed any kind of independent truth - the Counter-Reformation, Franco's
fascist Spain, the Nazis and Stalin's form of Marxism - the sequence :egain:
refuses to purvey an optimism or sehse of justice the poet does not believe.
'Men are a Mockery of Angeis' develops the torture imagery of seftion 5 of
'Funeral Music', 'tenderness of the damned for their owvm flesh', to a yet
more extreme compulsion -~ even when 'glutted Torment sleeps', the poet is
tcommanded to rise' (both by his gaolers and God, who shares his cries)

when he wishes to 'compose his voice'! — create poetry or set his emotions in

order, Campanella is designated as 'priet and poet', and this primacy of
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faith over art is stressed - the 'shadow' vhich sometimes shares his cell is
surely God, just as his suffering mirrors Christ's, in a trope borrowed

from the Elizabethan sonnet, 'derisive light, bread, filth! representing
'justice, wounds, love' (the necessity to eat, 'stained with its prompt food!,
is seen as an affliction). Like Bruce and the spider which(legend has it)
inspired him, but on a more self-abasing scale, the poet takes comfort and
humility from the slug which climbs 'the glinting pit-side/of its own slime’.
¥ 'A Prayer to the Sun', develops this sense of illumination from outrage -
darkness brings eventual light 'above éll things' (although the same syntax
could mean that the sun creates darkmess, or that this darkness is total,
tabove'! everything) although\fﬁsat noon, its height of power, that 'vultures
salute their meat'. In the third of these declining stanzas (like the path
of the sun across the sky?) the sun's, and CGod's, ambivalence is accepted,

a 'ravager'! wvho can also bless. 'Domaine Public' further praises the self-
abasement of the early Christians to help 'cultivate the corrupting flesh',

a willed silence, 'suppression of much impropei speech! (obscene or inapprop-
riate), also attempted by Campanella. Death and life are interfused, an
open mouth the tomb, the days of the week as 'seven pits', the orderlies of
the death camp playing at, and prefiguring, God, 'again we/resurrect and the
judges come'. 'Tristia' is a more personal poem, to a 'difficult friend'

but one, nevertheless, whomHill never met,'again I am too late'y nevertheless
Mandelshtam, driven mad by\his persecution, reveals the links between
—tragedy, the sun and God, all cruel tyrants who feed on human grief and
desolation, 'hard summer sky/feasting on this, reaching its om end'.

The following four poems deal more generally with the common ground held
between poetry and suffering. 'The Imaginative Life! locates this in myth,
tthe irregular visions of a god', the tortured flesh of 'Men are a mockery
of Angels!' transformed through terror 'to purging and delight'. Figures from
both classical and Christian myth - the Furies earlier placated by 'decent!
ceremony in 'A Pastoral' and the 'true seraphs' who brought Pentecostal fire

in 'Funeral Music' - celebrate both lust and death, or rather their
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conjunction, 'gargantuan mercies whetted by a scent/of mortal sweat'. 'The
Assisi Fragments'! deals more directly with Christian legend; Saint Francis's
love for the 'mild inflammable beasts' an Eden before the Fall,

'And there the serpent
60

Innocently shone its head! ’
which is destroyed by the consciousness of death (in the previous poem it
was transformed by it), subject to hawk - the poet's own sense of sin in
‘Funeral Music' - raven, wolf and fire, both of Pentecost and destruction.
These emblematic beasts tie in with other such creatures of blood-lust,
those 'forever bent upon the kill' in 'Genesis', the buzzards of 'Locust
Songs' and their fellow scavengers the vultures in '£ Prayer to the Sun',
and, later, the owl and foxes of ;Three Baroque Meditations', all far
removed from the tamed symbolic lion of G. Vilson Knight's critical mythology?I
'History as Poetry' returns again to Pentecost, poetry itself as a new birth
out of the 'tongues' not of fire but the (paradoxically) 'speecchless dead',
like Lazurus or domestic flowers a carefully prepgred resurrection from the
earth. Poetry is both legendary - 'fortunate auguries' - and superfluous -
'tarred golden dung' - but its one salient merit is to link past and present,
history and the modern world, ‘'the 0ld laurels wagging with the new'. Tt
is this timeless aspect of poetry which is celebrated in 'Soliloquies!’,
explained, again, in terms of myth, the 'ritual power' of age and loss (these
two poems describe, like the two parts of 'The Assisi Fragments', Eden and
the Fall, 'what I lost'), 'The Stone Man' looks back to childhood as a
symbolic 'half-recognized kingdom of the dead' - the tone of these reminiscences

prefigure that of Mercian Hymns - a revelation that unites flesh‘and sun,

the two tokens of suffering. Conversely, '01d Poet with Distant Admirers'
looks forward to the 'ritual power'!' of old age, death viewed from the other
direction, and, as in 'History and Poetry', preserves 'fragments, in the
observing mind' against the coming silence of oblivion, poetry outdistancing
biography 'as in the great death-songs/of Propertius (glthough he died young)'.

There follow itwo more particularised essays in literary biography, though
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it is still the connection between art and suffering which forms their most
62 -2

obsessive theme. 'Cowan Bridge! contrasts fact ang fictionfzthe schooel which

the Bronte children attended with !Lowood', the parallel school invented by
Charlotte in Jane Eyre, but it is Emily who is most in mind; This 'temperate

3
Place' nurtured the 'lost storm' of Wuthering Heightsf‘immersion in the

natural world (the 'alders' of 'In Memory of Jane Fraser', the'elder—bush!'

of 'The Stone Man', both suggesting death and decay - like beasts, plants

are emblems to Hill) leading to the 'vulnerable pieties' of a new myth,
tempered by the restraint of place, 'the modesty of her rage', 'Outwcrn
piety' also moulds the subject of 'Fantasia on 'Horbury'', transforming the
menace, again, of northern landscape into art, 'plush tunes' which defend

the artist against his 'unspeakable desolation', mirrored by his surroundings,

'This place not of his choosing, this menace

From concave stormlight, a freak suggestion...

These heads of nettles lopped into the dust...'64.

'Three Baroque Meditations!' deepens this contrast between the consolation of
art - 'the lamp's fierce head/of well trimmed light'! - and the metaphofical
darkness of the natural world outside - 'foxes and rain-sleeked stone and the
dead', Section I makes the central concern of King Log at last explicit,

'Do words make up the majesty
Of man, and his justice

Between the stones and the void?'65,
can art measure up against suffering and death? The poet speaks directly
about his art ih the opening two sections, the 'fire' of poetry a kind of
priesthood of death, 'hard praise! to the goddess Minerva, which celebrates
the constant violence of nature, 'the lithe/paradigm Sleep-and-Kill'. This
justifies the obsession with slaughter and sacrifice of poems like 'Funeral
Music', 'the poem/moves grudgingly to its extreme form'. Nevertheless, the
poet also meditates on his sense of restraint, better to realize the
*impalpable bittérness' of his subject matter, an obsessive self-regard,

'eeeesess For I am circumspect,
Lifting the spicy 1id of my tact o
To sniff at the myrrh. IT¥ is perfect!
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It is only by such fragmented methods that the poet can properly evoke the
'Furies' of 'The Imaginative Life', who 'bask their claws' with the 'flesh
of abnegation' (surely draving dn the beasts with 'claws flesh-buttered! of
'Picture of a Nativity'). Section 3, 'The Dead Bride!, changes perspective
from the imagined poet to his imagined lover, herself allied with the beasts
who plague him with their reality - she 'clawed to becalm him', the 'vixen-
skill' and 'nightly prowl' of her tongue recalling the foxes outside his
lighted window in the previous section. The poet's 'sacramental mouth' - both
in love and poetry -~ struggles to heal this lifeless woman/Muse.(white, a
'dead' bride), and language tékes on both sexuality, speaking in 'nuances
and imperatives' and the mythic power of the Mass, 'that justified my flesh!
with !'far-fetched blood!. Sacrament becomes sacrilege, just as the woman
vho once 'writhed to concéive of him' comes to hate this restraint, 'disciplines
of languages', but the poet himself is oblivious of such contempt, ‘'he weeps/
solemnizing his loss', What had at first seemed a direct statement of Hill's
ovn credo gs an artist becomes yet! another persona. Nevertheless, this
irony reviects back not just on Hill but on Sebastian Arrurruz, the supposed
writer of the final sequence, in which loss is again solemnized, turned into art,
'‘The Songbook of Sebastian Arrurruz' is the final, but purest, example
in'King Log of Hill as a maker of his own legends, for here he does not, as
in 'Puneral Music!', embroider history, but invenfs his own hero, an imaginary

though carefully imagined figure set carefully in place (Mercian Hymns puts

both together; King O0ffa is . - developed from historical fact and yet
created as a figment of Hill's imagination), a mask through which the poet
can speak with a directness and purity of emotion not dared elsewhere in his
first two collections. In a fine review, Derwent May described these poems
as being about 'lost love, and the slow making of peace with that loss';

'The best mimc the process with great delicacy and exactness, most of
the foriard movement of the poem seeming to register the sad labouring
of the will, %ith relapses and intenser pangs caught in a sudden
faltering, or in a phrase opening out sudden perspectives in which

R 67 .
& more unmanageable truth is seen! 7.
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Conversely, Jeffrey Yainwright sees the sequence as a ! 'ing fall' into cliche,

'the possibility of no longer, through the contraction of valigd

speech, being able to say anything meaningful'68.
Typically for Hill, both elements are Present in poems which so uneasily
combine emotion and artifice, and it is this ambivalent beauty that. makes
the sequence so fascinating, a fit conclusion to the dualities of the vhole
collection; King Log and King Stork, art and the beasts, verse and prose
(only 'Ovid in the Third Reich' and 'Locﬁst Songs' can be said to have full
rhyme schemes, but much of the collection eschews free verse for unrhymed
but rhythmically intact stanzas of three, four or fourteen linesj terza rima,
quatrains and sonnets in disguise), suffering and its expression in poetry.
Sebastian Arrurruz, the 'apocryphal Spanish poet'69, puns on the martyred saint
(described as a symbol of decadent Europe in section 5 of 'Of Commerce and
Society!') as, literally, 'arrowroot'»— both target for the 'little fluiter
of plain arrouvs' to make route for, and *flesh-root'(as described in pert V
of ‘*Metamorphoses') from which the arroonf poetry can be nurtured, art and
suffering again seen as concomitant._ Similarly,‘these quietly desperéte
lovesongs delicately combine and crystallise the major themes of King Log

and, indeed, For the Unfallen, freezing them in a careful fiction, from

which Hill can pass on to wider, less personal, matters in Mercian Hymns,

the legend of a despairing poet giving way to the legend of a whole race,
The first of Arrurruz's songs celebrates ten years of absence from the

loved one, emotion calmed by the 'merciful' routine of time, the poet

examining his grief as dispassionately as a scholar (or literary critic!),

'T piece fragments together, past conjecture

70

Establishing true segquences of pain' ,
and thus finding comfort in, through art, the restoration of these relics of
love, 'the long-lost words of choice and valediction', These songs thus
subvert time (Arrurruz is supposedly long dead)7I vhich both deadens loss
and yet makes irredeemable the past. 'Coplas' deals with this sense of loss

more directly, rejecting sophisiry for simple ecmotion, 'I can lose what I
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vgnt. I want you', a sense of loss which the remaining songs evoke 'with
slightly varying cadence'!. Arrurruz miraculously predates Hill's subtle use
of ambiguity (if he had actually existed, he could be adjudged an influence
on the later poet!), and this further teases out his grief, just as he
realises that these poems will merely add an 'unfamiliar! ('previously unknovn'
or 'extra') passion between his rival and his lover. This love is recalled
in a 'contained! silence, which dravs on eérlier uses of silence to suggest
the transcendental in King Log- reconciliation in seétion 2 of 'Funeral Musict,
meditation of suffering in 'Men are a Mockery of Angels, artistic creation
in 'Cowan Bridge', but disregard in 'A Prayer to the Sun', 'Hell is silent!.
Arrurruz can now only fully recall his love through dream and myth, throuzh'-
'bargaining with sleep's/miscellaneous gods'y, an 'alien landscape',like that
in 'The Stone Manf,lit by the 'distant flashes' of the immortal. The povwer
of myth to both transcend and deaden pain is again stressed in the 'workable
fancy' - as opposed to the 'abrasive gem' earlier dismissed - of song 4,
although this jewel ihagery continues with sorrow transformed to a 'semi-
Precious' stone, a piece of 'fortuitous amber'. Restless life is "metamorphosed!
into static art, but this is a double-edged process ('deprivation! remains)
Just as Hill's earlier poem 'Metamorphoses'transformed suffering into death,
ﬁhile Ovid himself provides the morality of the 'Third Reich', 'innocence is
no earthly weapon'. Song 5 makes storm a metaphor for artistic effort - 'the
'lost storm! of 'Cowan Bridge', the freak 'stormlight' of 'Fantasia on 'Horbury'
- 'downpour' of rain its release, just as the poet feeds his 'hunger' with
other men's poetry. 'Postures' presents another metamorphosis, through
imagination and 'peaceful hermaphrodite dreams', in which 'excess of memoxyy'
can purge itself, and this increasing stylization is seen in the remaining
poems in the 'Songbook', art further transforming life.

'‘Prom the Latin', dated the year of Arrurruz's supposed death, ties
together the 'contained silence' of 2 and the 'blank hunger' of 5 into a

dream of what could have been, 'quietness/that could feed on our lust?',

- . . *
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the mouth turned from poetry to the offices of love (the poet's 'sacramental
mouth' in 'The Dead Bride'), 'and at night my tongue in your furrow', an
image which, like the 'diurnal grind' of 'Annunciations', unites habit and
sexuality, though far more delicately. Like silence, hunger is a constant
theme throughout King Log, and one which is carefully developed. At first it
indicates mere cultural consumption (and greed), the searchers and curers
who sit together 'at meat'! in 'Annunciations', the 'Humanist! sitting at
the Muses' table, his every aphorism 'a delicate vhite meat', though 'Locust
Songs! gives this greed a wider dimensién, 'gluttons for wrath' and the
apples of 'sensual pride'. 'Four Poems Regarding the Endurance of Poets!
develops this into a shameful example of the corruption against which these
poets strive, the 'prompt food! of torture, vultures vho 'salute their meat',
maggotls 'churning spleen to milk' and the unredeemed poor who tgrovel for
food in the roadside field!', Aé with the parallel theme of suffering, this
greed is transformed by art towards the end of King logs the 'waeking-taste
of manna or of blood' analysed in 'The Imaginative Life! is transmuted through
'Pentecost's ashen feast' (in 'History as Poetry') into a 'portion of the
soul's feast' in 'Soliloquies', the 'blank hunger' fed by verse in the
'Songbook', The power and sense of reconciliation of this final sequence is
well prepared for. The prose poem 'A Letter from Armenia', itself set out in
the shape of a tree (the final short line the tfunk), turns from nature to
sexuality and death, 'delicate pillage' and the ‘'authentic dead'. The landscape
of 'your part of the world'does not“wogkfﬁihis imagination until he transforms
it through poetry, the verse companion piece 'A Song EXrom Armenia', King Stork
remade as King Log. Shade screens out the sun which revealed the presence of

the divine in For the Unfallen (illuminating the saint of 'In Piam Memoriem,

unearthing ancient myth in 'After Cumae') and which became 'our ravager' in
'A Prayer to the Sun'y love as the ecdl water of regcneration which relieves
the drought of 'Fantasia on 'Horbury'','troughed stone' which redéems the

]

'ancient troughs of blood'! of'0Ovid in the Third Reich', gentle motiom’

tYour mouth, and your hand running over me

Deft as a lizard, like a sinew of water'72o
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'To His Yife', dated a year earlie? than 'From the Latin'73, reveals the
adulterous base of this love, the.poet's vife 'not intimate but an
acquaintance' and 'idly commiserated', or so it seems, by the poet and his
mistress. Indeed, Arrurruz's attitude to his wife seems to echo that contempt
he complains of in his lost mistress, and thus mitigate it for the neutral
reader - just as'The Dead Bride' throvs a new, damaging, perspective on the
poet's carefully moulded ‘'tact' in 'Three Baroque Meditations'!. We are back
to the endlessly reflecting mirrors with which I characterised King Log

at the start of this chapter, verse reflecting prose, the present reflecting
the past, the 'steel against sun', 'curved metal', armies which ‘'each
mirrored the other'! and 'averted conscience turned against itself' of 'Funeral
Musict', the 'distant flashings' in 'The Stone Man' which illumifates the
kingdom of the dead. Such duplicity leads not to love bul silence - 'scarcely
speaking' - and 'coolness' in section II, which concludes both the poer and
the collection. The poet is reduced to merely a lyric note, art rejecting
its subversive role to become a mere tone of vdice, 'T...caress propriety
with odd words', prose celebrating the poet's loss of faith,

'And enjoy abstinence in a vocation

14

0f now-zlmost-meaningless despair' .

' Dhis is both a final admission of failure and yet also a beginning of the
cycle of King Log all over again, for Sebastian; like Ovid in the Third
Reich, celebrates the 'love-choir', rejecting 'innocence' for a blinkered
concern only for the personal, whether it be lost mistress or 'work and my
children'. It is significant that Ovid's epigram, vhich opens the collection
on a nofe of duplicity and unadmitted guilt, is taken from his Amores, love
seen as an escape from reality, the three times referred-to blindness in
section 3 of ‘Funeral Music! of those who 'tup in their marriage blood!'.
The end of XKing Log mirrors jts opening, an endless cycle of definition,
warfare, hard won experience through suffering, and artistic expression
mutating into self-defeat. It is this cycle (also discgrnable in For the

Unfallen) which Hill again follovs, yet subverts, im the fully created

legend of Mercian HraSe -




I30.

Mercian Hymns75 has been described as 'the best English book of poems
76

since...Eliot? and, like the Waste Land it uses fragments of the past,

brief glimpses of (metaphorical) scenery and a mock-scholarly apparatus
to create its own myth, an epic for a less leisurely age. Nevertheless,
vhere Eliot's purpose is to contrast the richness of the past with the
sordidness of the present, Hill is more subtle, stressing instead the
continuity, through legend, of both the rich and th~ sordid in the
development of the race., As Silkin has noted, this effectively prevents
the reader from using myth as a mode of escape, 'the poem deliberatel;
thwarts any attempt by the reader to keep his or her 1mag1nat10n safe in
the past'77, using it instead to structure this difficult meetlng;-of past
and present, 'rather than traditional narrative...Hill adopts myth as his

78

method of cohesion'' ~. Hill himself, in a rare comment on his own poetry,
stresses both the work's humour and its forcs, even to him, as legend,

'it was an enchantment difficult to justify on rational grounds

but, once it had been drawn, the details of the fantasy took

19

on their own rationale!
As with Xing log, notabdy'Funeral Music', and the later Lachrimae, Hill
reads widely around the period he is poetically recreating8o though such
learning is worn lightly - though powerfully - in the final work, spilling
over instead into his critical work of the time. The general background of
the Midlands, earlier celebrated by George Eliot, and the rhythms of I9th
qentury life (also explored in Hymn XXN) are sensitively explorsd in
'"Redeeming the Time'8I, vhile, as Christopher Ricks pointed out in his
pertinent review82, Hill's essay on Cymbeline develops Offa's klnd of

cruel yet envied rule, tribal leader becoming monarch and founder of his race,

'A British King is seen for what he isj uxurious, irrational,
violent when prodded, indulgent, of absolute status and

83

ultimately invulnerable' -,

In Mercian Hymns, this ambivalence of response, resrect crossed with fear,

is brought fully to bear, King Stork once more (grudgingly) celebrated,
King Log once agein (loxiﬁgly) mocked, as in the medieval graffiti84

on the front cover. It is the 'unfallen', again, who merit praise.
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In Mercian Hymnsllegend is less immediately relevant to either present
political realities or the incidents of the poet's own life than, say,
Seamus Heaney's Forth - past and present are not neatly parcelled into two
contrasting sections but compressed into one mythic‘continuum. Similarly,
Hill does not directly collate a range of historical legend, as does Heaney,
but instead raises a historical figure to g new legendary significance,
although both poets have the same basic aim, to explain their society. To
compl@ment this new legend, Hill invents a new form, a kind of clipped,
highly allusive bprose-poem, 'curt graffito' like Offa's own name, draving
partly on the prose passages of 'The Songbook of Sebastian Arrurrez', but
with a kind of tense directness new — and welcome - to Hill's work. The
original 'Mercian Hymns' were also, of course, poetry recast as prase,
'those high moments of lyrical praise which occur with the prose passages of

85 86

the Latin text! - Silkin suggests the underlying presence of the Te Deum"° -
but most significantly they were glosses, in a regional dialect, on Hebrew
myth, itself relayed through the Latin§7 Milne has suggested here, perhaps
rather fancifully, a parallel with Hill's glossing of Mercian history,
refracted through the ‘'translation' of modern life in the Midlands. Certainly
Hill glosses the historical details of Offa's life, transmuting them into
events which help establish 'the presiding genius of the Midlands'. Just

as King Log expanded on its epigram of 'matter of power and commandment!',

%3

80 Mercian Hymns develops these concerns, glossing C.H.Sisson's thoughts

on 'the conduct of government', state and individual expressing each other,
just as 0ffa acts for, and represents, his people, both past and present.

None of this really explains the sheer complexity of reference and the
dexterous - often wildly comic - use of legend which characterises Hill's
'brief epic' and which is so leadenly absent in most of his imitators. The
work is far more allusive end self-contained than the folloiing analysis

can suggest — each new reading reveals further nuances and internal parallels,

the logical inconsistency of true legend, language melted and recombined in

new, magical constructions,
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The first two of the thirty prose sections that comprise Mercian Hymns

deal with this sense of language, centred on the naming of Offa as king,

& process both poverful and mysterious - in legend, to name a man is to
obtain mastery of his actions. Hymn I ostensibly sets out Offa's duties
and sovereign¥#ty, a kind of ritual divinity over the processes of Nature,
'king of the perennial holly-groves', the earth, 'riven sand-stone', and
time, reponsible both for the 'historic rampart and ditch' of the Dyke

for which he is best remembered and the 'M5', trackway and motorway. These
roles are archetypal for a guardian of his race_ -king, builder, guard,
businessman, lavyer, priest and scholar - and they unite present and past,
'contractor to the desirable new estates', both feudal lands and modern

V housing collectives., Like his contemrorary and friend Charlemagne, Offa
creates a nation from a diverse jumble of warring states, though with
requisite cruelty,a'martyrologist' who causes, as well as records, such
outrages. Offa's comic, though despotic, arrogance is further heightened by
his magisterial command, 'I liked that....sing it'again', Hill seen
disconcertingly as a kind of modern court poet who delivers a paeon to his
dismissive master, Hill, of course, obeys, and Hymn II extends this naming
of 0ffa, parodying the curt list of a dictionary definition. Offa is a
'common name'82nd therefore representative, but it also suggests popularity,
'best-selling brand', and yet something suspect - in a pun on 'offer' - a
'specious gift'. It is Offa's ambivalence which his name most clearly defines,
Both the !'starting cry of a race! -~ either its birth pangs or its first words -
as, in a different sense, this poem is - and a 'mame to conjure with', one

both to respect and to perform magic with, just as Mercian Hymns is a kind of

conjuring trick performed by Hill to mystify and, through such mystifications,
entertain his audience.

The next three poems are entitled 'The Crowning of Offa' in the key to
titles at the back (itself a further key, naming again suggesting mastery)

but they approach this not through direct ceremony but the kinds of initiaticn

' tacting on behalf of many!
which the ritual king has to undergo to become a man 'a g
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Hymn IIT describes the coronation, therefore, indirectly through the eyes of
one of Offa's many subjects, the poet himself as excited schoolboy (like
North, the most vivid memories are those drawn from childhood, and it is
these which can most readily be drawn, through their sense of vonder, into
myth), perhaps draving on the coronation of George VI. Certainly the
identification of the poet with, or as surrogate for, Offa is not accidental,
and runs throughout‘the vhole sequence. The sheer absurdity of the occasion -
‘village-lintels curlered with paper flags' - both stresses the comic
discontinuity between state ceremony and village response and yet precents the
important incursion legend can make into normality, the ritual'bonfire of
beer-crates and holly-boughs' - holly being closely associated with pre-
Christian ritual in Britain. Similarly, Offa's assumption of kingship is
directly compared ﬁith the Resurrection, 'it was 1fke Easter', and with
fertility mysteries, the 'Stag's Head' pub recalling the 'horned phonograph'
of the previous poem and preparing for the 'feral horns' of Cernunnos' in
Hymn XV. As alwags, such seriousness is undercut by sly humour, the nevw
king's 'foreign gaze' (later to assume more importance in terms of coinage)
approving not treaties but 'hankies', the childrens' chorus of praise due
not to respect but a day's holiday from school, and, most comically, Offa's
surrogate as 'king', the village chef, his crown a 'new-risen hat', his
largesse sealed with 'any mustard?!'. The next fwo sections move from the
‘we' of Offa's new subjects to the 'I' of Offa himself, considering his
own - and perhaps the poet's - childhocd and coming to power, whether of
Mercia or the kingdom of words. Hymn IV develops the Anglo-Saxon concept of
'yird', itself glessed by Hill in a particularly. absurd footnote?o, Offa
himself seen in terms of buried gold, invested in 'mother-earth' - the only,
albeit oblique,reference to Offa's parentage. Thusvimplanted in the wonb
of England, Offa emerges to transform the 'Roman flues', remnants of the
previous civilization of Britain, and, through a similar rebirth, turn them
into a kingdom, 'the long-unlooked-for mansions of our tribe'. Hymn V

completes this birth from racial memories, 'crypt of roots and endings"
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Offa emerging from the darkness of death,after long incarceration in the
processes of myth,to reinvigorate his nation., Like the badgers and mole of
the previous poem, Offa is made new as a subterranean creature and then vorms!
his way upward 'for ages' (literally, considering the vast historical scope
of the poem) to redeem his 'vergildt', the 'true governance of England!, This
is expressed as a combination of the arts of war and Peace, learnt from hig
immersion in Nature, 'barbaric ivy' prefiguring the 'gaunt warrior-gospel!’,
'scrollwork of fern! suggesting the 'engraved stone' which expresses it.
This might all be nothing more than a yéung boy's imaginary game, of course,
'child's—play'.‘ Certainly, whether 'exile or pilgrim', Offa returns to
'rich and desolate childhood', his ambivalence stressed from the start, in
which he is so obviously an outsider, 'sick oh outings', and yet a future
monarch precisely because ofthis apartness, again a prototype of the poet,

'I who was taken to bhe a king of some kind, a prodigy, a
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maimed one!

This sacrificial aspect of Offa's kingship is extended in Section VI,
'The Childhood of Offa', Mercia is still in 'thrall' to scavengers, 'badger
and raven', and Offa, like Christ, exiles himself in this wilderness, while
retaining the treasure of Hymn 4, still 'dug and hoarded', a treasure now
seen to be of fertility, the 'riven sandstone' of the opening poem now
yielding honeycombs and orchards. Offa remains aloof from his fellows, a
distance deliberately maintained along with 'a strangeness' and 'unattainable
toys'., Vhere his contemporaries celebrate merely their dirt and disease,
snot and impetigo, Offa draws closer to nature, following landscape 'Back
to its source', compensating for his lack of brothers, real or metaphorical,
wiith toys of resin, apple-branches, mistletoe, elements of primitive faith.
Offa's treatment of his one friend Ceolred92, as described in Hymn VII, 'The
Kingdom of O0ffa', further stresses the future king's cruelty and aloofness,

his gradual mastery over the other children mirroring his growing fitness to

rule his nation. This first emerges in his casual slaughter of the frogs «

Csurely an identification with King Stork here would be too pat, but it does
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pPlace Offa as the fount of the various forms of tyranny which form the
principal subject of Hill's previous collection), part of the sinister
abundance of Nature, with 'eel-swarms' and stagnant marlpools, on the border
between water and land, industry and nature, 'gasholders, russet among fields'9§
Nevertheless, Offa's cruelty is worked at, 'with branches and half-bricks,
he batterecd a ditchful', and deliberately casual, 'then sidled avay's Ceolred's
crime is to lose Offa's model biplane, a reference point for war and the
heroic fantasies of childhood heroes (perhaps Bigglest), but turned, fhrough
loss, into a relic, along with 'rat-droppings and coins', OQOffa's response to
this accident is to flay Ceolred - a typically brutal and Mercian punishment -
having 'lured' him like an animal to his native haunts in earth.and history,
the 'old quarries', Most notable are both Ceolred's continuing loyalty, he
'vas his friend and remained so', and Offa's attaining of peace and reflection
from his cruelty, leaving the pond of dead frogs in 'stillness and silence’.
He - abandons. ' Ceolred to journey 'calm and alone' in his 'private derelict
sandlorry named Albion' - the spirit of old England again used to master the
earth, this time comically through channelling 'sand, and a deliberately
ludicrous metaphor for Offa's new kingdom.

The next two hymns continue this progress to kingship. Section VIII,
'0ffa's Leechdom', deals with the political purges which characterised O0ffa's
reign, a refinement of the cruelty seen in the previous hymm, and of Offa's
magisterial tone already seen in section I, 'I am the King of Mercia, and I
know', Offa's corresponding paranoia is comically transposed to the present,
'phone-calls at midnight, venomous letters', but its vindictiveness is too
close to present autocratic regimes to be humorous - opponents are 'mad!,
'predators' (like the badger and raven of section VI who previously ruled
Mercia?) and 'maimed souls' cured by a 'novel heresyf By naming these
enemies -~ just as Offa hihself was named in the opening hymns ~ Offa can bleed
the kingdom of their supposed treachery, a death sentence proclaimed 7ith
chilling certitude and ceremony, 'l dedicate my awakening to this matter'.

Offa's full -assumption of kingship is celebrated in hymn IX,'Offa's Book of
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the Dead', commemorating what I take to be the death of Beornred, the previous
king of Mercia, deposed by Offa (it could equally well be Offa's mother or
vife, but this would not explain the poem's underlying sense of irony).
Perhaps mirroring this uncertainty; the tone of the poem is rarticularly
ambiguous, drawing on the poet's own childhood memories of stuffy funerals and
their air of collective embarrassment, undercut by a genuine sense of loss.
Offa again narrates the poem, addressing his predecessor with affection ~ 'my
dear' - for leaving state affairs 'nicely settled’'. Language itself is an
instrument of state, cloaking reality - the dead man is 'dismissed' by the
curate just as the mourners 'dismissed! themselves, his demise echoed by the
'spoil-heaps of 'rysanths dead in their plastic macc', the tombs on which these
rest similarly ineffectual and forgotten, an 'eldorado'of washstanc-marble!.
Religion itself is seen similarly as a meaningless ritual, redolent of '‘censers
and polish!, tﬁe 'sfrange' curate's recital of the wrong service making no real
difference, indeed part of some mysterious game, a chess 'gambit' the puzzled
congregation cannot answer. Even here, howuever, ritual shades off into genuine
legend - the dead king is buried, like Christ, 'without the walls', the return
of the 'three mute great-aunts', borne away by limousine, resembles the three
Furies deserting théir victim, while Offa himself becomes a bard, unburdening
'the saga of your burial! - prefiguring Offa's own funeral in XXVII.

Hymn X, the first of three sep»rated poems entitled '0ffa's Laws', sees the
poet regain the narrative from Offa, who enters fully into kingship by becoming
lawmaker for his people, 'commissioner of oaths' from Hymn I, creator of the
'new law' of section VIII. Again Offa's brutality is stressed, made yet more
chilling by his callous magnanimity, 'he forgave the death hovwls of his rival!,
and yet also comic through his supreme arrogance, eXchanging 'gifts with the
Muse of History'. All this serves to teach Offa the‘futility of regret,
expressed in a parody of New Testament wisdom, for 'vwhat should a man make of
remorse, that it might profit his soul?'. In an extraordinary twist,the poem
reverts to the poet's childhood memories, tying in with the 'staggeringly-giltad'

Offa's 'assorted prize pens', and contrition-ttell everything to Mother, darli?g?

and
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God bless!' — Offa's self importance reduced to a need for maternal comfort,
suggesting either Offa's relation to history as that of a spoilt, =ilful
child or the whole sequence as the poet's schoolboy fantasy of power over
the adult world. This double view continues in the final baragraph, its
'mild dreams', ‘cat Smut' and attempts to learn Latin all pvart of childhood,
yet also part of Offa's education in kingship, learning mastery over his
subjects, 'attempting to master ancilla and servus', Again, the 'little peérs'
recall Gethsemane and its treachery, vhile the orening image stresses
Offais worship of power - 'he adored thé desk! - allied to the sympathetic
magic of seals of office 'into which he had suhk his name'y, creating a unity
between this power and its expression, 'signatures and retributions'. Offa's
concern for his subjects is ambivalent - he *drew upon' their grievances,
suggesting this very process gives him strength -~ but this groving mastery
becomes more evident in succeeding hymnsj indeed the subject of these hymns
changes, blasphemously, from God to Offa, Hill as Mercia's ritual priest,

The next three sections, all entitled '0Offa's Coins', express this sense
of growing majesty, allied with cruelty, in terms of the establishment of
a new form of coinage, along with the Dyke Offa's most enduring achievement,
and a fruition of the investment imagery of earlier poems. Hymn XI deals,
in a general way, with the importance of the purity of this coinage to the
community, and the extreme punishments dealt ou£ to forgers who attempt to
subvert this order. The coiners' power lies in their ability to subvert
Offa's new won sovereignty — 'they could alter the king's face' - and any
mistake dra.s a similar''mutilation' on the coiners themselves, a punishment
which takes on a ritual meaning, 'swathed bodies in the long ditch, one eye
upstaring'. Justifiably cautious, the coiners 'struck with accountable tact',
accountable for the monetary value of their work, as explanatory of their
caution, and as responsible for any mistakes, a typical triple pun.for Hill.
As with the 'Roman flues' of hymn IV, Cffa builds on the previous culture

to create his owh, coins 'handsome as Nero's' (is it suggested that Offa is

Just as cruel?), and using Latin to celebrate his kingship in the inscription
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'0ffa Rex'. These coins derive their real value fvom the care with which Offa's
'sparse people' have gathered the precious metal for this currency, 'scrapers
of salt-pans and byres', the hard-won fruits of Mercia, the 'gold solidus’
of hymn IV and the lost coins of VII won again from the earth, The success
of Offa's strong policies is succinctly stated, 'he reigned forty years', as
is the nev orderliness of Nature, itself secen in terms of the striking of
coinage — 'seasons touched and retouched the soil', Indeed, Offa's mastery
extends to the land from which he came, 'new-made watermeadow', its previous
'intimate' the wild boar now placed in the past tense.

Hymn XTI brings Mercian Hymns up to the present for the first time, its

elegiac picture of autumn bonfires reminiscent of 'September Song', the

poet in his garden..The poem opens with earlier workmen, prosaically engaged
in ceaulking vater-pipes, discovering a buriedthoard'of Offa's coinage,
tepiphanies' (both in a Christian sense and in the kind of brief illumination
celebrated in JamesAJoyce's Dubliners94) from an age of legend rather than
history. Indeed, they seem a relic of the myths of old England, part of

some fabulous beast, 'vertebrae of the chimera', 'the fire-dragon's faceted
skin'. The workmen merely despoil this heritage - 'they brewed and pissed
among splendour'! - oblivious of their surroundings and, unlike O0ffa, leaving
no relics, 'scattered to your collations, moldywyarp'. Hill is far more avare
of his insignificance than the workmen, but similarly he has 'accrued' not
gold and silver coins but merely the 'golden and stinking blaze! of a bonfire
io which he consigns the detritus of his plants. Unlike Offa, Hill cannot
master Nature, the garden 'festers for attention'. This idea of coins as
relics of legend is developed in hymn XTII. A modern collector, perhaps Hill
himself, examines Offa's coinage by lamplight, and celebrates Offa's image
as he wished it preserved, masterful, 'coiffured and ageless' and 'cushioned
on a legend' of his owm (and now Hill's) creation. The inscription 'Rex
Totius Anglorum Patriae', king of all the lands of England, takes on adied
significance, this 'underkingdom of crinoid and crayfish', province of the

i der O0ffa's dominance, a 'self-possession' which also
'rune-stone', 1S also un ’ P
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possesses the secret processes of Mercia. Like his coins, Offa emerges out
of 'England's well', the native myth-kitty., Offa's dominion is now complete,
and he turns to politics and foreign affairs, secure in his mastery over

his subjects,(as on his coinage)his head 'ringed by its own lustre!.

Hymn XIV, like X entitled 'Offa's Laus', shows 0Offa attempting to extend
this mastery and legal control to the world of Nature, the 'underkingdom' of
the previous poem., Offa is seen as a modern businessman, threatening
wrongdoers vith 'asﬁ from his noon cigar, manipulating his subjects just as
he does his wax seal (in section X it received the grace of his name), and
'dismissing' men - sending them away or taking their lives - with the same
magisterial selfishness he shows to his family, 'he did this when it suited
him, which was not often'., This is contrasted, in the middle paragraph, with
Offa's deep empathy for the 'natural minutiae', creatures who, like him,
achieve mastery over the inanimate earth which bore them — the trout-fry which
form the 'water's underskin', woodlice sitting 'pellet-like in the cracked
bark, and the snail which 'sugared its néw stoné'; This peace, the ‘quiet
hammer-pond', extends that of hymn VII (also following slaughter), evoking
a new 'tenderness' in the otherwise brutal Offa. Hymn XV continues this theme,
its very title, '0Offa's Bestiary', suggesting the use of animal fable to
roint a human moral, but Nature here regains magtery from the presumptions
of the mortal Offa. The dead branch of crabwood seems to rise against him,
the 'lightly concussed'! king dreaming himself into divinity as the Celtic
ﬁorned god Cernunnos, ruling Mercia as an''ancient land, full of strategy!'.
This land, however, proves intractable to Offa's attempts at mastery, an
underwvorld of worms, disease - 'tetanus - excreta - 'night-soil' - and poison,
'hemlock in ambush', an evil kingdom in which even a wasp's nest resembles a
'wrapped head' and in which Cernunnos/Offa is powerless, 'pitching dayward
its feral horns'. The 'compost' of the poet's garden in XII and the youthful
disease in VI once more rise against Offa, their inhcrent evil intractable.

Suitably chastened, Offa turns back to politics, and the next three hymns

deal with his attempts, having'secured the pover of Mercia at home, to
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establish respect for his new kingdom abroad. Hymn XVI, 'Offa's Sword!,
describes the first fruits of this policy, a 'Trankish. gift! presented to
Offa by his fellow king Charlemagne - celebrated in I, where his friendship
is seen as the culmination of Offa's achievements - who also helped found a
nation. This sword is a peace offering95, although iteelf a relic of war,
'regaled with slaughter', and yet also a mark of high culture, 'the crux a
craftsman's triumph!', Charlemagne's emissaries are both 'ambassadors' and
'pilgrims', the secular and the sacred, and their 'clash of salutation!
brings not invasion but harmony. Nevertheless, this very friendship is
'tvo-edged', like the sword itself, for France and England will later grow
to be implacable enemies, but it is presently as precious as the sword metal,
1ike Offa's coinage, 'metal effusing its own fragrance'. The poem has a
further dimensiony however. The meéting takes place at Christmas, time of
'other miracles, other exchanges', and the birth of Christ is described in
terms of winter endurance, 'the flickering evergreen', and images of pain
and retribution, as in the pun 'what is borne amongst them', Both gifts,
Charlemagne's csword and the new-born Christ, are seen as ambivalent, °
'indulgences of bartered acclaim', and the poem ends with the only tangible
remains of this feast of celebration, 'wine, urine and ashes!', R

' *" The next two hymns, both titled 'Offa's Journey to Rome', describe an

; 6 .
(imaginary) Jjourney undertaken by Offa to consult the Pope9 s further evidence

of Offa's intérnational impact. Hymn XVII describes this journey in modern
terms, Offa travelling in a powerfﬁl Qar'; through the t'hushed Vosges'y, his

car radio receiving notice of future linguistic, military or political discord,
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'broken utterance from the horizon of storms'. Unfortunately, the 'haleine'

which he 'lavished on the high valley' is the product, not of Roland's

legendary horn but Offa's all too realistic car-hooter, his charger not a

war horse but a sports car. This comic incongruity is extended in the poem's

middle section, a childrens' quarrel about a cycle crash (junior version of
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Offa's 'maroon GT') leading to subjugation of the 'timid father'”’”, seen, in

ritual terms, as 'disfigurement of a village king'. Offa's journey is
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completed, in hymn XVIII, with his visit to the cell in Pavia where Boethius,
another of the intellectual viectims so fascinating to Hill, had been put to
death some two hundred years before, a 'visitation of some sorrow! which

both visited Boethius and is visited by Offa, a typically heartless pun.

Offa, true to the brutality of his humour, imagines himself not as Boethius

but as one of his persecutors, willing 'the instruments of violence to break
upon meditation, preventing expression through force, 'iron buckles gagged’'.,
This knovledge, that power outucighs intellect, brings illumination,

'souvenirs for consolation and philosophy', although this directly negates

the message of Boethius's work. Like the 'wiped jaws of stone' in 'Funeral
Music' to which the victims of war are sacrificed, Offa resembles 'fat Caritas',
this vicarious torture - 'flesh leakcd rennet'! — a kind of sadistic feast,
after which he 'wiped his lips and hands', replete, like Pilate vashing away
all responsibility., Suitably heartened, Offa cdntinues his magisterial
progress, certain now of the aim to which he grants 'furtherance!, a desire

to cause slaughter, and culminate the Roman mytﬁ of conquest, as in the Aeneid99

'to vatch the Tiber foaming out much blood!.

The remaining poems in Mercian Hymns establish this new order, achieved

through _politdcal might, but they take on an increasingly elegiac tone.
Sectioﬁzzéturns to the subject of '0Offa's Laws', with government seen as a
kind of cleansing by fire (a development of the bonfires of III and XII, but
less planned). The hymn opens with a distant, dispassionate, view of fire

and warfare, the 'flo»id grim' sound of 'Funeral Music' toned down to 'far

cries' which 'impinge like the faint tinkling of iron', the metal of Offa's

sword and the cycle crash in XVII. This sinister picture of distant slaughter

intrudes, as in XII, on the poet in his garden, symbol since Voltaire and
Marvell of retreat and retirement, but here ineffectual. The poet's children
unconsciously imitate the looteré%:they *shriek and scavenge, play havoc'

in this meeting place of present and past, 'riddled with toy-shards' (the
unattainable toys of VI, the lost biplane of VII?) and 'splinters of

habitation', similar, in this respect, to the poem vwhich:evokes it, Just as
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Offa's genocide of the frogs in VII seems a sly backwards reference to King
Stork, so here the children set fire to a'sodden log', protected only by
'soft shields of fungus', like King lLog destroyed for its very harmlescness.
This does, nevertheless, represent a necessary and constant battle against
invading Nature, the 'ramparts of compost' of XV, just as the 'thin smoke'!
could have been not of wattle but 'scutch-grass', and the next three sections
continue this sense 6f unease, Offa moving back from attack to consolidation.
Hymn XX, 'Offa's Defence of the English People', opens with a description
of unregenerate Nature, 'primeval heathland (as in XI) ‘'splattered' with
hones left by predators and dangerous to man, 'adders basked'. This is
contrasted with domestic civilisation, the wood and the garden ~'steel against
yew and privet' - just as suburban dvellings, euphemistically named after
earlier battles - 'Maldon' or 'Pengwern' - are opposed to the ‘'burh' of
the wild bees. Such suburbia, however absurdly named, represents - both noi
and in Offa's time - a victory over the changeable earth, 'brickwork and
paintwork above hacked marl'!, a triumph for the native craftsmen who have
supplied the nation's most common surname, and still continue their heritage,
'fresh dynasties of smiths!'. Section XXI, 'The Kingdom of 0ffa', continues
in the same half-facetious, half-serious tone, celebrating the new national
consciousness that Offa has engendered in terms of modern coach-outings to
its far flung borders, 'from Teme to Trent'. These 'cohorts' (a word
suggesting that this is a whimsical way of describing Offa's war bands) of
charabancs (a word from the poet's childhood) are seen as a force invading
Nature, and helping destroy it, 'their windshields dripped butterflies', but
the underlying atmosphere is one of excited adventure, the 'thin smoke' of XIX
mutating to 'plumes of steam' with which they signal from hilltor beacons.
This itself spills over into sexual conquest -~ 'the young women wept and
surrendered' - and, beyond Mercia, into the realm of legend, 'all might fancy
carillons of real Camelot vibrating through the silent water', a golden ace
in which t'evervone was cheerful, heedless', This, of course, does not last,

indeed it is the high point of Mercian Hymns, and the gulf between temporal
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and eternal gradually becomes apparent .-'deciduous velvet peeled from
evergreen albums - just as does the contrast betieen skilled human craft

and its crude imitations in nature, 'the harp-shaped brooches, the nuggets
of fool's gold', 'treasures' mislaid for the benefit of future generations,
Hymn XXII, 'Offa's Second Defence of the English People', the sequel to XX,
again returns to the poct's childhood, here the strange camraderie on the
Home Front of the Second World War, its bombing raids a literal echo of the
previous poem where 'twilight menaced the land'. MNear a 'camouflaged nissen
hut', the children too rlay at war, buf with battle strategies more reminiscent
of Offa's time, their 'war band' set against Nature, the 'meadow scabbed iith
cow dung' (an echo of the impetigo of VI). War dominates everything, from

the blackout - 'the curtains were dravm' - to the'battle anthems' relayed
through the radio (a development of the 'broken utterance' received by Offa
in XVII), and the young poet spends a formative part of his childhood
huddled in air-raid shelters, as did Offa in his 'mother-earth'. To help
circumvent his fear, Hill learns early to translate these horrors into the
safety of legend, a correlative of war which evade; its mortality,

'I huddled with stories of dragon-tailed airships and warriors

vho tock wing immortal as phantoms'loo.

Hill's own legends, created when more mature, attempt to trap and investigate

these fears, not simply to escape them.
The next .three hymns are jointly entitled 'Opus Anglicanum', a term firct
used to cescribe Middle English embroidery, but here extended to apply also to

both sculpture and native metal workIOI. Hymn XXIII, however, takes it at its

literal meaning, pointing the contrast of the gross physical existence of

these skilled weavers and the calm eternity of the art which they produced.

This art, gathered 'in tapestries, in dreams' (as in XV and, later, XXIX),
attempts Platonic perfection, &4s seen at the start of 'Funcral ¥usic', 'the
re-entry of transcendence into the sublunary world' and dominance over the

caprices of the everyday world, 'treacherous thread' mastered in a 'stringent

mystery',(O0ffa's characteristic brutality and paranoia transformed in art).
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The second stanza isyat first readingsirohic. in its contrast of the riches
of art - prccious metals immortalising a 'deciduous' vine (as in XXI) in
'silver veining', 'gold leaf' - with the starkness of everyday life - 'they
munched cold \bacon'! - but this too‘is symbolic., The workers:® Jjourney from
the darkness of 'lime-splodges and phlegm' (like the dried snot of VI) to
the 'reliable light' of their evenings evokes the comforts‘of the vorld
view which their art helps express, 'iamps' to light the way out of the
so—-called Dark Ages. Hymn XXIV moves: to Mercia shortly after the Norman
Congquest, open to the artistic influences <which Offa's friend Charlemagne
first helped establish in Prance. It again considers the work of an
anonymous, and therefore representative, English artist, here a sculptor
and stone mason (the riven sandstone of I and hacked marl of XX ageitr yielding
to man, as it did to the gestating 0ffa), who returns to Mercia to express
his own vision, 'moédy testament', in church carvings., He is 'intent' on
his own creation, uniting war and nature -'warrior and lion'~ nature and legend,
‘dragon-coils, tendrils of the stony vine' (like the 'coiled entrenched
England of XX and the'scrfollwork'of V through which Offa emerged). Hill,
studying this sculpture in the present, can still perceive its guirkiness,
Adam 'scrumping through leaves' - on closer inspection a 'pale spree'! of saints-
and Christ rescuing him from Hell, .seen as if in a mummers play, arcane and
stylised ritual. Hill imitates this freshness of response - Christ is 'cross!'
both due to the configuration of stone, worn away by time, and to foretell
the crucifixion, seen as it is in 'Easter sunrays'. It is not the Passion
but the Resurrection which is most stressed, however, both in these two
examples of the resurgence of English art and in the artist's religious

\02

motivation, 'et exspecto resurrectionem mortuorum', even though he himself

is 'dust...on clawing wings, and lips'. Hymn XXV takes the action on to
the I9th century, the Industrial Revolution degrading English craftwork to
the degradation of mechanisaiion and piece work, art made not for God but

money. The workers are again anonymous, but are denied any aptitude for

individual skill, confined to the dangerous and unpleasant task of nail
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making. This is tied, again, to the poet's personal history, 'in memory
of my grandmother, vhose childhood and prime wvomanhood were spent in the
nailer's darg'(a term for a day's work vhich also suggests darkness and
igprisonment). The main motivation for this section, hovever, comes from
John Ruskin's horrified description of this cottage industry made at the time:.[o3
The work is another example of the enmity between human endeavour and the
inertia of nature, fhe 'searing wire' that cen scar, the beauty of the
'damson-bloom of dust' on the 'troughed water' vhich nevertheless indicates
both mortality, as in the previous poem, and coming industrial pollution.
Artists have lost touch with reality through their championning of such
progress (it would be pertinent to ask here quite who Hill is thinking ofj
even the quotation is taken widely out of contextIO4), celebrating the
‘quick forge' and yet not the scarring it causes. The poen is certainly
powerful and deeply felt, the repetition of the opening stanza symbolising
the endless and unchanging ritual of this vork, lacking any of the
transcendental quality of the two previous kinds of craftsmanship, and a
form of cruelty unknown even tq the usuvally vindictive Offa,

o =02fat's ' cruelty, at least carried out for a purpose, recurs in
hymn XXVI, 'Offa's Bestiary', a title shared with XV, which also deals
with the 'surfeit of England'. The inhahitants of Hercia are themselves
described as if animals or creatures of legend,"troll-uives'. The poem is
set at Yuletide, the pagan precursor of Christmas, and the celebrants
indulge themselves in mead-hall or suburban retreat, 'fortified in their
front parlours' (both by self-assurance and alcohol). The men are 'murderous
with drink', battling, in their imagination, with battle-axes, whales and
dung, but needing real vwarfare, to 'purge for the surfeit of UIngland'. Also
needing Offa's discipline are their wives, adept at'witchcraft - 'Yooth-
beritching' - and making love - 'groaners in siueetness' - butl also too
prodigal, 'vho have scattered peppermint and confetti, your hundreds-and-
thousands‘(both another kind of suveet and a further example of indulgence).

Offa's rule is obviously starting to ‘iane, and the final poems in Mercian

Hymns deal with his death.and yet, conversely, his immortality.
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The final four poems of lercian Fymns, Jointly entitled 'The Death of

Offa', set the historical king into his rightful pPlace in legend, the ritual
phrase 'Now when King Offa vas alive and dead' both establishing his
immortality (partly through Hill's own bardic efforts) and hinting that this
death is either, like Christ's, illusory or, like Arthur's, temporary.
Hymn XXVII describes the ceremonial arrangements for Offa's funeral in the
same flippant way as his crovning in Hymn III, the funeral itself as botched
as that of his mentor in IX and merely stressing, as in the opening poem,
the historical continuum ruled over by the dying king, his subjects both
'papal legate and rural dean', the same office in rast and present tenure.
This violent conjugation is comic, both in its aptness - '"Merovingian car-
dealers' - and its punning - a 'shuffle! of 'house-carls' as with playing
cards - but it can also express a more bitter reality, 'he was defunct...
they were perfunctory', and it is the ceremony, not Offa, which 'stood
acclaimed', ‘'Memorial vouchers' replace the 'gift-mugs'of IIT but both are
equally tawdry - it is the 'signs' that 0ffa leaves vwhich are most important,
just as Offa's real testament of passing is the 'midsummer hail-storm' which
symbolise's his own destructiveness, as with the frogs, and the power of
Nature which, alone of all his subjects, 0ffa coulé not subdue. Earth lies
'for a while' the victim and 'ghost-bride' of this violence, mythologised
as 'livid Thor', the dead Offa (whose origins were in this very earth,
bursting to light in V as if a seed growing into life) the fallen 'shire-tree!
(his shire Mercia)‘lying in a pool of either blood or strawberries, a battle
for survival finally lost in *the arena of its uprooting*. Howvever, the
hail-storm is itself a freak event, 'shadowy,thre;hing', and occuring in
mid-summer, not winter, as compared to the permanence of earth and the kind
of tradition vested both in the ‘'shire-tree' and 0ffa, the ceremony not-a
funeral but g wedding between 'ghost-bride! earth and the masculine force of
storm, a sexual avakening - 'thrashing' - which presages the birth of a neir
nation from the roots of the old.

Hymn XXVIII, in a kind of last will and testament, celebrates the

lasting effects of Offa's reign in terms of the three central concerns of
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the sequence, genealogy, craftsmanship and Nature. Offa bequeathes to the
future both 'processes of generation' — his own children and the possibility
of further new 1life - and 'deeds of settlement' -~ sexual and legal - a form
of investment, hot Just, as in IV, in 'mother—earth but in 'properties of
healing-springs' which can establish a nation, 'our children and our children.s
children', at last a force which Offa accedes to, 'o my masters'. 'Masters'
could equally he the schoolteachers of the young poet or even the Gods, of
course. The second paragraph deals, as did XII, with the more tangible, less
deeply integrated, remnants of Offa's dominance, the past intruding on the
present as 'iracks of ancient occupation' - both literally and metaphorically -
'frail ironworks' (the nailer's industry of XXV) conguered by the 'thorn-
thicket' sa powerful in ancient rituel, and old 'hearthstones', the origins
of a civilization tested by time and fire, 'charred lullabies'. Huch
memorials to the past are best achieved, however, through not archeology but
the imagination working on everyday experience and making it properly
mysterious, 5a solitary axe-blow that is the echo-of a lost sound'. This
sense of historical resonance is taken up in Nature, the 'legendary holly!
(ritually burnt in III) and the 'long rain' into which the axe-blow recedes,
Just as its imagined 'ridged gleam' - (as with the svord of XVI) is evoked in
the mystic 'silverdark' of this ancient forest, rooted as deep as the 'shire-
tree' of the previous poem, as impenetrable as Offa himself.

Hymn XXIX opens with Offa's final statement to both his subjects and
:posterity, the sense of being ritually set apart {inV and VI) from other
chiliren seen as, ihstead, a closeness to his future subjects, 'not strangeness
but strange likeness'y, and to his own ancestors, 'obstinate' amd 'outclassed!
(the same old arrogance) but finally acknowledged by their self proclaimed
'staggeringly-gifted child' who brought their earlier attempts at founding
the Mercian nation to fruition. In the double perspective of the poem, of
course, this can also be:seen as the poet's own valediction to his own

ancestors, the past and family roots at last bringing comfort to the tortured

poet of the first two collections (obsessed with other poets also set apart,

tortured more directly). In consequcnce, the poem acain unexpectedly shifts
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to Hill's owm (perhaps equally mythical) childhood, a picture of suburban
comfort - 'Gran 1it the &as, his dice whirred in the ludo-cup' - as charming
as its context is ludicrous. This, in turn, alludes to the whole structure of
Mercian Hymns, a game of chance (like the 'shuffle of house carls') in vhich
the poet directs play, both a childhood fantasy and a potent nmyth, Offa
being transfigured, like Christ after the resurrection, in a kind of divine
ascension from hist&ry into legend, 'so, murmurous, he withdrew from them!',
both poet, Offa and reader entering the 'last dream of 0ffa the King' (as in
the sleeping vision of XV) and the last poem of the strange continuum which

is Mercian Hymits. Hymn XXX, the final 'Death of Offa', presents this, again,

as a kind of transfiguration, the king seeming to:approach the present only,
as the abrupt change of pace: and gap in the prose line indicates, to
suddenly disappear into the darkmess of ancient history from which Hill

originally evoked him, the sympathetic magic of Mercian Hymns failing just

as too much imaginative strain is put upon it;

'And it seemed, while ve waited; he began to walk to-

wards us he Vanished'Ios.

'Us' refers to all of Offa's dependents - his ancestors, his subjects, the
inhabitants of modern Mercia and the readers of the poem which celebrates him -
but Offa himself 'murmurous' or, in the end, mute, needing Hill to explein his
motives and demands. Beside these poems, however, Offa does leave tangitbtle
evidence of his reign on earth, coins (as in VII) 'for his lodging' -both

as payment for hospitality and, in a wider sense, and as a token for the
nation he has established - and 'traces of red mud', a final uniting of the
blood and mother-earth motifs which have run throughout the wholg poem, These
twin legacies display Offa's two guiding qualities, his magnanimity, founding
a nation despite, or perhaps through, his own innate cruelty, and his essential
nystery, still unplumbed, and indeed deepened, by Hill's attempt at myth-
making. The discontinuity betveen the imposing list of titles and positions

of power set out in I (itself reading like an obituary) and the slightness

of mementos in XXX is deliberate, and forces the searcher for 0ffa to look

elsevhere, indced to the legend which Hill has so carefully created.
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Mercian Hymns remains an astounding achievement, a pared-down national

epic which is achieved with a mastering irony fit to dicpel any element of
patriotic flag waving, a new kind of poetry in which all inessential details

are etched avay to leave only the essential elements of legend,

'like a tree with fruit and branches, perfectly alive but

without leaves'Ios.

The poem is exquisitely patterned, with a triple time scaley Offa's life from
childhood to old age and death, the movement of the seasons from Spring (III)
to “Winter- (XVI) and back to Spring again (XXIV) - birth, death and rebirth —
and the progress of a single day, from the 'morning' of IIT to the 'hoon cigar!
of XV and the 'silverdark' of evening in XXVIII. Nevertheless, Hill is alviays
oware of this careful construct as just so much illusion, Offa a name 'to
conjure with',vhich, like a magician's worked-at spectacle, suddenly vanishes,
not reality but a dream. It is this very playfulness which makes Hill's
new legend so fascinating and, even more than Seamus Heaney's careful
reconstructions of Irish folklore, such a brave fgat of artistic imagination.
Hill's most recent collection, Tenebrae107, further develops the ﬁoet's
approach to myth, but in a way which I, though few other critics, find in
many vways unsatisfactory, despite the limpid and almost unearthly beauty of
some of the verse; indeed the concluding lines of the collection seem to
acknowledge the whole book's startling lack of concreteness (the most

enhancing quality of Mercian Hymns), a yielding to the heraldic and cerebral,

tand when we would accost her with real cries

silver on sitver thrills itself to ice'IOB.

Tenebrae iﬁ%ffect ignores the experiment of Mercian Hymns - increasingly looking

like a special project not to be repeated - for a development of the themes

and techniques of King log in a more ethereal way, the prose of }Mercien Hymns

yielding again to the tight verse of the poet's early work. The book as a
whole is imbued in myth, not created but taken from elsewhere, dedicated to
the ancient land of Cythera, which 'Ulysses and Hermod/entered afraid; by

ageing pocts sought'IO9 (if this latter phrase is interpreted ironically

By Hill it is one of the few flashes of humour in an over-serious collection).
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Just as Hill elsewhere described a true spiritual response to reality as

'the pitch of attention....that is ample praise and makes a proper
rebuke to the gods of the world'IIo.

Indeed, it is only Christian myth which has any resonance in Tenebrae — the
€lassical pantheon and native legends mastered in earlier collections are
almost entirely discarded. Critical reaction has been puzzled, although
few have been as honest as Edwin Morgan in admitting this, that the book is

'beautifully made and with many interlocking parts, some of them
familiar in other contexts, but the function of the whole

mechanism extremely hard to ascertain'III,
his very reviev coming a year after publication (the book seemed to trickle,
rather than march, into the market-place), In an invaluable special issue of
AgendaIIz, Jeffrey Yainwright - the critic who seems most often to have the
poet's ear - sees the whole book as based on its epigraph, a desperate search
for Cythera, the lost land of perfect love, throﬁgh sex and religious faith
to escape its opposite, 'the acceptance of death which is indifference to
life and pain, particularly the pain of others'II3. John Peck sets the book
more in its Christian context, setting the 'action of poetry at an intersection
of Pentecost with resurrection'II4, a method brilliantly applied to 'Lachrimae’
by Cathrael KazinIIB and, more wordily, by W.S.Milne, Hill objectifying his
'private beliefs and unbeliefs' by .aligning him;elf with 'a strong tradition
of English and Buropean religious poetry'II6. John Bayley is less convinced,
acknowledging that 'this is a poetry to admire the outside of' but sgeing
ﬁill's trick of viewing things as if from a great distance as a way of 'giving
to pure aesthetics an air of the moral'II7. The collection is certainly
allusive, in a more hidden way than bYefore, as well as owing much to the
mythic theology of Simone ¥Weil, as indicated earlier, but Hill's perennial

concerns recur, expressed in a more private and quietly - but carefully -

structured way, the Four Quartets (there are indeed four major sections) to

the Vaste Land of Mercian Hymns, more ascured, more doctrinal, and yet lacking

the sharpness and modulated irony of the earlier work, life subdued into art.

Tenebrae, however, marks a progress not into fire but darkness.
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Tenebrae, indeed, opens with shadovs, night and violent death, in Hill's
most mysterious sequence, '"The Pentecos?ﬂCastle'. Unlike the earlier 'Songbook
of Sebastian Arrurruz', the work of a strictly imaginary Spanish proet from the
turn of the centuryy Hill here takes ready-made Spanish songs of the early
Rena:i.ssau’xcer['8 and emphasises their latent mingling of secular and divine

love, a trait pointed to by the poem's original epigraph,

'San Juan de la Cruz sang, as he danced holding in his arms an

image of the infant Jesus snatched from a crib, the words of

an old love song: 'Si amores"II9.

Hill uses these originals much as he used the source material of Qffa's life

in Mercian Hymns, as a base of unformed legend on waich he can create his

own mythic narrative, deriving from this obscure background

'both a dramatic mode and an impersonality for his experience...
a music more fluid than the ballad strains to which British

poets, from Vordsworth through Hardy and Yeats, have gone for

renewal'IzO.

Pentecost is a key term in Hill's work — its failure to materialize in 'The
Bidden Guest', the ritual death blow in 'Funeral Music', the 'ashen feast' in
'History as Poetry' - and here again the 'cold paradox of fire' is central to
the poet's doubts. The surface narrative here seems to be that of a man
betrayed and murdered by his lover - the bitter paradoxes of love are alluded
to in the twin epigraph - symbolically interpretéd, again paradoxically, as
the poet's betrayal by, not of, Christ. The first three sections descrite
this murder, watched from the castle walls, with its ritual connotations -
'under thenbriar rose','caught in the thorn grove'- perhaps developing Offa's
death and legacy in the 'thorn-thicket' as well as the crucified Christ, 'the
lord T sought to serve', ‘his blood on his braw'. Section 4 draws directly on
'The Bidden Guest', its 'forlorn altars' again denyihg the modern efficacy of
the lMass, its flames of attempted resurrection leaving merely 'tears of wax',
its celebrants love-lorn ghosts like the murdered lord of 5, passing 'without

A&l

a sound'. Violent death refurs in section 6, the dying heron - as emblematic

as the 'Jesse tree' of 4 or the 'goldfinch and havwk' of 5 and similarly
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undefined - seeking immortality and a state of grace, unattained in the Vass,
where 'love/rests and is saved'. The next three sections meditate on 'Christ
the deceiver'I22, crucified in the 'far field' and displaying his 'five wounds'
but less the conventional object of devotion than a betrayer, 'dealing' his
suffering like the magic tricks of Offa and betraying his disciple, 'Medina’s
pride', into death, 'I die to sleep in love'. Section IO considers the -
more positive aspect of the crucified Jesus, his body transformed into the
bread of the Mass, 'never-depleted heart's food', but this still cannot redeem
sexual love, 'love-runes we cannot speak', genuine response raralysed into
ritual, 'our passion its display'. The lost lover is addressed directly in
the next two lyrics (directly recalling both the tone and grief of Sebastian
ergrruz), section II creating this lover, significantly, from the torturer

123

(real and metaphorical) of the original and seftion I2 seeing her married

to another, 'each of us dispossessed', this darkness of night and dream leading
to the vision of the Pentecost Castle itself in section I3, the heart of the
whole sequence. This symbol of the transcendenta} is expressed in paradox -
'splendidly-shining darkness! (like the 'silverdark' of Mercian Hymns?),
drawing pride from meekness and 'majesty' from distress - but it gathers all
buman longing, turning the briefness of love, divine or secular, into

'unending song', a fragile vision of eternity deriving from humen pain,

'ané lover keep with lover

a moment and for ever'I24.

Such illumination lasts only a similarly brief 'moment', and section f4
returns to consideration of the betrayed as betrayer, bleeding 'from pride’
rather than from the heart, the adorer 'sick of forgiving/such honesty', a
purity of response forbidden to mortals, The final iyric resolves'such
unending pain, 'this wound that will not heal', by immersing the poet in
the 'lovers' well'! of sorrow125 and thus killing desire through oblivion,
'depths of non~being'i such abstract suffering is not worth its brief
illuminations. Typically for Hill, howcver, the poem ends ambiguously, 'my
desire dying/as I desire', either as wished or through sateity. This suveet

masochism of love, sacred or profane, is developed in'Lachrimaze’.
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'Lachrimae!t, dolefully following the 'few tears/of wax' of 'The Pentecost
Castle', again derives a nevwly created artefact from past fragments, here
principally the martyrdom of Robert Southw911126 expressed in a form dra'm

127
from the stately music of John Dowland and Peter Philips, while the final

sonnet is closely based on, again, a Spanish lyric by Yope de VegaI28. It

also has deep roots in Hill's ovn vork, the consideration of martyrdom and

the processes of history in 'Funeral Music! (another sonnet sequence), the
meditdtion on ®® the crucifixion in 'Canticle for Good Friday' and, glancingly,

in the central poems of 'The Pentecost Castle', and the princely violence of

Merciean Hymns, all here transformed into 'seven bassionate Pavans', The first

sonnet, 'Lachrimae Verae', places Christ as the one still roint in a turning
world, moving only through the tears of the believer, himself responsibile,
mimetically, for Christ's torture, 'your body twisted by our skill'. The poet
is avware, through this 'eternal loss',of his own innate sinfulness, 'I cannot
turn aside from what I do'. 'The Masque of Blackness', based on Ben Jonson's

129

extravagant and simiiarly unreal spectacle ’ deserives attempts to overcome
the 'tenebrae' of religious faith, 'brilliance made bearable',through Amor,
the greed of 'Midas' feast, and 'self-love', a masquerade which, like all

the 'new heavens' created by man vanishes. im - '‘chaos of the dark'. Like the
earlier 'dispossessed! of 'The Pentecost Castle', the adherents to this
'splendour of life! are slaves to 'fashion and remark'! just as the poet is

to Christ, ansvering 'your lords of revenue', such slavery as inevita?le as

it is disagreeable., Sotnet 3, 'Martyrium', expresses suffering not direct
but, as in 'The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian', through the medium of art,
'fading tapestries! which transforms tears, lachrimae, into brooches, pain
into ornament, ignoring the !'streaked gibbet! for the unmoved onlocker,
tJesus-faced' not with thorns but flies. !'Clamorous love' has no pari in this
stillness, as false to life as the 'celestial wordlinecs' of the previous poem,
transfigured like the heat of earth into 'vornicles of summer air'. The fourth

sonnet, 'Lachrimeae Coactae', returns to the central Christian paradox, carlier

worried at in 'The Pentccost Castle', Christ as the 'crucifier who crucifies'.
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The ritual thorn of 'Pentecost Castle! gsection 3 is now 'rakish', a mere
device, Christ more impressively realised as 'innermost true light! ~ as
opposed to the false brilliance of sonnet 2 - and, like Offa, 'king of our
earth', the same earth that was thvarted in the previous poem., This is of
little help, however, to the worshipper, caught between 'harsh grace and
hurtful scorn' just as he is 'frightened of hell' and yet burns in vain to
'be enamoured of yoﬁr paradise', Christ remains unanelpful, in a pun 'not
caring' to reveal the secret of his 'quiet'. 'Pavana Dolorosa' develops the
'void embrace' of the previous sonnet in terms of 'self-wounding martyrdom?,
seen as based in self-regard and self-interest, an 'ascetic opulence! itself
a 'passion amorous of love'. ILike the masquerade of sonnet 2 these loves
and passions (an ironic inversion of the sequences' epigram) are merely 'real!
in their 'pretence', like Christ on the cross an image of stillness,

'music's creation of the moveless dance,

the decreation to which all must move'I3O,

yet another set of paradoxes, silence 'an ecstasy of sound', night moves which
'blgze upon the day', seeking eternity in the purely trasitional, ' I stay
amid the things that‘wi;l not stay'. Sonnet 6, 'Lachrimae Antiquae Novae',
however, unites present and past and, through developing the motifs of the
earlier 'Pentecost Castle' at last begins to come to terms with the 'Crucified
Lord'. Themes of betrayal - the 'judas kiss' 6f supposed devotion -~ emblematic
'icons' - the 'fading tepestries' of 3 - and the 'token spear' of the
crucifixion - the tbvlade! which earlier pierced the heron - all cohere as
'scentings of love', Offa's kind of dominion 'swallowed with your blood'. The2

sonnet also brings to culmination the mercantile imagery, previously alluced

10 in '0f Commerce and Society' and the coinage of Mercian Hymns, which Hill
sees as underlying the temporal world, 'Midas! feaét', teyes of diamond',
'brooches of crimson tears*, 'ascetic opulence' and, here, Christ 'bowed
beneath the gold'. In contrast, Christ is 'naked to the world', his death
recalling his birth, 'longings incarnate in the carnal child', both 'fulfilling’
(adjective as well as verb) 'triumphs of the festal year'. These 'penances' are

redeemed in the final sonnet, 'lachrimac Amantis'; grief and love made one.
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Hill welds together an earlier religious sonnet, again from the SpanishI3I,
and the side altarpiece of his o0ld Oxford college132, two dissimilar ‘icons
which nevertheless both humbly portray Christ's own boundless humility, to
conclude these 'lachrimae' with Proper supplication. The pose of earlier
sonnets is seen in all its true coldness, a heart which ‘keeps itself
religiously secure' by denying the true Christ, winter's 'dark solstice!
after the 'summer air' of false martyrdom. Christ's death is seen as part of
ritual, 'frost and fire', and as endlessly recurring, each solstice 'your
passion's ancient wounds must bleed ane%'. Nevertheless, these final tears

are ‘'amantis', of love, and the sequence closes, as did Mercian Hymns, with

a dream, a more complex development of Lone de Vega's admission of endless
I33

procrastination. Hill turns this into 'urgent comfort', the poet!thalf-

faithful', ambivalent as ever but still strenuously hoping to be convinced,

'bathed in pure tones of promise and remorse:

*tomorrow I shall wake to welcome him"I34.
It is typical for Hill that this final response is encased in quotation marks,
(it could be said that these, direcf or concealed in later notes have
replaced the many brackets of Hill's earlier, similarly unsure, work), and
this really points to the central weakness of 'Lachrimae', hovever stunning
its execution. Hill relies on sources as the only concrete morality; his
own attempts at myth-making here, albeit from iﬁpeccable Catholic sources,
are not fully realized for outsiders to this myth system, indeed legend moves
unfortunately close to its less welcome bedfellow, simple superstition.
'An Ap¥ology for the Revival of Christian Architecture in England'I35

approaches legend more successfully - it is by Jar the closest in tone in

the four main movements of Tenebrae- to Mercian Hymns - by abandonning

Catholic legends for those of native myths of Fngland, here not 8th century
Mercia but the Victorian Age, not the making of an Tmpire tut its graduel
dissolution. The first poem - like 'Lachrimee' this is a sequence of soln-~ts,

though the same division into tio 4 and two 3 line stanzas is less verbally

rigid ~ takes up the earlier themes of Tenebraes, and transmutes them in this
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specifically English setting, Shakespeare's 'quaint mazes'I36 evoking the

same anci — i i
ent mystery as the poems of earth in Mercian Hymns, 'lords of unquiet?,

'the sacred well', 'the hidden shrine', but both ancient myth and Christian
belief under peril of dissolution in the modern world, newer bonfires -~

'It is the ravage of the heron wood;

it is the rood blazing upon the green'I37.
'Linnaean pentecosts! re-occur, this 'pronged light' at last materialising
to make the 'chilly fountains burn' but no more genuine than in 'The Pentecost
Castle' (the architectural metaphor is also built upon), Indeed,the 'religion
of the heart' of the first two sequences is seen as a mere substitute for -
or adjunct to - 'sweet carnality', its 'havwk's head' (as in section 5)
'twitched off' like an uncircumcised penis, and its artistic heritage (#i11
is too apt in his self-criticism here) mere 'old hymns of servitude'. 'An
Apology' is far more than that, fortunately, dealing rather with a variant of
Disraeli's 'tvo nations', not rich and poor but 'spiritual Platonic old England
and the 'New World', the glories of the past and the hopes of the future.
'Damon's Lament for his Clorinda, Yorkshire I654! élaces, disconcertingly,
yet another Spanish lyri£3§n three varyiné contexts, the pastoral mode, the
topography of Yorkshire and Cromwell's Commonwealth but, more igiportantly,
unites the collection's tvo mastering images, thke 'masked threshold' of
'‘Christ the deceiver' and 'The Masque of Blackness' and the cold 'region of
mirrors', both of the earlier 'Funeral Music' and of the cloce of '"Tenebrae!.
The clown who is seen 'doffing his mask'‘to 'selfless raptures that are all
his own' here could well be Hill himself, Sacheverell Sitwell (to vhom the

sonnet was first dedicated, as were others in this sequence to other ageing
¥riters bound for Celidon; George Barker and Shakespear9139) or the grieving
shepherd, his child 'put doun', but, like Offa, he seems more representative,
a touchstone for the coming dissolution. !'7ho are these coming to the
Sacrifice! continues this process, the ageing both of an individual and the
whole rgce. The gothic revival in church building, 'new-burgeoned spires',

itself a celebration not of God but war and commerce - 'praise-worthy feuds' -

and a -petrification of the past vhile 'the young ferns root among our
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vitrified tcars'., The hot elopement of the past, for all its parody of
the conventions of Victorian prose (Hill's sense of humour does not desert
him here as it does with Christian myth) - 'scattered kinsmen flung buckshot
and bridles! - is now redundant, and it vas love, not the lovers, which
'fled, truly outwitted, through a swirl of long-laid dust'. The vitality of
the past is tarnished, 'stiff with the bric-a-brac of loss.and gain' - as
stuffy as Victorian design - and, in a chilling pun, the poet suggests
coming retribution. 'Guarding its pane/the spider looms against another
storm', both weaving its web of .entanglement and ominously rearing up,
presager of future tragedy, perhaps further illness for the bride 'still not
quite yourself' perhaps the dismembering of Empire, for which this sonnet is
so obviously a metaphor.

The next three poems,'A Short History of British India', present just
that, although it is the loss of this heritage which is most stressed, in
particular through the counter-invasion of Indian myth into England. Sonnet 4
reduces this 'once-monstrous theme' to 'miniatures’ (Hill's patented method)
in its picture of English brutality, destroying 'forts and palaces' - é less
fruitful approach to architecture - polluting the wells of both the final
poem in 'The Pentecost Castle' and 'Quaint Mazes', and censSoring this
destruction, 'impound the memoirs for their bankrupt shame'. This bloodlust
is carried out as an adjunct of the 'faith' celébrated in the first two
sequences, a savage pentecost - 'thé grace of visitation!' - which expresses
itself, as in the previous sonnets, through sexual metaphor, 'jagannath's

lovers', the 'rutting' cannon and the concluding rape of India's 'god-quests',

'in conclave of abiding injuries,

. I40
sated upon the stillness of the bride! 4 .

Sonnet 5 sees India fighting back, 'patient for our destruction', although
the 'alien conscience' of the English is never really assimilated anyhow,
swamped by the mysteries of India, mocking the 'law-bocks' of the English,
their real destiny to lose themselves 'among the ruins'. Indian myth
counteracts, through its genileness, the violence of the previous sonnet -

‘Krishna from Radha lovingly untines' ~ its full mysticism expressed in terms
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of light, the 'flame-tree', 'bride-bed of licht' (uniting this vwith sexuality),
'flittering candles of the vayside shrines' and the suh which, unlike in sonnet
2, 'surmounts the dust'. The 'tenebrae' seem at last banished. Sonnet 6
records, alternatively, the genuine losses of empire, the 'clear theme of
Justice and order' with its concomitant ‘ascetic pastimes', banished by the
complex sensuality of India and now at one with ancimnt tombs and modern ruins,
themselves the heirs of the English, 'railvay sidings and small aerodromes’'.

It is such technology, not the wished civilization, which the English have
bequeathed, and India's rich multiplicit& - not to mention duplicity -

is not affected, indeed it has come over to quietly invade the invader,

''India's a peacock-shrine next to a shop

selling mangola, sitars, lucky charms,

heavenly Buddhas smiling in their sleep"I4I.

'Loss and Gain' transfers this elegy to a country churchyard, the 'brown
stumps of headstones' evoking Coleridgets 'Platonic England' and its ‘ruinously
strong' endurance,(in England if not in India) grasping its 'tenantry' over
the processes of Nature, a synthesis of decay and %obtedness,

'vhere wild-eyed poppies raddle tawny farms

and vild swans root in lily-clouded 1akes'I42.

This does not veally comfort, however, for, uhlike the dreams of 0ffa, the
'twin forms of sleep and waking', the duality of this lost England, cannot
counteract 'sudden light! - the false brightness of 'The Masque of Blackness' -
and the equivaient falseness inherent in this civilization, the 'phantoms of
u#told mistakes'. This is itself a pun, further duplicity, untolled like the
bells of the opening which do not ring, merely echoing inward like the whole
sequence. 'Vocations' dedls with an attempt to counteract such betrayal.
Dedicated to another 'ageing poet', George Barker, who has 'defected' neither

from the political beliefs expressed in Calamiterror143 nor from his

determination to live solely by his poetry, furniture (another form of

architecture) is, as elsevhere in this sequence, seen as reflecting statec of

mind. His room ‘'furnished with the stuff of martyrdom' (another of Hill's

emblematical martyr-poets), Barker draws, like Hill in Mercian H/mns, on
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'your own shire' and thus more properly summons 'Platonic England', reflecting
like the man in the previous sonnet 'radiance of dreams' but here 'hardly to
be denied', these dreams closely reflecting the epiphanies of Nature - the
‘twittering pipistrelle' similarly 'curt' (like Offa's name), the children,
again like Offa, 'clear-calling as they fade'. The following poem, 'The
Laurel Axe', further evokes this genuine strength of 'Platonic England',
despite the loss of empire and the Raj and its own, closer, opponents

‘replete with complex fortunes that are gone,
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beset by dynasties of moods and clouds'.
In a recent broadcziz, Hill has set out beth the attraction and inherent
falseness of this vision, however, and here too it is also seen as the very
vwors¥ kind of myth, a sentimental picture created by a mercantile society

(as in 'Of Commerce and Society') to justify its power and financial might,

‘the mannerly extortions, languid praise,

all that devotion long since bought and sold'146.

This vision is essentially frozen and artificial, maintained through precious
art in 'cabinets of amethyst and frost‘,.resting on and in 'its laureis'.

The 'smoky wings' of decaying sutumn recur as the similarly doubtful 'wooden
wings of justice! in sonnet IO, 'Fidelities', faithfulness - as 'Lachrimae' -
itself again in doubt. Platonic England is evcked through one of its
communities, the settled order of nuns, who evoke, through their ceremonies,
beliefs and quiet order, this supposed state of calm. ZImotion is again
transfigured into architecture, the Reverend Mother feasting her 'constraint
on terracotta and alabaster'! just as she does on Hell and Heaven, '"brimstone
and the sweets of Paradise'. Ceremony is similarly ambivalent, compulsory -
'must! - 'empty', surrowided by 'well-wishers and spies', and 'betrothed' to
celibacy, 'chilled' by the lilies of 'Loss and Caih' and implicitly contrasted
with the warm coupling of Khrishna and Radha earlier in the sequence. Stangza
three relates this to the doubts of the modern world, . life 'decrees'
reduced to 'good bedside reading' which comforts not the holy but the 'lost?',

a 'modest balm' far removed from the nagging doubts of 'Lachrimae’. The

patent uncase of the final stanza could apply either to the nuns -

b
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troubled by the stirrings of sexuality - 'all night the cisterns vhisper in
the roof' - who nevertheless pray to the early fathers - 'ue close our eyes
to Anselm' —~ or the poet who blocks Anselm from his mind and yet still is
kept awake by this unease of archi%ecture, the cisterns an ironic sound from
the heavens, a less incantory 'lovers well?,

The next two poems reuwrite Victorian boems - only the name remains the
same - in terms of this new unease. 'Idylls of the King' replace Tennyson's
Arthuriad147 with a more modern loss of kingship but one, too, with the
possibility of future return. Nature yields to human architecture, the
processes which produced Offa - badger-run and heath-fern — nov a 'weightless
mggnificence! attesting to the posier of the past which, like Offa, vanishes,
the 'dark leaves that flick to silver! recalling the'silverdark' o Merciza
Hymns XXVIII which also attests to a lost race, fled like the dove, too 'untidy!
for the new oréer, from this 'long-sought and forsaken ground'. The'new estate!
(for which Offa was earlier seen as tcontractor'),however, is already impermanen
its 'half-built' ruins already prey to invading nature and, more apocalyptically
future holocaust (maybe the fleeing dove is an emblem of departing peace),
‘warheads of mushrooms round the filter pond'. Sonnet I2, 'The Eve of Saint
Mark', describes Keats! heroineI48 growvn old, defying the gathering gloom
with 'broochlight' - closer to the enhancing light of 'A Short History of
British India (II)' than the uncomfortable Teality of the'fsudden light' of
‘Loss and Gain' - and a petrification of Nature, the 'owl immortal in its
crystal dome', frozen like the earlier 'cabinets of amethyst' and, indeed, the
final image of the whole collection. Time is not conguered, of course; the
clock, like death,and unlike the unsounded bell of 'Loss and Gain', 'discounts
us with a telling chime'. Like Barker and 0ffa - the 'boy-king' - the poet's
godmother (another childhood memory along with Gran vwho lights the gas) is
most truly at home in her dreams, here freezing, again, the past in the same
continuum as the 'sepia waterglass!' of her photographs (the 'evergreen albums'

. s N . vl P
of Mercian Hymns), 'virgin' and as inviolate as the nuns of 'Fidelities’,

the 'lost delicate suitors who could sing'.
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Indeed, music could@ be seen as the 'Christian architecture' of the vhole
book -~ . these suitors, the Spanish songs of the 'Pentecost Castle',the Latin
Catholic sung Mass which lies behind both 'Lachrimae' and '"Tenebrae', the
chorale-preludes based 'on melodies of Paul Celan' and the cantata-text 'Ad
Incensum Lucernae' from which other poems derivéLi'and this sequence fittingly
concludes vith another rewritten text, 'The Herefordshire Carol'. The kingdom,
both of 'Platonic England' and Offa, is celebrated in ite natural state, winter
and darkness (not the autumn of 9 or thg Faster of I0 and the light neither of
5 or 7) and in its true state, 'an enclave of perpetual vows/broken in time'.
Time, vhich brought the end of the Raj and the age of Hill's godmother, also
brings decay, the hidden shrine of 'Quaint Mazes! now'disfigured!, the fake
wisdom of '0ld Moore's astrology'. The old order is discredited in this
Disraeli's 'New HWorld' - 'the squire's effigy' crowned only with frost -~ but
similarly the 'ruined maids' of the past now laugh at such social disgrace,
the virginity of earlier poems (the nuns and the distant cousins) now a
burden carefully but gratefully cast asides ' -

'In grange and cottage girls rise from their beds

by candlelight and mend their ruined braids'I5o.

The sequence closes therefore on a note of hope, 'Platonic Ingland' existing
not to stifle but bring meaning to the present, showing 'disrepair! as sct
against its platonic truths (as in the 'exemplafy cave' which opens 'Funeral
Vusic'?) and yet, like Offa, revivifying the modern world. It is not, as
feared in 'The Laurel Axe', merely a myth created to justify commerce and poier
but a genuine legend, again created by the poet, which can evoke harmony,
Nature and light at last united through art and a2 destructicn of the image-
making prevalsnt in 'lLachrimae' for a more natural kingdom, 'essence of the
year', evoked, endearingly, through yet another pun -

'Touched by the cry of the iconoclast,

. 151
how the rose-window blossoms with the sun'! 5 .

The remaining poems in Tenebrae move back, unfortunately, from nevly

created legend to Catholic, received, myth, from light to religious darkmess,

from humour and urgent imagery to private concerns and doctrinal gloom.
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'"Tenebrae' itself is preceded by six somewhat occasional poems, dealing
mainly with the gulf between faith and art. Most impressive are 'Tvo Chorale~
Preludes' dealing with the discontinuity bet.een (Latin) faith and (German)
@oubty section I drawing on the frost, ice and solitude of the previous
sequence to stress our distance from Heaven, the 'land called Lost/at peace
inside our heads', section 2 taking the luxuriance of midsummer Nature to
provide 'fresh traces of lost origin' and a vision of true faith itself
growving out of scavenging - the horse-flies and the lichen both suckle
sweetness from others, The attempt to preserve such insights in art informs
the next two poems, though once again this is shot through with irony. 'aA
Pre-Raphaelite Notebook! examines this brocess more directly, the !'God-
ejected'Word' coming to earth no* as poetry but as Christ the scavenger, who
'resorts to flesh, procures carrion, satisfies/its white hunger', these
images working on the Pre-Raphaelites, the 'pover of flies' again distracting
'the workings of our souls'. Such images, the 'miry skull', 'viscous wounds'
of earth, and the 'gold worm' in this 'pierced slime', inform even the Mass,
reinvigorating *the stale head/sauced in original blood', sacrifice again
bringing vhat could almost be a description of Tenebrae as a whole, 'cries of
rapture and despair'. ‘'Terribilis Est Locus Iste' draws on another, roughly
contemporary, school of art to explicate this 'strangeness', turning Nature
into embloms, the marigold field 'in paint runnily embossed'!, to counteract
the 'solitude! first located in 'Ave Regina Coelorum' and, like the iconoclast
in 'The Herefordshite Carol' renouncing the fallen seraphs of the Pré—Raphaelite
'the renounced/self portrait with a seraph and a s?orm'~(just as 'marginal
angels'- both of little use and squeezed to the corners of ‘the month's account:s
- are 'lightning-sketched'). In 'Veni Coronzberis', this pattern, 'the vivid
severance of each day', is disrupted by a kind of resurrection, 'the crocus
armies from the dead'y, though this is part of a larger, similarly cyclicel
and doomed process, 'the realm of love renews/the battle it was bound to lose'.
Kingship is united with abnegation, death for Christ wiﬁh public praise -
tabstinence crowns all our care/with martyr-laurels' - but the poem's most

enhancing duality, the flouering of human architecture as if natural, 'old
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stones blossom in the south', loses much of its impact with Hill's revision
of the poem's final tuo lines, resolving mystery through paradox,

'The towers of Cluny, what.are they?
The flowers of Cluny as they are'ISz.

'Florentines'; a dark nightmare vision of the dead endlessly replaying their
their lives, both 'damnable and serene', and 'Christmas Trees', paying tribute
to yet another martyf—intellectual vho 'restores the broken themes of praise!
through the 'logic' of sacrifice, lead the reader into the final, and title,
poem, 'Tenebrae', a sombre culmination of earlier gloom and doubts which
brings, deliberately, no final reconciliation.

Deriving its title from the offices of Holy Week -~ Catholic ritual
celebrating, through its myths, the death of Christ - and the Latin of the
Vulgate (like fLachrimae' - chilly poems titled from a chilly language) -
pointing to ghosts, darkness, shadows - 'Tenebrae' presents not resolution
but final despair, the 'cold region' of both Dante's Hell and the Cythera of
ageing artists, like the dried-up Holst whose 'brain was numb and his spirit...
isolated'153. As in 'The Pentecost Castle', sexual and divine love are united
for their power not to save but to dammn. Section I presents Eros, likewise,
as an angel of death and grief who 'stoops' to his own sacrifice, a flawed
Lazurus wvho, as in 'History as Poetry', fails to resurreft except in pain.
Eros and Lazurus coalesce in section 2 into Chriét, his 'soft and searching'
voice disturbing the poet in sleep, wakihg him from 'forgetfulness’, false
ecstasies' to a proper desolation, truth sustained 'as you sustain each itenm
of your cross'. The love of Christ is the proger end of the poet's 'quest',

a duality of decsire and pain foreseen in the two epigraphs to 'The Pentecost
Castle' and here reaching its height of both expression and cruelty,

‘*As T am passionate so you with pain
turn my desire; as you seem passionless

. I
so I recoil from all that I would gain'! 54.
Christ's immortality is seen as quite beyond mortal man,-'quite out of this

vorld! and 'not in our time' - receiving ouly echoes to his prayers, these
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Tenebrae, and dwelling in the love of sin and lust, 'Amor Carnalis'. Section 4
shows such insights as available only through legend, in yet another pun 'our
faith is in our festivals', visited briefly by time and Christ's 'light of
light'. Section 5 returns to Hell, the myth of the Succubus -~ a devil supposed
to mate with sleeping men -~ used to symbolise these 'stupefying images of
grief-in-dream' in sexual love, the immortality of the damned vwhd 'will not
desert/your love nor lose him in some blank of time'. The final three sections
substitute, thankfully, ambiguous images for ambiguous thouyght. Section 6
seems to recrgate Celidon, the landscapé half-vay betveen Heaven and Hell

in vhich the whole collection is set, mingling 'obscene consent' and 'purest
praise'y, a 'true marriage' not of lovers but the 'self-in-self', an ambiguous
worging of slaughter and religious vision,  'the ash-pit of the lily-fire’'.
Section 7 traces the same ambiguity in the figure of Christ (as with Offa

also hinting at the poet as well) who 'wounds with ecstasy' and ugdites kingship
and sacrifice, 'he wears the martyr's crown'. As in ‘Lachrimae', Christ is
‘Yeeper of the Valedictions' (this sudden frenzy of capital letters seems
deliberately overdone), a figure from native legend come to spread chaos,

'He is Lord of Misrule.

He is the Master of the Leaping Figures'155
The poem, and zollection, ends with music -the songs of 'The Pentecost Castle?',
the stately dance of 'Lachrimae', the sung responses of the Mass - itself
seen as an element of myth, 'Angel of Tones, Medusa, fueen of the Air', and = s
similarly impenetrable, ultimately - perhaps like Hill's ovn work - offering
no wider insights, merely reflecting back on itself and us, a cold beauty

which is really its own reward, transmuting l1ife, through legend,'into art,

tand when we would accost her with real cries

156

silver on silver thrills itself to ice!
as cold as the phoenix in 'Genesis'. Hill's creation of new legend from the
bones of the past - 0ffa, the %ars of the Roses, an imagined poet, colonial
England, Chrlst himself — composes, like music, 'her o:m sphere', an alcheny

7
vhich discovers in the everyday "1ike a revemled. mimeral, a new earth' 5

fresh myths for the unfallen.
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Unlike Heaney or Hill, Thom Gunn has chosen to base his work not on the
geographical and cmotional particularities of legend but the more neutral
parameters of classical myth, setting its narratives against his developing
experience as a kind of touchstone, still points on a turning vorld. Gunn's
poetry is not an archeology of the rast but a continuing quest for illumination

- from the existential agonies of Fighting Terms to the alchemical fusions of

Moly — in which myth is a means to an ends the roots of his native Buropean
culture, which Gunn'rejects, are transplanted to structure nev, alien experience
- @alifornia, the holocaust, LSD - which CGunn now willingly embraces,

'Till waking one night I look up to see

new gods snining over me'I.
Again, unlike Hill and Heaney, Gunn deals in clusters of ideas rather than images,
philasophical enquiry rather than natural descriptions, constrained by a
technical virtuosity which is heir to this classical tradition, conveying

'the smoothness, control and urbanity that ve associate with classical
writing ... most of those vho have succeeded best in writing so, i.e.
within restraints both technical and personal, have been people most
tempted tovards psrsonal anarchy. For them there is some purpose in

close limits, and there is something to restrain'z.
This explains the extraordinary claustrophobia and tight control of Gunnis ovrr-
early work-far more coherently than; say, Alan Bold's crass suggestion that

'a future definitive edition will be tightly bound in leather, with a

buckle for a clasp, so that readers can appreciate in full its

3

fetishistic character'”,
instead shaping into art an intense study of the poet's own personality and place
in society, far removed in tact and lack of self-glorificetion from the later
'confessional! school while similarly elevating biography into revelatioh. This
sense of classical tradition is more than just self-restraint, however, for
through it the poet can place the contemporary in terms of the timeless, the
particularities of the prescent in the context of the accumulated wisdom of the
past,

1it is not merely a question of bringing Martial or Juvenal up to date,

nor-even of building uv & national literature that can rival the

classics, it is a matter of continuing the life and society that was

behind the literature, evaluating, adapting, naturalizing it'4.
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Gunn's earliest vork revoals a precocious infatuation vith classical myth
-~ y
itself testimony to his father's assertion that 'Thom was better read at II
5

than most people at 35' and dominated by a sub-Keatsian allusiveness,

'0 peony you smell
like the heavenly nectar Hebe spilt
On luxurious Olympus'6

¥ith similar incongruity, a descriptive poem on Fel Pie Island rapidly 'filled
up with ivy-festooned statues of Greek gods and goddesses'7. The timeless and
the mundane again interact in the tvo surviving fragments8 of Gunn's projectzd
epic 'The Furies', its hero Ralph both self-projection .-~ twenty years old «
with 'unusual intelligence' and a 'public school virginity'-~ and mythic hero,
an Odysseus about to 'shortly start a journey not soon done', an Orestes whom
'Furies pursue in the steam of railway trains!'. Here, however, the Furies are
ultimately kindly, externalisations of 'the calm of his ideal' through which
Ralph merges body and spirit (a crucial split in Gunn's early poetry) to

'Be one at last with hard and clumsy flesh

The double man will be the single man'9.

Gunn's attempts at heroic fesonance - intricate stanzaic form, heightened diction,
careful evocations of battle - fail through the immaturity of his raids on the
Homeric style, metaphors vhich are crass rather than gravely classical -

'Iike candy floss it melted on the tongue

Like fairy gold i} turned to leaves and'dung'IO.-

It is this very uncertainty which is most attractive: the incompletion of love -
tthere weighed more sadness than he knew to feel! - the obvious sexual-base of
Ralph's dream of monstrous battle, and the externalising here of the duality

between human and animal, art and nature, vhich so oddly prefigures Moly,

'Phis brown and glossy man~turned strip of skin
. . 11
Or those gray craning bristles tipped with white'™ ™.

Sy Self-doubt, interpreted through classical myth, characterises many of those

early poems felt too unclear -~ or revealing - for inclusion in Fighting Terms,
In 'Earthborn', the poet sinks back into earth, his oimn self, and is abducted

tPersephone like, past seams of gold and stone

To the plutonic darkness and the strength' -.

to find 'unequivocal hope' in heroism, Ralph again, 'those vhom talent sets apart
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+++ the handsome, brave and wise!, 'Palinode' celebrates this heroism as & kind
of doomed bravado in the face of a hostile and alien vorld (1ike Gumt as poet)

'Admirable like stubborn crippled men
The heroes use with energy vhat they have

As though it were not partial'13,

but it is partial and such 'self love! is not enough, even Coriolanui4proving
'most grand' when he 'threw his hoarded constancy to the winds' and alloved love
to overcome honour. In '"Terms! this conflict betieen heroic pride and the need
for love is internalised, the poet taking !'Prometheus-posture! until his lover
decides vhe?her to destroy or join him - 'either push me from this iron boulder/
or spend the helpless aeons at my side'I5. Gunn is already mastering the
technique of using classical imagery to illuminate the tangled problems of the

present, neurosis frozen(through art)into mythic narrative.

Gunn's first collection,Fighting TermsIé;centres on the same need to escape

self-involvement in order to face reality, and the existential choice vhich this
involves, here expressed in either military or mythical imagery. It is on this
that' critics have been most divided, some-noting Cunn's 'gift for imagining
legend or for using narrative patferns, and not merely isolated images, symbol-
ically'I7 vkile others found the same poems 'allegorically unconvincing'I .

Certainly Fighting Terms now seems a more mysterious and less direct colledtion

than its original receptionIg suggested, a refocusing helped by Gunn's subseqguent
revisions, most notably the replacement of 'Carnal Knowledge' with 'The Found!

as opening poem and keynote, aggressive sexuality yielding to botched heroism.
Guﬁn has variously described this wound as 'the breakdown of control over one-
-self‘zo and an 'unsuccessful attempt to assimilate primitive experience' .,
Certainly the poem is itsel® a myth, endlessly circular and inevitably tragic,
with the speaker's sense of hidden guilt brought into focus.by the classical
narrative through which he had hoped to escape it - Patroclus, after all, died
in Achilles' armour sacrificing his own life to save his friend's honour. As in
'Terms', escape is impossible, the poet's only freedom his avareness of his omn
22. Thorapy,

imprisonment - 'once again/I had to let those storm-lit valleys heal®

'T vas myself, subject to no man's breath! has become self-destructive, and the
[4

roet, confined to bed like Achilles to his tent, must start the vhole slowPTOCeSS

Ggeih,
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Similarly, the imagery of this mental imprisonment, most often expressed

in terms of unending circularity, dominates Fighting Terms, just as possible

escape is manifested only in dreams or mythic fictions. In 'Round and Round!,
the 'lighthouse keceper's world' reflects this circulerity, forming, even :hen
he temporarily escapes it, a 'huge totem' of daily routine,

'"Within vwhose curve his thoughts still drift.

the stony skeleton of himself'23,
a deadening repetition mirrored even by the stangaic form employed, in which
the last line exactly repeats the first.. The same device is used, less
stringently, in 'Wind in the Street', vhere such hardened routine is not yet
dominant - the poet can stilil escape the 'talking shop' to 'regain the struggle
with an uncommitted air' (a pun due more to clumsiness than craft). Just as
the external world represents freedom in 'Round and Round' - the waves also
spin regularly, but break 'for their own endeavour's sake' — here 'a purposeful
gust of wind tugs at my hair'. Elsewhere, Gunn uses not extended metaphor but
moralised legend to express this sinister sense of pattern, 1In 'The Secret
Sharer', for example, circularity is more closely éllied to one of Gunn's most
deep-rooted fears, the loss, or uncertainty, of identity expressed through the
legend of the doppelganger. Here the street représents not freedom but negation,
'unconcerned as a dead eye', the wind turning 'in its groove' not purpose but
alternating consciousness. The final, chilling ambiguity - 'I am not there! -
could be spoken by either of the poem's two selves, the poet in bed (as in'The
Yound') or the %atcher in the street. Whichever applies, the poem is deeply
unsettling, the wind's groove another form of circularity mirroring the poet's
'two equal fears', that either this doppelganger will ignore his other self,
thus negating him, or acknowledge him, and thus pro#e this feared duality,

'"Whaty I asked, if I never hear my call? ,
4

And what if it reaches my insensitive ears!' .
In other poems this circularity is linked to individual human tragedy, the
wheel of fortune. !'The Court Revolt' develops Aesop's fable - 'king stork .as
welcome to replace a log' — into an allegory of responsibility and power - 'cee

in his case/a problem .hich is problem to us all', The peradox is that those



171,

most fitted to good government are 'doomed' by their oun virtues

'Not that it is too much for flesh and bone

But flesh and bone are far too much for it'25.
'"The Right Poszessor! completes this almost Ruritanian narrative, from exile to
return back to a once ravished country indifferent as its 'drifteq deep' snowu
(as in 'The Secret Sharer' an image of exclusion). ‘hereas the king's earlier
retreat, himself 'no longer child', was redeenmed only by the help of 'orphaned
boys', it is another boy, 'least suspected', uho assassinates him on his return.
Like the king's footprints in the snow, actions are 'obvious in a perfect round',
a tragic stasis in which nothing is resolved - 'forward and back.ard now make
equal sense' - until it is too late, the circle of fate has moved irreparably
on, 'indecision and delay have lost/for ever hat I alvays wanted most'26.
Both poems could be interpreted as allegories of forsaken love, 'one has learnt
to make the sexual application'27, but it is their sense of doomed hope, a
medieval sense of tragedy as predesfined fall enshrined in legend, vhich most
characterises them, and the collection as a whole. Indecd, sex is itself part
of this endless circularity, 'you know. I know yqu.know I know you know;28, and
Gunn uses it to express his preoccupations; love as a mode of dominance.
Significantly, the most memorable (self-created) myth created in Fighting
Terms is the image of the poet as heartless lover, soldier in a »ar in w~hich
sex is victory, tenderness defeat. Edmund is the heroic figure here,
unfaithful, *‘rough and lecherous' to the point of caricature,

'When it was over he pulled his trousers on,

29

'Demon lovers must go!' he coldly said' “.

'Carnal Kno.ledge', which opened the original collectioii, presents this persona

more fully, the poet as poseur performing the 'same comical act inside the

tragic game' but not able, except in his dreams, to perceive his sexual partner

. 1 Y7 v '
as more than inferior in an animal act, 'cackle you hen and ansver when I crow'.

Such'carnal knowledge' illuminates nothing but itself, and does nothing to treak

down the gulf between two warring individuals, 'I know of no emoiion we can
As part of this self-created legend, love is inextricably linked with

share!.

varfare (Gunn did tvo years National Service before going up to Cambridge),
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'fighting terms' in vhich military and sexual strategy are intertuined — the
'impermanent treaty' of 'To His Cynical Mistresst, projected invasion of 'the
land complete' in 'The Beach Head', 'raising of a seige' in 'Captain in Time

of Peace'. On-closer éxamination, - however, Gunn is seen to counteract his

own myth - 'only expected harm/falls from a khaki man', but, as in'Palinode!,
such doomed heroism, whether in love or war, is not enough, a lack of emotional
committment which these protagonists themselves realize. The speaker in 'Captain
in Time of Peace! acknowledges the coarsening effects of war - once 'fit for
reaceful living' he is now a'clumsy brute in uniform' whose habit is 'to loot! -~
but his real need is 'honour in the town at preace', just as the adventurer in
'The Beach Head! seeks 'a pathway to the country's heart'. Even in the most
uncompromising of these poems, 'Lofty in the Palais de Danse', the soldier's
self-disgust is stressed, 'like the world, I've gone to bad'y, killing in
himself 'the easy things that others like' in mourning for the death of his
lover. The routine of seduction here seems as mechanical and circular as, say,
'Round and Round', and offersno real defence agaipst memories of genuine love,

'The pictures are unwilled that I see bob

Out of the dark, and you can't turn them out'3o.
Sex is another form of circularity, forced imprisonment, the desire in 'La
Prisonniere' to 'shut you in a box' until safely reduced to a 'heap of bones!
which can be possessed completely, the loss of freedom in '"Tamer and Hawk!
which turns love back into war, tamer into prey. The waking dream of '"Without
a Counterpart'.in which the poet is 'chained' in a threatening landscape seems

to resolve itself through love - the magical formula of speaking the loved one's

name breaks the spell -~ but freedom is not granted, 'your arms still chained me

as you fell asleep'. The remaining poems in Fighting Terms use classical or

Christian myth, as opposed to legend and Gunn's o'n myth-making ability, to
exXpress both this imprisonment and, tentatively, the possibility of escape.

'Helen's Rape! returns to the Trojan war and contrasts the gifts of the

s . . . ‘
gods, 'the violent dreamed escape' with man's reaction, 'to prevaricate and

disguise'. Helen can abandon her homeland but not her mortality and the
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varfare which her seduction sets in motion, sex and battle again interlinked
in unending conflict., The heroic age comes to an end with this 'last zuthentic
rape', an irrecoverable touchstone for a world which can only 'multiply and
vulgarise'!, the abduction of Helen brutalised into the rape of the Sabine women.
Myth withdraws to an area of moral absolutes denied to fallible man, the
villagers who 'gape humbly' in 'Here Come the Salnts' at the heroes3I,'innncent"
mysterious, summoned by the 'cock crow'! of Peter's apostasy into the 'territle
dark wood'! of self-sacrifice. The stasis of 'moonlight snow', two dominant
images for frozen inaction in the collection, is disrupted through 'abrupt and
violent motions', but such determination is beyond the villagers or, indeed,
the botched resurr=zction in 'Lazarus not Raised'. A variant of the biblical
myth, Christ 'is here unable to bring Lazarus back from the dead because he has
never properly been alivejy from ‘'childhood fields imaginary and safe! he
refused the 'nag of offered grace! for 'rest' itself much like the ttrivial
territory of death'. It is the very ferocity of Christ, that 'terrified
awakening glare', which makes Lazarus choose 'to stay dead', imprisoned.in
the repetition mirrored in the modulating final line of each stanza.

If myth evokes this imprisonment, it also provides hope, all the more
poignant for being so fleeting, of some kind of escape, a heaven - vision or
mirage — to set against the 'hell of love! evoked in 'Inside the moon'32, lovers
'lockea in each other's arms', consumed in a 'still fog' of exhausted entropy.
Conversely, 'Contemplative and Active'33 traces an escape route from the
'cerebral world' to the mist where 'unknowable human fragments move';"it may
be I only wanted air'. 'For a Birthday'! also describes a voyage avway from
language and barren intellect, renouncing 'agnostic irony' for the'religion of
love, a real communion not of bread and wine but sexual belonging,

"The sweet moist wafer of your tongue I taste,

. 34
And find right meanings in your silent mouth'” .

This search for Eden has, of course, its own dangers. ‘'Looking Glass', the

most metaphysical poem in a-~collection which owes much to Donne and v Marvell,
™~

presents Eden as a mirage, a fantasy which makes the speaker oblivious of his

true position, passing 'from town to town, damp-booted, unemployed' . He holads
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onto his memories, 'charmed—still for ever at one stage of groving', as if a
(literal) Eden which he, as gardener, allows slowly to decay, its 'green to.ers'
sweetly going 'to seed'. This dream, ho.ever, is just another prison, 'not
innocence/but a fine callous fickleﬁess', a self-indulgent fantasy which blinds
him to his own decay, mirrored in this 'looking glass'. Heaven cannot exist
without a counter-balancing hell, a paradox central to 'A Mirror for Poets', in
vhich art again refletts life, imagination refracting the real world. In a
virtuoso reconstruction of the Elizabethan age seen as a modern fascist state -
in which even poets are subject to censorship and torture -~ Eden is, nevertheliess,
achieved, through art, as 'Arcadia, a fruitful permanent land', located where
*the boundaries met/of life and life, at danger'. Through poetry, both in the
'Tlail of comedy' and the classical ‘pity' and 'terror' of tragedy, mankind can
'behold its whole extent', and it is therefore the duty of poets, novw and then,
to locate theseA'Forﬁs’, the guiding myths behind everyday events (shadows on
Plato's cave), as seen earlier in Gunn's definition of the classical tradition,

'In street, in tavern, happening vould cry

'I am myself but part of something greater;'Bé. )

This finding of hope even in despair illuminates others of the more far—

looking poems in Fighting Terms, an escape route from the self-involved

melancholy of Gunn's adolescent work. In 'A Kind of Ethics', 'unregenerate'
animals breed from the 'foul confusiont! of dead trees, proving that 'out of a
possibly bad may come/an undeniable good'. These ‘'sharp-toothed young' derive
vitality from the 'simple religion' of growth and decay, an energy (pagan rather
thén classical) which escapes imprisonment, and it is in such.(albeit brutal)
innocence that Eden resides. Similarly 'Lerici' contrasts Shelley -~ a mere
‘minor conguest! of death because (like Lazurus) submissive, 'arms at his side'-
unfavouratly with Byron - 'arms open wide', masterful even in death and well
'worth the sea's pursuit'. By escaping stasis or imprisonment through their
very vitality, the 'great expense of muscle and breath', such explorers of
human limits proclaim human defiance, profligate of life as of money,

'‘Dignify death by thriftless violence -

Squandering all their little left to spend'37.
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Fscape is made complete in the concluding poem, 'Incident on a Journey'. The
Ted-coat soldier's 'unnatural strength!, 'squandered!' like Byron's, and his lack
of 'plausible nostalgia' defy the imprisonment of routine through sheer will (or
wilfulness). The poem echoes, and fesolves, the major motifs of the collcction -
soldier as vital hero, art that can illuminate thumanity beyond its span', the
dream that brings escape and meaning, the unhcaled wound - 5ut the 'storm-~1it
valleys' of the opening poem are nov externalised and 'light!' vith the promise
of a new dawn. The forceful poses of the Iliad — 'The Yound', 'Helen's Rape! -
in vhich varfare is a true arbiter of courage and moral vorth now lead into the
poet's own QOdyssey, a search for his lost homeland — it vas at this point that
Gunn moved permanently from England to America. 'Incident on a Journey', like
Fighting Terms itself, is the starting point for a journey into meaning in which

38

'T would regret nothing'< .

Gunn's second coilection, The Sense of Movement39, continues this progress

into meaning, having established the 'terms! of this conflict, nov developed
from mythic abstractions to existential certainties. Terry Tagleton has seen
this existentialism as iiself a myth system through which Gunn is able t; breathe
life into metaphysics, relate personal history to 'an underlying ontology'y, for

'Sartrian myth did allow a limited kind of transaction to take place
40

between the variable texture of experience and a framing vision' .
This transaction is, however, essentially negative (and therefore not true myth)
for it sepémates further exactly those opposites which it tried to join,

'centred on a nameless néant which intervened between a watchful

consciousness aware of its large general meanings, and the swarming

41

bits of specific reality +vithin which it moved' ™.
This seems unnecessarily complex, confusing as well as confused, for Gunn uses
existentialism as part of his search for points of contact betveen these dualitics
- art and life, man and nature, the abstract and the éveryday - apparent
opposites vhich are later to be brought together through a more fulfilling (and
genuine) kind of myth - after Gunn has pursued his odyssey through the badlancs

of age and sexuality. Certainly as products of the much vaunted 'Movement'

these poems are wolves in Larkin's clothing, carefully constructed Machines

that suddenly reveal real blood.
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If Fighting Terms vas so entitled to unite body and spirit, aggression and

its verbal expression, so The Sense of Movement is equally precisely named, not

just motion -~ whether along a corridor, into marshland or through fog - but its

intellectual motivation, both sensation and rationale. In Fighting Terms

movement was both dangerous - breaking open the wound +hen 'rage ... fle. to my
head', the saints processing into the 'terrible dark vood'!', the assassination of
the 'right possessor' on his return home - and yet fulfilling - the progress of
love from a 'beach head', the climb to meaning in 'For a Birthday',willed relcase,

'T was alive and felt my body sweet,

Uncaked blood in all its channels flowing’43.

The opening poem here, suitably entitled 'On the Move', takes up this imagery,
turning a Beat cliché, 'man you gotta go', into a metaphor of such escape. The
centre of the poem is not blue jay or cycle gang but 'one'y, the poet as ﬁnsure
observer (although the gang also strep in doubt, 'by hiding it, robust!). :
Seeking the instinct or poise of Nature, the 'vheeling swallovs', he expresses
the impediments to such clarity in terms which beautifully modulate into a
description of the approaching gang, similarly unsure - -

'One moves with an uncertain violence
Under the dust thrown by a baffled sense
44

Or the dull thunder of approximate words'’ ',
Such hardiness ‘has no shape yet', still 'imperfectly' controlled, but this 'part
solution' is a start, at least, to understanding a world without apparent
meaning - 'one wakes/afloat on movement that divides and breaks' - for Jjust to
choose movement is a redeeming existential choice, a committment to the future.

'One joins the movement in a valueless world,

Choosing it, till, both hurler and the hurled,
45

One moves as well, always toward, toward'

The poet can only half control his destiny, thurler and hurled', but at least

the motorcyclists, #hether real or metaphorical, escape such esasy categorisations.

. . . - . .- - b ot
They 'burst away', their very ineompletion human, abandoning 'knon vhereabouts',

1At vorst, one is in motion; and at besi,

Reaching no absolute, in vhich to rest,

. 6
One is aluvays nearer by not keeping stlll'4 .

Impersonality mgnufactures a soul, 'the sclf-defined, astride the created will'.

. s . 1
and this sets man apart from the tscuffling' jay, the flies 'hanging in heat's
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Gunn defines this quest for meaning through a kind of advanced hero-vorship
(the same process, more successfully applied, as in !'The Wound'), taking figures
from myth and legend as exemplars of moral worth — or negation - metaphors for
self-avarencss. 'Lines for a Book' shous this method at its worst, Praising
'overdogs' like Alexander, teaching us 'to be insensitive, to steel the will?,
over (supposedly) self-regarding intellectuals like Btephen Spender, for

'... though the mind has also got a place

Its not in marvelling at its mirrored face'47.
This Audenescue squib, a boy-scout call to action, is deeply unpleasant, both in
its choice of metaphor, sitting 'all day at stool/inside the heart', and its lack
of humanity, refusing 'pity which Hé cannot use', but its exaggerated spleen is
surely comic - such anti-intellectualism is, after all, still a poem, 'lines for
a book'. 'Disturbing images! are far better gvoked in 'A Plan of Self Subjectioﬁ

vhere Alexander is a more problematical hero, the poet much.less sure of himself.

The circularity of much of Fighting Terms returns but here it is self-imposed
rather than forced by routine, planned rather than casual. The poet, a mere
'fragment of weak flesh',circles (like the medieval.vorld) betreen heaven and
hell, his poetry circlés between cause and expression — imposing 'form upon my
fault described/so that my fault is worse' - and even his identity circles
betueen hero-worship and self-disgust, the one infecting the other,

"Fach tainted ith the other
48

Becomes diseased, both self and self's ideal' .
Even love involves similar flux, constantly 'changing sides', but all three,

art, self-regard and sex, can:bring balance - shade from sun and hell - and

freedom, 'tracing circles is a useful spell/against contentment?!. Gunn admires

Alexander, Mark Antony end Coriolanus - 'perfect king ... lover ... stoic' -

but 'houever much I may aspire/I stay myself'. !'Birthday Poem' is similarly

unsure. The opposites drawn in 'Lines for a Book', Adolphe and Fabrice “, the
'speculative man or passionate', are both assimilated in the search for the
'Golden Fleece'! but this modern Jason cannot emulate classical myth; he remains,

again like Adolphe and Fabrice, tprisoned in perplexity', a parasite on his

own sense of discontent. Apparent victory, in both quest and sex, turns into
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self-impossd defeat, the 'attractive bait!' has proved just that - lack of tics
vith stray mermaids is not freedom but loneliness - and this new Jason must, to

'Ponces and vhores, concede, bcecause intent

On groping round your own bewilderment'so.
The subject herc is ~ as in the earlier'Tor a Birthday' - surely the poet
himself, assessing his own failure in the light of passing time, a kind of self-
addressed birthday card (the poetry here is certainly a good example of Gunn's
first achieved style, thought brilliantly parcelled into stanza and rigorously
rhymed iambics, sense compressed almost to suffocation, metaphor and moral
seamlessly joined). Classical myth is here used to point the moral, the tragic
discontinuity betveen genuine heroism and self-regarding success, the first
unattainable, the second 'omniscient' but ultimately empty.

Llsevhere in The Sense of Movement Gunn turns myth into a kind of diagnosis,

an impartial judge of present - and past - frailties. 'The Wheel of PFortune!',
for example, develops the idea in 'Lines for a Book! that 'their pride exalted
some, some overthrew'! into another circle, a process (central to medieval
tragedyf‘to which the references allude) in which éood fortune inevitabiy
converts to bad. Dreams of mutability turn into truth, bishop ruined, lover
exposed, Lambert Simnel's pretence to the throne ending in the kitchen vwhere he
he stirs not his own porridge as king but that of his new master, the 'under
footman'., Such circularity is both feared and respected - '0 perfect Wheel! -
because it is neither avoidable nor respecter of class$ monarchs and kitchen
boys are togethér 'strapped helpless!. Resistance is merely poignant -~ in 'The

Silver Age' the centurion bitterly resists the change from military to Christian

values, 'hard with the indignation of the laver', yet this remnant of 'true

Rome', both 'ecarthpale' and at home in the dark, is similarly doomed,

'Yhat made this one fragment of a2 sunken coast

. 2
Remain, far out, to be beaten by the moonllgh'b?'5

'Julian the Apostate! returns to the 'simpler dark' mastered by the centurion -
vho moved through it as if a 'river/sullen with mud' - but here it is an
Emperor vho attempts to resist the change from paganism to Christianity vhere,

in the previous poem, the Emperor prefigured such anti-militarism; ., Julian
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finds 'the absolute is hard to formulate - the 'sudden wrong! of his own
'deliberate laws', the slaughter of the pagans - so exceeds his ovn position,
bursting the 'doubly sacred fold' even though he knows the symbolic vworth of such
ritual, 'rule lay in gathered fold'. Julian, unlike ‘*lictor or heavy slave', is
'apostate' and thus an example to madern man , devoting his 'cold resolve!

'To fix a question that, eluding name,
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To mzke corporeal would be to solv
and so- breaking the 'hypothetical frame' which binds him, the burden of thought.
Grammar resolves, appropriately, this linguistic despair, the 'question mark' of
such doubts yielding to the 'exclamation mark' of pure will, Julian welcomes his
ovn assassination as the only simplicity left, an 'outrage of the simpler dark'.

The Christian myths resisted in these last two poems themselves are used
by Gunn to explore the same problems, exemplars from the past. 'Jesus and his
Mother' is based on a central paradox, Christ's saying 'I am my own and not my
own', both man and Son of God. Mary is hurt by this apparent split in loyalties,
'my only son, more God's than mine', and what seem to be signs of alienation.-
Jesus's sullenness, his independence 'like an arrogagt wind blorn/where hé may
please', the 'strange shadov' he naw throws. As in 'On the Move', the choice is
between domesticity and action, the tears of age ~ 'lazy syrup', 'a modest and
contented shine!' — and the tears of grief - the pears here are, after all, those
of Gethsemane. Jesus is about to go off to fulfil his death, his destiny,leéaving
a 1ife measured 'in week and week' for the dark, an 'outcry in the town', Mary's

Tesponse is only human, an understandable call to what cannot be understood,

1T cannot reach to call you Lord,
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Answer me as my only son'
'St Martin and the Beggar' follows this ©ith a more approachable kind of self-

sacrifice, more human than divine, thought again subscrvient to action. Saint

Martin exchanges his studies - 'the principles of Christian life', the peg of a

'religious nail! - for the real world of battle and night, 'a ship that moves on

darkness' (dark, again, as an expression of doubt). Confrontcd by the needy

beggar Martin divides his cloak in half, neithcr turning away or consclaus of

his own good, and it is this which Jesus recognises as true humanity,
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'But you, being a saint of men

Gave only vhat you could'55.
Cloaks are 'needless weight', the moral abstractions dravn from them being vhat
matters, and Martin finds, through action, the religious teaching that he first
sought, food for thought - 'pondering on the matter/St Martin bent and atet!, If
myth can be turnad to provide such complex modern moralities, ranging from the
deliberately simple,'almost Sunday school, narration of this last poem to the
highly literary allusiveness of 'Birthday Poecm', then so can legend, and it is

to this that Gunn turns elsewhere in The Sense of Movement.

‘At the Back of the North ¥ind', for example, locatecs a fantasy land?s,
(derived from a classic children's novel of the same fitlZ% though one not of
escapism but death, an 'air which kept no seasoni denying change', a sad
immortality which megates life -

'It nipped the memory numb, scalding‘away

The castle of winter and the smell of hay'57.

This hay, in which the boy hides to escape vinter and to dream his fantasies,
represents innocence - 'all summer's varmth! — later subverted by the 'other
smells! of experience — 'fresh swveat and sveet mortality' - prefigured in the
boy's legend. Similarly North wind yields to East, life to oblivion which'!swept
the méws dead clean from wisps of hay', the remnants of human comfort. Legend
again appears in 'Puss in Boots to the Giant!, drawing out the sinister
implications 6f children's nursery rhymes into a %ind of fascistic rationale of
pure will, the obverse of the attitudes praised in 'Lines for a Book'. The
legendary +orld here derives from Yeats' Byzantium - 'that is no country for
old men., The young in one another's arms'58 — emphasising its heartlessness,

'So praise the pitiless, hot

59,

In each other's arms'!

and unfettered sexuality, 'after sun set/Jack has his Jill'. Action, enjoying

'two triumphs in one place', is again seen as preferable to thought, the refuge

of 'gigglers, gossips ... Itching Palms' and failures -'lean highvay beggars'-

are banished from these 'fields green as wide'. In fact,the whole 'fine

simplicity'is a mirage, this land a fiction invented by Puss to confuse and

thus destroy the Giant6o, another fantasy vorld, like the back of the North

- . A A
. - o
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¥ind vhich presages only death - as circular a maze as the poem itself, the
final stanza repeating the first, eadd so into infinity.

'The Allegory of the Volf Boy' presents a similar deception, 'sad duplicity!
here given represcntative and oddly solemn force through the vwerewolf legengf man
merged into beast., Civilized gentility - tennis, 'tea upon the gentle lawn' - is

set against animal instinct - 'Inseft lust' - an impasse resolved by moonlight

'Which, with the touch of its infertile 1light

Shall loose desires hoarded against his w111'62.

Darkness yields to mytlh, as in 'The Silver Age', but such magic is a cruel master,
this 'clean exception to the natural lais' bringing both tyranny - the vwolf boy
bound to the moon! — and a botched metamorphosis - 'yet he has bleeding pavs!'.

As with the stiable lad, or indeed St Martin, edolescent uncertainty is elevated
to fable, failure enshrined as a kind of tentative morality, and this is extended
to0 a more contemporary myth, pop star as modern god, in '%lvis Presley'. The
limitations of the medium, 'hackncyed sords in hackneyed songs', are paradoxically
used to convey &= frecdom, an impulse prolonged through art into 'a habit of the
times'. Presley reprcsents a generation, 'our idioéyncrasy and our likeﬁess',

and it is his myth, not his real self, that is important,. turning 'revolt into a
style'63, his stance (like the guitar he wields) fposture for combat!, If
Presiey is a god, uniting revolt and violence, then the modern city is a goddess,
both lover end whore. 'In Praise of Cities' presents a succession of tender
double-~zntendres, tovnscape and mistress, this goddess vorshipped because'éxtremes;
material, and thé vork of man'! and thus really a divinity of seilf,

fYou uelcome in her what remains of yous;
And vhat is strange and what is incomplete

Compels a passion without understanding

For all you cannot be'64.

The city releases a uvelcome scnsuality not seen in Gunn's work before, along :iith
a looseness of technique to be developed further in Touch , and this anthropo-
morphic treatment - the city 'buxom in disordert!, 'casual yet urgent in her love
making', vendering 'leudly’', prescnting 'cosmetic light' and 'hard ornamentst! -
is truly extraordinary, & m:tamorphosis from concrete into flesh, from goddess

of the streets into lover, a 'desire that ncver ends/familiar and inexplicable!,
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If legend here seems to touch the supernatural -~ 'out of a mist the river
turns to see/whether you follow still!' - this sense of an otherness, either
watching or watched, is evoked elsethere in the collection. 'The Separation',
itself based on a ghost storyés, treats language as a form of distance that.parts
Gunn from his lover, Quintfrom the governess, lustfrop its fulfillment;

'The trampled meadow of words yet intervene,

To part desire from the tall muscle of 10ve'66)
This separation could equally be an internal one between thought and emotion -
'you prowl in the garden and I am here! strongly recalls the doppelgangers of
'The Secret Sharer' - the poet haunted by the ghosts of lost love, 'what dead
charge do I pull upon my breast'. 'The Corridor! attempts to resolve this divide
between 'the thought and felt', first through the apparent mastery of voyeurism -
'pleasure was simple thus' - but eventually by seeing that he is watched too,

'For if the the watcher of the watcher shown
There in the distant glass, should be watched too,

¥ho can be master, free of others; who
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Can look around and say he is alone' '.

The resolution here, acceptance of this mysterious other, prefigures the end of
'Misanthropos!', rcaching community - 'holding these eyes as equal in his eyes! -
through a new sense of communion - going 'one hand held out, to meet a friend'.
This is not yet achieved, these;éurious eyes' not seen direct but reflected in

a .pierglass, watéhing like 'a picture: in a book’,‘and yet the possibility is

offered, as it is again in 'Vox Humana'. Here this ghost itself talks (in the

syllabics which are to free Gunn's later works), nearest when 'you have least

. . . . . 1
resistance'’, its recognition - and naming -~ enough to confer mastery, 'for you

command/in naming me you prefer'!. This 'Vox Humana', the spirit of humanity, is

seen as the motivating force behind history, and the myths it presents - Socrates
suicide which protects his honour, Alexander's certainty of conquest and, in

contrast, Brutus's rejcction of it, subverting this 'indefinite haze' as the

ghost of Caesar whom he murdered, and thus prefiguring deafeat at Philippi. For

those with more courage this definition of self through existential will <on

sturn. thought into action,; doubt into certainty, for it brings

'to what you define now, al 8
there is, ever, of future!' ~,
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This belief in the existential will, the 'Sartrian myth' discussed earlier,
is indeed the underlying myth-system of Gunn's early work, albeit often expressed
in classical heroism, moralised legend. DMartin Dodsworth has perceptively
tracéd the mastering conflict in Guﬁn's poetry between stillness and motion to
Heidegger's similar dichotomy between 'inertia' and 'projection'69. This
division is most clearly expressed, ih the guise of Arthurién legend, in 'Merlin
in the Cave: He Speculates without a Book!. Merlin is imprisoned in 'inertiat,
held by 'the arms of lust' and yet failing at love because his 'philosophic
appetite! would 'let no fault intrude!. It wasi his loss of the 'instinct' of
movement, fclouds, and separate rooks/blown back on their flight', which
imprisoned Merlin first in senility, 'with aphrodisiac/I brought back vigour',

and finally the spell of Vivien, transfixed in stone,

'"The Rock. The space, too narrow for a hand.
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Pressing my head between tvwo slopes of stone'’ ~.
Merlin decides therefore to attempt 'projection', growing 'back through knovledge'
to direct contact with experience - 'I finé.the earth is suddenly black and near'-—
watching 'the flux ¥ never guessed'! and using this new emptiness, both of cave and
brain, to copy not lust but 'the sweet promiscuity of the bee'. He wills to
escape the 'emblems' of the mind for a genuine Yeatsian synthesis, a new quest
through the cave of self, to unite action and movement, the instinct of ihe rook
and the promiscuity of the bee,

'eeecoosesasaees DUl ¥ must act, and make

The meaning in each movement that I take.

I
Rook, bee, you are the whole and not a par'b'7 .

The poem's apparent circularity, so common with Gunn, is illusory and revealed by
a subtle pun - conclusion has become purpose, however turned to once again -

tthis is an end, and yet another start’. Again, the'risk' invzé?ed in crossing
from 'inertia' to 'projection', firsi described by Kirkegeard, forms the subject
of a poem like 'The Nature of an Action'. The poet steps from the imprisonment of

the 'cluttered square of fact'y, a 'clumsy fond contact' rejected for a 'twenty

year' journecy along the corridor (again) of self, restrained by the gestures of

habit. ‘'Directed by the compass of my heart', the poet at last discovers the

'simple handle' of the will to enter a room just as suffocating, just as immobile-
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circularity is only circumvented by existential freedom, the will to act —

'Much like the first, this room in which I vent,

Only my being there is different'73.
It is Sartre's existentialism which has proved most influential on Gunn,
however ~ the poet ironically acknovledges that the ideas behind 'On the Move!

'were lifted from Sartre's lecture 'L'rxistentialism est un humanisme"74, while

a later poem brilliantly analyses ‘La Nausée;, the sliminess of self,

'Nausea fills me, and the only essence

Is my tengible illegal presence'75.

Gunr hés taken most»from Sartre's purest statement of atheistic existentialism,
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L'etre et le neant (although the philosopher himself has long moved avay

towards Marxism in vorks like Critigue de la raison dialectique77) both directly

=~ "The Corridor' is taken dirdct from a metaphor for 'L'existence d'autrui' in
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the chapter 'Le Regard! - and as a pervading influence, Sartre's strange,

almost mechanical, use of modern city 1ife to provide philosophical abstractiozz,
his sexuality 80, his very terminology as well as his precise sense of form are
all teken over in Gunn's work as a kind of myth,.an~explanation of reality.
Sartre's division between human consciousness, the 'for-itself',struggling to
attain freedom through the exercise of will and the dense solidify of the.-
material world, the 'in-itself', directly inspires a poem like 'The Unsettled
Motorcyclist's Vision of his Death', unsettled both from machine and life. The
motorcyclist follows his will - 'I am being what I please!' - thus warring with

the natural world which lacks such consciousness,!for itself' against 'in itself?,

'My human will cannot submit
., 81
To nature, though brought out of it' ™.

He urges his 'chosen instrument' against the marsh, qontinuing his stance even
in death, his heel ‘'pressing deep/accelerates the waiting sleep'y, this willed

movement continuing to where 'death and life in one combine'. The horror is

that marsh plants —archetypally 'in themselves', {slow without patience' - swell

out the corpse's clothes and 'feign this dumry is a man again', a gross simalcrum
which has lost its 'for itselfness', its sense of will. The plants move 'without

volition', converting man's'special richness' into dirt, flesh into loam,

1A11 that they get they get by chancee.

And multiply in ignorance'Gd.
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The real horror here is the loss not of life but consciousness, subsumed in earth.
Sartre, however, makes a further distinction, the 'for-itself! developing into
the 'being-for-others', a transition half completed in the processes of sadism,

'"There is then indeed an incarnation through pain. But at the same time
the pain is procured by means of instruments ... plunging this frcedom

into flesh without ceasing to be the one who provokes'83.
This is echoed in Gunn's poem 'The Beaters', love created out of its apparent
antithesis, 'none bul my foe to be my guide'. Such instruments are 'emblems to
recall identity', 'violent parables' which exist between intent and action, 'the
raised arm and the fallen thud'. This is a deeply shocking poem, and Gunn
certainly does not condone such sadism: he instead emphasises both its sad

incompletion and yet its reaching for true communion, gentleness evoked from pain.

'The lips that meet the wound can finally

Justify nothing - neither pain nor care;

Tender upon the shoulders ripe with blood'84.

0f course, it could be argued that these poems would be just as effective
without a knowledge of the philosophy which underlies them, Gunn's vocabulary
is drenched with Sartrean terms - 'choice', . 'will', 'freedom', 'anguish', 'absurd'
and 'nothingness! — but these function outside the system which has appropriated
them. Indeed a poem like 'The Annihilation of Nothing',which does rely on a
knowledge of existentialism,is largely impeneirable because it lacks this further
dimension. Never%heless, existentialism lacks thé resonance of true myth, most
obviously because it lacks a narrative structure - which the savour of this ..
special terminology does not replace — and thus needs other fictions té express
it, thus meking the poetry arcane and hermetic. Taking over Sartre's metaphors -

parables almost - will not do, they are not common property. Existentialism is

of crucial importsnce in Gunn's early work, but asipart of a wider myth,

'Perhaps it is right, therefore, to rcgard Being and Nothingness as the &5

culmination of a mood - anti-rational, anti-scientific and anti-political
Gunn defined his own position, in I957, in startlingly similar terms,

'T don't deliberately belong to any school, but I suppose I am part of

the National Service Generation and have a few of its characteristics,

i.e. lack o§6concern with religion, lack of class, @ rather undirccted

impatience' .
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It is this definition of self, Gunn's real dominating myth, which structures

The Sense of Movement ~ it is no accident that Gunn has chosen, in publicity

photographs, to don black leather and motorcycle boots87, nor that his avowed
hobby is body—building88. Using, aéain, existential terminology, 'Human Cond- -
ition!' isolates the poet, cut off in dense fog, 'condemned to be an individual!.
From this 'mere/pinpoint of consciousness' Gunn wills himself to discover the
limits (as did Elvis Presley) of self and the outside world, 'mind and universe',

in order to then go beyond them, Merlin once more breaking free of his cave,

'TI seek, to break, my span.
89

I am my one touchstone!
It is this test which 'makes me man', the brgvery of facing that one is 'born to
fog, to waste! and yet still somehow retaining freedom. Gunn celebrates this
same guality in his friends, hero-worship again elevated into legend. 'To
Yvor Vinters, I955' celebrates Gumnn's mentor9o for the rigour with which he
trains both dogs and language, for words'compose the self' and 'with slow
defining influence/stay to mark out our chosen lineaments'. Such self-control

is precarious, total black 'implicit in the grey', but Hinters contésts the

gathering darkness through a balgnce of 'Rule and Energy'9I, 'tough in will' and
thus a force of excellence in a world in vhich men are forced to exist

'In a half-world, not ours nor history's,
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And learn the false from half-true premiges'”’®.
This near-Augustan gravity continues into 'The Inherited Estate', a Jamesian
'American in Furope!'! inheriting both estate and, by implication, culture vhich
deéadence has allowed to crumble, 'typical products of intelligence/that lacks
brute purpose'. Kitay shares Vinters' 'calm discrimination', distinguishing
what is valuable, what mere facade, These 'droppings of fashion' have succumbed
1o nature and the 'fat dark drift' of decay, but this new growth also presages
fertility, Kitay parallelled by the 'one small seed' whose branches so confidently
1ift 'above failures! and vhose bark he will engrave, symbolically

'With all the old virtues, young in fibre, names
That swell with time and tree, no dreanms,

No ornaments, but tallies for your work'93.

It is on such rigour that civilization is based, the sacrifice of self for duty.
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This philosophical rigour is applied, equally stringently, to the mechanics
of sex, using others to define the myth of self. The young hoodlum inm 'Market

at Turk'94

‘gestates' future action with a kind of military preparcdness,
buckling himself in with both leather and 'reminders of the will! (though doubt-
less not learnt from Winters or Kitay, who this unvwitting existentialist would
more likely stab for their spare cash!) SexX and violence coalesce in a tension
only released in 'close commotion of bar or bed', an ambiguity fueled by the
final image, the hidden knife an emblem of virility, vhere this surrogate Gunn
'not yet knowing his purpose fully ... fingers the blade!. Compounding such
unpleasant masculinity, love is still secn as an excresence, a kind of prison -
like Merlin immured by Vivien - uell avoided by Gunn-s heroic toughs. They
conjoin instead aggression and sexuality.(the mechanics of rape), thLe object of
desire still merely an object. _In 'High Fidelity', the abandoned lover, fury
substituted for passion, returns to the prison of circularity, ducking love 'as
a witch to sink or swim'. He thus resembles a gramophone needle, endlessly

circling the blank inner grooves of a record (a superb modern metaphysical image)

tSurrounded in that played-out pose of age

95.

By notes he was, but cannot be again'
'Pirst Meeting.with & Possible liother-in-Law' locates love as a battle for
possessiozf mother and lover learning 'the other!s terms of banishment' through
the 'bright material hint',both of cloth and metaphysics, not sufficiently hidden,
In 'During an Absence', obstacles to fulfillment recur in new ways, for 'each
ioye defines its proper obstacles',this Romeo and Juliet separated not by

warring families but distance, 'we for whom time draws out, visas expire', for

'... under a self-generated glare

Any bad end has possibility'97.
Inaction and the suffocetion of desire are again evoked,.ence move in terms of
literature, in 'Autumn Chapter in a NOVe1'98. The poacher, 'a dead mouse gripved
between his sensitive fingers' represents a natural forcefulness beyond the
lovers, unable to escape 'the motions of their discontcent', sewing and teaching -

'The leaves he scatters thus will settle back
In much the same position as they rose'? ’

leaves like the 'groving veightlesw mound' of the 'words they uttered' finally
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'thrust violently upon the pane'. The narrator of 'lLegal Reform! actually
revels in such restraint, 'condemned to life', but scems partly to transcend it,

'ee.’ this time love is not the paradox

By which, whatever it contains, my cell

contains the absolute, because it 1ocks'IOO.

‘The death penalty is commuted to life (a pun which the poet works to its limits),
past isolation - 'painful and lonely in the walks of death' - to present love -
'the cage of breath® - and such imprisonment, 'condemned to shift in your
enclosing eyes', is restrictive only to 'the innocent, or fetter-maimed'. In
direct contrast to 'The Beaters!, desire has 'no use for his whip' for such love
is unforced, the 'law is in our hands', 'passed by ourselves', and yet

'Not ti1ll I stopped the theft of all I saw

Just for the having's sake, could it be passed'IOI.

With this poem, Gunn prepares the way for his more mature work, accepting the
imprisonment he once feared, and thus discovering freedom,

For all of its professed concern vith movement and action, The Sense of

Movement is really more an exploration of stasis and failure - even as ‘'tough!

a poem as 'Lines for a Book'! is circular in form, its last line repeating the
first, and essentially undeveloped - gnd, as Dodsvworth has so perceptively shovm,
'‘written in the void’_(;lthough vhere these poems remain 'in the empty realm o§02
fantasy, others, especially later ones, set off for our own, populated country').
The action is moét completely frozen in 'Befor@.tﬁe Carnival', again through art,
movement reduced to the cold universality of the eternal, although moral division
is retained. A contrast is pointed betveen the miser, a 'sexual gossip vith a
doll-like pout', a !'smocked pretender' who knows that he is 'fragment of a dream!,
and the two brothers whose own performance is yet to begin, as yet too active

or too young for 'cloak or fur of heavy thought'. The major contrast, however,
is betvween the two adults, in whom the 'lava flow of chance/overtook habit',
turning tkem into their role of acrobat or guitarist, and the boy, yet to make

his choice, an cxistential commitiment to an activity vhich will define him -

'Shall it be then a simple rung of strength

Or these with many strings where well-trained skill
. I03
May touch one while it keeps the others still! .

All three 'scan/the pace of silence', permancntly caught in their incompletion,
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imprisoned in art. Like the 'cold pastoral' of Keats' Grecian urn, which 'dost

104

tease us out of thought! » Carl Timner's painting catches the 'pace of
silence' and thus permanently suspends time, both its ravages and its gifts,
'robes of bright scarlet, horns that were never blown!'.

In such poetry, as brilliantly constructed as anything vritten since the
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war, Gunn achieves that balance described earlier as the first heritage of
the classical tradition, myth as formaldehyde (and hidebound form), 'the
smoothness, control and urbanity that we associate with classical writing'.
Nevertheless, the 'restraints both technical and personal', the overriding
sense of imprisohment and circularity which such clarity reguires, enervates

the verse in the very process of constructing it. It is this double perspective

that makes The Sense of MNovement «. once so impressive and yet frustrating an

achievement. Gunn had yet to master classical myth as a vay of 'continuing the
life and society that was behind the literature'; this was only to come when he
abandoned the essentially self-centred philosophy of existentialism for a more
embracing myth, self;definition for a sense of community, the detached onlooker
for the motorcycle gang, intellect for instinct.

My Sad CaptainsIO5 marks this point of transition. Part one draws the

concerns of The Sense of Movement to their purest expression, part ivo neatly

sidesteps them for a new syllabic simplicity, the 'evaluating, adapting,
naturalising' of the classical tradition at its most challenging. Critical

debate has since centred on vhether this new style is a development of, or a
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falling avay from, Gunn's early virtuosity, 'the flainess of the nev manner'

or a 'mev clarity of theme and style'IOB. Certainly Gunn matched 'tough and

I09
troubled themes' with metres that were 'elegant, even classical in their praise'.

Frank Kermode saw Gunn as thus escaping the 'old myths and fictive lacks' that
imprisoned his early vork to move 'into real space' and a more masterful kind
ords

of myth-making, going about 'his possible and proper business of arranging

to reveal a rorld'IIo If My Sad Captcins is, in itself, Gunn's slightest

collection so far, it is also the most important in terms of his general
development, from 'the act a slave to limit' to a 'limiting candour! itself

'part of the ultimate richness'.,
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Where The Scnsc of Movement took a delight in the vill as absolute - its

epigraphthe confident !'je le suis, je veux l'gtre'III -~ part I of Yy Sad
‘ ——

&aptains is less self-assurcds will may be infinite and desire boundless, but
the texecution' is 'confined'II2, t£e old myths no longer potent. 'The Book of
the Dead' turns the revelations of classical myth - Tiresias summoned back,
‘heavy as they'! from the deagsL into empty prophecy. Oblivion is contrasted vith
the uncertainty of life, Tiresias's unintended message not 'comfort!, a 'last

action ... ground for hope',but his own failure, for the clamorous dead

‘Desire vhat they can never bring about;

The living bring discriminate gifts of blood'II4.

The culmination of the odyssey is seen as essentially circular - Odysseus must
still regain Ithd.ca only to then set off for another journey (presumably to his
ovn deathIIS),just as wheat has to be prepared - 'you must grind, bake, ~at! -
and the whole procesé of harvesting repeated, wvith no guarantee, in either case,

'"That it vill be, this time, either easier work

6
Or more successful. ¥ven, perhaps, more hard'II R

Nevertheless, Odysseus 'turned back', from the temporarily resurrected Tiresias
to his soldiers 'poor, drained ofrcunning', precisely because he 'knew the lack!'.
This very absence of comfort is part of being alive. Legend, like myth, here
provides not archetypes of the will but examples of failure, defeat borne
gracefully. ‘'From the Highest Camp' presents the Yeti, 'born of rejection, of
the boundless snow', and found only in a 'bright region' in vhich only the
tunfed, unwvarmed' can survive. The Himalayas form 'the last camp of expericnce!,
a‘place beyond 1anguageII7 where - in a fairly dreadful pun - ‘only 'the
abominable endures'. !The Monster' returns to a more human legend, the
doppelganger, a rejected lover alking 'the streets of that decaying town'

until he reaches the scene of his failure, the cul-de-sac fwhere the carved
cherub crumbled dovn'. Here he finds not his lover but an'unmoved raiting back',

*that wide mouth ugly .ith despair', fitting this alien, abstract landscape

tA grief defined and realized,

And living only for iis sake
It vas myself I rccognized'II8,

. e i cend
This doppelganger is a 'constant one', the bitterness of rejection made legen
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'lest the pure feeling should decline', the simulacrum of thvazted desire., This
idea attains its full horror in 'The Middle Night'. A child 1ifts out 'impudent
and self-villed dolls from the living heap', part playfulness, part nightmare
'vhich took him from his sleep!'. Fach doll adopts its Sartrian role, from
'soldier in pose of flight' to ruined burghers, 'small men/small gads', until
their manipulator - a new myth-maker - comes to recognise -

'In each doll, passive, faded,

Some man vwho is at once

Transfigured and degraded'II9.

The child becomes an artist, writing dovn esach history, 'jerk, posture, giggle,
prance', until 'thc dark is gone', both of night and fear. Such knovwledge is,
however, self-defeating, an awareness of human fraility vhich leads to its own
kind of terror, legend come back to haunt its appalled creator -

'Children vho know by heart

The vices of their dolls

i1l stay awake at night'IQO.

'In Santa Maria Del Popolo', the opening and keynote poem of My Saa
Captains, further expands on failure, the heroism of those already dooﬁed, the
poem drawing inexorably towards its conclusion, a journey into meaning. Tven
the painting itself is gt first obscured - 'the very subject is in doubt' - its
chiaroscuro,'brims/with a real shadow!. T“vening, conversely, mekes all vieible,
'Saul becoming Péul' though still with 'hidden faée', his 'vide gesture of the
lifting arm' impressive but still essentially mysterious, undefined.by dogma -

'No Ananias croons a mystery yet,
.. I2T
Casting the pain out under name of sin' .

Caravaggio's own life offers no explanation for the 'alternate/candour and
secrecy inside the skin' that he capturcs, himself elsevhere painter of a 'firm
insolent/young whore', the 'sharpers' who were eventually to nurder him, 'Hardly

enlightened!', Gunn turns to the congregation, old vomen at prayer whose 'tiny

I22 .
fists' clutch not for difficult faith but mere 'comfort'’ , and'suddenly

understands Paul's 'one convulsion'. It challenges the unknown, the heart of

a

> 1
fear, with a committment far beyond those vhose ¥poor arms arc too tired',

o Caravargio ainting
geslur8 understandable even to as unregencrate a man as larava’gio, P
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'ees the large gesture of solitary man,

Rcsisting, by embracing, nothingness'IQB.

The full horror comes in the next poem, 'The Annihilation of Nothing', where this
nothingness is itself seen as yet crother false comfort, just a mirror-image of
optimism and similarly illusory. Sartrian myth leaves Gunn with only negation -

'The necessary condition for our saying not is that non-being be a
perpetual presence in us and outside of us, that nothingness haunt being

««. nothingness-lies coiled in the heart of being - like a worm'124ﬂ -
a 'huge contagious absence', a nightmare that 'nightly I rehearsed' and

'Whose end I knew, I woke without desire,

125

And welcomed zero as g paradigm'
Vaking destroys such studied 'indiffercnce', 'the landscape holding yet entire!'.
Pespite Gunn's longing for this 'mere space than space', negation is not a
unique force, 'ultimate in its abstract devastations!' but merely 'change','the
atoms it divided/complete, in ignorance, new combinations'l26. Nothingness is
proved just another illusion, and 'the. despdirythat.nothing cannot be' produces
its own dread, a meaningless universe vhich no philosophy can hope to explain -

t... Look upward. Neither firm nor free,

Purposeless matter hovers in the dark'127.

Gunn is subsequently to explore these 'peculiar, lovely variations' direct,
exchanging negation for a delight in the Vinfinite finitude' of being.
Existentialism itself can now only illuminate failure, most notably in the
tvo linked poems 'Modes of Pleasure', the first a 'Fallen Rake' who lives 'by
hablt of the will' and sits 'brave, terrible! as 'the w111 avaits its gradual
end', the second the thoughts of one such !preparing for the test!'. The
essential cynicism, both of hunter and hunted - 'your callous glance/meets mine,
as callous and reserved! — is more pronounced than éarlier128 and this
'momentary affcction' is merely a 'curiosity', a testing of ‘every magnanimous
device! which 'will not last long into day'. The t.0 poems undercut each other,
thought and apvearance, bravery offset by calculation, triumphs which all are

destined to 'be lost some time in time'. In !'Black Jackets', Gunn similarly

approaches another favourite subject, the young hoodlum, with new insight, an
1
avareness of the possibility of failure, the tatooed slogan 'Born to Lose'.

fhe past is redundant, 'the present was the things he stayed among'.
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This 'unsanctioned present' is also celebrated in 'Claus Von Stauffenberg', a
'rational man' 'set against the fierce 'illogic!' of Hitler. 1In & 'landscape of
despair', climate mirrors action, a 'cold time vhen honour cannot grow'. Clzus
detonates a bomb which 'Brutus renéered possible 127 and, just as his meiming
seems a ritual vound - 'tvo remaining fingers and a will' - so death transforms

him into legend, 'honour personified', precisely at the moment of failure,

'He stiffens, like a statue, in mid-stride

~Falling tovard history, and under snow'I3O.

'Innocence' evokes the full horror of the lNazism that Von Stauffenberg opposed.
The soldier is trained in the 'egoism of a healthy body', ignorant of 'self-pity
and the soul', a lack of existential consciousness (indeed, its obverse) which
'no doubt could penetrate, no act could harm's Such 'innocence' makes him
perceive atrocity only as an aesthetic pleasure — the way the 'ribs wear gently
through the dafkeniﬁg skin', the 'Vviolet flame' of flesh on fire ~ appreciating
neither the partisan's agony nor the immorality of his punishment, merely

'eeo Judge that all pain finishes the same

As melting quietly by his boots it fell'I3I, -

It is humanity itself that has failed here, creating a 'morale firm as morality’.
A few poems here transcend such failure, seeking something outside the
human will which can somehow direct and transform it, symbolised here, as later,
through sunlight. Just as the leather of 'Elack Jackets' gave off 'sudden and
anonymous hints of light', part of the t'insignia' - rites of initiation - vhich

bind the gang together, so 'The Byrnies' erects such reflection into myth,
sﬁhlight mirrored through uniform. Needing courage to enter the dark wood,
the 'heroes', united by the clash-of their chain-mail, seek

'Magical signes to stay the escsence
. 2
Of the broad light that they adventured 1n'13 .
¥4 is-this that their byrnies provide, the sun 'reduced and steadied 1o a
thousand points! by the shining armour, Warfare and myth coalesce,
'The great grey rigid uriform comhined
Safety vith virtue of the sun.

133

Thus conccpts linked like chainmail in the mind' ’

each 'blunt-faced ignorant one' achieving both community and courage, sound
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and.light both 'vague evocations of the constant Thing', home thoughts abroad.

Sunlight recurs, a new alchemy, in 'The Value of Gold!' - 'ang I am gold beneath
the sun' - uniting poet with Nature, 'all that has, like me, turned gold!',

Gunn turns his attention to the plants above, growth monitored by their leaves

'Which colour into colour pass

Tavard the last state they shall become‘134.
This 'quiet growth' comprises both fruition, 'the full form without a lack', and
and yet the potential for further development, the 'still-to-grow!, and it is
this that the poet seeks to emulate — 'can I too be both!, 'Perpetual action!
separates man from sunlight, but he too is part of this totality, the'fulness!
and sheer physicality of existence, the 'high precocious stalk! whic¢h scatters

‘Featurés, . great petals, one by one

Shrivelling to gold across my walk'I35.

If Fighting Terms was the work of a brilliant, though immature, Cambridge

undergraduate, and The Sense cf lMovement paid homage to the intellectual rigour

of Stanford and Yvor Vinters, poems like these map out Gunn's future landscape,
the intense sunlight, and openness to experience; of Southern California,
from northern gloom to southern incandescehce, from failure to acceptance,

In 'Baudelairé among the Eeroes', part v of a series of aphorisms on French
literatureI36 which attain less to sparkling perceptions than damp squibs,
Gunn takes his hero to task for associating'vith not the whole but part',

'invariable/particularities which furnish hell'. Howewer, the slecve notes to

the Fecord On thé Move ‘ére far more positive. Baudelaire's poetry combines
experience and evaluation, his best work capturing both sides of the Romantic
dilemma, grand aspirations and 'the helplessness of the man vho submits to them}

‘Baudelaire's ennui has now become democratic ... a ider, and at the
/ . .
same time more undefined malaise: Sartre's nausee, Kingsley Anmis'
'that uncertain feeling' or the impatience of the hoodlums in some. of '

137

my poemS.... it is this malaise that I am trying to explore'

This uncertainty, the terror of earlier poems, informs 'A Map of the City', a

poem of obvious homage to Baudelaire. The modern city is a 'luminous country',

both maze and haven, heir to both 'potential', the poet's tlove of chance'! and

light, though 'some flickering ... some stcady shine'. It 1s this very
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incompletion, the sense of limits, vhich affects Gunn so deeply,

'Endless potentiality,
The crovded, broken and unfinished}

I wvould not have the risk diminished'l38.

Gunn is increasingly to turn from existential schemes to the real vorld, from
his myths to those shared communally, a journey of unceasing discovery -

'seeking to understand one's deliberate aimlessness, having the courage
of one's lack of convictions, reaching a purpose only by making the
right rejections. Poems arc actions of a sort, and by actions I may
attempt to define the direction which is not mystical, or political,

or necassarily one that has ever btecn taken before'I39.

Part II of My Sad Captains begins the exploration of this new freedom, the

sheer simplicity of existence, 'just air, unobstructed, uncomplicated air'I4o.

The increased technical assurance of Part I -~ the unease of 'The lienster!
heightened by the lack of its expected first rhyme, an alternation of stresses

in 'The Byrnies' contrasting tenseness and loquacity, the delay of the second
rhyme in 'The Middle of the Night' - is extended through experiment with
syllabiosI4I; their (at times) ponderous solemnify'bringsout in Gunn a new
stateliness of langusge, their use of sentence structure(rather than iine<ends) s

106G

as the underlying form evokes a nev clarity of description. The opening poem,
"Waking in a Newly-built House! celebrates both Gunn's move to CaliforniaI43
and the poet's corresponding move to a new kind of verse, 'a manifesto setting
out new ideals of sparseness and clear visian'I44. Gunn wakes to a new, clean
observation of fhings 'as they are'y a new 'tangible remoteness' which sharpens

his own vision in the very process of observation, perceiving only objeects,

'their precise definition, their fine

lack of even potential meanings'145.

This neutrality, tree trunks lined up against the sky, absolves both the
nightmare vision of !Vithout a Counterpart' or 'The Unsettled Yotorcyclist!' -

Nature not:.an enemy but an 'ordering! of existence - and the negation of 'The

. N IS e
Annihilation of MNothing', instead 'convoking absences'. The pocm recalls the

earlier'Thoughts on Unpacking', its 'raw new rooms' at risk from the 'unclean

residue'of the past. Only love -sgenuine affection, not jaded dominance - Can
) 1.6
cultivate the 'ease of moving here'; 'l realize that love 1is an_arranglng[, .
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This new 'arranging' takes tvo principal forms, the careful definition of
sunlightI47 as a symbol for, and refinement of, the human will, and the ecually
determined construction of one's own persona, creating a myth from self (or
selfishness), Gunn's two earliest themes reinterpreted. The poet is aided in
his quest by drug visions, short cuts to both nirvana and the abyss;':'L'Epre;;e'
uses such tenuous insight;“fi trace a 'sweet compact! between watcher and
watched - 'The Corridor' finally crossed - 'new laws' in vhich reality must be
deliberately chosen, 'as if for the first time', as a place to which to return.
However, as such things are so dangerously prone to do, chemical revelation
turns into nightmare, the poet 'afflicted', 'bombarded', 'cramped' by this

inner light, directed back into the buried myths of his own imagination -~

'"PThe street'!s total is less near
during my long ordeal than
the turbanned legends vithin

49

.
my vorld of serried colour'”

'Lights among Redvood' again seeks reality direct, the source of light, but

Gunn again finds that sunlight is diffused into 'calm shadow' - the 'muted
dimness' of the forest interior - 'tone/pure and rarified'. Sunlight is here
disguised in 'quick diffusing patterns', revealed only when 'wve! — the poet no

longer alone - look upward, held in the 'thick forms' of upper branches, 'Indian
fires' of light whose 'rosy immanence'l5o is its ovn religion. The watchers
stand in mute vorship - these fires also actual %ounds left in the wood, quiect
testimony to earlier mythologising - the experience, in a double exposure, both

transcendental and limiting; the witnesses 'mindless, diminished'. Such limits,

the tragedy of Part I, are nevertheless now an enhancement. In 'Flying Above

California', the same landscape, albeit seen from above not belov, is fully

revealed by that 'cold hard light without break' ~hich exposes merely itself,

Californian 'lean upland/sinewed and tawny in the sun', 'the air so clear' of

the epigraph. Such restraint defines, and calls into being, fullness for

That limiting candour,

e s e s e o o0 60000

that accuracy of the bcaches,

I51

is part of the ultimate richness! .

Elsewhere, this sense of light is connected directly with the will, the
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subject of 'Considering the Snail' which pushes a 'bright path!' through his
green night, moving in a 'vood of desire', the machine in 'A Trucker' vhich is
imagined out of control, exploding into the nightmare image of destruction,

'a bright fountain of red eyes

tinkling sightless to the road'ISz.

Both become creatures of myth, essentially sightless - the snail's 'pale antlers
barely stirring' - in a dark world vhich they suffuse with light, the inanimate

153

animate - 'sometimes it is like a beast! — the animal human - the 'slow
passion to that deliberate progress. Such %orship of self is intensified in
'Hotblood on Friday', Gunn's earlier toughs here redeemed through identification
with the urban sensuality of 'In Praise of Cities'!. The 'body's tight/limits'
again yield,~through light, those details which ’accumulate/to a sense of crude
richness', the town 'gradually opening up' to him like either conguest or lover
(or both combined). Contrasting with the crumbling statuary in 'The lonster!'
here 'stone petals' are'bright in the varm/evening', urging Hotblood to find
terms (through fighting?) 'precarious and accurate' enough to define such limits.
Gunn's’old myths:are.opening up to this new light, new forms of knovledge.

'The Feel of Hands', for example, develops the poet's fear of the Other,
unknovable, never ultimately reachable, in a way which is at firet encouraging.
A lover's hands, though mysterious -'tvo small live entities'- are as "tentative!
as Hotblood, touching in the dark as if separate éanimals, t$inid as kittens',
but connected still with the surety of light, amusing hands 'shaken by daylignt!',
the light(ness) of touch. As in 'L'Epreuve', light metamorphosises into irner
dark, the kittens now 'cats, hunting without scruple', these hands plunging 'in
a full formed single fury', the poet metaphorically as well as actually 'in the

dark'. The chill of the unknown returys with'a (literal) vengeance, alone again,

'T .am in.the dark. I vonder

vhen they grew up., It strikes me that

I54
I do not know vhose hands they are' 5 .

i 5 . af innocence -~ moral
This movement (more sensual than sensed?) from the sefety of inn ’

sexual or even political - to the terrified knovledge of experience 1s afaln

. 1, Rebellion
traced in 'Adolescence', the period 'after the histoTy has bcen made

3 .e done uar'
exile and atrocity all end in silence, the poet too 'part. still, of the don
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Gunn retreats back to the natural world -~ 'walking through the vet spring' -
and the past - 'I pass foundations of houses' - escape turned into exploration
in 'Loot'. The poet approaches past trees (redvwoods?),'softly. seeding from mere/
delicacy of age', and the 'green quicknmess' of grass - the 'high grass' of
'Adolescence' - leaving this 'brief potency' to penetrate earth and darkness,
those 'lov chambers' - death and sex - over vhich 'vary fathers stand guard!'.
Such penetration is both military and, again, sexual .-a raid on a village in
shadow, making love 'dark below/in thé boneworks' - but neither conquest yields
the sought for value 'uniquely yours', both close but unknown, passive. The -
victims watch-:'without passion;the/veer of my impassioned mind', and, at this
second impasse, the poem again abruptly changes focus. Digging brings to light
a '"trinket', 'nameless and useless', which, as in 'Vox Humana', 'it 1s Tor me

to name and use', knpwledge bringing mastery. Yet this loot suddenly reverses
the whole poem, not passive but active, the poet himself not conqueror but

conquered as the forces of myth and ancestry, thus summoned, resume control -

'I am herald to tawny ' L )
warriors, voken from sleep, who

ride precipitantly doin

with the blood toward my hands, through

I55

me to retain possession'
The existential self is no longer aloney it is heir to all the heroism of the
past, that sense of classical tradition which gives full meaning to the present.

Heroism forms the main theme of the remaining coems in My Sad Captains,

made more poignant by the increasing possibilities of failure. 'Rastignac at

45t describes Balzac's hero156 in middle age, scarred both symbolically and

literally, his 'debonaire veariness' and pose of the 'marvellous air of knowing'

undercut by distaste at the conventions through which he has survived. lMogthing

the 'platitudes of Romance', not duelling, has scarred his face, that'half-

maddened wince', driving him into shadovs - the invisibility of his 'dark suit'-

i iati i r of 1livi is
and yet he survives denunciailons, age, failure. The very scer of living

made 'attractive', a mode of endurance, yet another means of survival -

tthe mere custom of living with it

157

has, for him, diminished thec horror' .
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A more voluntary kind of scarring, engraving on flesh, is celebrated in "Blackie

the Electric Rembrandt“158, further means to identity. Tatocing is secn as a

kind of sexual initiation, the 'virginal arm' yielding to 'quick dark movement !,
an 'equal concentration' (of art and pain) betveen artist and subject. Unlike
the tatoos of 'Black Jackets' — 'Born to Lose' - here it is heroism, light, the
ethereal even that is evoked, a 'blue thick cluster' of ten gleaming stars -
'nov he is starlike'. The delicacy and remoteness of this image carries on
directly into the final poem, 'My Sad Captainst' itself, both & celebration and
a leave-taking, light again shining out 6f darkness. Gunn's existential heroes,
ta few friends and a few vith historical names'!, shine out like stérs, the past
'lapping them like a cloak of chaos', 'embodied' in their perfeetion. Vhen

alive they existed ohly for action, destroying limits for fullness, living to

frenev the vasteful force they

159
?

spent with each hot convulsion'
vhether of sex or battle; now dead - or redundant - they fade from view, still
'not at rest! but emblems of humanity, 'winnowed from failures', who

', .. Withdrav to an orbit

and turn vith disinterested

hard energy, like the stars'IéO.

Though these heroes still provide Gunn vith examples of how to live honourably,
by conscious action, they can be of no direct asgistance.— tdistant"',
'disinterested!, ultimately lonely ('apart') they, like the soldier in 'Incident
on a Journey', are now incapable of action, frozen in the act of heroism as
éiaus Von Stauffenberg was at the moment of his death. Tith this poem, Gunn
consciously sets aside his early subjects and themes, myths even, abandoned

like these heroes to deep space —though their light is still to illuminate later
work—~ and turns from sky to earth, the symbolic to the everyday, death to life.

'A good sad serious poem that rounds off this part of my poetry, no~try

in ﬁuch of which I emphasise the will as an end in itself. From now

s 161
ons a bit more flexibility! .

As befits its title, PositiVGSI62, Qunn's collaboration vith his brother

Ander, marks a new optimism - a2lbeit fully avare of tragedy - in this study of

. 163
the 'seven ages of man and voman ... in the urban proletariate! , the poet's
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first sustained sequ;gce. Starting from the grainy realism of Ander's bleck
and vhite photographs,4Gunn erects nostalgia for his native, abandoned London
into further hymns to the modern city, a newly awakened concern for the failed
*the vulnerable and pathetic'IéS,(to be further developed in Touch) into a
touching contemporary legend, riches into rags, Most notably, the poet adapts
the kind of quiet free verse developed by Yilliam Carlos WilliamsI66 into a
subtle instrument, clear, precise, capable of conveying the collocuial - 'no
music in this boozer' - or the formal ~ 'the terror of full repose', the
concrete and the abstract with equal, and interchangeable, felicity. Indeecd,
it is this underlying dualism on vhich the whole sequence is structured.

Positives opens and closes with uncaptioned photographs, & baby just born
and a winter landscape, human figures black against the snow, the paramcters of
life and death betveen vhich the seguencw is set, in strictly chronological
order. The first fifteen poems thus deal vith adolescence, a steady gro th
tovards 'the dance of her luck' from these tenuous beginnings -'she has been a
germ, a fish, and an animal' - out into the 'strange element' of air (presiding
genius of Gunn's later vork) and away from.mothering water(in vhich she is still

half immersed), the opening'poem énding:with a reminder.of entropy, natural Tlux-~

tthere is a perception of

167

warm water, warm, but cooling' .
Discovery continues in 'The body blunders forward', the baby now a toddler still
'‘doing things for the first time', this tprecarious exploration' conveyed turough
the first of many extended, almost Homeric metaphors168;,the triumpkal opening~
up'of a hostile interior, the laying down of trade-routes. York comes to a
temporary halt in 'But childhood tekes a long time', the stasis of paradox -

'Something is feeding on you,

and it is what you feed on.

169

The source of your strength guts you' .

Such 'pleasurable pain' is quintessentially human and unites the physical with
the mental, body and mind, to reach the masochistic delights of

ta painful conclusion
.170’

with a tooth or with a thought
ess of the accompanying photograph.

Gunn capturing brilliantly the pensive: sudn

. .
T
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This mood itself soon giver way, in 'Drink me'y, to an indolent savagery, the
young girl now impatient for Alice's magic ~'and you grew or shrank' at will —

and fully restored to petulance, phrased in the breathless rush of the young;

'In a bus it is nice to ride on top because

it looks like running people over'I7I.

'In vatchful community' introduces, for the first time, other children, a
'secret society'of truants 'increasing, through the security of friendship,  their
contact with the outside world, rain, 'the musty/rot of wood from floorboards/
where sacks have lain'.(as in the previous poem, Gunn entering direct into

the thoughts of the people photographed, an end to self-involvement). This

kind of evocative description, Ander fueling Gumn's imagination, recurs in 'He

rides up and down and around', the circularity of adolescence (and bikes),

'All things radiate from the spokes under

that hard structure of bars crossing

precisely and usefully ..............'I72.

This is the moment of transition, from a world where 'all things are means to
vheely ends! to a.progress into money, sex and age, the older boy looking out
direct at the watcher (Positives makes the reader voyeur as the poet was im 'The
Corridor') staring into an, apparently, limitless future, who 'dreams of cars'.
'And they start to cross the road! describes this in terms of the awakening of
sexual avareness, fullness and limit, the approaching girls, 'life swelling in
them', vho yet still cherish 'their containment'; Unfortunately, the extended
image that Gunn uses here is less well-judged than in 'the body blunders Torvard!
conveying not, .as intended, rich potential - 'compact segmented buds' - bul a
quite bizarre bestiality, women impregnated by becs,

tand pollen will encrust

will veigh the treading of

those black hairy legé'173.

Youthful sexuslity is better captured, albeit still in animal terms, in 'Youth
is pover, He knows it', a 'rough young' lion vho 'grovls playfully' as he
encounters the 'world beyond! (still as 'strange' as in the opening poem). Such
'ecase in his power' questions the 'containment' of the previous poem - 'can

there be 1limits?!'. The rest of Positives c¢an be seen ss an ansver to this
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question, as indeed is Gunn's work as a whole, resolving the way that

'He makes now

a fine gesture, inviting

I74

experience to try him! .
A similar confidence illuminates 'She rests on and in', a girl this time, vhose
sense of mastery over her surroundings cxpresses itself in laughter, 'like an
expert swimmer' whoplayfully enjoys 'her full uncrippled strength! (vhich in
later poems will slovly atrophy). The spread of this healthy joy is comparcd
~ to ripples spreading 'outward over cool vater', a mastery of the strange
'cooiing' element of the first poem, the summit of continuing growth, losing

'force but continue

to be born at the centre, vrinkling

175‘

the vater around it!
This sense of control over one's environment rcaches its apex in the next
six poems, %hree of which deal with a pop group who sing 'about 1life by the
Mersey'I76. The first, 'The music starts tentative! - structured appropriately
like a pop song vith bar lines and upper register - sets the scene, the audience,

'absorbed! in conversation, gradually brought to the realization (limits again)

'at the edges of themselves how
ST

something is encroaching ...
'Pete! sets the unexpected delicacy of this music against the rough background
of the musicians, hands that were 'clamps for a spade' turning into tdelicate
and precise instruments', even more remarkable in an artificial vorld vhere even
the flowers(seen behind the pianist)are plastic. 'It is a lament and then', the
third poem on this theme. though the next but one in the sequence, dravs clos:T,
like the photograph, to the singer himself. His 'clear voice' is seen to have
discovered the 'bubBling source of both joy and lamentation!, turning emotion into

tthe ripples which course out from that

I78
centre, ridged with sirength! 1 .

This is identical to the spreading out of the girl's leaughter in 'She rests on

and in', emotion both the motivation for, and the expression of, humanity -
'feeling is the thrust in

the transparent knot, .and is

the knot itself ...'179.
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The poems that, respectively, precede and follov this are both concerned
with the pleasures of extreme speed. The first, "vo mirrors', is a study of
narcissism, the rider 'self-regarding', his scooter 'named after himself!', tre
outside world examined 'by a battery of headlights', though he is still himself
a learner, 'tentative tut vith increasing momentum!'. Nevertheless, this self-
regard is transformed in this new environment, the vorld defined anev,

'he catches sight of his own face

and does not

know it against the newvw landscape of speed'IBO.

The companion poem, ‘'An impetus: its roaf, its music' describes an older and
more assured rider, now progressed to a motorcycle — 'mastering and yet
mastered! - the external world a blur, a 'wind on water', whose resistance
'‘defines the impetus' of its rider. Just as in 'Pete',vhere humanity existed
amongst the roughly physical, here i{ is the thard centre' of this impetus, 'a
gentleness projected at great speed'. The final poem to deal with adolescence,
'She can't help it, can't!, also expresses mastery over the environment, still
tentatively tested, fhe girl awvare of the suddemness of happiness - 'to this
music she dances the dance of her luck'. There is the same delight in one's
sensuality as in '4nd they start to cross the road', the same rippling joy as
'‘She rests on and in', an 'overflowing like tears, uncontrollable'. The rhythn
of spreading water recurs, mingling with the human patterns of 'It is a lament',

'Something pulses in her, varm

rapid, end regular, vith a

8
music she can almost hear'I I.

This poem marks the culmination of the first movement of Positives, the gradual
progress,through childhood and adolescence, 1o self avareness and, thus, full
adulthood, emotions spreading outward like ripples in “ater. |

The following four poems deal with marriage, the fullness snotched fronm
vulnerability (as in 'An impetus') of 'She trembles slightly: her flesh® in
vhich 'choice meets delight', the ironic contrast of 'The rcsponsibilities',

in which happiness arises not from ceremony but the mundane, Seen as new,

tyou will get home

and I will give you a big

tea on our own table'IBz.
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Yet this too is a kind of ceremony, a continuance of the wedding ritual - the
bride 'her own tender handmaiden' - into everyday routine, 'Tesco, Woolworth,
and Archie's', !'In a family, therg is' celebrates humorously this very sense
of monotony, the illusion of 'many doing many things!' yielding to the reality,
tall doing/the same thing in the same vay'y, the strength of family life. 'No
music in this boozer' is so sad because it depicts, instead, loneliness (the
burgeoning theme of the whole book) the ties of family and the hopes of youth
both equally discredited. The deserted husband dozes in the 'twilight' of loss—

'She says she's with her

mother, though my
. 183

t%eory is it's a fellow! -
although, as in 'Childhood takes a long time', pain itself becomes almost a
pleasure, repose granted by the 'dry foul taste'! of spent beer. This second
stage of growth issues not in youthful exubefance but the oppression of middle
age, fullness yielding to a sense of limits (Positives is a kind of liy Sad
Captains in reverse) evoked first in 'Syon House', The ripples sent outward
into the world in 'She rests on and in' begin to réturn, reflected back‘from a
Nature itself arranged by man - the cultivation of water, blackberry bushes -

fbut there is a mystery: strange
forms push in from outside;
184

I am oppressed by a sense of columns!' .
The 'pressure'! of these columns is 'continual' bécause they are outside hunmanity,
the 'in-itselfness' of Sartrian myth, and the development from youth to age,
joy to despair, traced in Positives - 'they have no mind or feeling/to vacillate!
'Lebensraun! heightens this sense of claustrophobia, caused here not ty antique
stone columns but other people, and deriving, disconcertingly, from an excess
of sympathy. Life cammot be, in a pun, a 'humene undertaking! for

'..o in my every move

I prevent someone

I35

from stepping where I step'  ~.

j i i i £ 3 hi urit
The man must run 'into the open, alone', immeTrsing himself in the vhite p ¥

or negation, of snow - like water, the world at spced, a bride's lace -~ 1o

. . . s/is i frozen over'
cauterise the 'bacillus of despair', 'rendered harmlesb,loolated and f 1

U

VR
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fden is lost, man must forever toil to repay his loss of innocence, but
the mechanics of work in turn help alleviate this despair, leading gradually to
'full repose!. The next seven poems use different kinds of labour to evoke the
texture of modern city life, by turns sentimental, comic, and violent., 'Like
a cliff, Marble' evokes both loss -~ the Odeon, once almost a force of Nature,
is now 'a hollow/vhere the encrusted cliff was' - and change, the presiding
genius not commissionaires but a 'donkey jacket', the hidden order of 'distant
men in caps' vho 'seem 'submerged in sunlight' as earlier subjccts were in water.
Ve didn't do up this pub' again celebrates the passing of time, renovation not
destruction - 'still divided with ornate/scrolled wood' - work again a ritual,
almost mysterious, vhich can arrange reality, each smell 'in its place'. Even
violence is place@, and thus accepted, the 'protection boys' part, somehow, of
local pride, an awareness of roots (like thosé revealed in the previous poem) ,

tnot like them redecorated

pubs dovn Chelsea'I86.

Equally satisfying is the labour of 'He raises the pick, point against?!, called
'unskilled!' but the very opposite. The man delighfs in his precision of balance,
this own weight divided fairly betveen his legs' and the skill with which he
guides his pick dovn on 'inanimate rubble' - like guitarist, motor-cyclist and
the earlier demolishers of the Odeon he imposes order on the natural world -

for one must attain, again, the 'proper stance', & deliberately casual mastery,

‘... Through an arc the point
falls as force, the human
behind it in control

tiring, but tiring slovly'I87.

An ironic cantrast is pointed in ‘'Money is a form of dirt', also to be 'shovelled

around' - vhatever the social distinctions between city businessmen and casual

labourers — but a weighty dirt imitated even by tclients and subordinates',

a resemblance (like the 'secret society! of earlier children) made into a regal

- . - ~ .- '
avareness of community by the tcrovning/weight ‘of our bowlers', from

tvhich weight seeps so potently that 8
18

sometimes we have to take them off! .

Comedy suddenly gives way to fear, the dirt of the previous poem resurrccted,
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in 'The rubble rises iH smoke'!. This smoke serves as g metaphor for city life -
inescapable, 'an inhabited confusion', 'black snovflakes' which ironically
reverse 'Lebensraum' -~ a 'greasy obscurity! through which people 'fumble toiards
each other!'. Xlthough unsatisfactory, this is better than the 'pure and open
air' of the countryside for, again in contrast to 'Lebensraum', at least contact
is possiblesy 'on the dovns/one would be merely alone'!'. This encounter with
other men, existentially 'the other', is not alwvays pleasurable. In 'At times,
on the edge of smoke'! the same situation (and presumably the two men standing to
the left of the previous photograph) issues into sudden, unexplained violence,
again 'fumbling torard each other' but to 'get you out of the WAY!', obscurity of
syntax matching the obscurity of the action, (the natural sadism of 'Drink me!')

'vords will not do, it has

1o be got from the blood'189.
Music, which expressed harmony in 'It is a lament' or 'She can't help it', has
returned 'distorted, uncontrolled!, just as the impulses which prompted pop-
singer, motorcyclist and bride alike are now 'excreta', the same negation as
expressed in !'Lebensraum'. Violence turns back 6n'itse£f, 'T vant to/get myself
out of the WAY'!., The same lassitude infects 'the borcd waitress of 'The liver
and onions is off!' - 'so, it appears,are the customers'!s The fresh experiencs
sought in earlier poems itself is seen as a dead end, just as it is possible to
grov tired of both work and city life, Gunn questigning his own rationale,

'You can tire of the town
and the variesty of the pavements

being endless, itself may need

varying. But vith what?'I9O.

This question remains unanswered, though itt is significant that the two
remaining sections of Positives deal vith, in turn, relaxetion and’the coming of
0ld age, repose and its concomitant, oblivion. If life pushed the carlier pocms
outvard into youth and vitality, death now seems gradually to be beckoning its
subjects home. In the following tvo poems, relaxationasis mirrored by ritual,
the tea-bresk of 'I have closed my briefcase, dropped my' vhich unitcs busiiiess
man, labourer, barmaid, roadsweeper, even fighter - the sﬁbjects of the previous

seven poems — the expresso coffee and ‘'expensive cake' of 'You have no ideca'.
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Both poems are undercut by irony, the mock Augustan praise of relaxation — 'C
Teapot, hcavenly maid, descend' — by the cockney register of its celebrants -
'make it strong Joncsy' - the ennui of having 'servants and jevels!' ty an

admission that such gentility is fake (as were riches in'Money is a form of'dirf)
the difficulty even of ¢seeming to lead such a life!,

The remaining poems deal with old age, memories subver€the risks of further
experience. In 'The pigeon 1lifts', a roadsweeper rests, again, from clearing
avay the rubble earlier on fire to watch a passing youang girl. The 'leavings/of
other men his takings', he itreats this as another chance find, carefully

‘cataloguing an authentic

treasure in the quiet

collection of his mind'IgI.

In a curious visual pun, the man's pigeon-toed stance evokes a young bird, its
mate cowering in ’fegr and delight' - a pointed contrast to the old man's lack.
of 'hope or even much desire! - iits pink clavs, like the 'baby's featured hands'
of earlier photographs, contrasted with the man's'face, .'like some gnarled/shiny-
section of black WOod'. This process of ageing is.further explored in 'The
memoirs of the body', the imprint of experience 'ambiguous', the spectacularly
lined face in the photographs - lines for a book - able to be read two ways, as

ttthe ability to resist
annihilation, or as the small

I92

but constant losses endured! .
Certainly, life itself is held in the spaces betveen where 'the sentences cross
and recross', but, in a grim afterthought, the *memoirs' retained in these lines,

the face as its own book, are inevitably doomed,a’kind of last will -and testament

t(Pleasé destroy in

193

the event of death.)

In 'He feels a breeze rise from', this death literally hovers on the ~ind,

bringing 'intimate contact with water' to an old man, leaving, like youth, whet

it 'lightly touches'. 'Wind on water', for the motorcyclist of 'An impetus' an

energy to be mastered, is teyond the old manj he merely 'goes on talking' as

it passes. In the next poem, 'It is stone: and it ripples', the wind has

become 'cold, stone hard' and the tramp can feel only 'the flat/ctone of the
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bridge', the 'ripples' of youth and hope sent out in 'She rests on and in' and
uit is a lament' now beyond him. Such allegory has nov lost its meaning - it is
not-a symbolic/bridge but a real bridge' - and the old man's discomfort is not
metaphysicalyas in 'Lebensraunm',but actual, Salvation arny tea'not sweet enough?
Positives ends vwith a similarly pathetic figure, an old female tramp "ho
slecps 'on old papers' outside an abandoned house, as ruined as her. 'The
mould from baked beans' describes the processes of decay, an 'infected compost'-
developing the motif of disease, real and as a state of mind, from 'Lebensraum'—
of 'bones, leaves, slabs/of Trust, felt, feathers'I94. Just as the infection in
this rubbish is 'slow, slight, deep, and...responds to varmth'!, so the old
woman ‘has certain needs' and 'stirs in the sun', brought back to life. In
'Poking around the rubbish', the woman searches this rubble ~ the 'inanimate’
detritus broken dovn in 'He raises the pick' - for meaning, memories of a
happier time in the past 'near Maidstone once, hop picking', working with
husbend and children in 'the dim leafy light of the overhanging vines', Houever,
‘she can't find vhat she wants'!, these reminiscences are nov also redundant,

'All in the rubbish heap now
195

some rotting, most clean vanished' .
The>structure of experiences built up in Positives crumbles back to nothing,
mere oblivionI96, with engroaching death all that remains, and it is this that
is caught in 'Something approaches', poet, camera and death all closing in on
the old woman. %be looks up, with an expression of terror, death a 'silence
in the wainscot/by her head', 'a chill...in Ler groin', moving silently toards
hér 11ike moonlight on the frayed wood',inexdrably 'flooiboard.by floorboard!.
The poem ends by dispelling her fears - 'will it hurt?' - death a welcome
respite from the rigours of age, a return to the first photograph'of all, the

self-containment of birth, no more consciousness, no more poctry,achievaed pecce.

'‘Let it come, it is

the terror of full repose,
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and so no terror!

. . - . -+
The finsl photograph, a snovw scene - unlike tLebensraun' taken in the country

n - indicates
198
g ‘mew bir‘th.

not the city, not one person but many, .at play rather than in pai

both the end of the vhole process, and yel also a nev beginning,
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In Positives the circularity which structured so many of Gunn's early pocms

is elevated into legend, an endlessly replayable narrative — birth to death, hope

into acceptance - in which human existence is turned into an everyday odyssey

(L]
These mere 'verse captions' exude a new, and welcome, sympathy for those whose

weakness, failure or poverty denies them classical heroism, Positives creates

200
instecad a contemporary legend, drawing closely on memories of a London childhood

in which the mundane is transformed into art, the everyday into a metaphysical
scheme., Myth plays around the edges of reality just as poems do around pictures,

'the forms dancingly reciprocate: words authenticated by the camera,

photographs loose® from rigidity by poems'zoI.

This new interest in myth-meking (rather than myth-taking), together vith an
allied delicacy of perception, a controlled fluidity of technique, comes into its

ovn in Touch, Gunn's most perfect (least imperfect) collection®®?, Revievers

203 204

noted its 'unsentimental humanism! y its 'newly 'seductive' style - though

some were sufficiently unseduced to find 'the old toughness ... more likeable
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than the nev tenderness' - and yet still a mastering classicism, poeilxy with

'the elegance of a Greek vase'zOG. In terms of his own dual definition éf the
classical tradition, vhich opened this short survey, Gunn has moved from 'close
limits! and t'restraints both technical and pcrsonal' to ‘continuing the life and
society'! of earlier.litesature, 'evaluating, adapting, naturalizing' classical
nyth and culture through his ovn legends, teasing the past into the present.
Gunn has himself defined 22392’ both poem and collection, as an ‘allegory
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for the touch of sympathy that should be the aim of human intercourse'- and -

this is here set against the kind of existential self-control which the poet

earlier celebrated vhole-heartedly. The tension derived between these tvo

contradictory qualities — reliance on oneself and the need for others, will and

desire - shapes end unifies the vhole book. In 'Confessions of the Life Artist!

"The art of designing life
. 208
is no excuse for that life! ’

self-definition no longer quite enough. Nevertheless, the Life Artist attempts

to shape his oun existence, to become a force of Nature, standing on the 'extrcme

shore of 1ond! and countering 'disordered riythms of the sca' with a firmness
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'T derive from these rocks, which

inhibit the sea's impulse'209.

Such simple divisions are unworkable in an unstable vorld, the self insubstantial,
the very elements uncertain - 'air/haunted by the taste of salt' — and this same
incompletion forms 'material for my art'. In section II, this newly achieved
consciousness is contrasted with, not derived from, the natﬁral world, wvhose
denizens 'have lost themselves in action' - birds which 'sleep in flight', the
t1ily's pale waxy gleaming'zlo - and are ignorant of their own mortality, 'thought
for the morrow'. The Life Artist must not similarly 'lose myself in thought',

his own philosophy, which shapes the rest of the poem, set out in section III,

'You control what you can, and

use wvhat you cannot'QII.

An early section, now omitted, deals with various actions, comically juxtaposed,
vhich form 'improvisations on a central theme, attempts to define one's own
identity, and direction, once 'I was conscious of its being there!,

'To enter Jerusalen
"on an ass, talk with Ammon o .

deflect to the East, or wear

a rosette for Arsenal'212.

Man's whole life represents an attempt 'to name and extend ... this inaudible
theme', the definition of self. Section III now betomes clearer, for this kind
of action is both exclusive - 'to féject the thousand, and/to sélect the one' -
Aand dangerous, such 'goodly people'! must 'live between extremities'. Section IV
considers those 'unchosen', those who do not define their own objectives?13, and
views them 'as if dead', merely serving to 'validate the chosen', for vhat

ttcould be more fortifying
to one's own identity
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than another's suicide! o

Gunn makes clear, at last, the inherent selfishness of existentialism, depending

on a small elite of the chosen set against the large mass of those vho have not

attained consciousness, the new damned215. and this becomes increasingly
unacceptable, an art which shades into witchcraft, arcane ritual, fegeism itself,

1If there are forbidden arts,

mine must indeed be of them'zIé.
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The remaining six sections investigate the Life Artist's relationship (or

virtual lack of it) with others, section V dealing with a love affair in which

the girl becomes 'indefinite', while he is 'starkly/redefined at each moment!,

taware of her need, and trained

to have fev needs of my own'217.

Nevertheless, such 'magnificent control!' is suspect, he remains unsure of himself,
;for vhat if this girl, 'immersed in despair', still 'has the edge over me?', As
section VI argues, giving way to passion is 'ﬁerely whoring', but to be in total
control is 'to be a whore master!', consumer rather than consumed, and it is to
this that the Life Artist aspires. Loading his girls with chocolate cannot help
possess them, precisely because love is still seen as a battle - rather than the
'touch' of subsequent poems -~ and dominance can never yield to emotion, never

''possess red hair like hers, fresh
cheeks or bee-stung lips like hers,

or a wasteful heart like hers'218.

In section VII, he again desires 'not what I have, but what I wish to have!',
externalising his ovn vulnerability onto others - the girl whose dated 'bee-hive!'

hairstyle calls forth 'jibes that grow inside me!, the poet both torturer and

victim219 - and thus reveals at last a real sensitivity, even if self-directed,
Why was something evolved so
. 0
tender, so open to pa1n?'22 .
. . . . . . 221
This sudden sympathy continues into section VIII, the 'famous picture of a

young Jew 'being hustled somewhere! by the Nazis, under the control of others,
suddenly vulnerabie in his warm 'cap and cloth coat', almost unbearably pathetic.
Vha%ever he has just experienced, he can.!see_now no.appe¢al in the wide world. A
second stanza since omitted considers such atrocities, the Life Artist grown old
‘and able to understand the mystery of existence 'no mdre by living through/than if
there were no design'. Nevertheless, he has at least attempted to improve life,

to '1ift weight off the earth's crust' no longer out of selfishness but sympathy,tc

'1bring strength into existence

., 222
so that the orld could bear it'! .

In section IX, 'prophecies become fulfilledf although in an uncontrolled way,

almost as if to 'conform/to some alien ordert. The Life Artist grovs 0ld, but
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still seeks a rational pattern, and his search nears its end nov that 'circles
start to close, lines to balance!. In the final section, the Life Artist
reviews his existence in the face of death, destined to be forgotten ~ with po=t
and clovn, Shakespecare and George Formby - hére 'where the swine root'223, the
vhole solar system eventually to be ‘irretreviably lost'., 1In Positives such
decay wvwas at leasf merely part of the cycle, here it is irreversable, absurd

'For the loss, as for the life,
there will be no excuse, there
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is no justification! .

The failure of existential self-control, in the face of mindless Nature,
lies behind many of the best poems in Touch, most notably in 'Breakfast!, in
which dramatic monologue again shades into contemporary legend. In a life
'without future' in which nothing is real —even night 'tempered b& hotel signs
oppositet= the t'unsour pungency! of breakfast, though neither 'remedy' nor
‘ritual’', acts as the basis 'for a tenacity' which can spur men into action,

' - without love, without hope, but

225

without renunciation!

Environment is again mastered in 'Taylor Street'. The old man watches 'what he
is not living' and, albeit indirectly, participates in life, 'carefully getting
a little strength' from passers-by, a sense of ritual by which to endure,

'00..00'.0-0.0 ﬁe has it

all planned: he will live
226

here morning by morning' .
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Yhereas in earlier poems this watching of others was a voyeuristic intrusion ’

here it is a kind of sympathy, part of 'touch', which involves''a certain strainj.

the 0ld man sitting 'without a smile ... cupped by himself in himself'., Another

0ld man is the hero of 'The Produce District!', again coming to terﬁs vith the
natural vorld.through a natural,sympathetic mastery. In the ‘interim', in a
disused fruit market, between demolition and rebuilding, 'spiders, rats and rain!
regain control of this 'crumbling and decay', pigeons like un«elcome ghosts

tPerched on the roofs and walls,

Or vheeled betveen the faded signs

And broken ornamental scrolls'zzs,
. - i d ground'
1he 01ld man resists this encroachment, .standing 'unmoving on the littered gT
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shooting pigeons with an air gun, driven by self-definition into returning an

'sees accurate answer to the wilderness

Echoing it, and making it complete'229.
By imposing his will on Nature, to ﬁrevent ‘the place losing itself', conversely
he makes it complete. The poem thus ends with an image not of death but new life
~ the sportsman's energy transformed - 'maple shoots push ubward through the
ground'. 'The Goddess' celebrates this same energy, a rebirth into sexuality,
through myth, the annual return of Proserpina from Hades as an unstoppable
natural force, 'naked and searching/as a wind'. Neither 'eyeless fish' or 'fire
rock, water or clay' can 'dissipate her force', a raw vitality which fuels alike
reeking 'sinewy thyme?, 'rats/breeding, breeding, in their nests' and (no less
ambiguous) the anonymous soldier, 'his greatcoat collar up', seeking 'a woman,
any voman', whore metamorphosised into goddess, woman into tree -

'herldress>tight across her ass

as bark in moonlight ...'230.

As in many other poems in Touch, which it opens, it is the human secnse of limit
here which defines the wholeness of the physical world, celebrates such fotality,

'Proserpina: it is we

vulnerable, gquivering,

who stay you to abundance'231.

This idea of limits yielding to fullness, the partial justifying the vhole -

first sketched out in My Sad Captains - is further developed in 'In the Tank'.

A prisoner, 'fearful, ungrateful!, studies the cold functionalism of his cell,
even in the dark manifesting 'an order without colour, bulk or line'. Though
'the total riches could not fail' they still can contain limits, the 'silence of
a jail' itself containing 'a box, a mere suspension, at the centre', a void

'Where there was nothing léft to understgnd
232

And where he must re-enter and re-enter! .

The real imprisonment is, again, meaningless routine, that sad circularity which

underlaid Cunn's early work, here faced, at least, direct. 'No Speech from the

Scaffold' again considers man's poise in the face of oblivion, herc not in ritual

but impending death. It is again the starkness - and mundanity - of reality

which is so disconcerting, the 'grey gritty soap' in the cell, the sceffold here,
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' 3 2 2 .
like something for kitchen use', an executioner who 'works in a vardhouse nearby!

The condemned man is similarly unspectacular, silently 'nodding a goodbye to
acquaintances', his dignity 'its ovn commentary' in the face of negation,

‘as he rests there, while

he is still a human'233.

'Bravery! presents another ambiguous hero, 'brave with separation', a man - like
the Life Artist - whose very limitatiéns challenge fullness, invite loneliness,

'For he has become his
outline, and holds no

234

warm clutter of detail! .
He is caught, like Claus von Stauffenberg, at the static point of heroism, set to
leave his native land, 'indeterminate pale/grey—and—yellow', for the 'smoky swirl!
of chaos, but such existential 'bravery' suddenly becomes sinister, the man now
a 'giant vampire'! vhose first step will 'suck the country dry!'. Gunn at last
comes to recognise this 'monstrous lover! - back turned not in separatidn but
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duplicity - as his own reflected image, a doppelganger vhom 'I gaze at/every

time I shavet, '"Phe Girl of Live Marble' develops this unease further, both
oneself and others finally alienm, unknowable.(except as refracted in lggend).
Voyeurism is further refined, the girl's own 'candour' a kind of simplicity -
'she looks to see, and not to seek' - through which the watcher 'comes to his
own rest', the strength of her self possession the very 'essence' of truth,

'Through merging surfaces expressed

236

And hqr unformulable presence'’ o
He 'longs to share! nothing 'beyggﬁ the adequacy she is'. However, by attempting
to own such freedom -~ 'O Otherness, impervious, near' - he destroys it, an image
only, a 'goddess of live marble' through which he mythologises his QWn desires
end thus sees only himself reflected, back in the heli of (existential) loneliness.

'eesssesses But as the watcher
Moves close, it is himself he sees

On the bright convex - clear in feature,

2
Little, and caught by darkmesses' 37.

The remaining poems in Touch explore the way out of this cul-de-sac of self-

involvement, risking the 'touch' of sympathy to turn limits into fullness, the

reliance on self into a mutual dependence on others, domination into desire.
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The title poem describes this very process, the poet 'loosened! from vigilance

to openness, his 'resilient chilly/hardness' softened through contact with the
warmth of his sleeping lover - a 'mound of bedeclothes!' against vhich the household
cat contentedly 'braces its paws' - the 'patina of self' at last broken down.,

Such comfort is mutual, the other similarly seeking protection, not desire, as if

'the nearest human being to

hold on to in a

238

dreamed pogrom! .
Both sink into an 'old big place', 'there already!' though 'hard to locate!, the
instinctual security of love which 'seeps from our touch' and connects both these
lovers and all creation, sympathy erected into myth, an archetypal fullness —

'enclosing cocoon round
ourselves alone, dark

wide realm where ve
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walk with everyone! .
Vigilance again yields to openness in 'The Vigil of Corpus Christi', the Roman
soldier left to guard Christ's tomb himself brought fully to life, resurrected.
At first a 'sentinel to limits' - his body 'scatteréd' in discomfort!?, 'éteadfast'
as the darkness he confronts - his vigil:defines himy 'sharpiwith abeyance'24q,
but the quest for self has become circular, self-defeating, 'the invasion of
himself at last/merely by himself'. It is not resolution — 'to be steadfast' -
that liberates him but his dog's moist tongue (another domestic pet part of this

'touch'), not stoical self-restraint but 'unsoldierly joy'at this revelation, a

'soft sweet power awake in his own mass

241
balanced on his tvo feet, this fulness' 4 .

In 'Pierce Street', again, the friezes present men 'twice life-size', new gods,

'4 silent garrison, and always there,

They are the soldiers of the imagination

242
Produced by it to guard it everywhere' .

Like the Roman soldier, they use 'the limits of their station' to tvigilantly
Preserve as they prevent', but their 'large abstracted eyes' have lost humanity;
only'those who are transitory can move and speak'. The pqet too is 'bodied in
my skin' but he contains within himself the capacity for development, the

challenge of whatever makes 'the floorboards creak'.
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Limits and fullness again interact in '"The Kiss at Bayreuth', the vorld in
flux - 'colours drain, shapes blur' - a disintegration vhich love briefly delays
tbefore it is sucked/into the eye of the cyclone'. Human perception 'bares and

discolours the world! but reduces it to order, though aware of its ovn mortality.

'The inhuman eye contemplates

its own calm inclusive fulness,

243

its tendency, evey, tovward death! .
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The lovers temporarily combine the stillness of this vigil with the flux of
Nature - their kiss both expresses this chaos and is 'annulled by it' - losing
consciousness for the brief climax of their 'touch', both quick and dead, to

'move in avareness and be still', to 'for one moment ... not think of themselves!',
This war against flux, the very texture of resistance entering the poetry as
abstract description, continues in 'Berlin in Ruins'. Cunn emphasiscs the
sharpness of surfaces, both literal and metaphbrical, which helps the city survive
its conquerors -~ Berlin has ‘an edge, or many edges' and'totters beneath associat-
ions!' - its 'bronze Imperial fantasies/squirming with plump hauteur' even when
about to be demolished. Fears revive of thé 'dark hysteric conqueror', these

'tarnished blades of laurel' - plants gro.n sharp as svords--cam. cutl,  inflect.memory,

'But you encounter a resistance,

and yourself resist. It is at once

245

unyielding in texture and fertile!
The conquest of France was so swift, 'the hectic that overtakes process' as to be
unnatural, sinister. Defeated, the German spirit'can either decline under its
own weight of history — the 'high circlet' of imperialism 'bathed in poison now! -
or survive through this very rigidity transmuted, 'harder and sharper than bronze'
into its o.n stiff laurel, Nature metamorphosised into the art of ceremony. In
'Snovfall', this resistance is turned not against defeat but winter, humans
'circumspect against the white', their body heat 'closely hoarded', like Berlin
'sharp-edged, darkly filled in', Life continues 'unseen below', earih also
hoarding life within itself, brooks, 'under hard panes withdrawn deep!', which

'Still work a secret network through the land

With iced and darkened flow'246.

honeycombing the land beneath with 'galleries of their sleep', its contours

3
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follovwing 'each subterranean bay and fall'y, a hid’en, potent sense of order Yet
the snov remains alien, unconquered, an element 'dazzling and complete! which

resists both man and stream,'joining, dividing', flux made manifest, unknowable,

'Not quite resistant, not quite palpable,

I find an edgelessness'247.

In the closing poem, 'Back to Life', man and the natural world, individual
and community, are united in the central image, separate leaves on the same branch
Nature is again 'edged! but, in the gathering dusk, -the lime trees in the park -
'bunched black at egual height! by man - diffuse the lamplight, 'transparent as
if they too gave light'. A similar sense of order is reflected in the other
strollers in the park - Gunn no longer alone - 'at ease/as if just woken',
'devouring each detail' of this new world. As in Positives, all ages are here
represented, as if emblematic, the yourig 'cocky with surplus strength', the old
'veakening vith each move', but all are united in sudden, enlightened, community-

'As if the light revealed us all

Sustained in delicate "difference

Yet firmly growing from a single branch'248. -

This vision is hard to retain, 'the branch that we grow on ... not easily
remembered in the dark', seemingly illusory in times of 'cold and misery', but it
can be erected into a modus vivendi, a myth by which to live. Metaphor and
reality coalesce in a dreamlike conclusion, the movement between shadow and light
shared by bough and leaves, essence and surface, é community, eventually,of death-

'A small full trembling. through it now
7 o
As if each leaf uere, so, better prepared

249

For falling sooner or later separate!
This same vision, man and Nature united first in life, ultimately in death,
is turned into legend in 'Misanthropos'gso, Gunn's most enduring vork, both
technical tour—de-forceQSI and a neuv myth for our age, man metamorphosised into
beast to more properly become man. 'Misanthropos' is a poem for two voicesy a
narrator and the 'last man' - Gunn's early heroes redefined — the sole survivor
of some cataclysmic war. At first a man who hates his fellov men, close contact
with Nature redefines him (as it has Gunn as poet) and reétores him to humanity,

existential selfishness subverted, finally, for genuine communitye.



224,

The first section of 'Misanthropos!', 'The Last Man', shows this survivor —
never named, part of myth not fiction - merging his existence with the rthythms of

Nature, the opening poem a (similarly rhythmical) series of curt descriptions,

'Hee is clothed in dirt. He lacks motive.

He is wholly representative'252.
The misanthropos melts both into silence and thicket, uninterested in fellow
survivors -'he builds no watch tover! - learning, like the birds, to 'keep
movement/on the undipped wing of the present'253. This 'counsel of the senses!
is self-protection, not simple evasion, occasionally breaking down under the
'relentless memory of monstirous battle'y, a deliberate negation of 'thought or
feeling's. The man,a 'lived caricature' of his race,chooscs:not Tullhess: but+limit,

'He avoids the momentous rhythm
of the sea, one hill suffices him

who has the entire world to choose from'254s
Such imagery is not randomj the dirt later a reminder of humanity, memory of
battle returning to haunt 'ﬁémoirs of the ¥orld', this sea's mirror image - '
dust's bitter ocean - the mastering matif of the whéle work; its first and last
metaphor. Poem IT uses the Renaissance eché poem255 to express the last man's
existential dilemma- —classical form, modern unegse - left only his consciousness,

'What have I left, vho stood among mankind
When the firm base is undermined? '
A mind'256.
The 'long war' is at last ended, 'no one' else has survived, the only emotion

possible 'disgust', only self-knowledge setting him apart from engulfing liature,

'Yet with a vacant landscape as its mirror
¥hat can it choose, to ease the terror?

r'257.

Erro
Man cannot exist in full kno:ledge of either himself or the vorld, so he hmsto >
play a role to survive, even though he must eventually rejoin his fellow monm,fa0e
together the community of death., Zrror, necessary at the time, yields at lést

to truth, existentialism to a new, less selfish, philosophy, and it is this

development which the rest of 'Misanthropos' so painfully traces, 'man turning

258 y1259.

angel! , the survivor a 'courier after identit

. 3 tlas
The remaining Hhrfe poems in this opening section further examine the 'last
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man's' search for a structure, watching a 'pattern grow among the disarray!. In
poem IIT, the misanthropos sloughs off, 'bit by bit', his role as messenger, a
failed search for self - one cannot 'bear dispatches between elm and oak'! - in
favour of a more natural disguise, a<'clumsy frock! of 'skins of mole and rabbit!,
This remains 'a sort of uniform', however., The'curled darling' has merely adopted
a nev audience, natural not human, the wind uttering 'ambigﬁous orders! like his

generals, his girls now the 'nodding foxgloves'. He must seek,not evadesidentitju

'With a bone needle he pursues himself,

Stitching the patchwork spread across his lap'zéo -

must come properly to know himself. Such a pattern is confirmed, in poem I¥, by
the steady orbit of the moon, 'distinct where all is dim', the 'last man' looking
upward from where he 'lies in shadow'. Such 'ancient rhythm:almost comforts! but
it is still insufficient, 'inanimate',.a place where 'relics of emergent matter
freeze'. The earth has evolved from 'the youth of things' to produce man,

'‘Down here, tvo more births followed on the first:

Life, consciousness, like linked catastrophes.
261

Their sequence in him cannot be reversed!'
Man's representative must accept this inheritance - 'immersed!'in life and sel?
knovledge, existentially & 'pour-soi' to the moon's 'en-soi' - as he-accepted the
ver,.flaved 'asithe ..'imperfect moon'_but setrapart by frekdomy~tconsciousness that
Plots its own end'. It is man, vgain 'bathed in shadow', not the waning moon
vhose imagination makes him *the clearest light in'the vhole universet Poem V
deals with another kind of pattern, the 'brown earth gap in green' made by the
last man's 'repeated tread!, subduing 'endless' Nature, consciously avoiding its
pitfalls, the 'poisoned beds!, It is an image of intellectual discovery, not
metaphorical but direct, 'process made visible', an avowal of continued freedom,

tBare within limits. The trick

is to stay free within them'262.

The poem, and the first section of 'Hisanthropos', ends not with philosophical

1
art,

speculation, hovever, but with rain, 'drops are isolate on leaves,/big and cle

Presaging peace and renewal, the misanthropos integrated with the natural world.

' T§e breathes the barbarous smell

of the wet earth. Nothing moves

at the edges of the mind'263.
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The second scction of 'Misanthropos', 'Memoirs of the orld', hardens this

resolve into perception, the 'last man' no longer evading the 'onset of hatred'264
but encountering his memories without pretence, speaking to the reader direct.
Poem VI opens quietly, like I, with simple,.orderly marration - 'It has turned
colds, I have been gathering wood' - but modulates into a recollection of the
‘done war'265. The man is, again, allied with the wild birds, his steady labour
counterpointed by their song, 'two falling notes — a sweet disconsolate tune?,
vhich in turn reflects his depression; a dying fall. Similarly, the 'cold red

setting sun' revives nostalgia (brusquely denied by this sad refrain) for a sunset

'Which coloured, similarly, the vhite grey, blackened
Iron and slabbed concrete of a sentry post
With its cold orange. Let me live, one second,
266

Ngt nov, ngt nowv, not now!
Such memories are 'most poignant and most weakening's hovever mundane the past,
'varmth and light' were 'diminished less tham now!, Even the birdsong stops, and
yet this suddenly provokes an extraordinary volte—féce, this nostalgia discredited.

'The bird stops. Hardening in the single present,
I know, hearing wind rattle in a bough,

I have always harked thus after an incessant

267

Nét nov, ndt NOW, nét now!
The refrain is not a denial of life but 'my deepest thoughts translated'268, an
escape from memory, responsibility for sveet inaction, long yearned after, vhich
now defines him. Thus rendered poverless, the past can be properly assessed. In
Poem VII, the misanthropos is thus able to disinter his previous, self-erected
cult of mystery .— 'an armed angel among men'! - darkening out reality to 'mercelve
an exact structure, a chart of the vorld'. Such abstract posturing could not (as
his present, more natural search for limit) satisfy the 'hunger in the senses.
He remains a 'presence without full/being', obsessed by shapes lacking substance -

'thin wails of foghorns', paifit bubbles'— no longer sure of his real identity,

'Was I entering the role

of spy or spied on, master

269

or the vorld's abject servant?' .

The remaining four poems in this section partially solve the mystery. In poem

VIII the firevood so laboriously gathered in VI is alight, another image for =an,
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a 'hard silence!' set against the tgloving fall of aSh',resisting the fire's flux

'Exact in being, absolute in balance,

Instruct me hovw to find here my desire'27o

To thus separate essence from image (as in VII), 'the matter from its burning!
is the 'last man's ideal, and fire seems an appropriate metaphor - I think I
grasp it' - itself the fpeculiar lovely variations'27I of time, 'each into other
«»o constantly turning', the world a 'dying embert', evil glovwing 'like a spark!',
Such brief illumination is (as in VI) quickly upended, 'merely pain, evil's
external mark', the fire not time but the man's own past, mirror not metaphor -

t!The neighbouring cinders redden nov together,

Like earlier worlds to search, vhere I am shown

Only myself, although I seek another'272.

All is eventually rendered down as dust - it is not fire but man who can burn
‘from sympathy alone!. Indeed, lack of sympathy damns the 'last man' in poem IX.
Like Edgar273 once a ‘'serving man', his 'sturdy body' tends both sexes, striving
to divinity in a perverted world, 'a god of charm/an untirable givert', AXl is
pretence however, this 'fragrant impulse! a mask for hidden savagery - secretly

tTI served myself a trencher

of human flesh in some dark

274

sour pantry, and munched from it? .
The 'curled darling' of III, he 'gave readily' not from charity but deception,
not the world's servant but its master - 'needing me, needing.me'. In penance,
he nou diets on 'berries, water and the gristle of rodents!, but self-denial is
not enough, he hungers still for human contact, 'at times I am ravenous'.
' The misanthropos must first endure vinter, hovever, and the 'snow vision'275
of poem X, Staring out at this 'emptiness of matter', mind becomes servant, again,

to his ‘'unkinged body', sinking at last into genuine self-appraisal (botched in VI)

'till it enters the heart of fever,

276

as its captive, unable to stir!

His vision seems to reflect this fever, the dryad' balance first echoed -

'I watch the cells svimming in concert

like nebulae, calm, without effort'277 -

only to ¢rumble again, An intruder appears, germ of unease, beautiful - 'tendrils

: . s cesci rging love!
like an anemone's! - its touch 'an act of/enfoldlng, possescing, MCIrging ’
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a parody of life itself (and men egain its artist), Human existence similarly

invades the material world, entertains it briefly, and leaves it.quite unaffected,

fenthralls a universe with its rich

heavy passion, leaving behind it

2178

gorgeous mutations only, then night! .
The lust of IX, the'blurred outline' of VII are rightly seen as diabolic, this
waking nightmare 1its qwh,expiation, and the last man 'can sleep now!, Human
perception may ‘'harden but diminish', like snow, but at least it challenges the
very oblivion it recognises, replaces loneliness vith a desperate sympathy,

'yét still there may be something retained
279

against the inevitable end!
Sympathy is made manifest in poem XI, 'Epitaph for Anton Schmidt!, his fellow memn
'not gods or vermin' but equals, even if 'another race at that, and strangers',
Schmidt refuses to play out his given role as Nazi persecutor, to submit either
to snow280 or 'the blackmail of his circumstances!, His actions are neither
tglamorous nor profitable!, his heroism - which kills him - is wholly admirable
precisely because he regards others, not hihself,‘and thus attains self-knowledge,

'Breathing the cold air of his freedom

And treading a distinct direotion'zBI.

The third section of *'Misanthropos!, 'Elegy on the Dust', consists of one
extended poem, one extended image, the centre of gravity for the whole :.ork. The
poem charts a descent - both literal and evolution inreverse — from the last man
on his:'final hill! thrgﬁgh the 'lover thicket,.its agimals 'interdependent in the
$hada;b';.u_do§m to-where, benexzih all-extdtence; tihe expanse:of ‘qust - wadbd, acresi. 2
calm 'and ;deep'.’ Dust is a dinister mirrarqimage;of(the'seah(madeﬁsnow); hanging
'as if frozen in mid-roll', waves that cannot fall but timperceptively ... shift'.
It is both a death force, choking dock and fern 'fataoms deep'!, and yet mere slave

to flux, 'vexed with constant loss and gain', both sea and its very negation,

'But seas contain a graveyard: here
The graveyard is the sea, material things ...

Are all reduced to one form and size! ¢
The dust is both image for death and its actuality, rendered dovn fragments of

spent 1ife - 'clav, scale, pelt and wings' - graveyard, also, of the human race,

its 'imperfection endlessly refined/by the imperfection of the mind'. It is such
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imperfection that makes man mortal, broken dovn in 'this universal knacker's
283 ’
yard' to at last attain purity, the 'motion of life'reversed, born into death -

'The remnants of their guilt mix as they must

And average out in grains of dust

Too light to act, too small to harm'284.—

the betrayals of the past subsumed in a timeless present. Fach 'colurless hard
grain is now distinct', but drifts 'with its neighbours' at the wind's mercy,

tPerfect community in its behaviour.

It yields to vwhat it sought, a saviour'285.

Man vecomes, at last, not individual consciousness but 'scattered and gathered!
with his fellovs, not scheming deceiver but subject to 'the wind's unpremeditated
labours'!, permanently'on the move'!, 'hurled/in endless hurry round'the vorld!,

The fourth, and final, section of ‘Misanthropos! describes how the .'last
man' is metamorphosised into'?*The First llan' of its ititle,>this communityl of -
death ‘imitated .amd prefigured by survivors of the holocaust. In poem XIII, the
present is, at last, t'a secure place to inhabit', the past -« so ®bitterly recalled
ih-'Memoirs of “the Vorld' -‘now 'fallen from the mind', the future, like the path
of V, 'a repetition, only, with vafiations'. Action has disposed of thought,

the man 'an unreflecting organ of perception', the.nightmare of X:fled (1ike snow)

BN ]
o

. ..,286
Quick as an adder. He does not dream at night' ’

1.3 6. 0:98Tov as=2 bull, in moving; yet, in taking,

ITI's echo redundant. Such willed animality - the-misanthropos 'furred', 'mole-
like! (in III he was merely mole-skinned) - is at least a partial, curtailed
sotution, sclf—réduced to 'a mouth', 'a nose'. Properly symbolicy the 'first man'
stands in 'a thicket of time', fully integrated vith 'Mother! earth, rooted firm,

‘Watch, he is darkening in the heavy shade287
Of trunks that thicken in the ivy's grip' .

Night yields to cold daylight in poem XIV, a 'smudge' of approaching men -

'unturnable/and unforseen! - destroying such willed isolation for ever, 'last man'

no more. Such sudden knowledge is painful, 'mouth struggles +ith the vords that

mind forgot', and he fantasises a 'shadowed pool' that could vash away mortality

1 'Skin tautened from the chill, emerge above,

Inhuman as a star, as cold, as white, 258
Freed from all dust., And yet he does not move' .
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Dust,as in XII,represents humanity as well as mortality, community not separation,
'Perpetual that unease, that norld of grit
Breathed in, and gathered on the hands and feet'20),
the misanthropos turning again from animal into human, 'a little more upright/in
picturing man almost becomes man too'. All he needs now is, like Anton Schmidt,
that 'touch' of sympathy that truly separates man from the beasts.
This occurs in poem XV, 'Stony as a lizard poised on stone!, he watches

from his 'stony ridge', still a voyeur, stillness counteracting their flux,

'Below, the indeterminate shape flows steady

From plain to wood, from wood to slope'29o,

a resurrection from dust to man, plain to hill, death to life (XII reversed).
"Unmoving and unmoved', the misanthropos can coldly study, as in VII, man's
frailties — 'vhat a ribbed bony crea‘ture'29I - his terrible openness to wounding,

tind on the thin chest two long parallel
292

Clear curving scratches are discernable! .
And yet this proves crucial. Stung by imagining andther's suffering as his oun,
he 'performs an action next/so unconsidered that he is perplexed!', leaving his.
shelter, his disguise, AS the wounded many stdrtled, falls back toward the dust

'He stops, bewildered by his force, and then

Lifts up the other to his feet again'293.

Movement again demonstrates sense, terms redefined from warfare to 'touch'.
'Misanthropos' no more, he enters a new world, clear 'as when a cloud slips from
the sun' - 'the same and yet more green and detailed' - the surveyer surveyed,

'Bombarded by perceptions, rearranged -

Rays on the skin investing with a shape,

2
A clarity he cannot well escape! 94.

This impulse of sudden, uncogitated sympathy — which ‘he does not yet understand'-
acts as sunlight, Schmidt's example presenting a 'distinct direction! for that old
existential self-awareness to gain avareness of the-vhole community of men, 'the

other' to become no longer threat but promise, not mystery but revelationy

tHe is clothed in dirt. He lacks motive.

295

He is wholly representative!

The final two poems of 'Misanthropos' clarify this new reality and yet

put it back in full perspective, the wozk still essentially tragic, legendarye.
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Poem XVI sees man and community, the particular and the abstract, coalesce -

'they file past my mind, my mind
296

perched on this bare rock, watching! -
the tribe looking 'full' at one who once vore dark glasses, vas 'presence
vithout full being' (in VII). Now anonymity yields to naming,Armageddon to Fden,

'What is the name Adam speaks
after the schedule of beasts'297.

The old 'bitter dizziﬁess' still persists, of course, the 'scratched man' neither
'hero or saint' - Gunn's earlier exemplars - but fallible, failed human, 'the

stale stench/the hang-dog eyes, the pursed mouth'. The misanthropos almarst falls,
literally and metaphorically, but rejects 'memoirs of the world', IX's servitude;

Tt is a bare vorld, and lacks

history; I am neither

298

his lord nor his servant! .
He evokes 'an act of memory', the 'words that mind forgot' of XIV, to forge a
genuine communion, stretching out 'the word to him/from which conversations:
start', naming him in turn. Poem XVII repeats the same action - 'others approach!'
—~ viewed not by 'first man' but detached, philosophic narrator, this mutﬁal
'touch'! seen to prefigure the fingl community of the dead, skeletons embracing,

'The touched arm feels of dust, mixing with dust

On the hand that touches it'“7%,
As in V, it is pattern that, however unwittingly, defines mortality, creates a
meaning - ‘and yet a path is dust, or it is none'. The var - which his earlier
self-seeking, his later ccurage 'both partly caused/and partly fought' -has been
su%vived, his mortal flesh 'which he hardly feels', feels the dust it has raised.
He can no longer hide behind 'dark glasses', shielded egotism, for each man must

"'urn out toward others, meeting their look at full,

Until you have completely stared

00
On all there is to see ......'3 .

Mortality focuses humanity, death throws the life we share into relief - 'sharp

0l o 3 :
outlines break, in movement, from the edge'3 - although 21l these survivors 302

. . . s X t
can pool is oblivion, all they can erect is sympathy tagainst the inevitable end

'....‘..'.O......O.C.. Immeasurable’
The dust yet to be shared'BOB.
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'‘Misanthropos' is a legend of rebirth, the 'last mant! abandoning mankind to

more properly join it, escaping the past to fully discover the present, Starting
in summer - ‘'green overtaking green!' - the action develops through autumn - fit
has turned cold', the making of a fire - to winter's discontent -'all that snow
pains my eyes'~ back to the new life of spring, 'the year has recovered and put
forth many times's If Positives made legendary a single human life, birth to
‘death, here Gunn creates a seasonal legend, death to birth, retreat to fulfilment.
The misanthropos represents us all. Behind this legend flickers a myth, Cirak's
enchantment of men into beasts - the 'last man' joins the natural world, himself
cannibalised his fellows - and Ulysses' reversing of the spell, beasts back into
men, the 'first man' and his tribe united by human sympathy. This myth becomes
overt in Gunn's next collection Moly, classical myth replacing self-made legend to

‘create in oneself a field vhich will be spontaneously fertile for the3o4

tests of sympathy...a proper exploration for several lifetimes .of books'

the dust at long last yielding to sunlight.
305

Moly puzzled its early revievers, exposing their naturalistic straitjackets
rather than any failing in Gunn himself — Douglas Dunn discerned a 'gaseous
30%
306} TIan Hamilton the lack of any 'vital imagistic centre', Alan

08

Brovnjohn the 'fréakouts awful'3 , Michael Fried 'slipshod technigue' and a 'poor

metaphysicality!

ear'309 Other poet/critics vith less dogmatic axes to grind vere correspondingly

less hostile, John Fuller (surprisingly) —elcoming the return to traditional

3IO, Jubiam

. . R 312
Jebb iracing 'a ijourncy into 1igh¢'3IIg The best aécount of all-was anonymous™ -

prosody and yet the banishment of the 'old calculated abstractions’

morélly and aesthietically Cunn has escaped his former implication that 'the only

. . s ' .
alternative to existential alienation was a dangerous undermining empathy', nov

separateness and responsiveness are joined both technically and thematically. As

i i iti - e s 'a debate
usual, hovever, Gunn remains his oWm best critic. Moly can be seen a

betueen the passion for definition and the passion for flow' or 'a history of San

Francisco from 1965-9' or 'a personal memoir!' of those same years , but it is

more properly about Greek myth - symbol of tour ovn potential for change'- atout

t0dysseus's meeting with Hermes, his eating of that herb, and his

L. A : ches
reflections on metamorphosis in the remaining valk before he rea

that thick stonc—built house'o1-.
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Moly opens with a loose translation draim from the Odyssey3I4, Hermes 'in
the likeness of a young man, the down just shoving on his face', his gift moly -
'a herb, one of great vittue'. Unredeemed man may be, like Eirce's pigs, 'brutal
greedy and dull', but moly can 'help us to know our potential for change! -

'even though ve are in the power of Circe, or time ... we are freec to

make or unmake ourselves as we vere at the age of ten'3I5.—

" whether existential or psychedelic. Moly describes just such a metamorphosis,
animal back into man, ‘'misanthropos' into community. Indeed, its structure
corresponds closely to that of 'Misanthropos!; man's imperfection and his fall
from innocence, attempts to rediscover his sense of unity vith the natural vorld,
this communal ideal at last achieved. Both vworks attempt, almost secretly, to

shed new light (literally) on the predominant mythic archetype of English verse,

316

the fall and redemption of man. If Milton adapted Christian myth , if Tennyson

317

revrote the latter of Arthur s then Gunn has attempted no less, in Moly, than

to redefine classical myth, continuing 'the life and society that was behind the

318

literature! into the modern world, circularity finally yielding to a new

direction, myth at last structuring a new reality.

The apening two poems of Moly evoke Yirce's magic transformations, boy into

319

stag, man into swine. 'Rites of Passage' celebrates the ritual of adolescence ’
inmocence abandoned - 'my play is earnest now'! — for a sexual maturity 'all
planned before my birth'. Indeed, images of sexuality and animality cohere, horns

that 'bud bright in my hair' hardening 'tovwards a completion' just as skin hardens

into beard32o. There are further, stranger metamorphoses - beast into tree, tree

into sunlight. Horms 'bud bright!, skin is ‘*barklike', blood is 'like light',

tBehind an almond bough,

Horns gaudy with its snow,
. 2
I vait live, out of 51gh't'3 I.

The boy's real force, however, is Oedipal, challenging his 'Father! direct - '0ld

Man', 'Greytop! - a banished son returned to love mother earth, to kill his rast;
'] stamp upon the earth

A message to my mother,

And then I lovwer my horns'322.

. . capya! me
In 'Moly', the enchantment has worn off, the spell remains. One of Odysseus' men
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comes gradually to horrified self-knovledge, 'what beasthood skin she made me
take's 'Jostling mobs' reduce to pig, method disappears into bulk —

'Oh & man's flesh already is in mine.

Hand and foot poised for risk. Buried in swine'323 -

a greed like that of the 'misanthropos', 'if I was not afraid I'd eat a man'324.
This greed, nevertheless, has a purpose; it seeks escape just as 'bristles!.and

*hide' séek the 'cool flesh of magic', animality seeks (kind) metamorphoses.

'Direct me gods, Whose changes are all holy,

To where it flickers deep in grass, the moly'325.
'Nightmare of beasthood! transmutes to 'd?eaming the flower I have never seen',
feality to vision, but as yet repentance is only skin deep, image not essence,
a wish merely to !'rise to skin/and human title, putting pig withint.

The next three poems further €xplore this imperfection, 'im  'For Signst!.
seeking to transcend it. Gunn watches closely the changes made by moonlight -
its shadows 'hard as board!, its gleam imitated by a 'chicken bowl! - another
kind of metamorphosis, *'the field survives, but with a difference'. Nature can
resolve man's split between individual and tribe, 'each clump of reeds/is split
vith darkness and yet bristles whole', the revisited nightmare of part 2,

"Watching not things, but lunar -orgy, chase,

326

Trap, and cool fantasy of violence! .

Gunn describes an uneasy dream, 'sleep like moonlight', seeking the past. The

327 . A
moon enters Scorpio, and the péet sees his younge? self,'those ¢indered passages!?,
'His {tight young flesh is only on the top.
Beneath it, is an answering moon, at full,

8
Pitted with craters and with empty seas®* .

Part 3 returns to reality, analysis. The moon's phases are not ‘'inconstant!' but

'cycle that I in part am governed by', moly to cure night's blindness -

'How light fills blinded socket and chafed mark, o
. 32
It soars, hard, full, and edged, it coldly burns' .-

. 330
an 'invisible seed! which swells to 'rake the oubliettes of pain and greed' .

. . . . . . $ 1l,seeing
Lamplight mimes such an action in 'Justin', the wvorst metamorphosis of all, g

'His live flesh flake like onion-skin
From finger-bones where it had held,
And sav the muscle fray within, 33T

Peeling from joints that bunched and svelled! .
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Flesh is not just degraded, as animal, but dissolved, just as the park - 'clasped
round by sweet rot and the autumn dark! - decays into vwinter, an objective
correlative for Justin's impatience, 'transparent vith dissatisfaction'. This
sense of waiting that 'wears as hard és action'! continues into 'Phaedra in the
Parm House', a different myth33?.. The Oedipal tniangie of 'Rites of Passage' is

replayed at Athe cold dead end of night', 'kin warmth' is not enough,

'T cook the food two eat,

But.oh, I sleep with one'333.

Phaedra studies her stepson, Hippolytus, for signs of manhood -~ 'those scrubbed
boy cheeks'! - dealing out both cards and ‘'a grown man's fate', violent animality -

tSharp through +the last whole hour.

The chimney will be split,

And that waistcoat be blood‘334.

The rest of Moly seeks a path up from this abyss; the folloving three poems
counteract violence with innocencey; moonlight with the power of the sun, forced
metamorphosis with the genuine, healing unity of Nature. In 'The Sand Man', for
example, an early beating has made man . into ‘animal, 'without a thought, or much
desire', a tourist attraction 'at the postcard's edge', a 'damaged consciousness'

fReduced itself to that mere innocence

335,

Many have tried to repossess!
Like a force of Nature, his body is 'sun-stained', armoured with sand, moving in
'patient reperformed routinet, He enters, thus, paradise, 'that old trusi', a
direct simplicity merely 'pleased to be', made precious vhere sun melts as sand -

e feels a dry cool multiplicity

6
Gilding his body, feet and hands'33 .

'Apartment Cats! again celebrates the true innocence of the natural world, its
trust - 'white bib exposed!. They play, re-enacting myth ~ 'Ben Hur along the

. . 1 3
corridor! - but 'their usual prudence! remains. Iven 1n mocx, tense fight

'If either, though, feel clavs,

She abruptly rises, knowing well

337

Eov to stalk off in wise indifference'’ .
i s i > e same
In '"Three', it is a 'three-year' child who possesses such innocence, Th
com ild - have
nuclear family as in 'Rites of Passage' and tPhaedra' ~ man, voman, chil €

. an !
been svimming, 'the pull and risk of the Pacific's touch'cowntering the man's
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sexuality, his 'cock hangs tiny and withdrawn'. The mother relaxes in sunlight
b

more acquiescent to Nature, resting on the beach's 'hot round stones', but still

'Her weight to theirs opposed

And pressing them as if they were earth's bones'338.
Only the son, like the apartment cats, is 'rapt in endless play/in vhich all
games make one', fully his body 'sturdy and volatiie!. He is, like the sandman,
sunstained, 'brown all over - his parents 'striped vwhite where clothés have becn'-
happily nude vhereas they 'had to learn their nakedness', fully innocent.

The next four poems see fallen man attempting this same innocence by
entering Nature direct, a heroic failure. In 'Words' the poet stands watching
the 'dark exactitudet! of light, shadow cast on 'a sunlit bank of pale unflowering
weed!.With the 'obsession' of that earlier moon-vatcher, a swinish 'greed!, he
attempts to 'make it mine', turning perception into (this) poetry, nature into
his ovn myth. However, words yield to a more precise observation, the whole not

the part, 'limber detail, no blnom disclosed', loss of his own 'sharp outline',

tT vas still separate on the shadow's ground

But, charged vith growth, was being altered, 3
339

Composing, uncomposed!
Vriting turns to metamorphosis, the writer righted, growing into knowledge. 'From
the Wave'! presents another kind of merging, man into ocean. The achieved balance
of 'On the love'! is recast, vith surfboards not motorbikes, moving with the surge
of water.— tthe mindless heave of "shich they rode! - not against the surge of air.
The surfers are mysterious - 'from their hiding rise to sight' -~ possessors of
'a learn'd skill' in which 'it is the vave they imitate/keeps them so still',
for a few, precious moments 'half vave, half man'. Even descent is an art, .

'Balance is triumph in this place,
340,

Triumph possession'

each wave may 'lose itself! but men can innocently play - 'tvo splash each other'-

carefully display his mastery--waiting 'until/the right vaves gather'.- resist

such inevitable loss. 'Black figures' seek 'fringe of vhite'!, moly's duality.

In 'Tom-Dobbin' metamorphosis shifts back to man into animal: not stag or

svine but horse, the centaurs of classical myth, like moly, root into flower.

Nevertheless, such a division is potentially tragic - the volf-boy again - a
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crucial split between Tom (Thom?) and Dobbin. At first, such merging is joyous,
a 'luminous seed' that joins mind with eye -~ intellect with perception as in
'Words'.— an 'imperceptible transition! between the 'blond do'.rn'E‘Z,'I of flesh and
the 'glossy chestnut brown' of hide, .In section 2, both join together at the
moment of orgasm, Tom's 'interested stare! yielding to involvement, 'hot in his

nind' becoming incandescent, ecstacy expressed, again, in terms of light -

'A shock of whiteness, shooting like a star,

In vhich all colours of the spectrum are'342 .
If 2 is deliberately prosaic - 'oh vhat luck' - then 2ection 3 makes the same
action mystic, mythic. He, the unified whole, 'plunges into orgy' like the
surfers into vater, 'veined with sunshine! like the sandman, entering Nature -

'The cobalt gleam of a peacock's neck, the course of a wind through

343

grasses, distant smoke frozen in the sky, are extensions of self!
Abandoning the senses brings an inner light, ‘neither sun nor moon, close and
brilliant', that can illuminate the 'debris! (the dust of 'Misanthropos?), reveal
a new creation, 'dark shining tables of rock that rise, inch by inch, out of the

turning vaterst'. Section 4 captures this further transition, sea into land, sea~-

birl into mammal, through that absurd mammal, the duck-billed platypus:

"Millions of years ago mixed habits gave

344

That crisp perfected outline, webs, fur, beak! .
More touching is a more central unity - perverted in 'Phaedra in the Farm House' -
mother and child, son 'hatched into separation' but still part of his mother,

'If you could see through darkness you could see

One breaking outline that includes the two'345.

Section 5 describes an ideal merging, 'ruthlessly gentle, gently ruthless', Tom
and Dobbin, mother and child, 'circle clasping round an unmarked centre' to enter
'the haze'together! - light again-— twin 'selves floating in the one flesh ve are

of', again the community of (eventual) dust. 'The Rooftop' brings us,gently and

literally, back to earth. Gunn, like Justin, feels dissatisfied, can no longer

simply 'vatch the gardens £ill/with sunlight!, sees only 'bits, not an ediface!',

'Perception gave me this:
A whole world, bit by bit.

Yet I can not grasp it'346.

.« - . » - oy e aes * T A 2

- . . . .
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He rejects such 'fragile lights' for seeds 'vhich light fills from decéy', the
sun-drenched plant a true edifice, 'ruthless in clean unknowing', its seed

'‘Compound of rot, to wait,

An armoured concentrate

347

Containing its own birth! .

The process is endlessly circular, 'from seed to death to seed', just.as each
_night 'the light drains from the hill', each morning the gardens 'hold/vaiting
for vhen they fill'. Gunn's early curse, the trap of endless repetition, becomes
his salvation - the dust of 'Misanthropos' is escaped through t!green closed
passages', the 'death-rich earth' to be celebrated in 'The Garden of the Gods!'.
Sunlight 'can tear', 'frets earth' but it fuels this constant metamorphosis.

The next four poems examine more closely this 'state of unending alterationt,
employing extreme states of awareness, hallucinogenic drugs, psychedelic music.

348

'"The Colour Machine! helps attain the first. Like the fconcentrating passion!
of 'Tom-Dobbin', it evokes creation, 'matter approaching and retreating from the
brink of form!. Man can either give himself to such mindless flux - becoming

invisible, a god - or, like the poet, merely observe, merely speculate,

tperhaps his consciousness still lives in the intensity of that moment.

349

I am visible and do:.not know!
Such hidden knowledge is again offered in 'Street Song', drugs as ‘freedoms moly -

*Your head will cut out from your hair

350

Into vhichever self you choose!
their pusher a second Hermes, 'too young to grov a beard!, looking 'through every
one w¥ho passes (invisibility again). 'Midday Mick' is scrupulous +ith his wares,

a bringer of metamorphosis - his LSD will ‘'scrape your brain/and make it something
else again' - part of the world he sells. This same !'landscape of acid' is described
direct in 'The Fair in the Woods', Hermes again present as a tmounted angel',

'Points glowed among his hair: dark-haired, dark-broved.

351

He supervised a god's experiment' .

Sunlight again brings unity, these 'points', the tchildren of light ... pulsing

among the pulsing trunks', those who watch from upper boughs 'ripened in the

brilliant air'. Unlike the disparate families of tPhaedra'! or 'Three', the

. s ies
'speed family'® here, ‘dappled by the sun', pool thelr stillness, 'ten energic
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vorking invard through the one', horns close 'into one sound?, light joins '-o
one long dazzling burst'. Even vhen, at the end of the LSD trip, merging ends -

'Knuckle takes back its colour, nail its line.

352

Slowly the tawny jergins separate?
Gunn knows that they wili, in‘é more natural vay,'recombine in the autumnal dusk!'.
As in 'The Rooftop', the coming of night - 'there is little left to shine!' - is
merely a respite, 'the horns still call. In 'Listening to Jefferson Airplane!
rock music enhances this unity, linking perception and intellect, a Zen paratle:

'The music comes and goes on the wvind,

Comes and goes on the brain'353.
The following four poems draw still closer to the granting of moly, sumlight.
'To Natty Bumppo! posits the poet as explorer, 'grey eyes watchful'!, noting 'the
rudér territory opening up'!, as in Positives a 'feeling forvard!'. The 'field
full of folk' of 'The Fair in the Woods' is the first step to a nev world,

"'The first field of a glistening continent

Bach found by trusting Eden in the human'354,

tsun~-shot' and 'held in common', fit ground for mdly. 'The Garden of the Gods!
makes such processes mythic, 'the constant vision of the race'. Nature is once
again Eden-—'all plants grow here; the moast minute ... is in its placet! - sei
in 'intense undazzling light', stems as if gilded, moly at last discovered,

Novhere does blossom flare so ~hitel

14355,

Nowhere so black is earthmould under
Such visions, as in 'The Fair in the Woods', soon fade, 'though it may come araindy
and- are beyond rational explanation, 'trope or parallel'. Indeed, 'meéning,thus,
vas superceded! as night succeeds day. Gunn stands in a real garden, sét free - .

tYhere my foot rests, I hear the creak

From generations of my kin,

. 6
Layer on layer, pressed leaf—thln'35 -

the dead ‘'merely are', they 'cannot speak', part of the whale cycle of existence.
Men go not to dust but humus, fuel for the living, life's foundation -

tThis was the garden's place of birth:
I trace it do:nvard from my mind,
Through breast and calf I feel it vined,

And rooted in the death-rich earth'357.
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Such richness continues into 'Flooded lieadovs', the 'unity of unabsorbed
excess', Flood water 'has mapped irregular shapes! (as in the 'wnoutlined land!
of 'To Natty Bumppo'), life's only messenger 'tangles of long bright grass!

'Distinct as islands from their valleys freed

And sharp as reefs dividing inland seas'358,
and yet'definition' is replaced by boundless light, separateness by unity. In
" contrast, 'Grasses' is set in 'the dust of summer', its 'dry dark smells!', but
Gunn again studies closely the 'restless grasses! vhich lap his vantage point,
imitating water not covering it. Each separate blade leans 'to one body' in the
vind, a form of life 'rising from below!', attempting to reach up to the poet -

'They round off all the lower slopes, and blow
Like lights on bended vater as they climb‘359.

The 'withdravn sound' of a distant harmonice mirrors this 'spiky body rising from
the ground', a 'wail uneven' of vind and human instrument, man merged ~ith Nature-

'It is the sound, half tuneless and half tune,

With which the scattered details make advance'360.

The final five poems of Moly describe the fulfillment of this precarious
unity, metamorphosis into sunlight. In 'The Messenger', moly turns man to angel,
Hermes (or, perhaps, Odysseus) entranced by a flover ‘whose name he does not know!
for it brings full meaning, ‘'completes him through his sight'. Kneeling on
mother earth - 'crude, granular and sour' - he imitates its stillness, 'repose of
unblown flame/that nests within the glow of grass'; earthmould into sunlight,
'quiet and reaching as a flame'. Only time will grant illumination, fruition

tLater the nevs, to branch from sense and sense,

Bringing their versions of the flover in small
6

Outward into intelligence'3 I.

In 'Being Born', Gunn reaches a new kind of perception. Just beyond sight, tvin

margins 'stretch from top to bottom, sky to beach', shadovs of his o n birth.

'"Midwife and doctor' are faintly set against 'bright crinkling foem', man blended

into boundary, but as this vision clarifies it-fades, leaving only incomprehension-

Yust I rewrite my childhood? What jagg'd grovwth
¥hat mergings of authority and pain, p

. 2
Invading breath, must I live through agaln'3 .

Is this memory or prophecy, history or myth - the ansver is bvoth. All life is in
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a state of constant flux, the tanker that has just slipped 'behind a distant ridge!
set 'between moving air and moving ocean','d formal-S of smoke' its one ‘memorial. '
b

'"The metal, guided, cuts through fall and 1ift,

¥hile the coils from it widen, spread and drift

363.

To feed the open currents of the air!
Energy- = the 'furnace that connects them! - is the sole métivation.

This idea continues into 'Being Born', !'Cracked wood steps! lead Gunn to a
scene of desolation - barbed wire, sky a 'pearly damp grey', his ovn flesh 'dark
and lined'. The only light source is artificial, an advertising slogan - 'huge
blond glass' - blinking on 'line by line'., Section 2 considers such fecundity,

‘Currents of image widen, braid and blend
— Pouring in cascade over me and under -
To one all-river. Fleet it does not pause,

364

The sinewy flux pours without start or end! .
Flux is a river from which the poet can abstract 'fence, word and motion', on
whose surface the mind can bath 'ride separate! and yet remain subject to its

tensions, like the surfers of 'From the Vave!, the wind-blown blades of 'Grasses'.

'But this brief cresting, sharpened and exact,

Is fluid too, is open to the pull p
365

" And on the underside twined deep with it! .
Section 3 brings resolution. GCunn studies the 'meathered boards' of section I
vith a new exactitude, 'terror and beauty in.a single board'y the fence 'a
tracery fronded znd ferned, of woods inside the woéd'. Such details, fsplinter
and scar', are poured — like 1ight, like the river, like rain from 'the over—
hanging sky'. Gunn's friends too are part of flux - 'through light we move/like
foam! — they choose to abandon themselves to it, as to the tcolour machine',--

‘Hostages from the pouring we are of. ‘e
3

The faces are as bright now as fresh snow! .
Flux is 'at the centre', 'its roar unheard from being alvays heard'.

The penultimate poem of the sequence, 'The Discovery of the Pacific', marks

the end of a journey, both that deéscribed here, and that in scarch of flux, of

sunlight, of moly. Two lovers have followed the sun west to the Pacific, across

the 'dusts of a bro'n continent'! to the flux of endless ocean. Discovery contalns

+ -
loss, travelling 'emptier of vthe things they knew?, reduced to a natural trus
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'Only his lean quiet body cupping hers
Kept her from it, the extreme chill. By degrees

She fell asleep ...'367.

The 'grime' of travelling, humanity's imperfection, is washed avay as the lovers

stand 'chin-deep in the swvay of ocean', buried in flux, in sexual Eden,

'And come, together, in the vater's motion,

The full caught pause of their embrace'368.

The guilt, the incompletion of earlier poems is dissolved in innocence, the
vhole sequence gathering to a climax in the final poemn, 'Sunlight'., Just as moly
vas & looking glass for Hermes - pierglacs revisited - so that vhich reflects

sunlight is 'light's token', something 'more than shown', the'rapturestof Eden

‘Re-turned to woo the original perfection,

Giving itself to what created it ...

369,

It is as if the sun were infinite!
It is not, of course; sun like moon is 'an image, only, of our own desires', Gunn
retains, from 'Misanth©pos', his knowledge of the dust. The sun, like man, is
timperfect and deteriorating', knowledge counteracts desire, and yet sunlight
still foutlasts us at the heart'. It is the 1ong\searched for moly (the Grail),

'Great seedbed, yellow centre of the flower,
Flower on its own, vithout a root or stem,
Giving all colour and all shape its pover,

Still recreating in defining them'37o.

The sun grants the definition of ‘AE the Centre', the perfect community glimpsed
in '"The Fair in the Woods!', and thus serves as an ideal image of man turning, like
Hermes, into angel, into god. If 'Misanthropos' ends with the community of the
dead, then Moly ends with the living, redeemed from the animals, transcendent -

‘Enable us, altering like you, to enter
Your pascionless love, impartial but intense,
And kindle in acceptance round your centre,

. I
Petals of light lost in your 1nnocence'37 .

Moly shovs Gunn successfully turning personal preoccupations into conceri:s
shared by all, personal history into the archetype of clascical myth. Like all
true users of myth, progenitor not parasite, he continues the tradition, his

w At % ane
vwork not cul-de-sac but using the old maps to explore new routes, new landscane.

372 1A
Robert Duncan's 'Poems from the Margins of Thom Gunn's Moly'! celerrate the
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myth by extending it, making it more clearly a study of adolescence - the ycar ny
father died died into me'. Duncan's self-comparison with Villiam Broom273 a hack
374

translator vho helped Pope to subjugate the Odyssey into rhymed couplets - is
perhaps more apt than intended: his Vérse lacks the tight structure of his mentor.
"Moly! extends Gunn's vision of beasthood into too obvious a parable of the Fall

'Dear Beast, dear dumb illiterate
Underbeing of Man where

violence at last comes home riding'375 -
moly too crassly dope; 'weed'y; 'the psychedelic air!'. Again those two ppoms that
orbit, verbally, around 'Rites of Passage' labour mightily to produce a cardboard
Pan (vho, in the preface 'under his winter sun had roused the wildness vith his
song‘), the 'darkening intent' of Circe - no longer Nature but Jocasta,

'She had her will of me and will not

let my struggling spirit in itself be free'376.v

Again, Guhn's restraint -~ his first need from classical myth - becomes clear.
Moly veaves together disparate themes, finally balanced in 'Sunlight'. 'The root
was black, the flower ﬁas white as milk', and a duality is pursued throughout -
horns that 'bud bright' against mother earth, moonlight that splits the darkness,
lamplight tclasped rouhd! by autumnal dark, oil-lamp in *the cold dead end of
night'. Sunshine absolves the sandman, the fTamily of 'Three! but more fruitful
is the 'dark exactitude! of '"ords', the 'black shapes on boards' set against the
surf's 'fringe of white'. In 'Tom-Dobbin' blond and brovn shade tovward each
other, evoking 'a shock of whiteness', 'dark shining tables of rock'. Gunn
gradually comes to see these as not opposite but compldmentary, a garden
eternally moving from sunlight to darkness, a colour machine 'in a state of
unending alteration!', Hermes 'dark-haired, dark-broved' as he supervises a ‘'god's
experiment!' of light. !'The Garden of the Gods! makes such'tension enhancing,

divine:-'death-rich earth';and intense light, death end life, earth and spirit -

'Nowhere does blossom flare so vhitel

377

Novhere go black is earthmould underi'

1
Soil, 'crude, granular and sour', produces trepose of unblovn flame', darkness

. . %
'at the centre! a 'steady pouring' of light - faces tbright now as fresh snow

. . 3 1, Voly
that continues into 'Sunlight', 'the ~hole side of a world facing the sun
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at last transcends duality, *without a root or stem', escapes from the dust, the
animality that produced it, escapes into pure, innocent sunshine,

There are other mastering images used to evoke this myth. Most notable is
that of water, perfect symbol of flux, dissolving away restraint, reflecting light-

'Small glinting scoops, after a wave has broken,

378

Dimple the water in its draining back!
In 'Three' the Pacific's 'cold, live sinews' haunt the man still - its 'pull and
risk! similarly hypnoiising the surfers of 'From the Wave! who seek mastery over
this 'mindless heave' - a metamorphosis into 'half wafe, half men'. Tom-Dobbtin
plunges into the 'easy eddies' of orgy, in 'At the Centre' perception itself is
liquid, mind surfing over matter 'and on the underside twined deep with it'. In
'Plooded Meadows' water directs grass, in 'Grasses! grass imitates the flaw of
water, and 'Being Born' uses horizon as metaphor, ocean as a repository for dream.
'"The Discovery of the Pacific! returns to the scene of 'Three', lloly a quest into
vater as vell as light, moving ever westward (with the sun) to where 'it fails',
exchanging the grime of humanity for an eternity of love, perfect community. .Man
is resurrected into ocean, into light. If Gunn's Féll is into animality'; stag,
swine, onion-skin - then his Resurrection isvinto innocence, the nakedness still
to be learnt in 'Threet!, the sexual merging of body and spirit in 'Tom-Dobbin',
the endless creation of 'At the Centre!. The early sense of circutarity that
plagued Cunn's existential work is subsumed in constant flux, constant develovment,
'still recreating in defining them'. The outward rippling of new life in
Positives - 'born at the centre, vrinkling/the water around it', coursing out
'ridged vith strength! - flows out to the edge, from ‘'yellow centre! to petails.
Gunn reaches that 'shadoved pool! dreamed but not attained in '"Misanthropos', an
escape from dirt to ocean, humanity redecmed not evaded, not solitary self-
reliance but sexual c¢limax, joining his sad captains in their orbit of light to,

1Skin tautened from the chill, emerge above,
Inhuman as a star, as cold, as vhite,
Freed from all dust ...'379.

i i ici i ; hosis
It is ironic that such apotheosis involves a kind of suicide, a final metamorpho

: . heir
from 1ife into cternal death, like moths to a flame, like heroes burnt on threir

funeral pyre. Gunn has mythologised, again, his desire for oblivion (Poritiy -
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and 'Misanthropos' both end in its acceptance), vater that drovns as well as

purifiesy the sun that burns as well as illuminates, a love vhose acolytes devote
themselves to their immolation, to their own, deeply willed, extinction

'And kindle in acceptance round your centre,

380

Petals of light lost in your innocence!

381

In Jack Straw's Castle y Gunn retreats from myth back to legend, from a

382

complex solidity of style to a 'relaxed, even jokey tone! y from a carefully

constructed vhole to o series of individual poems, connected organically by

tsuch matters as self-destiructiveness, solipsism in the aspects of both

freedom and imprisonment, the strategies of inconsistency and self-

383

restraint?

3

If John Bayley found this merely 'counterfeit! poetry, 'dull, anonymous and
384

sy then Patrick Swinden admires just such 'occasions of mystical or

385

narcotic unity', this dwelling on 'the facts of merging and separation'~” -y Clive

conmunal!

iilmer excuses 'a surprising gaucheness' of" stylesfor & new political avareness,

'the need to deal with contemporary history. 'Nixon's era', with its

corruption and rigidities, is portrayed as a betrayal of the system of

institutionaliged change on which the United States was founded'386.

I would profoundly disagree. Gunn has alve S been peculiarly attuned to the
zeitgeist, and has made his legends to express, noi evade, contemporary reality.
If his early, embittered, existentialism reflected the drabness, the anger of the
Netional Service generation387, 1Elvis Presley! captured the first stirrings of

teenage revolt, 'Misanthropos!' refined to prophecy the fears of the anti-Nuclear

lobby (and transcended them)while Moly represents the apogee of 1960's idealism,

sex and drugs and rock n' roll. _Jack Straw's Castle nythologises the decline into
the I1970's, experience follouing after innocence, the descent to Charles Menson,
to Watergate, to the 'me! generation, and yet remains hopeful, undeterred, openg

1So0 a five-year chunk of your life produces not merely an anthology of
random observations: the sum of reflection and perception makes a

design probably more honestly worked out than if you had originally

planned it that way'388.

389

Section T of Jack Straw's Castle® ’ dpens vith three poems that are 'part of

. . : o tf r M
the vhole debate between flux and definitiony§ the intrusion of 'matural! rhythas

! Juced
into the fixities of traditional prosody'390. tThe Bed! opens, as Moly conclucea,



246,

_with sexual ecstacy, with snow, but disillusion is all. Snow Tepresents not hove

but stasis - 'drifts quilt the ground', inside the lovers are 'loose-twined across
the bed' - sex, as in 'Carnal Knowledge', can no longer unite body and spirit.
'Pulsing stops' but continues 'inside.my head!', the lovers view themselves,
impassively, 'like vwrestling statues'. In 'Diagrams', conversely, statues come to
life, the shell of a half-built skyscraper seems a natural force, a mesa, a god -

'Diagrams from the sky, as if its air

Could drop lihes, snip them off, and leave them there'39I -

its builders acolytes, 'sky men'. It is not accidental that they are Indians,
guardians of the landscape's deities, yellow boots replacing moccasins' tut still
vorshipping 'the studded bone-edge of the gient', its magnanimity 'to the air'.
Two further metal totems are celebrated in 'Iron Landscapes', the 'bare black Z!
of a fire escape and the distant Statue of Liberty. Gumn evokes ctool city
functionalism - the 'seething incompletion' of vater, 'hard flower! of metal - a
'dream of righteous permanence! that resists 'Nixon's erat', 'copper pieties' that
contest deceit. As if in sympathy, Liberty seems 1o gesture her freedom, again
giving herself up to aif 'raising her arm/lofn, bold, as if saluting with her fizz?

The folloving five poems pursue this search for truth, meaning. In 'The

Corporal', Gunn recalls the soldier/lovers of Fighting Terms but each stanza ends

in death - uniform, balance, the poet's own 'passion and concern' - a kind of
Bitter moly, ‘ballets with symmetry of the flover'. 'Fever! presents, in a less
confused early draft393, a men 'like an allegorical figure of pursuit', souritig
into malice, watched by Gunn 'not as covert friend/but picturing roles reversed'.
He needs rest, not audience, repose not conquest. In 'The<Night Piece', such
stasis is again part of Nature, the dual exposure of 'The Bed', 'toward sleep like
fog, through fog like sleep'. 'Last Days at Teddington' finds such duality voth
nostalgic and yet fruitful. Garden meets:home —'how green it was indoors', "how
Sociable the garden was! — although such a compromise cannot last, house returns
to 'board and shelf', 'the garden fell back on itself'. Human and natural world
at last fully interact in 'All Ilight, Legs Pointed East!'. The poet is in bed,

yet simultaneously 'between two San Francisco hills', avaiting Spring, Tebirth,life-

'Like loosened soil that packs a grassy hééz
I f£ill it vholly, here, hungry for leaf! i
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The Geysers' turns this into myth, a search for godhead through I'ature. In

!Sleep by the Hot Spring'! garden is, again, 'bedroom, vhere we learn the air!',
Meteors echo 'starlit scelps' of geysers, man a simple reflection of landscape-as
was the misanthropos, but this is communal - 'vhat I am now has woken'!, Section 2,
'The Cool Stream', further mines this collective unconscious (made open), the
elegant snake that 'does not watch itself!, 'keen brown thrust! of 4win birds as

one, people — 'talking animals' - at play, achieving a‘hard learnt Tepose,

'For though we have invaded this glittering place
And broke the silences, yet we submit:
So vholly, that we are details of it'395

The third section, 'The Geyser!', traces the stream back to its source - as in his
earlier two works,dust and sunlight - 'heat from the sky, and from the rubkle of
stonest, In 'For Signs' flesh covered a moonscape, 'pitted with craters and with
empty seas'. Here 'moonland' is again at the centre 'tortured pocked and grey!',
nearness kills enchantment to reveal a 'searing column of steam from ash', such
naked pover is incomprehensible, Except, that is, as a parable of self, a myth -
matching 'fire at my centre, burning since my birfh/under the pleasant flesht,

. - - RN T Lo T - -
In 'Discourse from the Deck', a section unaccountably.excluded from the final !

b4

draft, Gunn comes %o a;ceptfbﬁfh the fragiiity of these naked,vulnerable bathers
and, more surprisingly, those 'predators and punks' who would present violence to
them, cool stream and geyser, love and vengeance. The poet strives to contain, to
control both tendencies within himself, just as America, similarly torn, appears

'As the globe turns, from high in outer space,

396

One great brave luminous green-gold meeting place! .
The synthesis of the final section, 'The Bath House'!', is thus prepared for. Again
~ at night, Gunn plunges into orgy, dope and heat, as couplets splinter into strange
new patterns. ‘'Uneasy change' leads him back to 'weight of a darker earlier air?,
through the birth of the stars, through the 'age of reptiles', through, as in
'Being Born', his own caesarian birth (from mother, from earth). Like 'The Goddess!
the poet surfaces through water. He meets his fellow dreamers. They move in like

scavengers, they'tear and twine! away the old existential, narcissistic self, they

reveal his degradation - 'I am raw meat! - and yet through it apotheosis, release-

'T am a god'. As in Moly, after the Fall comes the Redemption, godhead.
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'Three Songs' bring such mythologising brusquely back to earth. Short, sharp
exercises in creating a persona - baby ripped into life, hitch-hiker escaping from
home, derclict recapturing it through alcohol397 - they also gather together the
major themes of Part I bemedimom: inner and outer, a return to the nurturing earth,
*things are different inside Mother'. Those poems not reprinted from Songbook398
are also 'improvisations/inside a tume, like Positives celebrations of the every-
day; A Yew York cowboy, Rita 'turning a trick' for her pimp, Encolpius in turn
cat, lady and suburban man, dreaming gangbangs.are all evoked, not judged. Most
extraordinary ie 'The Spell', a return to folklore., A 'lucky son'!, Gunn recites
the magic formula 'that joins', walks in the sacred wood, Dispersing luck, he
rediscovers moly, 'the mind's reward/a life.gutted to gdld!', burnihg into sunlight.
Part 2 of Jack Straw's Castle discovers its own treasureg?9 "The Plunge!
makes 'diving down 'a rope of bubbles' metaphor-.(as in 'The Bathtfiouse!) for
rebirth through sexual orgy.-'a gliding/a moving with'.- Gunn resurfacing,
godlike, to teat the air'. !'Bringing to Light'’'digs still-deeper, brings back
fragments of 'ancient cities', prisons, lost memories. Such roots twine ever
downward, 'Babel reversed', to the centre, 'the debris of sorcery'. Achilles

merges vith his enemy Achelous, mother melts into lover, the heart of matter.-

'one figure that covers its face

nameless and inescapable'400.

This image is clearly sexual - 'the last the/first'cévern, dark and moist' - its
foundations earth, still separating. Close observation again yields treasure in
"Thomas Bewwick': like the misanthropos he 'loses himself in detaili...-reverts to
an earlier self!, like Odysseus he reaches for a 'milky flovwer', and process leads
to permanence, 'The History of British Birdng irestling' evokes 'the way ve
acquire knovwledge intuitively (as,for example an animal does)'4 s a direct study

of the creation of myth - 'continuous discourse/of angels's Narratives of 'sun

and moon/fire and beginnings' underlie language - and Cunn's later poetry - as

on a'palimpsest', a secret, half-obscured message, again brought by an angely for

'still, like a nhigh
window you never noticed
it lets in 1ight1403.

Such 'luminous discourse! continues into three evocations, through myth, of
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festival. 'The Outdoor Concert! leads on from 'The Fair in the Woods', such

fragile community still secret, 'at the edge/of the understanding', the dust of

mortality seemingly disconcerted 'as if it will never settle'. Dust is magically

comected with music, with fog into a 'luminous intersection/spread 2t the centre!
i ’

a spider metamorphosised into its own web, reality in the process of becoming myth-

'a god existing

404

only in its creation! .
'Saturnalia'., in turn, leads on from 'The Bath Ilouse' - godhead through sexual
orgy — the Romen festival of fertility turped to a celebration of 'Gay Lib'405,
sexual force (as in 'The Goddess') 'still rising still reshaping'. 'Outlaws in
majority' become as one, a 'muscled flood! of flesh,merging into savage unity,

the vhole body pulses
like an erection, blood

in the head and furious

with tenderness'406,

pan and community conflated. At such extreme experience, Gunn turns, as ever, to
classical myth, each separate, sharpened sense 'a zone of Eros'. 'Faustus
Triumphant' again brings myth up to date, restores tﬁe contemporary to the eternal,
a 'speed junky?OZelebrating the linked orgy of methedrine, spreading through his
Yody like a flame. He shares Faustus's pact vith the devil -~ 'I think there was

a bafgain made! - his self-deception - 'nor is Nature a lawyer'! - that such
pPleasures must not be paid for, and yet (sharing the ambivalence of the original
nyth, of Gunn's attitude to drugs) such insights are gloried in, the sunlight of

Moly spread inward, forbidden pleasures vhich lead to death yet illuminate itj

'T shall rejoice to
enter into him
Father
408

Nature, the Great Flame'.

tJack Straw's Castle' itself is framed by tvo voems that explore such locs,
such need further. 'Dolly' secms to comment back on Faustus, 'he's out to end his
choices/for good and doesn't realize it', and yet sympathises rather than judger,

the sweat of (self?) recognition, a baffled love for vhatever is crippled, lacks

freedom. 'An Amorous Debate! only dissolves into full orgy vhen 'Leather Kid'

accidentally, Narcissus like, kisses himself. Only then does animal turn fully
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to man, the 'hide under hide' lose the 'obduracy of leather', lars surrender fully

to Venus. 'Fleshly' lays the'pale river of her body'onto his, they melt together

*like the vay the Saone
409

joins the Rhone at Lyon' .

'‘Jack Straw's Castle' erccts such progress —the failure to give oneself trancformed
into the harmony of flesh- into a potent legend, Jack Straw is = representative4IO
. spirit vwho unites poet and reader in his self-doubt, last and most vulnerable of
Gunn's doppelgangers, both 'the haunting spirit and the haunted man'4II.

The poem starts from 'Human Condition' - man as a castle, made separate by
the fog of his individuality - to come to terms with his own insignificance, 'z
man of no account/visited only by visions'. Section I watches this from outside,
Jack Straw besieged in his castle - loneliness, fear, mortality - the one thing
fuily alive his breath in cold air, 'a beautiful fern'. Sunlight has yielded to
rain, illumination to the 'burning smell! of self<immélation - Odysseus, Faustus.-
and, in section 2, man has again regressed to pig, to gross sexuality. Jack Straw
relapses into dream, acid flashback, prophetic vision (from vwhich the poem is
never to fully release him). Section 3 first evokes.the cosiness of home - +the
sunlit 'square of floori, kittens equally snug in their box, 'a perfect fit' - and
thenr undermines it, rooms which open into darkness: and haunt his subconscious -

'Pirst as thin smoky lines, ghost of a door

Or lintel that develops like a print
412

Darkening into full embodiment'® -
their denizens similarly insubstantial, 'there alvays was too much of the phantom
to them!., Paranoia rolls in like fog: does such twisted reality suddenly emerge,
like the mushrooms - subterranean, nocturnal - discovered in 'Bringing to Light',
or has it been there all the time, unrecognised, 'hiding here all day?'.
The rest of the poem is gouged on the horns of this dilemma, gouged but

finally (miraculously) thrown clear. In section 4, 'sponsors' of such nightmare
appear, Charles Manson as exemplar of the sioned violence that disfigured hippy

. . 3 o i i 'the
visions like l'0oly, the Furies as classical avengers of such crimes of kinship,

dismembering of community.— their 'mad/puppety heads a metamorphosis of the boxec

kittens of 3 - the Gorgon Medusa their answver to Manson, turning all to stone.

Perhaps Jack Strav is cool enough to 'outstare her!. Section 5 shows otherise,
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Medusa awvaits, 'dazzle' of sunlight again transmuted into fire — 'hLair burning/in

its own gold' - stunned angel who presents not moly but the heart of darkness,

*the source of everything ... the same as nothing'. Jack is burnt up by such

orgy, such knowledge; he sinks back into darknese, vacancy,

to the cellars of 'Bringing to Light'413. The community of 'The Bath House' is

'my foundations', back

reversed, from adventurous to sinister, from illumination to degradation -

'ess there's a sound about me of many breathing

Light slap of foot on stone and rustle of body

Against body and stone'4I4.

'Wothing is visible' except a stone block, sticky with sacrificial blood, as
gruesomely everyday as thatl 'glossy chipped surface! in 'No Speech from the
Scaffold'. Jack's role is immaterial -~ priest and victim merely 'two limbs of the
same body'! - for this is 'the seat of needs', a symbolic cleansing sacrifice at the
very root of myth, 'ritual and ceremony' without which humanity vould 'tear apart
the life that feeds' it. Indeed Jack becomes, in imagination, all three ritual
possibilities— victim, priest and congregation; tortured, torturer and voyeur -

'T am the man on the rack.

I am the man who puts the man on the rack.

415

I am the man vho watches the man vho puts the man on the rack! .

Section 8 brings light but not enlightenment, the chamber once more"false and
quiet', this vision fled like a movie, 'a thought up film/which suddenly ceeses',
Jack is even more securely trapred in 'Little.Ease', his castle of bone, tpetrified
at my centre'., His quest for meaning - the misanthropos' 'long solitudet, the sad
captains' doomed heroism - succumbs to sad circularity,'I spin like a solitery star

Of all people, it is Charles MNanson Who brings release, his taunt that such
dreams reveal hidden, forbidden desires - 'death-seat or lust-sweat',--his literal
slaughters' - self-defeating. 'Something inside my head turns over', solitude
ends itself, for such dreams presuppose, and reflect, an external reality,

For if I brought all this stuff inside 216
There must be an outside to bring it from' = .

Such thought is 'a staircase leading upvard', tovards the rain that opened scction
I (cleansing nov), Menson banished 'clean gone'. In section 10, Jack vakes from

such dreams - having sleepralked from bed to kitchen-chair - to more fully
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encounter 'my ovn spectre', cold but unafraid, 'unshivering!. Self becomes the
castle that originally imprisoned it (grown into its ovn metaphor), the search for
identity is thus an ascent up 'a flight of/flint steps that leads novhere!, one's

vareness ruin S i i o .
ovn avaren a ruin set in air that plummets dovn to 'broken slabs'!, sunlight

'glinting over bone-chips which must

417

at one time have been castle!

The final section at last exorcises such demons. Jack is back safely 'in the

kitchen vith a beer', the dungeon escaped but unsettling ~ 'vhat laid these stones!
- self absorption at last fragmented because unearthed (1iterally) in nightmare.

'The castle is here, but not snug any more,

I'm loose, I rattle in its hollow core'418.

Hurricane quictens to rain, dream to dreamless sleep, self to otherness. 'Mere
contact is sufficient toucht', and - as earlier in !'Touch! - Jack vakes to encounter
a naked (male) lover, no longer phantom but tangible, uith 'sweet Taint swveat!,
Love is 'a hinge, 1t separates, but not too much', it brings dawn after real and
metaphorical darkness, it brings reality out of drgam, makes Teality a dream:”

'— Thick sweating flesh against which I lie curled -

419

With dreams like this, Jack's ready for the world! .
If Moly sought escape from the 'nightmare of beasthood','Jack Straw's Castle' seceks
instead to transcend it, yet not abandon such carnality; Self-immolation (as in
section 5) is a means to community, not the reverse. Vhatever the castle here
symbolises — self-concern, civilisation, the veking world - freedom comes from
outside it. Jack and his lover, 'bare and close/facing apart, but leaning ass to
ass!, escape it, again, for the air - 'calm and cool/as the green water of a
svimning pool!' — the fleshly transmutations, through myth, of !'The Geysers!,

Part 3 of Jack Straw's Castle atiempts:-to coms to terms with the poet’s ovn

particular roots —the London childhood of Positives, hippy experiments in San
420

Francisco.— the relation between man and Nature redeeming the nature of loss .

In 'putobiography', Gunn searches for 'the sniff of the realt, a 'potent air' first
- g "'

encountered ot seventeen, vhich can counteract such loss, a memory of 'inclusiont.

'Hampstead: the Horse Chestnut Trees! further protes MEmoOTy, its falsifications -

! in, not the life
Forms remain, 151

of detail or hue' °
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Tvin trees are memoriale of Gunn and brother Ander, but Spring, 'smell of leaf in
May', spreads forgetfulness, vood hearts 'preserve nothing'. Haturity brings not

enlightenment but stagnation, the beckoning 'sullen marsh' of adult limit, time

thardening tender green

to insensate 1umber'422.

The same progression, 'thick dazzle of bloom! to 'gnarled sleep'!, is traced in
- "Mhe Cherry Tree', the 'push of creation! rising up from hidden roots inio 1life

‘from the centre, to

bring vhat is not

423

from vhat is ... .
This results in miracle, ‘*a coat of babies!, but caring ceases vith loss: nemory
again fails, metamorphosis reverses itself, 'she knows nothing about babies!. Gunn
traces carefully such 'vreckages of trust!, the emotional vengeance of !The

424

Roadmap!' -~ a 'hardened innocence! ~ the demolition of the hippy dream in 'The
Idea of Trust'., Jim is as unremarkable as a lilac bush, but 'wild lilac/chokes
the garden', he violates the privacy of those supposedly beyond it, exposes
communal tolerance as an 'intimate conspiracy'. 'Behind the Mirror'! seeks new

ansvers. Gunn encounters the other only to find it is self, a mirror image -

17 and the reflected self seemed identical {wins

425

alike yet separate, two flovers from the same plant! -
the myth of l'arcissus an attempt to drown self avay, to escape ‘deep behind the
mirror', He seeks.a unity of water and earth - 'soft dark wave of soil' - these
tvin petals of light joined in moly, 'one flover/one waxy star; giving perfume,
unreflecting!. Cunn seeks an end to thought, an end to the analysis of mirrores.

Jack Straw's Castle bnds by attenpting a synthesis of . Nature and myth. In

"Mandrakes! flowers are themselves gods, ithdrawn 'like the Picte/into fireside

tales and rumour' but still potent, sinister - 'we can outvait you'. Conversely,

the' dég in-'Yoko!' aits all day for his master, a man for his God - 'my leader

looks on and expresses his approval!. - released to explore the sensuzl delirhts

of Nature, auturm in July. Such comfort is mutual, 'I stand ¥ith you braced
against the wind'.e In 'The felease', the poet himself becomes God, reassentling

the world in his mind, recreating a man, but releasing him back to self, frecdom -

'T must return to him as he was

426

a2 shimmering planet sheathed in its ovn air! N
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Jack Strav's Castle is part of a vider reconsideration by G of his vact
- ~ L}

the lost cellars of his youth., The Missed Beat427 resurrects seven earlier pocns
2

diamonds,from the rough, a recent bibliography428 brings to light juvenilia and an
essay 'My Life up to Now!, while Vorlds unearths 'My Suburban Muse'!, The Prelude
429

reset in Hampstead o« Poems like 'Adolescence! and 'Last Days in Teddington' are

430

'‘modest evocative fragments! that reveal a semi-rural childhood far removed
from the gritty realities of Positives., Most revealing of all is "My Cambricge!',
Gunn describing early friends and influences, most importantly the actor Tony
White. The poet had already experienced, in France, 'a revelation of physical and

spiritual freedom! vhich he erected into a guiding myth,a kind of Stendhalian poses

'Everyone pliays a part, vhether he knows it or not, so he might as well

deliberately design a part, or a series of parts, for himself'43I.

Man is left somewhere between undefined self and chosen part, the unachieved and
the achievtd, Whité helped Gunn develop this through existentialism, his own
dramatic pose 'a kind of athletic defiance of the Gods'., It is to the memory of

Tony White that Jack Straw's Castle is dedicated: he died unknown and in penury,

'He dropped out, cooly and deliberately, from the life of applauée,

S . . 432
having come to see hov the need for it complicates one's existence! 3 .

33

Indeed, the tlesing poem here is an elegy - for the poet's aunt in Kent4 ’
for White and for Gunn himself. Part I touchingly evokes the old woman in terms
of her garden - tightlv crammed against weeds, bergamot sveating like a lover,
'fiercely aflame! like sunlight, like molly. Nevertheless, autum.and. dissolution
beckon: she is 'too old now to/dig', fresh green boughs are redundant, nasturtium
is ;rusted'.'Gﬁnn.'can't accept! such dispersal into dust, flesh disintegrating
into 'an indiscriminate mulch, a/humus of no colour'. Part 2 moves from aunt
evoked to aunt remembered, Kent to Monterey, August to !'Qctober and high fog'.

Flesh is reborn from such compost - the Garden of the Gods - into blooms of moly,
£34

'firm/and everlasting petals'. The song 'Let it Be' becomes a profound messege,

the dead dispersed among the community of the living, 'one great garden vhich/ic

. . . e s s ‘s evor
alvays here!, an Elizabethan classicalism in which 1Shee is found, shee 1is

faire!'. Qumn has moved from using myth to define close personal restraints to,

the Teader's

through it, evoking life and society: developing a personal clarity, _
435

tfeeling of contact with an honest man ¥ho will never lie to me'
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70. The Sense of Movement p 56.

7I. Ibid p 58.
- 'the constitution of a
0o tazkes

72, See Dodsiorth p 207, again quoting Mounier, p 40

man made in order that he should choose can only be that of a being v}

. . - 1y
risks ... if you were sure, replies Kirfegaard, you would not be exactly

engaged in an action of an eternal order, you would be making a profitable

speculation’,.

73. The Sense of Movamant p I4.




14.
75.
76.

1.

780

19.

80.

8:[.

82,

83,

84.
85.

259.

Alan Bold, Thom Gunn and Ted lughes p 26,

My Sad Captains, I96I p 20,

Vé
Jean-Paul Sartre, L'3trc et le nfant: Fssai d'ontologie phenomenologicue
I A ’

Paris 1943, transl. by Hazel Barnes as Being and Nothingness (¥ew York:

Philosophical Library, 1956, London I1957), introduction by Mary Varnock.,

Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique de la raison dialectigue. Paris 1960,

L'etre et le neant pp3I0-364, Barnes pp259-65, Cf Dodsworth p 206.

See, for example, Barnes p 5I0, 'one may recall ... the innumerable host of
meanings vhich are independent of my choice and which I discover if I live

in a city!'.

See, particularly, the section'Le Corps',''%he f1gsh is the pure contingency

of presence' (Barnes p 343).

The Sense of lovement p 28, Neil Powell has savaged this poem for its

unreality, Carpenters of Light p 34, but all of Gunn's early poems are

the same, emblems rather than simple reports.

Ibid p 29. This nightmare vision is deepened in 'Elegy on the Dust?',
resolved in 'The G&rden of the Gods'.

Barnes p 400, typical of Sartre's excited (though hardly exciting) languagc,

even in translation.

Tre Sense of Movement p 37.

Mary Warnock, introduction to Being and Nothingness, transl. Barnes, 1969

ed. p xvii.

86, 'Thom Gunn writes', Poetry Book Society Bulletin 54 (September 1967). Cf

87_0

88.

Frederick Grubbts "Thom Gunn, the Poet as Peacetime Conscript' in =

AiVision of Reality 1965 p(202-2I3, vhich emphasises the same heritage.

See the cover of the gramophone record Thom Gunn reading On the Move (Marvell

Press) Hessle 1962, in which Gunn, propped against a Californian road sign,
waits to hitch a ride looking much like the hoodlum in Market at Turk'. In-
Peter Abramouitsch's photographs for the anthology Yorlds, ed.. Geoffrey
Summerfield, Harmondsworth I974 pp 60, 63-73 the motorcycle boots, jeans and
tatoos remain, Gunn's beard, long hair and the rock music posters in his
apartmznt .testimony to the new enthmsiasms of Moly. It is interesting to
compare the photographs, in the same volume, of Seamus Heaney — %ith his
family in rural Ireland, walking, fishing, being searched by a soldier -

and Ted Hughes, who chooses not himself but the brooding Yorkshire landscape.

Again significantly, photographs of Geoffrey Hill (1ike reacings;by kin)~

are few and uncomfortable.

Sce Bold p I7.



89.

90.

91.

92.
93.

94.

95.
96.

97.

98.

99.
I00.
I0I.
I02.
103.

104.

105,

260,

The Sense of llovement p I8,

Gunn vas taught by Yinters at Stanford, and told Tan Hamilton that 'I found
him a very impressive man and I spent about the first three months arguing
with him all the time. I think he has been good for me in many veys'. It*vas
Cat Winters' ceminar class that Gunn, Donald Hall and Alan Stephens began

their experiments with syllabics, recounted by Vinters in Forms of Discovrry

Denver 1967 (though, paradoxically, he is sceptical about the results).

John Press took this as the title of his sensitive study of post-war Fnglish
verse, Rule and Fnergy, 1963, dealitg, among others, with Gunn himself (pr
191-201.

The Sense of Movement p 44.

Ibid p 47, Cf the 'hard ornaments' of''Inm Praise of Cities', the 'dandy's

affectation' of 'The Beaters!,

Market and Turk are two street< in San Francisco. Bold puts the case against
this poem vith vhat is either perception or crassness (I lean towards the
1atter) but there is a certain point to his diatribe - 'He has a knife vhich
will presumably be used (once Gunn has done with the subject) on the human

flesh of another human being' (Thom Gunn and Ted Hughes p 30).

The Sense of Movement p 50.

Cf 'Jesus and his Mother' for the same situation between mother and child,

'You, who had been hers, were not any more'.

The Sense of MNovement p 48. The ritual violence of Shakespeare's play, even

thdugh 'no golden hairs are there, no bleeding count', continues into the
following poem, 'The Separation' (a variant on the same theme of 'obstacles

to love') with its chilling final line 'vhat dead charge do I pull upon my

breast?.

Neil Powell argues that this unnamed novel is Stendhal's Le Rouge et le ¥oir

Paris I830 (Carpenters of Light p 37).

The Sense of Movcem=nt p 24.

Ibid p 5I.
Ibid p 5I.
Dodsworth p 199.

The Sense of Novement p I7.

~orks ed. H.¥.Garrod, Oxford

John Keats, '0Ode on a Grecian Urn', Poetical

1956, fp 209-I0. Myth and history are deliborately confused - 'vhat men or
gods are these,

See notes 2-4,



106.
I07.
108.
109.
I10.

IIT.

I12.

I13.

114,

I15.

116,

IT7.

118,

I19.
I20.

I2T,

I22,
I23.

I24,

261,

Ly Sad Captains London (Faber) I96I.

Anthony Thwaite, Spectator, I September ¥96I, p 298.
Al Alvarez, Observer, IO September 1961, p 24.

AE.Dyson, Critical Quarterly III (Vinter I96I) p 379.

Frank Kermode, New, Statesman, 6 October I96I, pp479-80.

Pierre Corneille, Cinna (first performed I64I) — 'T am this and desire to
be it's The play describes a tyrant who pardons those vho plot against him.
Troilus and Cressida Act III Scene 2. Shakespeairec's play also directly

influenced 'The Yound'. Here Troilus complains to Cressida atout the

‘monstruosity in love', an interest in will and limit shared by Gunn,

The poem's title is also that of Book XI of the Odyssey, ih wvhich Tiresias

is summoned to make his prophecies.

My Sad Captains p 26. Cf the redcoat soldier's ‘bloody vound'. another

discriminate gift, in 'Incident on a Journey!'.

Cf. Rieu's translation (Harmonds:worth I946, p I74) 'as for your om end,
Death vwill come to you out of the sea, Death in its gentlesi guise?,
Tennyson's fine poem 'Ulysses' also describes this second odyssey into

death and the dark (Poems and Plays ed Varren, I965 pF89—90).

My Sad Captains p 26.

Cf. 'I have have reached a time when words no longer help' and the climb

to new mountains of experience in 'For a Birthday!'.

Mzggad Captains p I6. Cf the doppelganger of 'The Secret Sharer', the

similar decaying landscape of earlier poems like 'Looking Glasst'or'In Praise
of Cities'., Significantly, this is the only of Gunn's poems to be included

in George Macbeth's anthology The Penguin Book of Sick Verse, Harmonds.orth

1963 (though Gunn can chill as effectively as any post—:ar poet).

2

Ibid p 18, " . R . : , : R R
Tbid p I9. Circularity recurs, sleeplessness transformed into nightmare.

Ibid p I3. The persecutor of the Christians, Saul, became their foremost
evengelist through a divine revelation on the road to Tamascus, Acts of

the Apostles Chapter 9. Ananias restored his sight and converted him.

Cf. the false comfort of '"The Book of the Dead'.

My Sad Captains p I4.

Being and Nothingness (trensl. Barncs) p II, 2I. In Sartre's system,

nothingness separates consciousncss from the world of things. Bdld;(p 37)

draws a comparison uwith Rochester's g= .'Upon Nothing!'.



I25.

126,

I27.

128.

I29.

T30.
I3T1.

132,

1330
134.

I35,
136,

137.
138,
139.

I40.,

141,

262,

My Sad Captains p I5.

Cf. the vlants of '"The Unsettled lotoreyclist's Vision of his ﬁeath'

which similarly 'multiply in ignorance!, 'Ignorance' is the opvosite of

~ hard-won human consciousness.

My Sad Capteins p I5. The whole poem is a startling fusion; .miqué to

Gunn, of passion and absiract philosophy.

Cf. 'Carnal Knovledge', 'Lofty in the Palais de Dance'. The poem vas
originally entitled 'With Good Humour' Paris Review 25 (Summer I1961) p 52.

For a full account of the I944 bomb plot see CTonstantiné Fitzgibbon, To

Kill Hitler, L6ridon I972. Brutus, earlier described in 'Vox Hunana', —as

the archetype of the judicial murder of a tyrant - Julius Caesar — but
there may be an ironic contrast betweenStauffentcrg, 'honour personified!,

and Brutus, Antony's 'honourable man' (Julius Caesar Act III, Scene II).

My Sad Captains p 33.

Tbid p 22.

Ibid p 27. Gunn himself glosses both 'byrnies! and 'nicker' in the
'Acknowledgments', this use of Anglo-Saxon suggesting that the 'heroes!' are

Saxon invaders of Fritain in the process of making a nation.

Ibid p 28.

Tbid p 32. This interest in natur2l metamorphosis is to be a keynote of
later poems, based on a new delicacy of description.

Ibid p 32.

This epigram, together with 'Readings in French' and tvo uncollected

stanzas on Saint-Beuve and Stendhal, originaily appeared as 'Notes on the
French', Critical Guarterly I (Autumn I959) p 207. Only Sartre and Fleubert

survive Gunn's disdain, but this could be a revulsian against the poet's

otn heroes vhile living in Paris,and attempting to write a Proustian novel

when not working on the Metro, before he went to Cambridge. (Bold p 9).

Thom Gunr reading On the love., See note 87.

My Sad Captains p 25.

Thom Gunn reading On the llove, sleevenoiza

F. Scott Fitzg=rald, The Last Tyc:on, New York I94I. Cf. Kenneth Koch's

poem 'Fresh Air', The New American Poetry, ed. Donald Allen, 1960 pp229-23c.

See Roy Fuller's lecture on syllabics in QOwls and Artificers, I971.

Also see Powell p 4I-2 for a spoof on Gunn's usc of the form by Alan

Stephens, (i:ho experimented in this form himself =ith Gunn and Donald Hall

at Stanford).



I42.

143.

144.
145.
146.
147,

148.

149.

I50.

ISI.
I52.

I53.

I54.
155,

156,

263,
For an interesting discussion of Gunn's syllabic verse see Powell pp39-44
The poem was originally titled 'aking in a Newly Built House, Qakland', in
Listen II 4, Spring I956, pr2—3, a clearer statement of geogcraphical
displacement (a subsequent pamphlet was indeed entitled A Georraphy).

Powell p 471,

My Sad Captains p 37.

The Sense of Movement p 55.

First seen in 'The Byrnies' and 'The Value of Gold', later extended into

a couterpart of myth itself in Moly, most beautifully the poem 'Sunlight'.

My Sad Captains p 43. This poem vas originally published as 'Bonheur -

effects of mescalin', and its present title, French for 'The Test' again
seems to refer to the 'Acid Tests' of the time, carried out in California
in the middle 1960s, when LSD was still legal. The use of mescalin is

discussed by Simone de Beauvoir in The Prime of Life, describing Sartre's

experiments with the drug shortly before writing La Nausée, an earlier case
of existentialism yielding to psychedelics., Gunn is to expand these insight:
in Moly. Incidentally, I sometimes wonder how many of those critics who so
glibly discuss Gunn's use of psychedelic drugs have actually taken LSD

themselves ~ 7

My Sad Captains p 43.

bodsworth (p 2I3-4) defines 'immanence' as 'the tree's quality of fulfilling
or having fulfilled intrinsic purposes which do not connect with our world
att all*(p 213), 'rosy' because also salutary, promising a new consciousness.
Submission, the definition of 'tone', and definition, the submission to the
tree's'immancence', are brought together in 'the quality of action, of

guiding, of swaying, the reader! (p 214) .vhich informs Gunn's best poetry.

My Sed Captains p 38.

My Sad Captains p 48.

Compare the man in the cabin controlling the machine, skull directing an

tenormous throbbing body',with'L'Epreuve', the poet directing the 'thick

and ‘singular spy' of his unéonscious body from. the.
limits lead to fullness.,

thovering planet' of
his conscious minds Once again,

My Sad €Captains p 42.

My Sad Captains p 50. ¢f 'The Byrnies' or even the motorcyclists of 'On

the Move', noble savages, progenitors and ancestors.

termit-

Rastignac is taken from Balzac's Comedie Humaine, where he appears in

tently, his dbming to maturity described in Pere Goriot (Paris 1834).
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158.

I59.

160.

161.

162,

163.
164.

165.
166,

264,

My Sad Captains p 45.

The quotation marks here indicate-that this is the tattooisti's vorking name
b

both slightly pathetic and yet a bold piece of self-advertisement,

My Sad Captains p 5I.

My Sad Captains p 5I. Cf Antony and Cleopatra Act III, Scene xiii, I83-5,

'Let's have one other gaudy night: call to me

All my sad captains, fill our bovls: once more

Let's mock the midnight bell!.
'Sad' means 'steadfast' as well as 'melancholy' and these two meanings
interract. This poem is obviously important to Gunn - it is the first
after which he names a whole collection - and has been the cause of great
critical arguments A.E.Dyson found it 'equal(to)anything he has given us

before' and 'very moving', Critical Quarterly TII 4, Vinter I96I, p 379,

ﬁbereas Neil Powell finds it 'ill-judged' (p 59) prosaic, its train of
thought petering out half way, and yet also describes it as 'oue of Gunn's

most successful poems' (p 42)%
Letter by‘Gunn; quoted Bold p 44.

Positives, London (Faber) I966, Chicago (University of Chicago Press) 1966,
Verses by Thom Gunn, photographs by Ander Gunn. This title is both a pun
on photographic negatives, here reversed through poetry, and testimony to

a nevly 'positive' approach by Gunn to the unheroic.
Cyril Connolly, Sunday Times, 27 November 1966, p 53.

Cf. an earlier collaboration between poet and photographer, B.S.Jobnson and

Julia Oman, Street Children, London 1964, Johnson's preface is illuminating

"Phis book is about children growing up ... learning about the feel
and appearance of physical textures ... and then, having accepted
their surroundings, learning that relationships with other children,
with other people are what matters most ... the text attempts to
compliment the visual, adding the dimension of time to the static
moment fixed by the camera'.

Street Children is more limited than Positives, confined to children and
speeches placed on the page

urban squalor, though it is more experimental,
to coincide with their mekzrs, thought divided typographically into svoken,

gonscious and subconscious. It may well have influenced the later projcct.

¥illiam Hunt, in Poctry Review III, March 1968, pp405-T.

Gunn expressed his admiration of this poet direct in 't'illianm Carlos

¥illiams', Encounter XXV (July 1965) pf67-T4; praising both his''love for
world! and his rejection of the trituals of the:past'. Gunn

e, rather than destroy, the
dly similar course to his

the external

himself vas to develop the first but redefin
second, Gunn's critical vork follo.s a marke
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poetry, from the hard-line early reviews for the London M:crozine and the

Spectator to the more inclusive tolerance of work for Poetry éhicago and The

Yale Review, an Englishman in America, to longer, more unified, accounts of

favourite uriters,'positive' indeed. As well as Williams, Gunn has written
well on Gary Snyder, his vork an 'art of discovery' in itself, a 'poetry of
feeling exquisitely defined by its objects' (Listener, 2 May 1968 P 517),

the 'plain style'of Iulke Greville,and the ballad tradition located both in
modern pop music and the poetry of Thomas Hardy —a rich native source which,

like the classical tradition, has been constantly draim on as a ‘'‘means of

‘reneval' (Agenda X, summer 1972, p32).See also'The Poetry of Thom Gunnip2I-5.

1677 .

168,
169.
I70.
I71.
I72.

I73.

I74.
I75.
176.

177.

178.
179.

180,

Positives p 6. The water is both cooling in the cold air and cooling the

wvarm young body, the.'tepid!-versé ‘criticised by the Times Literary Suvplem~

ent (I9 January 1967, p 48) but so integral to the whole collection. Like
many poems in Positives there is no concluding full-stop, the verse instead

set in a continuing, and continuous, present, the preserve of legend.

Cf '"The Book of the Dead! for the same kind of laboured conceit.

Positives p IO.
Positives p I0. The end of Positives is itself a 'painful conclusion’.
Positives p I2.
Positives p I6.

Positives p I8. If these 'black hairy legs' velong to the bees, the analogy

is strained, if they belong to the girls it reduces the poem to farce,
Positives p 20. Another heroic gesture, again part of 'fighting terms'.
Positives p 22, Cf. 'At the Centre', itself one of the central poems of Moly.

This is presumably ironic, as all the photographs are set in London. The
mid-sixties were, of course, the heyday of the Beatles and their Liverpudlian
follovers.- Gunn, vho earlier wrote a poey .to Elvis Presley and later
dedicated one to the Jefferson Airplane, could hardly ignore them. His own
criticism of Tock music has been unsurprisingly tolerant and clear-minded,
notably 'The New Music', Listener, 2 May 1967, pgI29-30.

Positives p 24. True to its musical structure and notation, the final bar -

'the music has started' - is a recapitulation of the first-'the music starts':

Positives p 30.
. _ /3 s U
with the similar alternation here, 'It is a lam:nt, and then/it is not

Positives p 28. The poem alternates rhythmically between lines of three and

The 'sclf-regarding rider' captures

eight syllables, action and thought.
which the photograph cclebrate®.

well the narcissism of the 'mod' movement
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182,

183,

1840
185,

:[86C

187.
1880

189.

190.

I9I.

132,

193.
194.

I95.
196.
197.
I198.

199.

266,

Positives p 34. It is Gunn's peculiar ability to abstract moral beauty
from the tawdry and second-rate — the fairground here, the working man's

club of 'It isva lament', the bar-room jukebox of 'Elvis Presley!.

Positives p 38. The photograph here, a bizarre picture of a large lady

‘with a heavy shopping basket perched on her head, has little direfit

connection with the poem which supposedly describes it!

Positives p 42, entitled 'Canning Town' in Poems I950-1966: A Selection,

London (Faber) I969, itself superseded by a second vinnowing of his own

work by Gunn, Selected Poems 1950-75, London (Faber) 1979, vhich omits

any poetry from Positives at all (though it reprints'Misanthropos' in full)
Positives p 44.

Positives p 46. 'Lebensraum' is German for 'living space', the phrase

with which Hitler justified his territorial incursions.

Positives p 50, This poem is clearly set in the East End, as carefully
placed as the Marble Arch Odeon in ‘Like a cliff', the City in 'Money is
a form of dirtt', Knightsbridge in 'You have no idea' and the Thames in

‘e feels a breeze', all part of the geography of legend.

Positives p 52, entitled !'The Left Handed Irishman' in Poems I950-1966.

Positives p 54. The sense of weight is increased by the stodgy length and

heavy syntax of the concluding éentence.
Positives p 58.

Positives p 60.

Positives p 66. Compare the watcher in 'The Corridor’', challenged by the

scene he thought he had mastered. The man here is too 0ld for such hope.

Positives p 68. The underlying conceit is that the the face is its ovn

book, 'memoirs of the body' written 6n flesh itself,

Positives p 68.

This mingling of plant, animal and human 1ife is enlarged on - Gunn's ovh
Yaste Land - in 'Elegy on the Dust' and 'The Garden of the Gods', the
boneyard, containing remnants of-the past, intimations.of the futures
Positives p T6.
This is to be more clearly faced in 'Confessions of the Life Artist'.
Positives p 78, entitled 'The 0ld Foman' in Pocms 1950-66.

ections with this final photograph, -

'Snovwfall'! in Touch has close conn
though it is too prolix, too descriptive to hav: been intended for
inglusion in Positives itself.

Zutobiographical note written for Faber by Gunn, quoted Bold p T7.
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20I.

202.

203.
204.
205,
206,
207.

208.

209.

210.

211,

212,

2I3.

214,
2I5.

216,

267-

See Gunn's autobiographical fragment 'My Suburban Muse', Yorlds, ed, ¢

Summerfield, Harmondsworth 1974 pp58-62. Gunn was born in Gravesend, but

spent most of his adolescence in Hampstead, attending University College

School. The poem'Autobiography' evokes this period well (Yorlds p 62).

John Carey, New Stetesman, 23 December 1966, pr941-2,

Touch London (Faber) I967, Chicago (University of Chicago Press) I967.
Cf. the uncollected poem 'A Crab', London Masazine N.S., I. February 1962

p 6-7, in which even a sexual parasite becomes 'part of our touch!'.

Julian Symons, New Statesman, I3 October 1967, p 476.

Martin Dodsworth, Review I8 (April I968) pr46-61.
Ronald Hayman, Encounter 3I (July I968) p 72.
Stephen Spender, Observer (quoted on the dust jocket of Positives).

Poetry Book §ociety Bulletin 54, September I967.

Touch p 27« To meke clear that this is a dramatic monologue, not personal
revelation, Gunn has enclosed the poem in quotation marks - elsevhere he has
written that the Life Artist (vho owes much to Thomas Kann's epic novel

Joseph und seine Bruder, £933-43) attains self-control at the expense of

tcertain lacks of feeling and spontaneity’.
Touch p I8 Cf Merlin imprisoned in the Rock in 'Merliin in the Cave'.

This may well be an ironic reference to St Matthew VI 25-34 - 'Behold the
forls of the air, for they sow not, neither do they reap ... coiisider the

lilies of the field, how they grow, they toil not, neither do they spin'.

Touch p I9.

The earlier fuller version, containing extra sections after II and VII and

a different version of VII, appears in A Geography, Iowa City (Stone ¥all
Press) 1966 — along vwith the November issue of Poetry Chicago ef the same

year most of Touch was included (the major exception, 'Misanthropos’, first

performed in March 1965, first appeared in Encounter 25 (August 1965)prI9-25.

As in the earlier 'Vox Humana', this choosing is put deliberately in the

passi¥e tense: one is chosen by self-determination, and the only conscious

decision is wvhether to accede.

Touch p I9.

)  ionS.
This kind of exclusiveness is also true, of course, of many religio

Touch p I9. Gunn here scems to agree with those critics who discerned an

incipient fascism in his early work, his ijdentification with the ¥ill -

see The Penguin Book of Contemporary Verse <ed K.Allott, Harmondsworth, 2nd

ed 1962, p 374.
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* 218.

219,

220,

221,

222,
223,

224,

268,

Touch p 20. Cf. the 'dog generations' that few others can 'breed to train!

in 'To Yvor Winters, 1955!,
Touch p 20.  These 'bee~stung lips' are echoed in the 'beehive! hair of VII

This recalls two .of Gunn's most extraordinary poems, both uncollected,

'Interrogated to Interrogator' (London Magazind VI, March 1958) p II) and

‘Knowledge! (Observer, 24 September 1961, p 28), both of vhich examine the
close ties of affection between torturer and tortured, as in 'The Beaters!'.
In the first poem the tvo are 'committed to each other thus! and willt'nevcer
be other than accomplices', the roles startlingly reversed, circular,

'I cleave to this alone: to the light bunched

On the holster where the gun lies loose, unused.

To you,my prisoner, my interrogated’.
In the second, the vorst aspect of the torturers is the 'yearning look with
vhich they gazed into their victimds faces': in such extremities

'Yeo.at times the pain of searching eyes

Met, wavered, fixed, and for an incredible slow

Moment of moments seemed to understand!t.

Touch p 2I.

As in Positives, again a photograph releases strong feeling in the poet. It
is interesting to compare this poem with Geoffrey Hill's 'September Song',

the same theme arcane, tightly reigned by Hill, simply stated by Gunn.

A Geography, Towa City raec,

€f. the rubble in which the old lady roots in Positives,'Flegy on the Dust'.

Touch p 22. Gunn comes increasingly to face such utter negation direct -
"What is important is not so much the perception of absurdity ... as
how one conducts oneself after making that perception ... to live
with that sickness, fully acknowledging it, and accepting it as the

basis of our actions!

Selected Poems of Fulke Greville, ed Gunn, London 1968, p 32.

225,

226,

7.

Touch p 24. In A Ceogravhy this poem is enclosed in quotation marks to
As th poem is

emphasise that it is a persona, not Gunn, vho is speaking.

set in the past tense, presumably the man's uncertainty has since ended.

Touch p 25. The poem is similar in style to Positives, similar in theme to

the uncollected '0ld Man in the Britannia' (Poetry Chicago I09, November 1966,

p 70) in vhich an old man watches the 'leisurely dignity' of three horses
which :cave through the croided street, seeing an analogy for himself,
'and people bear with me
like wvheele@ traffic that

make way for horsemen'. .
€f '"The Corridor', the old man in 'The pigeon lifts' in Pesitives.



269,

228, Touch p 55. Cf the crumbling warehouse of 'In watchful community', the

unseen bird in 'The pigeon lifts, a few feet', both in Positives,

229. Touch p 56, the old-mam's laconic explanation - 'What's there to do on

Sundays? Sooner do this than booze' - is only a partial reply.
230, Touch p I3.

231, Touch p I3. Gunn vas later wary of this poem, seeing its celebration of
pure instinct as 'ultimately self-protective and predatory ... it defeats
the exercise of sympathy as much as the over self-consciousness of the

Life Artist?,

232, Touch p 52. The Tank is a punishment cell to be found in some American
jails, and as such ties up with earlier images of imprisonment in Gunn's

workg Merlin in his cave, 'La Prisonniere!, 'Legal Reform'.

233, Touch p 23. Historical time in this poem is deliberately muddled, the
medieval executicner vho works in a modern vwarehouse, the formica block.
The theme of condemned men as metaphor for all doomed humanity is common in

existentialism, cf. Camus's L'BEtranger, Paris I942.

234, Touch p I6. As in 'Before the Carnivel', the poem derives from a painting,

here Chuck Arnett's 'Bravery', whose implications are teased out by Gunn,

235, The figure, and general gothic atmosphere, can be compared to those earlier

self-images in 'The Secret Sharer' and 'The Monster'.
236, Touch p 5I. Such merging is to achieve prominence in Moly.

237. Touch p 5I. Cf the face, distorted in a pierglass, in 'The Corridor', acain
possibly a reflection of self, also compare John Donne's poem 'The Good
Morrow' line IS5, 'My face in thine eye, thine in mine appears!', Poetical

Yorks, ed. H. Grierson, London I933.

238, Touch p 27. Patina is the incrustation, through age and disuse, vhich forms

on antiques. As with Auden's tender lyrics, ~hether this poem is addressed

to a woman or, as is more likely, a man is quite immaterialj its application

is general.

239. Touch p 27. Just how far Gunn has come is revealed by comparison with

'Carnal Knowledge', also about two lovers sharing a bed, but in conflict

not harmony, a basic incomprehension made no clearer by sexual knowledge.

1]
240. Like the Godcess, the soldier is cast up by the sea 'vhole through foam’,

a metaphorical Aphrodite (at this point Gunn vas keeping his classical

i tisanthropo
learning obligue, most strikingly in the gradual metamorphosis offnisar *

241, Touch p 28. Echoes abound, the soldier reminiscent of his counterpart in
tgreasy' like Lazarus, +“ho

'Incident on a Journey', his body scattered,
grected

. s i who
rejected such a resurrection, confronting the dark like Julian,

its 'simpler! outlrage.



242,

243.
244.

245.

246,

247.
248.

249,

250.

251,

252,

253.
254 .

270.

Touch p 54. In a hidden pun, sunbeams in Pierce Street 'pierce where they
end'., Cf earlier disembodied art, the 'mural scratched there by an earlier
man in 'Incident on a Journey', the darkened painting in'Senta Maria del

Popolo'. As in Fighting Terms, heroes are 'soldiers! of the imagination,

Touch p I4. Cf the mastering eye of 'L'Epreuve!,

These lovers are both Antony and Cleopatra - the poem's original epigram

was 'kingdoms and provinces', Antony and Cleopatra Act III Scene X - and

those Vagnerian favourites, much exercised at Bayreuth, Tristan and Isolde.
Cf the uncollected poem 'Das Liebesleben' (Encounier XVI, March I96I, p 5)
where these lovers are revarded with 'the ultimate in orgasms (death)', yet

tlove involves things neither Tris-

iran nor you could ever do:

such as vashing the dishes'.

Rarely has Gunn plunged into such abject banality, such line-splitting.

Touch p I5. Part of Gunn's continuing interest is the interactisi: between

decay and resistance, as in Positives 22, 6r 'The Produce District'.

Touch p 50. Cf the last photograph, a snowscene, in Positives, the snow

under which Claus Von Stauffenberg falls, the 'Polish snow' of "Misanthropos!

Touch p 50.

Touch p 58. Cf ¥W.B.Yeats'Among School Children', Collectd4d Poems 2nd ed,

1950, p 245, essence &nd expression, dance and dancer, Platonic ideal -
10 chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossomer,

Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole?!'.

Touch p 58.

Misanthropos!' vas originally a radio play for two voices, narrator (I-v,. "
XII-XV, XVII) and ‘last man' (vi-x1, XVI) first performed on the BBC Third

Programme. &

See The Poetry of Thom Gunn and Bold p 80-86. The whole vork is carefully

balanced and varied. For example, VII is in syllabics and pararhymes,

fitting its conversational tone and lack of sudden emphasis, vhile VI and

VIII are written in full rhymes and iambics and, in turn, V and IX are again

syllabics. VII is comparatively loose, VIIT is almost perversely artificial.

Touch p 29. Cf the valkers 'devouring each detail, from leaf to dirt' in

'Back to Life!.

Cf the birds in 'On the Move', also keeping movement.

Touch p 29. Cf Shakespeare's Timon of Athens, a misanthrope vho also lives

. . the
apart from men, and ¥ho is buried, unrcdesmed, on the sea shore near b

rhythms of the ocean.



271.

255. Gunn here is closer to the use of this device in Jzcobean tragedy - as in

Act V of Vebster's Juchess of 11alfi - than its more normal employment in

Elizabethan pastoral, as in Sydney's 'REcho’.

256. Touch p 30. Cf. Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, vhich remains a massive, if

hidden, influence on the poem, not only Crusoe's listening to his own echo
for companionship but the same isolation, self-reliance and the coming of

other men (albeit hostile cannibals not redeemed survivors) just vhen least
expected. Crusoe also uses retirement to aid reflection, memory to furnish

desire.
257. Touch p 30. The echo fulfils the role of classical oracle, foretelling doom.

258. Moly p 47. The style of the first tvo sections develops that of My Sad
Captains, that of the last two prefigures Moly.

259. Touch p 3I, a phrase adapted to describe Gumm himself in the relevant
chapter of P.R.King's Nine Contemporary Poets, London I979.

260, Touch p 3I. Cf earlier uniforms, the 'khaki man' of 'Lofty in the Palais de

Danse'y, the 'svarthy' compactness of 'Innocence!',

26I., Touch p 32. The moon has alvays been a symbol for the permanent, the non-

human, as in 'A Village Edmund'!, 'and she stared at the pale intolerable moon

262, Touch p 33, 'Considering the Snail' is an earlier tracing of the same path,

tdrenched there with purpose’'.

263, Touch p 33. Abstract merges with particular - later the tribe 'file past

my mind' - a trope which is to damage some of Gunn's later work.
264. Touch p 29. This is ambiguous - is hatred channeled towards or avay.

265. My Sad Captains p 47. 'Adolescence! partially. prefigures 'Misanthropos'.

266, Touch p 34. The sun reappears, metaphorically, in XV, in Moly.
267. Touch p 34. The refrain measures the mood of the poeme

268, Fighting Terms p 37. The speaker of 'Incident on a Journey' is also on the

run, though from vhat is not made clear, he too is defined by a visione

 269. Touch p 35. For this 'indecision/a hunger in the senses' cf 'Vox Humana'.

270. Touch p 36. Gunn again adapts classical myth to fuel his o'n legend, the

wood metzmorphosised as 'dryads reposing in the bark's hard surface'.

+ith, then

271, My Sad Captains p I5 - 'Misanthropos' first comes to terms
A‘Iothing ',

transcends, the metaphysical horrors of 'The Anmihilatiom of !

272, Touch p 36. Once again, as in 'Bravery', the vorld is merely a mirror,

other people the doppelgangers of self,

213. Cf King Lear Act III, Scene IV, Edgar's prose speech to Lear on the heath

made in the guise of Poor Tom, emphasising this duplicity,



212,

rore gloves
in my cap; served the lust of my mistress's heart, and did the act of

'A serving-man, proud in heart and mind; that curled my hair;

darkness with herj swvore as many oaths as I spake words, and broke them in
the sveet face of heaven: one that slept in the contriving of lust, and
wgked to do it'.

Gunn turns prose into verse, much as Shakespeare did himself with his owm

sources., Lear's heath has affinities with the last man's 'final hill?.

274, Touchk p 37, itself entitled 'Memoirs of the Yorld' in Poems I950-66,

275
276.

217,
278.

219.
280,

281.

282,

283,

284,

285,

286,
287,

288,

This is the title of poem X given, again, in Poems I950-66.

Touch p 38. Cf the paralysis of'Merlin in the Cave', or the uncollected

'The Paraphlegic lying on his back' (London Magazine II, July I1955,p I3-I4),

tFor a mind is paralysed to stone
without a ready consciousness
That value does not drop like manna

But is wrenched from what is valueless!,
Touch p 38, The stars of 'My Sad Captains', 'Blackie, the electric Rembrand%
Touch p 39. Cf Macbeth Act V Scene VI, life 'a tale/told by an idiot, full
of sound and fury/signifying nothing',
Touch p 39.

Cf 'Lebensraum', from Positives, vhere the man must run into the open wmtil

*the bacillus of despair is/rendered harmless/isolated and frozen over'.

Touch p 40. Anton Schmidt is very similar to another kind of new, caring
hero for Gunn, Claus von Stauffenberg, another Nazi victim, also dying in

the shiow, his morality running counter to the madness of the time.

Touch pf4I-2. Again a Shakespearian parallel immediately suggests it{self,
Hamlet Act V Scene I, 'may not imagination trace the noble dust of Alexander
till he find it stopping a bung-hole'. Gunn makes such dust, as vell as

that of the Anglican burial service, uncomfortably real.

Cf Yeatsd 'The Circus Animal's Tesertion! (Collected Poems Y950 p 391—2),

'T must lie down where all the ladders start,

In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart?.

Touch p 42. The guilt of IX is at last assuaged.
£ tsaviour' vould be quite

Touch p 42. Any Christian interpretation o
for all his mythologising.

inappropriatej Gunn remains fully agnostic,

Touch p 43. The waking dream of X has been routed.

Touch p 43. The 'dense thicket! of I is now a tthicket of time', concrete

again yielding to abstract,.

wta2ins'.
Touch p 43. Cf the ‘nebulae' of X, the orbiting heroes of 'My Sad Captains



289.
290,
291.

292.

293.
294.
295.

296.
297.
298,
299.
3C0.
30I.
302,

303.

304.
305,
306,

307.

308.
309.

310,

273.
Touch p 44.
Touch p 46. Cf X, the 'blurred outline! of the intruder.
Cf King Lear Act IITI, Scene IV, 'poor naked vretches'y, man reduced to basics,
Touch p 46, In 'The Vound! sucﬁ scarring vas a sign of veakness, of -+ ..,
psychological inbalancej here it is a sign of humanity, an indication of how

far Gunn has travelled since his early brilliant heartlessness.
Touch'p 47,. TForce is now an instrument of gentleness,
Touch p 47. Cf, 'L'Cpreuve'!, 'bombarded by/rockets that explode greenly?,

Touch p 29. As with the sea in I, the earlier parts of 'Misenthropos' must

be interpreted in the light of these developments.,

Touch p 48, This is the final hill,from -which the'last man'at last emerges.,
Touch p 48. In many primitive cultures, to name is to achieve power.

Touch p 48. Cf VII, 'master/or the world's abject servant!'.

Touch p 49.

Touch p 49.

Touch p 46. The style eerily prefigures that of Moly.

Touch p 39. " I :

Touch p 49. The conclusion is as deeply pessimistic as 'Confessions of the
Life Artist! - ‘the solar syatem/will Tlare up and fall into/space,
irretrievably lost' - with one crucial difference. There, for 1life 'there is

no justification', here humgn sympathy is its own revard, its own art.

"Thom Gunn writes', Poetry Book Society Bulletin 54, September I967.

Moly, London (Faber) I971,

Douglas Dunn, Encounter 37 (August I97I) pp70-I. A measure of Dunn's lack of

" comprehension of such mythical technique - he is himself, of course, a superb

naturalistic poet - is his noting of Gunn's method of writing about modern

subjects in tantique! settingsl

Ian Hamilton, Observer, 4 April I97I, p 36, Gunn's daring accords ill with
Hamilton's infamous orthodoxy, that critical Robespierre discerning'’ 'an

. . . ‘e
approximate vocabulary, an obediently trotting metric, some murderous lin

- c sy
breaks! (Dunn similarly finds 'his rhymes are dull, the rhytzms limiting ).

Alan Bro:mjohn, New Statcsman, I9 March I97I, pp393-4.

Micheel Fried, Review 25 (Spring I97I), pr59-60.

John Fuller, Listener, 25 March I197I, pr38I-2. Gunn has certainly developed
a nev, less heavily symbolic, kind of abstraction, but thc distance that he

Las travelled since Fighting Terms T€Malns vast. _




311,

312,

313,

3I4.

315.
316,

3I1.

318.

319.

320,

321,

322,
323,
324,

325. Moly p I5. The gods are set apart from men, the

326. Moly = 16. Cf 'Misanthropos' IV, vatching the moon, . .

327,

214.

o of
Positives. Jebb later directed a fine television film of Gunn reading from

Moly, accompanied by appropriate Californian sunsets,

Julian Jebb, Financial Times, quoted on dust jacket of I973 paperback ed

Anon, Times Literary Supplement, I6 April I97I, p 439.

Thom Gunn, Poetry Book Society Bulletin 68, Spring I97I. Like Odysseus, the
poet is'an explorer end adventurer who lives experience through, in detail,
and yet can always extract himself from it!, avare, through myth, of 'hlood

povers and earth povers that he does not fully understandt.

See Homer, The Odyssey,transl, E.V.Rieu, Harmondsvorth 1946, Book X 'Circet,

and Ovid, Metemorphoses, transl. R, Humphries, Bloomington 1955, Book XIV.

Poetry Book Society Bulletin 68,

The Fall in Paradise Lost, the Redemption, through Christ's temptations in

the vilderness, in Paradise Regained.

Idylls of the King, discussed earlier in Chapter One, ends vith Arthur's fall,

and yet the possibility of resurrection, 'and the new sun rose, bringing the

new year!,

See note 4. To aid this attempt on the inexpressible, Gunn explores fleeting
and difficult experience in a range of carefully structured verse forms,
formal meter and rhymes; The syllabic experiments, the delicacy of Touch,
are subverted for a new plain style owing much to Fulke Greville, whose work

Gunn had recently edited - Selected Poems of Fulke Greville, London I968.

Initiation rites play an important part in every known society; see Arnold

van Gennep, Les Rites De Passage, Paris I909. Like Hermes, 'the down just

shoving on his face', the boy is growing a beard - 'skin is barklike.and,

feel, rough' - facial hair an imege of burgeoning masculinity.
Cf. the wolf boy, 'the familiar itch of close dark hair'.

Moly p I3. Cf 'The Goddess' wvho also waits, out of sight, until ready for

action, Oedipus who similarly hides from the parents vho believe him dead.
Moly p I3. The Father is possibly God, his garden Eden.

MOIK p I4., Hide toughens, feet grow into hooves as in the previous poem.

Cf. the serving man of 'Misanthropos! IX, who serves himself a 'trencher of

human flesh', cannibalism transformed into merely a by-product of animality.

ir metamorphoses 'all holy',

not degreded into swine.

BRI

Cynn, born on 29 August I929 under the sign of Virgo, presumably had the

Astrologyry Chaucer notritl.etanding,

moon in Scorpio during his birth hour.
ot as —ell).

. ~rhaps ju
has not been used as a governing myth often 1n poetry (pCTh s )



215.

328. Moly p IT. Cf. 'Snovfall', a secret network of vaults that
land with 'galleries of their sleep!,

'honeycomb! the

329, Moly p IT. Moon on the night sky is white on black, an earYy prefigurement
of moly itself, its root black, its flower white.

. . . : .
330. 'Oubliettes! are another form of prison, cf 'La Peisonnieret!, 'Condemned %o

Life'y, 'The Tank', even the misanthropos on his 'final hille,

331, Moly p I8. Cf, perhaps, Ibsen's Peer Gynt peeling the onion, all surface,

no heart. This (imaginary) metamorphosis is the most disconcerting of all.

332, Phaedra fell in love with her stepson Hippolytus. He refused her and she
hanged herself, but her husband, his father Theseus slev him in error. The
action is given a rural, I9th century setting here, with unsettling glimpses

of the modern, moleskin waistcoat and tractor oil.

333, Moty p I9. This has an authentic ballad ring to it, suitable for such a

sober, slow recounting of sexual passions, folklore's (literal) lifeblood.

3340 MOllz P 20,

335, Moly p 2I. In 'Innocence' just such a damaged consciousness - perverted by
Nazi ideology — was reprehensible., Here 'innocence' is velcome, leading to

the work!s climax, sunshine as 'petal of light lost in your innocence'.

336, Moly p 2I. 'That old trust' here corresponds with the 'old big placé' of

Pouch?!, sand the dust of 'Misanthropos' made golden, precious by sunlight.
337. Moly p 22. The lesson of such 'wise indifference! is lost on Phaedra.

338, Moly p 23. The return to mother earth, started in the 'message! of the

opening poem, is well under way, a preparation for the 'death-rich earth!.
339. Moly p 25. Cf the moon shadows of part I of 'For Signst.

340. Moly p 26. Cf the achieved balance of 'On the Move', tafloat on movement',
'One chooses the movement in a valueless vorld, '
Choosing it, till, both hurler and hurled,
One moves as vell, alvays tovard, toward!'.

. - 2 1
'From the Wave! could be seen as an acquatic version of the earlier poem.

34I. Again a reference to Hermes, 'the down just showing on his face'.

342, Moly p 29. Cf the heroes of 'My Sad Captains', sexual adventurers.

343. Moly p 30. The style of this prose poem has startling affinities vith the

threefold descrintive narration of Mercian Hymns or Stations, discussed

earlier, The poem looks forward directly to 'Being Born', 'distent cmoxe

frozen in the sky', a second parallel that can not be so fortuitous.

34, Moly p 3. The strange Australien duck-billed platypus, a mamnal that still

lays eggs before suckling its young (and rather gratuitously dragged in here).



345,
346.
347,

348,

349.
350.

351,

352,

353.

354,

355.

356.
357,

358,
359.

360,

361,

276,
Moly p 3I, duality from dual separateness,

lMoly p 33.

Moly p 34. Arni:image to be made into myth in 'The Garden of the Gods', a kind
of eternity (cf. the cycle of wheat in 'The Book of the Dead').

When originally printed in the pamphlet Sunlight, New York 1969, the machine
vas described, in anow excised pascage, as being 'like a T.V, set! and 'full
of coloured lights', inside which 'from an unseen hook, dangles a bunch of
scraps- - string, chain and foil - vhich turns smoothly but on an irregular

axis'. The machine is obviously some kind of psychedelic artefact.

Moly p 36. At the end of Moly all men follow his example, giving themselves
up totally to light, to oblivion.

Moly p 37. The poem is based on the form of an Elizabethan street song,

modern drug-pusher become a man proudly singing tihe praises of his wares.

MolX'p 39, This celebrates the annual Renaissance Fair held in Jan Rafael
Voods, near San Francisco (vhich explains the anachronistic references to

buckskins and 'tatny jerkins!'). The 'god's experiment' is that of moly.

Moly p 40. 'Borrowings out of nearby birch and clay' echo the 'compound of

rot! of 'The Rooftop'.

Moly p 4I. These two short lines have provoked more obloguy on Gunn than
anything else he has vritten - 'is this the famous blovwing of the mind? !,

Neil Rennie, London Magazine N.S. XI:2 June/July 1971, » I30,

Mglx v 42, Natty Bumppo is the hero of J. Fenimore Cooper's Leatherstocking
novels, a white hunter who lived among the Indians. Cunn follows Gary
Snyder's deep admiration for the Indian triba} communities, and their deep-
rooted connections, through myth, with the American landscape. See rLis fine

collection of essays, Earth House Hold, New York I968, vhich has much

influenced& Gunn.

Moly p 43.

Moly » 43. Gunn is to return to his origins in Jack Strav's Castle.

Moly v 44. Cf 'Elegy on the Dust', for which this voem is very much a

counterpart. Death is still master, but it now includes endless reneval.
Moly o 45.

Moly p 46. Cf 'For Signs', where, similarly, 'each clump of reeds/is split

with derkness and yet bristles whole'.

€f the music of the 'Jefferson Airplane! that also 'comes &nc

Moly p 47.
gocs on the wind!', almost a natural force.

S ~00C
'Angel' is the biblical term for 'messenger', bringer of o

lMoly p 47.

nevs from God (or indeed the gods) to man.
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363,
364.
365.

366,

367,

368,

369,

310,

1.

372,

373.

314,

315,
376.
.
378.
379.
380,

217,

Holy p 48, prefigured in 'Tom-Dobbin' 1IT, 'distant smoke frozen in the sky!

loly p 49. The sun becomes furnace of life.(Hermes its smithy?),
loly p 50. Cf 'Por Signs' 3, the same ‘palings of a fence'.as in I here.

loly p 5I. Cf the ocean in 'From the Have'y, 'a concave wall/dovn-ribbed

with shine', also 'building tall/its steep incline!.

lioly P 5I. B5now here is symbol of purity, not of rejection, as in 'From the
Highest Camp', or oblivion — 'A Snow Vision', the final Photograph in

Positives, Claus von Stauffenberg!.
Moly p 52. Chill again as absolution, the 'blunt leaves of iceplant?,

tloly p 52. The lovers return to water almost as womb — cf. the opening
poems/photographs in Positives.

Moly p 53. Cf. 'The Byrnies'; just as here reflections flash 'their nany
ansvers to the one', so these earlier, homesick sun-vorshippers

'eeo saw light trapped among the man-made joints,

Central in every link it burned,

Reduced and steadied to a thousand points!'.

Moly p 53. The magic plant at last reveals itself, in a tromp d'oeil. as
sunlight.

Moly P 54. The innocence shed in 'Rites of Passage! has, through great

effort, been restored, the poem is again essentially circular.

Robert Duncan, Poems from the Margins of Thom Gunn's Moly (limited author's

typescript ed.) January I972. The work also appeared in Poetry leview,
Autumn I97I, ('Interrupted Forms. One'), Poetry Review, Autunn I1972,(‘Preface

to the Suite Translated from Thom Gunn's Moly', 'liot far from Circe's house',

'Rites of Passage!, 'Moly', 'Second Take on Rites of Passage').

Duncan quotes the passage vhich opens Gunn's Moly - Rermes granting moly to
Odysseus - but translated either by Pope or, if not, by Broome.

-

Pope translated Books 3, 5, T, 9, I3, I4, I7, 2I, 22 and 243 most of I0, I5.
Elijah Fenton translated Books I, 4, I9, 20.
Broome translated Books 2, 6, 8, II, I2, 16, I8, 23; part of 10, I5.

Robert Duncan, 'Moly', Poetry Zeview, Vol 63, No 3, Autumn I972, p 200.

Robert Duncan, 'Second Take on Rites of Passage', Ibid p 203.

Noly p 53.

Touch p 44.

Moly B 54.
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390,
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392,

393.

394,
395.

396.
391,

218.

Jack Strev's Castle, London I976.

Neil Povell, Carpenters of Light Manchester 1979, p 58.

'Thom Gunn writes', Poetry Book Society Bulletin 90, Autumn I976.

John Bayley, 'Castles and Communes', Times Literary Supplenent, 24 Sevtember

1976, p 1I94. Clothed in discrete sensitivities, this is the most vindictive
attack on Gunn yet made, 'counterfeiting poetry with a highly accomplished and
covertly malignant skill', perhaps because it is more an attack on a vhole

life style, poetry made 'a part of living together', passed around like drugs.

Patrick Swinden, 'Thom Gumn's Castle', Critical Quarterly 193 (1977) » 58.

The collection brings to the surface Gunn's major theme, the difficulty of

writing poetry about vhat is conventiohally beyond language.

Clive Vilmer, 'Definition and Flov: a personal reading of Thom Gunn', P,N.
Review 53 (1978)y p 56. The whole article is a superb defence of Gunn by a
poet vhose ovwn work has been much under his influence, admitting Cunn's
undoubted (occasional) failures of style or persona, but seeing this as part

of his delight in risk-taking, his belief in 'the capacity for change'.

See Frederick Grubb, !'Peacetime Conscript: Thom Gunn', A Vision of Reality

London 1965 pr 203-13.

Poetry Book Society Bulletin 90.

'‘The Bed', 'Diagrams', 'Iror Léndscapes', tPever', 'The Corporal', and 'The
Geysers! all first appeared {in book form) in To the Air Boston I973; 'The
Night Piece' and 'Three Songs' in Songbook, New York I973.

Wilmer p 55.

Jack Straw's Castle p I4. €f the half-demolished cinema in Positives 22,

This perhaps alludes to the black pover sign (a catch-all show of political

determination),a raised clenched fist.

See To the Air p 9, and Povell pp53—4. The earlier poem is a much clearer

description of a sexual hustler, 'joints and enyl! for stimulation, who

fails to make the intended conguest at an all-night bar. The Zake of earlier

poems is indeed ageing, 'getting less beautiful toward the evening's end'.

Jack Straw's Castle p 20. Published separately as Poem after Chaucer, New

York I977.

Jack Straw's Castle p 22. The epigraph 'Thou hast thy walkes for health as

170 Penshurst', line 9.

well as sport! comes from Ben Jonson's poem

To the Air p I8.

~ce 1
t+he bastard passed me by/fuck you csshole

' oetic nadir -
Perhaps Gunn's p ) at least

i i languece
although such inanities (crude more in conceptlon than gUE(
continue Gunn's concern for the dispossessedq



398.
399.

279,

In addition, 'The Night Piece! loses its opening two stanzas in book form

The predominant digging metaphor is characteristic of Heaney, of the Hill of

Mercian Hymns.

400.
40T
402.
403.
404.
405.

Jock Straw's Castle p 36.

The etchings in this volume are, of course, Bewick's most celebrated work

Gunn, quoted C, Wilmer p 54,

Jack Strav's Castle p 40. The angel here is, like Hermes, a messenger,
Ibid p 42.
Saturnalia was held in mid-December, a ceremony in. which the usuzl was

suspended, dress vas reversed between the sexes, social distinctions vere

reversed., See Funk and Wagnall p 974.

406,
407,
408,
409.
410,

Jack Straw's Castle pp43-4.

'"Thom Gunn vrites!', PBSB 90.

Jack Straw's Castle p 46. Here, perversely, Nature is not mother but father.

Tbid p 58, The debate parodies the Renaissance afgument poem.

Jack is a common name for a legendary hero, Jack Straw is also the title of
a song written for the Grateful Dead rock group by Robert Hunter. Jack vas

imprisoned -~ in some traditions - by a giant and imprisoned in a dungeon. See

Funk and Wagnall pp534-6. See alro Chapte, Jix, nete 26

The epigraphto part 2 of Jack Straw's Castle is taken from Martin Chuzzlewvit,

Dickens similarly evoking an'ugly chamber! that haunts the imagination.

Jack Strewtls Castle p 49.

Medusa can, of course, freeze those who look direct at her (she wam: defeated

by Perseus). Charles Menson is a more contemporary evil spirit, a man whose

rituesl, tribal murders helped destroy the hippy dream of Moly.

Jack Straw's Castle p 51,

Tbid p 52, Cf 'EKnowiledge', 'Interrogator to Interrogated!, even 'The Beaters!

for a similar sense of complicity between torturer and tortured.
Tbid p 54.

Ibid p 55.

Tbid p 53.

Ibid p 56.

This comes to a climax in 'Breaking Ground'.

Jack Straw's Castle p 62,

Ibid p 63,
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Ivid p 69. Cf the energy spreading out from the centre in Positives, the
mastering vision of 'From the Centre! in Moly.

Cf. the earlier poem 'Innocencé', significantly enough dedicated also to

Tony White. True innocence is again hardened into a morale, an armour.

Jack Strawv's Castle p 68. CGum has learnt to celebrate, not dread, his

doppelgangers. Cf the 'fascinated face! in 'The Corridor!,
Ibid p T4. Cf 'L'Epreuve'!, the poet a 'hovering planet!,

Thom Gunn, The Missed Beat (The Gruffyground Press) VYerms~t (976

Thom Gunn: A Bibliography I940-78, ed. J. Hagstrom and G. Bixby, London I979.
Worlds, ed. G. Summerfield, Harmondsworth 1974, pr58-62,

Neil Povell, Carpenters of Light p 58.

"My Cambridge', Poetry Dimension Annual 5: the best of the Poetry Year, ed.
Dannie Abse, London 1978 p I64. . S A o
Ivid ppIT0-I.

See letter from Gunn quoted by Bold p 8;

' 'T vas quite a self-enclosed middle-class boy till the death of my
mother when I vas about I43 after which I spent about half the
year in Hampstead and the other half with aunts.in Snodland, Kent,

where I worked on their milk rbund quite often!.

Monterey was the first, and the most artistically and socially successful of

"the open air, free pop festivals. It closely folloved on, in timing and

spirit, from that in the Polo Grounds, San Francisco celebrated in 'Listening
to Jefferson Airplane'. For further information on this tangled period, see

Ralph Gleason, The Jefferson Airplane and the Sen Franeisco Sound, Nevw York

1969 ppI-82. This song cannot be the Beatles song of the same name, vhich

was released in I970, three years after lMonterey was held.

-t N
Thom Gunn, 'Hardy and the Ballads', Agendd I0 3, Spring-Summer 1972, p 45.




CHAPTER PFIVE,

A NEVWV MY?TH;

THE POETRY OF TED HUGHES,
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In Thom Gunn's work, truth is visible, discovered in the sunlight of lol

= - ‘L L3
Gonversely, for Ted Hughes, truth is invard, a hidden seoret to be vrested from
the darkness of Crow, Dick Davis has recently drawn a crucial distinction between

tGunn's instinct for definition and Hughes!' for evocation'l, and such a profound
divergence (for all the literary packaeging that seeks to unite them as a kind of
hybrid 'Ted Gunn'2)- enters their verse technique - Gunn obsessed by metre and form,
Hughes abandonwing both for an evoked chaos - their philcsophical stance - Gunn a

man alone, Hughes drovning in Nature - and their very myths., Gunn's 'first man'is:

'wary, individual, reaching out tentatively tovward a vholly separate and

strange world; vhereas Hughes' Frometheus suffers and is devoured'3.
Indeed this very division betveen the rational and the intuitive forms the
underlying myth that structures Hughes' whole output, teught by early immersion in

The “hite Goddess4, defined by close study of that greatest of mirrors,Shakespeare.

Venus battles with Adohis, the Celtic pre-Christian goddess with the 'materialist

5

and democratising outlook and rational philosophy'“of Renaissance puritanism. If

Shakespeare recorded victory by the latter, a true modern poet (Hughes) must
reconvene the fight, bring Pngland back to a psychic vwholeness, a mythical unity «

'"The presence of the great goddess of the primaeval world ... is
precisely what England seems to have lacked, since the Civil VWar ...

vhere negotiations were finally broken off'6.

In the first draft of his extraordinary essay_'Myth end education', Hughes
sees-the outcome of these ‘three hundred years of rational enlightenment! as a
k?nd of mass hypnosis, a passive abandonment of the senses (as to the detached
reaiity of television) through which the imegination is atrorhied, the old myths
discredited 'reducing the Bible to a bundle of old women's tales, finally

murdering Bod'., Such stasis can only be resolved through imaginative literature -

T

Plato's ideal education, the megical evocations of early epic -~ psychic, timeless

thospitals vhere we heal, where our imaginations are healed, that when tkey
are evil works they are also battlefields vhere ve get injured!”.

. e . 3 ryv Tezl cangers
Both this cense of the poet's almost divine importance and the very rez s

. . . ' d indeed Lis
involved in such extreme openness to experience haunt Hughes work, an

. i th rade
life, that 'familiar brooding figure'l0, the private tragedy of Sylvia Fla

. - 'h in the now
public property, a literary mythII. fughes further fuels his ovm myth in
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notorious conversation vith Egbert Faas, arguing for a poetry of violence, trus
, e el

escaping from rational scepticism into a charged, threefold symtolism - precise

natural description, 'invocation of the Goddess', evocation of 'elemental force!

to summon up 'the elemental power circuit of the Universe!, Danger, again, is all.

'If you refuse the energy, you are living a kind of death. If you accept
the energy, it destroys you. Thet is the alternative? mo accept the
energy and find methods of turning it to good, of keeping it under control
- rituals, the machinery of religion. The 0ld method is the only one'IQ.

Mythology- shapes the inner world of the imagination -the 'shamanistic flight and

return'of the Rardo 'I‘hodolI3

y the 'dream of the call' behind all great?pbetryI4 =
and for the most perceptive modern writers (again Hughes) the spirit call must be
ansvered, the cure found and safely brought back, old thought-patterns expunged,

'In their world Christianity is just another provisional myth of man's
relationship with the creator end the world of spirit. Their sworld ic a

continuance or a re-emergence of the pre-Christian world'I5.
Hughes returns to this theme in the revritten 'Myth and Education'. VWhere once:.:-
*the:inner world.and Christianity were closely-identifiéd', the surrender of faith
to Science has discredited this inner world as 'a 5uﬁd1e of fairy tales, a relic of
primitive superstition', modern man has fallen into 'a huge sickness', Again, the
result-is spiritual paralysis, imagination decayed into a scientific objectivity.

'A bright,intelligent eye, full of exact images, set in a head of the

most frightful stupidity'I6.

The only escape, thereforey lies in 'subjective imaginetion%j not psychoanalysis -
¥hich has merely defined this sickness — or (as with Gunn) drugs, which lead only

to another, inner prison. The greatest mythic narratives - irreduceable,a single

I7

'vord'"' -~ can heal by uniting inner world to outer, complex waking dreams:

tA simple tale, told at the right moment, transforms a person's life with

the order its pattern brings to incoherent energies ... it has brougrt all

that into a human pattern, ané made it part of our understanding'™ .
. 20 -
Hughes is both trained anthropologist19 and fullblown mystic™ , a scholarly
interpreter of distant myths and a despiser of intellectuals, a nan vho creates

difficult, highly wrought poems about his love for the elemental, the primitive.

Without the evidence of his poetry, such theories — myth as psychic medicine -

. ide the
vould appear bizarre, almost the lucid ravings of a madman: vhen they provi
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spark to ignite such creativity they must be taken seriouslsz. The difficult-

is really one of belief. Talking about the shaman/poet's flight into the spirit
world, Hughes quotes the tAmerican healer and prophet! Tidgar Cayce as proof, an
'‘example of one man vho dreamed the dreams and accepted the task, vho

vas not a poet ... and of course he returned with the goods'22
Such an 'of course' is gratuitous, an arrogance, Cayce was a faith-healer who
advocated lettuce as a panacea - supplying 'an effluvium in the blood stream' to
destroy germs - believed in Atlantis (his evidence taken 'from the aether'), and
made his diagnosis in a hypnotic trance23. In just the same vay, Keith Segar's
study of Hughes' poetry - for all its deep learning, its lack of academic cant, its

sheer readability - takes on a matching apocalyptic tone, Hughes a greater Lawrence

'searching for a position that cannot be outflanked, vhich mzintains
huhan dignity and purpose without falsifying the facts, which recovers
24

the sane and sacred without evasion, abstraction or doctrinet” .
Again, the shaman is uncomfortably close to the sham, the trickster to trickerys;
Sagar quotes Carlos Castaneda's Don Juan as a genuine seer, vhereas he elsevwhere

has been proved z literary fraudzs. And yet, again, the unmasker of Castaneda
26

goes on to stress the spiritual depth of his work, such imposture truly irrelevant.
Hughes'! poetry has a similar directness, a boldness that escapes normal restraints,
Such incaution rapidly made enemies, 'Ted Fughes was an immediate embarrass-

ment to the critical establishment'27. Al Alvarez set Hughes! vitality against29

Larkin's 'gentility'28, yet others found merely a ératuitous tvoyeur of violence',
preaching ‘'a facile code of suicidal heroism'BO. Hughes, conversely, respects
post-war distrust of 'the heroic efforts to make new worlds' - a Larkinesque
retreat into 'a nice view of the park' - but himself refuses to be bound by it.

tNow T came a bit later. I hadn't had enough. I vas all for opening
31
negotiations with whatever happened to be out there'”".

: 1ali -orsani ocracy'
He goes beyond welfare-state humanism, 'our materialisi, non-organic dem v,

AR D)

into ritual and myth, the closed world of The "hite Goddess, the natural vorld

. ine i lf—'
perceived as emblems, proofs of his philosophy. Hughes remains a curiously se

. anl assion
sufficient, isolatead figure??. "is work remains profoundly uncomforte.e, pa

that challenges intellect, rich pearls grown from such complex irritation.

. .33 ~hes first
The most startling characteristic of The Havk in the Rain”~, Huche
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gollection, is the energy of its language, Shakespearian dialect34, a style which
'combines a colloquial prose readiness with poetic breacdth, a ritusl
intensity and music of an exceedingly high order with clear direct

foeling, and yet in the end is notling but casual speech'35.
The title poem at once establishes Hughes, not with a whimper but a bang. The cool
syntax of the Movement - Donald Davie's pure 8~I‘ti0ula’tio§6— is vrenched into chaos,
Wordsvworthian Nature suddenly grows malignent; 'rain hacks ny head to the bone',
Man drowns (metaphorically) in sea, (1literally) in the 'dogged grave' of earth.
Above, the havk mirrors this 'fulcrum of violence' and yet resists it, a tdiamonad

point of will', though eventually he too must succumb to the flux he evolved from.

'The horizon trap him, the round angelic eye

Smashed, mix¥ his heart's blood with the mire of the land'37.
Jaguar and macaw are caged but untamed, again memorials of an older, purer world
in which instinct can defeat reason and the senses yield to an amoral vitality.

The eye satisfied to be blind in fire,

By the bang of blood in.the brain deaf the ear’38.

Modern man too is 'behind bars!., His t'vital fire'! spent, he is a dry husk of old
emotions, a 'lumbering obsolete! survivor of vhen 'half the world still burned!'.

39

Thus the Great War is made myth~’, a simpler age of fear and heroism; fnor prehist-
oric or fabulous beast more dead' than its soldiery. Hughes opposes the dignity
of 'megalith still' horses to the fatuity of civilized man, an 'Egg-head! whose thin
shell of skull blots out the senses. The poet would bite the hand that feeds (and

indeed reads) him, attacking the intellect in a very intellcctualised,vindictive way.

*A tossing upside-down team drags him on fire

40

Among the monsters of the zodiac! ',
Hughes! real subject, however, is his pursuit of the White Goddess, the young girl
nzked 'under every full moon'. '0di atque amo', to love is also to hate4I. 'Song!
captures both the cruelty and beauty of such a quests the passing of love precages
vaste, flood and tempest, the poet too reduced to death's despair, life's exhaustion.
‘Aind my head, vorn out with love, at rest

In ny hands, and my hands full of dust,

0 my 1ady'42.

Love is a kind of untaming, a return to the primeval, a willed anciemt mastery. Thur.

the Dove Breeder rides the new morning, 'a big-eyed havk on his fist'. The rain is

also, temporarily, held at bay.



285.

The havk is resurgent in LuEercal43 - 'I hold Creation in my foot! - this myth

of Nature (strength mastering flux) is further reinforced. Thrushes are 'more coiled

steel than living', pike are 'stunned by their ovn grandeur', and the'world itsels

thammered to a ring of brass through a bull's nostril. In such a pitiless, primeval

land ~ a lily pond cen conceal 'prehistoric bedraggoned times', 'Relic! can reveal a
gea-of jaws - man hes two alternatives., Either he can retreat into art, 'carving at
a tiny ivory ornament', or he must fight for survival, like Dick Straightup 'so full
of legend and life' and the colonel 'his own caricature' (both of them now dead);
'... The man-eating British lion

By a pimply age brought down'44.

Such self-reliance nears the supernatural. Esther's Tomcat 'is unkillable', while

a mouse cornered end transfixed is held 'whether in God's eyes or the eyes of a cat'.
Indeed, 've are all held in utter mock by the cats!, even the otter combines a

'tomcat!'s round head! vith 'oil of water body', flesh and fish. '4 king in hiding!,he

‘Brings the legend of himself

From before wars or burials, in spite of hounds ...

45

Re-enters the water by melting!
This 'red unmanageable life' derides the attempts of men to master or dispose of it,
scavenges their skulls46, end emerges snovdrop-brutal, 'thirsting'. If The Havk in
the Rain approached fairy-tale in 'The Hag! and biblical legend in 'Fair Choice', so
Lupercal freezes Hughes half-way betveen bestiary and myth-making. Thus, 'Mayday on
Holderness' was intended as an overture to a long poém on England, like the full
Ezgﬁ a myth that failed. Its bloodstream a coiled river - 'loaded single vein' - its
intestines a flowing snake, the hidden, damaged life of England endures undeterred.

'The crov sleeps glutted and the stoat begins ... i

Couples at their pursuits are laughing in the lane' .

Hughes, like Frankenstein, creates his cosmology from dead fragments: Homer in the

vengeful 'Everyman's Odyssey', Persephone in the oblicue 'Fire Later', even:-deadened

Christianity in 'Crag Jack's Apostasy'. For Jack, God appears in 'an enimal's

d
gy

.3
reavake 'this frozen ore

dreamed head', and, again, the ravening wolf of 'February! or the sacrificed dog an

goat of 'Lupercalia' are ritual deaths that btring fertility,
The 'moon-horned river!' they

. 51
tried to purge takes strength from Cleopatra,’ 'now let the snake reign'” o

Even Roman deities, however, must yield to the Goddess.
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The asp took Sylvia Plath too, Hughes fell cilent for three years52’ Nature

fully darkened into myth. In the bitter cast-avay Recklings53, a serpent ate deep

into England's soul - 'whorich dragon of the dark ages'~ devouring' 'virginal Saint

George'. In E223354 the snake, a - 'starved adder', comes into its kirgdom., Voman
merges into serpent, Zve into Satan, in three poems that upend Biblicel myth.I# Eve;
. ‘ * ’

'The serpent remains earthen, brutishly veined,

Rooted in crevices, living on flies and men'55.
'Reveille' vakes Adam and Eve with 'a sudden, cruel bite'; %he snake's coils crush
'all Eden's orcharés'; streiching avay into history. 1In '"Theology', Hughes sets
right the 'dark intestine' of {ruth. Adam ate the apple, §0, in turn, "Eve ate :: -
Adam/the serpent ate Eve!. Thus triumphent, Setan (as serpent) inherits Paradise,

'Smiling to hear

God's querulous*calling'56.
Jahweh, the Jewish/Christian creator, is as poverless against the 'nightmare' of
evolution gs he is in 'Logos'. 1'God is a good fellow, but His Mother's against
Him'57. Thus the Vhite Goddess continues her quiet dominance, through her theology
- male godhead refracted to death through her.mirrorsf58 - her taboos - 'vorst of ¢
all the beanflower'59 —~ end her totems, the quail, hare and roebuck of 'The Wound'.o
The twin myths of Goddess and Great War inter-react, just as Fodwo itself forms a
complete whole, drama into poetry, verse into prose6I, a self-feflecting 'single
vork', Ripley may escape the Goddess, and walk right through the land of the dead,
but the moon still rules, 'stripe of blood, O sail of death'. Vengeful and almost

childishly vindictive, yet the Goddess also presages fulfilment, completion.

'"The moon has stepped back like an artist gazing amazed at a*work

That points at him amazed'62.
Yodvwo indeed points toward the brutal cosmology of Crow, a new¥ order based on 'the
?
Surrealism of folklore'63, emblems from Nature. Bear becomes 'ferryman/to dead land,

Rat is forced 'down into godhead!, Gnats are 'the angels of the only heaven'and Larks

'Like sacrifices =et floating

64

The cruel earth's offering!' .

In such a harsh world, ghost crabs are 'God's only toys'; reality is like the tearirg

of bandages from the embalmed dead65. The poet cen only - like Wodwo -'go on looking!

. . i Crov.
at such obscure, savage reality, seeking self in the entrails of animals, of Crow
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66
With Crow ~y Hughes at last creates his own nythology (conversely) by a domi:

thesis and compression of earlier, ¢ : . L.
syn S pres y communal myths, most obviously Christienity,

to which it forms both variant reading and ironic commentary. Yughes uses both the

events of Genesis and the wverbal formulae of the King James translation — genealoy
> tnt

in 1Linezge! 3 in ' 3 3 o .
in 'Lineage', catechism in 'Uxamination at the omb-door', chant in 'Two Legends?

as a springboard, Christian exempla for a post-Christian world, exploded truths,

'Christianity is just another provisional nyth of man's rclationship

with the creator and the world of spirit'67.

Crov has many points of departuré - Indian trickster myths68, Bran the totem of

69 10

Englard™”, the Greek god of healing ~y the Celtic death-goddess lorrigu (hersel? an

aspect of the Thite Goddess)71, the ritual transformations of native folklore72 -
but it gains a stubborn life of its own, poem becomes one with its myth. Critical

discussion of.Crow is.amputated in that, as yet, of 'an epic folk-tzle alternating

73

prose and verse! only the songs are as yet extant, the narrative is missing. Yo

vonder that the vhole project remains so intangible, so mysterious; Hughes! various

explanations shed confusion not light. Crow represents 'God's nightmere attempt to

T4

improve on man'’'", end yet 'the whole purpose is...to turn him into a man'75p The

vork is simply t'the songs that a Crow would sing‘76‘and yet it incorporates t7o

complex narratives. Crow is a creatién of nightmare, endlessly tested by God,

7

endlessly buoyant and inquisitive, endlessly reborn '. Crow is engaged on an i
endless search for his creator; after a succession of female monsters whom he
destroys, he is forced to carry an ogress over a river. By ensvering seven ritual
questions he reaches the other side, where she is revealed as a princess, his bride
and his mother (the White Goddess)78. Critics have.providéd-further keys for. the
same, possibly non-existent lock., Crow is an imitation of cartoon violence (and,it

is implied, disposability)79, a sick, desperate 'welter of bloodthirstiness and

%0 tpbsentist perversityi...

. ., B1
hate'™, an zttempt to 'rcach a2 peace in annihilation! ™,

very nearly the end of poetry'sz. Others see it as a new start,hovcver,g ploneering
84

: . rery old!
use of myth to convey tdemonic forcel83’ ta grafting of the nev onto the very old',

) PR alicn.
@ shamanistic flight and return85. Certainly, Crov and man are indivisitle,

'A crow is a sign of life...Between the cTo¥ and the man...a horrible

r of
connection has found its vay...A crov has come up from the maker o

86
the vorld. The crov vatches the man' .,
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The deliberate non—lénear approach of Crow precludes any definitive,ovcr—rasv
explanation of either its narrative or mythic background; the seguence is fer fron
being complet687, indeed such chaos, such incompletion is part of its very escence,
The opening six poems deal vith Crow's own creation, in making defining rim, 'mvo
Legends! present a cosmology of despair, a God who cannot creste order or lirht,the
Eskimo legend that 'in the beginning the raven vas the only crezture and thre Torld
vas, like him, black'88. For Crow, such blackness is endemic - of eye, guts and
soul - a nihilism unable to !'pronounce its sun! learnt from the vhole vorld,from Cod,

'Blakk is the earth-globe, one inch under,

An egg of blackness‘89
that hatches the 'black rainbovw! of crow, rejecting such emptiness, 'flying!.ftee.
'Lincage! traces the ancestors of Crovw, Christianity reversed - Adam begat ey} .
begat God, begat llothing — Crow born kedd from such negativeness and, in a typical
double~take, the real crow's equally sgualid arrival, !'tremdbling feabherless elbovs -
in the ne=tts filth'. 'Examination at the Yomb-doort! quizzes Crov cs to his God,
his owner and the earth's; Death is the constant ansver, !'stronger than life', but
Crovw -~ as his frequent resurrdctions are to shov - is"stronger than death' itself,
¥ith such conficence can 'pass! both examination and womb—door‘90. In *A K%ll'a
conversely, Crow's birth is seem as a kind of death,perception duiled by the senses,

1Shot through the head with balled brains

Shot blind with eyes'9I.

At his birth, as in 'Two Legends', 'everything vent black', his first breath a
'bowel-emptying cry! that reverberates throughout the whole work, a death ccream.
'Crov and Mama', first of mahy nightmare encounters with women, part parody.of t-e
baby Jesus with the Virgin Vary (there is a continuous parallel beteen Crow and
Christ), describes a series of uliwittingly destructive, comig attéemptsipl escape,

'He tried a step, then a step, and again a step -
92
Every one scarred her face for ever'9 .

. . . tem AT T r on
This is all only a dream, or perhaps a never ending cycle, UTov reaches the mo

4 1~
Lo

. - te ind 1je theme of
only to be born again: 'under his motherts tuitocks'; indeed, this 1

. . 4-by Crowia od
impossibility of escave echoes throughout the vhole secuence, matbhéd- by :

i s st CO 1t Toor?t
kind of anarchic, doomed freedom. In the final poem on Crov's biwth, fThe Too=7,

. o ite only
man's body is merely earth, genitals its flovery mouth its creature, itc or
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opening the 'eye's pupil'. It is here that Crow settiles, a life force that ¢
an
separate man from earth, 'black doorway'! to the soul. 1In the later 'Crow Rambles!
i

'Death only wants to be life. It cannot quite manage,

Yeeping it is veeping to be life
93

(as for a mother it cammot remember)t”’~,

‘Safely hatched, Crow is set against Death ir a series of trial cosmologies,
Each opens in Eden ané culminates in Apocalypse, a painful progress towards godt.ead
(albeit only over oblivion). In 'A Childish Prank', the young Crow cuts in half the
serpent of Wodwo - 'God's only so! - to create human consciousness from sexual
desire, a spur and a scourge. Life is created from stasis, Satan is ingested.

'Man avoke being dragged across the grass,
94

Woman avoke to see him coming!
'Crovw's First Lesson' continues the sducation both of Crow and Jahweh. Speech. and
love are outside Crow's range. Hé perverts them into further creation; the shark
tdiscovering’its owm-death', the mosquito that (literally) lives off flesh, and,
worst of all, !'jabbering' man. Again, sex is a function of violence, the male is
strangled by 'vwoman's vulva', the ultimate predator. God weeps, poverless, unable
to impel language or love; Crow flies off, guiltily, to view the horror of his
Creation. In 'Crow Alights', mountains resemble cattle, the sea is a coiled snake
and tke stars are mushrooms while, conversely, man is reduced to mere externals -
enimate and inanimate inverted - & coat, a face, a hand, a cup. Life is thus mere
'hallucinaticnt, a garbage can in 'a waste of puddles', held in fealty to Crov.

'He stared at the evidence.

Nothing escaped him. (Nothing could escape)'95.
In 'That Moment', the face of the previous poem - the final man - commits suicide

(the first of many deaths); ‘the world seems 'closed forever', an experiment ended,

Las

'exposed to infinity'. Life is saved by Crow's voracity, in such desolation he

'to start secarching for something to eat's Hunger leads to curiosity in 'Crow Fcars

Fate Knock on the Door'. He searches for inwardness - not the surfaces of 'Crow

Alights' - in the 'gobbets! of a mouse (the heavens! vinfinite engine') but his

desire for full knowledge is the. real inner, killing mechanism of the universe,

"This prophecy was inside him, like a steel spring
Slovly rending the vital fibres' ",

8]
tr

T ¢ ot
Hunger consumeés self-knouvlccCy

In 'Crow Tyrannosgurus', you are vhat you eat.
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i esg, such acuteness of sense- 1
invandness, nse-for 'the eye's/roundness', 'the ear's/deafness!,

Now fully adult, albeit literally pre-historic - 'tyrannosaurus' - Crow cen

sttempt communion with man, and thus advance towards godhead. 'Crow's Account of the

Battle' extends food-lust to blood-lust, the simplicity of mass slaughter.-

'"This had happened too often before
And vas going to happen too often in future'97.

Armageddon is made everyday 'like slamming a door'. Devoid of horror or any sense
of pain, Crow merely evokes futility, losing even his masterful laughter - 'nobodr
smiled!'. IR "I‘hve Black Beast', Crow again searches for death, the deity of such
vgrfare, and destroys in turn his brother, the earth, and space. In vain he flails
timmensely through the vacuum'. A partial clue is given in 'A Grin', where this
grimace of both ecstacy and absolute pain' searches for a 'permanent home' in the
temporary extremities of childbirth, terror, sex, grief and madness., It feails,

and sinks back into death, the beneath-flesh, grinning, forgotten skull., !'Crow
Communes! returns to digestiony greed transformed into love feast, a holy Jjoke,

Will this cipher divulge itself to digestion
98

Under hearing Beyond understanding?!
tHalf-illumined' (like the reader), Crow is strengthened from eating éqd's tcarpase’
and yet still dumb, still 'appalled!. He is a priest obsessed with his owm gross
ugliness, his lack of inwardness - 'the hierophant, humped, impenetrable! - and
this informs the stories he tells. In 'Crow's Account of St. Ggorge', Englandts
Patron saint sees 'the Universe...récing tovards an ansver' but is plagued by four
dragons. He kills them bloodily, only to find that he has slain’vwhat he most loves;

Drops the sword and runs dumb-faced from the house

\here his wife and childrem 1ie in their blood!”’.

'A Ritual' follows Christian ritual and a Christian saint with Christianity iteself;

2 yord (Logos) succeeds 'iweezers of number' as 2 false god, science yielding to

: s 4 . =t is ain dunb -~
linguistics, The 'word! is another monster, a ravenous mouth that is again

'earless, eyeless! e able to devour men but not the (Goadess) earth, sucking it ary.

1411 that remained of it a brittle desert 100
Dazzling with the bones of earth's people’ .

. - s scti — 'he ate well!. He
Crow, who has flown clear of its ravages, scavenges jts victims

s 3 3 tions
tekes on language direct in 'The Battle of Osfrontalis', treating 1%s temptatio
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the disdain of Christ in the wilderness; 'Crov took a sip of water and thenked

heaven'. Neither bribes nor warfare - 'glottal bomb!, toguerrilla labials! - can

give language victory; repulsed,. speech retreets 'into the skull of a dead jecter!
. - ’

poor Yorick. Crow too can play Hamlet, hovever, 'long ago/he hed picked that skull
empty'. ILanguage is redundant, it masters Creation but 'the worla did not notice?,
and pover resides still with Crow. In 'Crov's Theology', he ét last understands ric
survival, a kind of language sel against death, a function of the sleeping God.

'.so he realized that God spoke Crow -

Just existing was His revelation'IOI.

And yet there is a second, more evil, more powerful God, speaking stone and the
silence of death, loving not Crow but the bullets that would kill himj a God

'..o much bigger than the other
Loving his enemies

And having all the weapons'log.

The next seven poems are moves toward this second God&, to the destruction of
the first trisl cosmology. In !Crow's Fall', the blackness of 'Two Legends! is
given an alternative, or prior, explanation.ACrOWtenvies the-sun's whiténess,attacks
and falls through pride (a proto-Adam), yet 'charred black'croakBs-a defiant’paradoxy

"Up there'y, he managed,

s 10
'"Yhere white is black and black is vhite, I von" 3.

Laughter is an attack, blackness a virtue. 'Crow and the Birds! sets Crov apart
not through colour but greed (again)j; nobler birds avoid the debris of Nature or man
only he can happily, ungracefully, spraddle in 'beach carbage',scavenging -ice~cream:

Similarly alone is the anti-hero of 'Criminal Ballad', narrated by Crov. Violence is

. . i ous imi ityt-ius
a comic counterpart to each. stage of his growing -'an unconscious criminality'-just

as tragedy turns into farce, original sin into Crow's (and his Cod's) emorel grin:

'And under the leaves he sat veeping
0
Till he began to 1augh'I 4.

. ach!
The first element to fully disconcert Crow is the sea. In 1Crov on the Beach', he

. 1
grips tight mother earth avare of something alien, deadening entropy. The sea’s

s 1 in 'Tv egends!
'ogreish outcry and convulsion' recalls that cry of cosmlc anguish in 'Tvo leg

and 'A Kill'; the battle lines of Crow are indeed drawn. 'The Contender' precents a

- tnails of
different kind of hurt. Christ is recrucified, gel{~tortured with the 'nal

‘ ay, into eternitys
nothing!, He ignores the gifts of Creation to grin, through decay, imto
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!Sometimes with eyes closed

In his senseless trial of strength'Ios,

Myth is further debunked in *Oedipus Crow'. Crow escapes death three times, trough
s thoug

he loses in turn his guts, a foot and his brains, only to succumb at last to his .

- master Death, tricked by his apparent friemd 'the watch on his wrist', Tipe passes
'in a cloud of corpse-dust', entropy again brings dissolution. In the first of

. many para-deaths, Crow dangles (like the hung crows of 'November') warned, brutally
'‘corrected', like Oedipus a victim of circumstances. !'Crow's Vanity' similarly
revisits Greek myth and refracts it; Achilles!' shield becomes Crow's 'evil mirror!,

his reflection - 'the usuzal grimning face' - turns into a new, bitter éreation.

'And here came the misty ballerinas

The burning gulfs  the hanging gardens it was eerie'los.

The first Creation has faded into parody, false light darkens to a Crow-like black.

Such despair characterises the second Creation, declining to a long dark night
of the soul. 'A Hqrrible Religious Error' sets the scene, the serpent of 'A Child-
ish Prank' displaces CGod as an object of veneration, 'the sphinx of the firal fact!,
God (1like his son,'The Contender') turns grin into grimace, Adam and Eve collepse
into worship, and only Crow resists being mesmerised. Saved again by greed, he

'Grabbed this creature by the slackskin nape,
Beat the hell out of it, and ate it'1°0.

The next five poems continue this assault on chaos. 'Crow tries the Media' attempts

to sing love but croaks - like a crow - despair, a failed evocation, 'her shape

dimmed'108. Throat is strangled, tongue poisoned, voice polluted, and so creation

fails; in *Crow's Nerve Fails!',a.crow's black plumage is archive .of ‘the'living dead's

'His prison is the earth. Clothed in his conviction

Trying to remember his crimes'Io9.

With such a legacy of ghosts and their curses, Crow flies theavily'. 'In Laughter!'

narrates this constant death, a comic-book cztalogue of slapstick that sudcenly

- ]
turns into torment, a fully human: guilt 'like somebody the police have come for'.

. : -investigation
In'Crov Frowns', grin once again becomes grimace, the frown of self €

. P ~ [} 1' t
bpart of his strange detachment that can tassail infinity'. Created from 'nothking',

'He is the long waiting for something

To use him for some everything'III,

ai ‘ind
challenging entropy with his own lack of decay. Crow's humgeT is & cleansing Ving,
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his footprinte are 'signatures' of past for a distant future. 'Yagical Tangers!

emphasises the risk of confronting entropy, 'naturet's stupor!, These attempts at

creation dismember Crow, comfort is unmacked as death - 'soft and warm' a blindfold,
intellect mere 'fruitless bars'. In a second para-death, he too succumbs to torpor,
ICrow never again moved'. Such chaos is resolved, in 'Robin Song', through legend.
Robin is the analogue of Crow and his (second, greater) God, maker of a hersh vorld

"That rolls to crush

And silence my knowledge'IIz.

The lost king of 'Crow's Theology', his future deity in *Crow Frovns', robin is a
'hunted king/of the frost and big icicles!', exiled in winter, child of tke storm;

'Who goes through me looking for something else

Who can't recognize me though I cry*IIB.

Heartened By his maker, Crow reasserts his endless sense of life, his eternity.
In 'Conjuring in Heaven', the 'nothing' of inertia is a magical trick, a desired
sleight of hand - 'prolonged applause in Heaven' at such cleverness - that, in the
feal, unexpected illusion can nevertheless contain Crow, stummed but undefeated,

It hit the ground and broke open -

There lay Crow, cataleptic'II4.

115
'Crov goes Hunting' sees hunted turn hunter, the victor over language using vords

to test out his creatiom —!'Crow was Crow without fail,but what is hare'. The answer
is-flux, Nature & succession of cunnifig,magical transformations (more‘conjuring)y
using a determination and hunger'learnt from Crow to defeat hiiiy-dumb in delight.-

'Crov gazed after the bounding hare

Speechless with admiration'IIé.

In 'Ovl's Song', hope is again resurgent. The owl which earlier had 'sailed clear

117

of tomorrow's conscience! now sings of entropy, 2ll 1ife and emotion atrophied -

‘everything had nothing more to lose' - yet contradicted .by-such expressiveness, ~

- . o sa e X |
'his own singing'. Robin and Owl represent the two presiding divinities, Crov's

God and the God of Eden. The latter is'still with feartat Crow's quiet omniscience,

'Seeing the clawtrack of star

118
Hearing the wingbeat of rock! ’

. , t is
the former is still in control, even at the heart of nothing. tCrovw's Undersong

S tgl St
the first acknowledgement of Crow's mate, created by this greater God, a cataly
She

: TOW.
for the sexual conjunctions that are to transform the later poems of Crow
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feels, initially, self-doubt and a sense of limits - 'she cannot come all the wayt
’ay -

g mirror of Crow's ovmn insecurity rather than his hope. Singing' but dumb,she bri
’ ings

both pain and (its adjunct) life into the universe,counterpart of Chow*s ~ambivalonce

! *And there vould have been no érying in the city

(There would have been no city)'II9,

Such knowledge brings sexuality, 'she has become amorous it is all she has come for!',
In 'Crow's Courtship', added later, the secondary God's attempt at creating the came
companion is doomed to failure — che must evolve slowly, naturally - and Crow's
impatience‘matches Jahweh's incompetence, 'laminations of hag! burnt to a cinder.

'Crov stared wooden-eyed at the heap of ashes.

"The worst moment!', God wept, 'The worst moment"L<C,

| The nature of the first, true God is symbolised in *Crow's Elephant Totem Song!.
When beautiful - 'ageless eyes of innocence and kindliness!' - his refusal, like
Jesus, to 'correct the damned'! leads to his murder. Resurrected, himself a god,
Elephant builds a clumsy armour, 'aged eyes! nov 'wicked and wise', and deserts the
hyenas to their sleepless hell to celebrate a lost Eden beyond his Creation's reach.

'And the Elephant sings deep in the forest-maze i

About a star of deathless and painless peace

I
But no astronomer can find where it is? QI.

Dawm's Rose!, the turning point of Crow, moves tovard this star,this elegant domain.
The davm of a new era is starting, however 'desolate! the present - tagony under
agony' — its herald a crow (shorn of capital and mythic status) 'talking to stony

skylines', Its battle cry is 'wordless' birth'and death,’a 'newborn baby's grieving'

'0r the suddenly dropped, heavily dropped

Star of blood on the fat leaf'Izz.

Sunshine 'is melting an old frost moon', the Goddess yields to her ruined kingdom.

. . . . . n 'Crov's
Resurgence continues; after 'Robin Song', any direction 1s upvards, I

Playmates', the gods - like Jahweh -are merely a device to alleviate his lonelinessy

N . . 1,
but they tear free like hyenas, each subtracting 'its lodging place and its power

i i Crow
Thus cannibalised, reduced to 'his own leftover!',robbed of what he can imagine,

tYVandered over his deathless greainess

s 123
Lonelier then ever! .
L] [3 y '
He gains revenge OVeT such gods in 'Crowero’,

cautiouy a trayed as Elephant.
¢ anc betray P Hercules burnt,

aces erpent
deriving (literal) sustenance from dead myths - Ulysses as SETPChey
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crendel avenged. Crow is his own black book of 'solid ink', gazing into the pact
'Like a gypsy into the crystal of the future,

Like a leopard into a fat landtl24,

tThe Smile' is a further source of visions and plunder, A function of the real

(hidden) God, the esmile outflanks human subterfuge - 'mirrors of ricochet'-and comes

from an encient past, 'the oldest forest', to rule gll creation, corpse to cosmos,

'Nending everything

Before it swept out and away across the earth'IzS.

If this subtly parallels the Crucifixion, the crowd pressing for a 'glimpse of a
man's soul/stripped to its last shamet, theﬁ Resurrection is achieved in 'Crow
Improvises'. Alchemy is a series of electric shocks, burning away Crov's senses,
confronting ‘birth-sneeze' and 'death-chill'. The smile is thus liberated, it flies

'eoo off into the air, the rubbish heap of laughter,

. . < as . I26
Scream, discretions, indiscretions etcetera! ’

a hard-won cure for entropy. 'Crowcolour' returns to Crovw's blackness to similarly
revalue it as a form of strength, something far beyond the token dark of ‘moon's

shadow'. Rather it is light on the other side of despair, a nev sunlit vision

blacker/than any bl:’mdness'127. Such paradox continues into *'Crow's Battle Fury'.

Pain yields to laughter, mortality is stitched into a nev birth, and Crow limps
forvard (like Frankenstein's new made monster) to meet his Creation.

'He comes forward a step,

and & step, ot

and a étep - '128.

This acceptance by Crow of his blackness, his essential pain, is incorporated
into the third, hierarchic creation myth of Crow. In 'Crow Blacker than Ever!', the
secondary God of Eden is forcibly joined to man, a nailed incarnation on earth.

'So man cried, but with God's voice.

12
ind God bled, but with man's blood* 9.

Crucifixion brings only agony here, 'a horror beyond redemption', Crow grins in

smael €,
fealty to his Lord — the dark mede manifest - 'flying the black flag of himse:{

'Revenge Fable' emphasises this new morality. To kill mother earth (the Coddess),

. s t selfs
scouring her vith 'bulldozers and detergents', 1S to murder one's deepes H

'his head fell off like a leaf' (prefigured in the blood-cplattered conifer of

3 i t'On-
'Datm! s Rose")IBO, tA Bedtime Story'! presents another kind of failed .Creatl
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Crov narrates a second fable, of an 'intermittent' man who lacks hie cTucial tims
= 1 timing

-'the photographs were blurred'- either for success or tragedy, his celf rossessci
< - €8 cionm:

'But somehow his arms were just bits of stick

Somehow his guts vwere an old.wa'bch—chain'IH.
Conversely, Jahweh's attempts to destroy Crow result in new alchery, a creativity
pointedly denied God in 'Crow Blacker than Ever', Crow is the lost philosorher's
stone, hammered into gold, hung on a tree for fruit, and turied to meke man. Thus
triumphant over crucixion and resurrection, he makes a new, vengeful 'Redeemer'.

tWhen God went off in despair
I32

Crovw stropped his beak and started in on the two thieves!
t10row Sickened! continues his education even in illness (schizophrenia?), searching
Crow's own psyche for death:and thus walking 'into‘his ambush!, Blind with fear,
Crow attacks only to find the enemy is. himself, death his weapon against emiropy -

"With all his strength he struck. He felt the blow,
Horrified, he fe11'133.

In 'Song for a Phallus', this brutality is transferred to Greek myth, conveying the
child's apprehension of sex, Through nursery obsoenit.ies, Crov relates attAempts to
emasculate the young Oedipus both by his father - !'Daddy had the vord from God' -
end the Sphinx, opening 'wide her maw', her sexuality. Oedipus kills both, only
to return to his mothéer's wombj. suffering is éircdlar notid progress into neaning.

tHe found himself curled up inside

As if he had never been bore .
Mamma Ma.mma'I34.

.  ciaaelds
The poem concludes with a baby's first words, creation an endless, dark Ti .

The fourth trial creation develops such violent, painful sexuality further.
'Apple Tracedy! posits a looking-glass Eden, Satan usurping Cod, Jahweh pleyfully

winning back control through the apple, an alchoholic knowledge of good and evil.

s - c seducec
Cider thus unlocks sexual licence and, subsequently, drurken TemoT<e. Eve ’

then in turn fears the snake, an inhibition fueled by Ardam. All leads to entToIy.

'And God says: 'I am well pleased!

136
And everything goes to hell! 3 .

. . s ¢ t, The groct
This impasse continues into 'Crow Paints Himeelf into a Chinese Vural €

s omr istory chokes
of a great general', Crow waits for battle. Art freezes creatiom, history

st merces into primeval terToT,

nyth, and the !'fright-glare' of nuclear holocau
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'The still-warm, stopped brain of a just-deag god

Trying to speak'I37.
In 'Crow's Lact Stand', the only survivor of this holocaust is Crow's eye-pur
138 i

t a spectrum of flame. A still crueller

1l,tin
the tover of its scorched fort', black agains

opponent is faced in 'Crow and the Sea'., Water resists all overtures — an alien

vorld, 'bigger than death' - and yet it will not be ignored, Crow a failed Messiah

'He turned his back and he marched away from the seg
139

As a2 crucified man cannot move!
The battle continues into 'Crow's Song about Prospero and Sycorax', added later.
Crov is set against the sea, male versus female, and entropy is defeated only by
combining such aggressionm into mutual sexuality, mortality into orgasm, thus

teasier to live with -

His death and hex death'I4o.

With 'Truth Kills Everybody', battle is again joined. Proteus, the mythic shape-
changer of the seé, is bursued escalating horrors - chark, electric shock, 'Christ's
hot pounding heart! - all successfully outfaced., It is the 'hand grenade! of earth
that proves deadly, just as Proteus brings sea mysterites to dry landj

1Stinking with sea—botiom growths

A
Like the plug of the earth'!s sump—-ou‘ble'b'l ‘I.

Crow is blasted to nothing. In 'Crow and Stone' he bounces back into life, into -
nastery (albeit only over earth), a monster holding 'the very globe in terror'.
Stone batters itself into dust, Crow merely grows nimbler. The survivor of so many
epparent deaths,yet 'who never has beenvkilled', still in terms of self-khovledge

'Crosks helplessly

And is only just born!'T42,

ready for Apocalypse. 'Fragment of an Ancient Tablet! celebrates the Goddess's

duality between appearance and the underlying thrust of life, face and vaginas

'Above - the face, shaped like a perfect heari.

Below — the heart'!s torn face'143.

. 3 oki f the
Out of suffering comes new life, 'gouts of blood' prefigure 'the ticking bomb o

future', Tf that bomb vac earth in 'Truth Kills Everybody', then in tYotes for 2

i to
Little Play' it is nuclear catastrophe. In 'darkness of the sun', bodies burn

. - tions
nothingmess 'vith all the Tubbish of the earth'; all that remain are tvo mitatio

tPor.life.
savagely copulating, Crow's greed transformed into-a desperate quest
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'They fasten together. They seem to be eating each other

But they are not eating each o*ther'I44

In this spoiled Eden, Adam and Eve ~'hairy and slobbery, glossy and raw® - contract

a simple marriage from the heart of despair, beyond Jahveh, 'without guest or God!

Crow has cleared the way for the fifth, and final, trial creation, emerging

from such sexuality, such darkness., 'Snake Hymn' celebrates 'the love that cannot

die', conversely 'an empty husk' here beyond suffering (beyond human relevance).

Sex is the final ruler of Eden - snske, Adam's blood and Christ 'kmotted on the

cross are all its servants -~ the Fall in effect is triumph rather than tregedy.

In 'Lovesong'y, love is again 'appetite!, a possessiveness, a joyful crucifixions
‘Her eyes wanted nothing to get away

Her looks noiled dovm his hands his wrists his elbows'IA’5

.

Metaphors deepen into the sinister, redolent of treachery and imprisonment - 'the
grinding of locks' - copulation embraces pain as vell as ecstasy (unlike in unreal

Eden)., If the lovers' 'little cries fluttered into the curtains', then also 'their

T46

screams stuck in the wall'. The Oedipal imbalance of 'Song for a Phallus' is thus

righteds Their two heads are a 'lopped melon! - like Mammy's — again made whole, a
genuine communion of love (Agape) through lust, through surrender of self to other.

'In their entwined sleep they exchanged arms and legs
In their dreams their brains took each other hostage

In the morning they wore each other's facé’L”.

His principles thus taught to man, Crow can become a god, albeit only over oblivion.
'Glimpse! ironically mekes such fertility both Crow's death and his apotheosisj the
leaf's edge that 'guillotined language'(as in 'Crow Comrmnes')also confers divinity.

tSpeechless he continued to stare at the leaves

. 148
Through the god's hezd instantly substituted! .

The scourge of worn—out mythologies is himself part of a new, tougher myth, & hym

to the hidden Creator. Silence becomes its ovn kingdom in 'King of Cerrion'. Crov -

stronger than death in 'Examination at the ¥omb-door' - returns as scavenger and as

1
death's final plaything; his palace is 'of skulls', his throne a 'scaffold of bonesh,

'His crovm is the last splinter
A
Of the vessel of life' *7,

He rules an empty world. The swelling cry of 'Tvo Legends® departs, shrunk and

L] '.
silent, into entropy, 'the blindness and dumbness and deafness of the gulf
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A similarly inert vorld - Vaste Land revisited — is brought into creati i
< on in

'Two Eskimo Songs'. In 'Fleeing from Eternity', men is death's ghost; faceles: h
- - ] Sc e

gashes out holes for eyesj impotent he tricks woman of her birthright

‘He sav a womam singing out of her belly,

He gave her eyes and a mouth, in exchange for the song':[50

Jer blood and pain bring life, his laugh is the last vestige of God's cosmic joke

'How Water Began to Play' finds Crow's old enemy the sea also a victim of entropy.

"Water wanted to live

It vent to the sun it came weeping back'ISI.

Water can find only death - !maggol and rottenness! - even in the womb. It retreats
through the 'stone door' of earth (which,in 'The Door!,was Crow's first home) to
become, like Crow, lord of oblivion, weeping away emotion until it reaches purity;

'It lay at the bottom of all things

Utterly vorn out  utterly clear'ISz.

'Littleblood!, the final and most beautifully enigmatic poem in Crow, reveals the
complex birth that follows such painful conception -~ 'the pain and blood were life'-
Crow's tenacious legacy. Littleblood hides in the mountains, 'wounded by stars',
like primitive man 'eating the medical earth! (the dus;t of tCrovw and Stone"),

'"Ploughing vwith a linnet's carcase

153.

Reaping the wind and threshing the stones!
Similarly, 1littleblood represents the whole animel kingdom - gnat's feet,elephantts

nose, crocodile's tailISA'. Like Crow, it can instruct both poet and mankind as a
vhole, a direct line to the wellsprings of myth, dragging life from death's javs:

'Grovn so wise grown so terrible
Sucking death's mouldy tits.

. I
Sit on my finger, sing in my ear, O 1ittleblood! 55.

In Crov, Hughes has created a totem for the English race. The King James Bible and

a vhole library of myth are brought back to life; retold in a disjointed, ugly end

Y o h 3 S8
Violent way as if a crow vere to speak, its harsh song made verse, its blackness a

. . ;
¥orld-view, its hunger a philosophy. Crow tumms evangelist - relating the strucgle
the ancestor of man.

t0 survive the creation of matter — to emerge as 'littleblood’,
156
| oXis

. . ; iverse posited
Crow's main opponent is entropy, the runming down of the uni P

. . . 3 rat proves
Einstein., It is Crow's very vitality, albeit at times ugly or violent, that

. - - world in ruins
bis (and our) salvation, a Messiah for a nuclear age,a nev myth-for a
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Like more communial, lecs personal myth, Crow has

I58

evolved its owm apocryphaISYy

jts ovm imitations s its owmn PaI‘OdistsI59.

For Hughes himself, it seems to have
released the floodgates, a vast recent body of work that moves ever closer to the
Goddess, mistress of Littleblood, the underlying deity o< Crow. 1In his text for
Peter Brook's production of Orghastwo, Hughes invented a new language to properly

express this composite myth, an arcane ritual re-enacted at “he tomb of Xerxes, yet

*the interior mythology of the play is of a piece with parts of my earlier

writing; at the level of generalization, on which this myth works, the

writings of most poets are one system and the same'I6I'

Thus, Jahvweh becomes Krogonj the son in time of Orghast (creative fire) and Hoa
(the womb), he imprisons the world. It is Pramenath's (Prometheus's) duty to ovpose
him, the vulture is merely holy fire mistaken for a serpent, emerging as Anath, the

lost divinity of Crow, the White Goddess, DPrometheus on his Crag reworks these

themes in English, a shrunken numb world in which Prometheus muses on the wvulture,
escapes earth for godhead (Hughes'! Moly, Greek myth is made current and so eternal).

tHe sways to his stature
And balances., And treads

' 6
On the dusty peacock film: wvhere the world floats'I 3.

Cave Bii‘dé‘I64 extends the myth still further, protagonist as life-~denying sceptic,
165

as Socrates, as tcivilised man! . Condemned to death and consigned to the under-
world, he is reborn as (a) crow, undergoing initiation into a irue marriage with
woman —'owl flower! of the Mabinogion, the Goddess — rising as a king, as a falcons

tIn the wind-fondled crucible of his splendour

The dirt becomes God‘Iéé.
167

Crow ’:ts indeed unkillable, the parson of autumm in Season Songs,the. singing_ survivor

168 . AT him to life~
of Moon-Bells, turning Adam into Phoenix in 'Adam and the Nine', wakKing him 10

'Who has understood the Crow's love-vhisper?
169

Or the Crow's news?!
T S t
Conversely, Crow has also enabled Hughes to re—enter Iature and landscape 1o

s ] H 1 O ’TH
celebrate this Goddess, not through myth but legend,a redefinition ofibeauty tnrour

C . 3 v £ the
horror, 1ife through death. Season Sozlg;:-;I?O affirms the redemptive Dovers O

-~ 3 b3 inst COld'
Goddess, of earth, from Spring's majesty through to its promise, heat agains i

The hare strays down the highway

I
Like a root going deeper'I7 .
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_ 172
Renains of Flmet Teturns to the poet's own childhood landscape, suffused by

legend and history, harsh, abidingly ancient. Evoked by sombre photographs (sired

by Positives on Mercian Hymns), the poems are equally monochrome, 2 lament both for
mother and native earth - 'Elmet, the last British Celtic kingdon to fall to the

Angles! = united in the ominous, closing dream of an iron angel, yet alsc a seed

t0f the wild god now flowering for me
Such a tigerish, dark, breathing 1lily
Between the tyres, under the tortured za.:’tles':[73

Industry yields fully to Nature in Moortom:_r'u, pages from g farmer's diary, the

daily struggle to keep sheep and cattle alive, the business of survival, of harvest,

'The tall loads are swaying towards their barns

Do the deep lands"ﬂS.

Elmet, 'an empty town, in the North of England', is the setting of Hughes' most

extraordinary vwork so far, Gaudetéﬂé. Ritually sacri:ﬁ‘icedI77

s Tiven in two, it is
Lumb's duty to heal the ailing Goddess. Thus, one Lumb introduces Dionysian orgy on
earth (only to be destroyed by it), the other disappears into Nature, a modern
Parzival, to reinvigorate the Waste Land., He emerges, like the risen Christ, to
innocent childrem -~ the new Age - leaving not 'traces of red mud'! but a handful of
strange hymns to a 'nameless female deity!, the restored Goddess. He also begueaths

a miracle, an otter summoned from the lough's depths, a metaphor for her Creation,

*the great world itself, this giant, shining beauty that God vhistled up

. 17
up out of the waters of chaos ... an infinite creature of miracles! .

Like Hill's attempts at national legend in Mercian Hymns, Hughes is wnderteking

the work of a civilizgtion - not, like Heaney, merely synthesising it, or, like
Gum, simply investing it with new meaning - and creating a new structure of his owr.

This itself can comnent on, and incorporate, older myths and legends as well as

Mroviding a satisfactory cosmology of its ow., If Hughes' narrative structure 1s

. - 1
less involved or intrinsically satisfying than, say, Paradise Losct or Bleke's

Prophetic Books, at least he has the same breadth of ambition. Such myth does not

. ‘- tion:
lapse back disappointed into naturalism,but re-infuses his whole work,a new creaiion
'My main concern was to produce something with the minirum cultural accrev-
sort ... it might be invented after the holocaust “*170

ceeds in nature'.

jons of the museum
vwhere essential things spring again ... only from their

+ b d r‘.\'ﬁh.
Al four poets have garnered such a harvest, the vellspring both of roetry an
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Dick Davis, 'Perceiving what is', PN Reviev IS (Vol 7, No 1), 1980, pp60-1

See Alan Bold, Thom Gunn and Ted Vughcs Edinburgh 1976, prI-I5 'Ted Gunn'

Bold traces their increasing divergence, but the continuing publication of

their joint Selectcd Poems London ‘1962 still associates.one with the other

Dick Davis, p 6I.

See Keith Sagar, The Art of Ted Hughes 2nd ed. I978; Hughes vas oblivious of

the 'Movement', 'vrapped up as he vas in the exclusive world of the Thite
Goddess (p I4), We supplied Sylvia Plath 'with a fully vorked out belief in
the poctic mythology of Robert Graves! The “hite Goadess, it permeates his

vhole system of beliefs. See chapter one for a brief discussion of the book.

Ted Hughes, A Choice of Sheckespeare's Verse, London 197I, b I87.

Egbert Faas,'Ted Hughes and Crow! (a conversation). London ¥orzzine n.s. Vol I0,

No 10, Jen I97I, p 6. The quota¥ivca confinues

'Is Mary violent? Yet Venus in Shakespeare's poem ... evratually
murdered Adonis ....she murdered him because he rejected her. He was
so desensitised, stupified and brﬁtalised by his rational scepticism,
he didn't know what to do with her, He thought she was an ethical
perilted s oo oo T L s el . Soaen 1
Plato, banisher of the poets from his Republic, nevertheless would givg chiléren

not a grounding in ethics but a proper grounding in the Greek myths.
Cf the same idea in Idries Shah, The Sufis, London I1974.

Ted Hughes, 'Myth and Education', Childrens Iiterature in Education I,I970,167.

John Heilpern, Conference of the Rirdss the story of Peter Brook in Africa,

London I977, p 268.

See Al Alverez, The Savage God London I97I, a personal view of suicide and Plath

Faas, p IT.

Translated into English as The Tibetan Book of the Dead, compiled and edited by
7.Y.Evans-entz, London 1927, 3rd ed. I957 vith a ‘psychological tommentary ty

CeG.Jung. At one time Hughes planned to produce this as an opera with the

Chinese composer Chou Wen-—chung.
See Mircea Eliade, Shemonism, London I964.

Paas p 16.

Critics end Children, New York 1976, (ed,.Fox

s AT
iginal -~ moT¢ lively - telk,

them.

"Wyth and Education', Writers,

et al), This is a complete rewriting of the or

the same basic ideas, a completely new exprescion of '
3 the comnlic-—
'If the story is learned well ... then tlak story hes become like The

ated hinterland of a single word' (p 80).
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Ibid P 940

At Cambricge, Hughes changed from English to Archaeology and Anthropology - te
had already bad as tutor J.C.Hodgart, an expert in the ballsds - ang Sarar
quotes (p 8) the remarkable dream, a fox's varning, vhich persuaded <he et
that his creative work vas best served by such a move, Along vwith Nathaniel

Tarn, llughes is one of the few poets scholastically trained in primitive mytn
The ideas in the Faas interview, for example, are hardly rigidly academic.

The same, of course, applies to Yeats! A Vision and indecd Graves!' The ite
goddess (see chapter one). It is almost as if such theories sozk up the

detritus of the poet's mind, leaving the creative work clear, magisterial,
Faas, p I7.

See John Sladek, The New Avocrypha: a guide to strange science and occult

beliefsy London I973 ppI20-2I, Cayce was an all-purpose mystic, advising on
'matters of health, religion, philosophy, man's non-cdescendence from the
nonkey, Atlentis, the Great Pyramid, zutomatic writing, zstrology,
warnings in dreams, reincarnation and all other subjects of occult

interest, not forgetting (regular bowel movemements)'.

Sagar, 2nd ed. p 225, Sagar is also an expert on Lavwrence, the author of a
biography, the editor of his letters as well as writing The Art of D.H.Lawrence,
Cambridge I966.

See Richard de Mille, Castaneda's Journey, New York I976, London I978.

Despite his imposture, Castaneda's vork is true on a deeper level, Don Juan a
vehicle of the poetry of Don Juarr - Saint John - of the Cross, a new spiritual

direction for modern man disguised in the myth of a peyote Indian.

Geoffrey Thurley, The Ironic Barvest: Inglish poetry in the twentieth century,

London 1974, p I72. Nevertheless, such establichment fisures as W,H.Auden,
Stephen Spender and Marianne Moore avarded himaFirst Publication prize in
New York, such an establishment publisher as Faber avidly took his work.

Al pAlvarez, 'The New Poetry, or Beyond the Centility Principle!, Tre Nev Poetry,

eds Alvarez, Harmondsworth 1962, rev. ed, 1966,

- ~or ¢ T ’,n
Calvin Bedient, 'On Ted Fughes', Critical Cuarterly Vol 14,70 2(Zunmer I972)pIL:

Eesays in Criticism Jan 1965, cuoted

Claud Rawson, 'Ted Ilughes: A Reappraisal!

Sagar, p 35 (his paraphrase).
. . - . The vt of =02
T i B T TOT o Lhe nlv e
Faas p II. See, howiever, the attack on Fucres in Dric HombergeTs 7€ b =
. . «trecsing his
Real: poetry in Ingland and America since 1939, Lordon I97T, €
. ) g inly he remains an
anti-democratic, almost proto-faccist political stance. Certainly b .

outsider, a solitary in the world of men.

Huches is as obsessed with solitude as Cunn is vith community.
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The Haxk in the Rain, London I957. In my discussion of Hughes! vork, the
excellence of Keith Sagar's comprehensive study The Art of Teg Hughes
y

Cambridge
1975, 2hd:revised ed. I978i~ and ‘shortage of space - precludes a full, poen by

poem, enalysis, as with Hemney, Hill and Gumn. I shall concentrate on Crov,

See Fazs pplI-13. The same attempt on the universal through dialect can be
discerned in the mature work of Alan Garner, vhose fictions closely aporoach
Hughes verse - respect for the Goddess, affinity with the.primeval, a‘strona
sense of (Northern) place, synthesis of a vide body of myth into something new,
strange, fiercely personal. See The Owl Service, London I1967.

Introduction to Keith Douglas, Selected Poems ed. Ted Hughes, London I964.

Hughes also ovwes a substantial poetic debt to Dylan Thomas, Gerald Manley

Hopkins, John Crove Ransome, masters all of the havsh line, the spiky conceit.

Hughes obviously subscribes neither to Donald Davie's Purity of Diction in

English Verse, London I952ner¥sthe later Articulate Dnergy: an enquizy into the

sfntax of English poetry, London I957. He thus derives vehement energy at the
océasional expense of meaning - the last 5 lines of 'The Hawk in the Rain' make

no grammaticai sense at all, syntax as smashed as the crashing hawk.

The Havk in the Rain p II.

Ibid p I2,

Hughes' father filled the poet's childhood with his reminiscences of the Great
Var,such horrors have entered the very fabric of his poetry. See Bold p II.

The Havk in the Rain p 34. In 'The.Martyrdom of Bishop Farrar' fire is a means

of testing, of validating the efficacy of mere words, 'smoke burned his sermons

into the skies!.

See Sagar p 23, gquoting The White Goddess p A48. As in the Mabinogion, and
indeed The Owl Service (see note 34), the Goddess brings-both grace and despair,

'She is the Flower-8oddess Olwen or Blodeuwedd, but she is also Rlodeuvedd
est in..a dead tree's

the Owl, lamp-eyed, hooting dismally, with her foul n

The Wawk in the Rainm p I9. 'Song' vas written, astonishingly, while Fughes vas
his most darkly beautiful poem.— quiétly and

still at school (see Sagar p 8), h
Oarefully thymed ~ a continuation of the sensuous despair of late Keats,
tfhe moving waters at their priest-like task
Of pure ablution round earth's human shores! ('Bright Start).

Lupercal, London I970.

,‘ L2 s n
Ibid p 42. The colonel's head is mounted, by Hughes, with wolf and sturgeon,

also fierce predators, also extinct.
imed that part II of this poem ¥was

Ibid p 46. In a recent reading, Hughes cla |
ouija board (see also Sacar p 39).

written, through Hughes, by the spirit of his
One hopes that the spirit was granted royalties.
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54.
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56.
570
58.

594
60.

61,

62,

See 'Strawberry Hill', Walpole's Gothic toyed with such life,vent deim
: n .under it

Lunercal p ITI. See Sagar p 46 for a fuller description of this abanfoned rmi=th

A poem, like !The Perfect ?orms', where myth overvhelms reason.See Sagar pp55-17

'Lupercalia' also took place in February. Cf 'November! (taking its 'trems ip

the sodden ditch' from 'Things Present'), another part of ceasonal myth-making

Lupcrcal p 63. Lupercalia was a festival of fertility, dog and goat sacrificed
———— rificed,
the barren vwomen ritually whipped by athletes. The collection closes vith a

hope that the fruitfulness of Nature will invade humanity, a spiritual harvest,
Ibid p 60. It is Cleopatra, not Rome, that is the real victor.,
See Sagar p 6I. Unreliable and prying as most biographical speculation is, it

seems unavoidahle here, Tin Letters Home, Tondon I97Y, Plath indicates the

mutual poetic debt of each to the other - see her Hughes-derived poem !'The
Death of Myth-making', Poetry xciv(Sept.I959) p 370 - and Hughes' early high
productivity flows from this relationship. In blegk contrast, between Vebrucry
1963 and 1966 Hughes wrote only 'The Howling of Wolves', !'Song of a Zat! and

a long play vhich has gever appeared, except as verse fragments. 'Cadenza' and

'Heptonstall' —where Plath is buried -~ seem subsequent attempts at atonenent.
Recklings, London I966 (limited edition of I50). 'Togos! reappears in Vodvo.

Yodwo, London 1967. The American editiom - New Ydrk, 1967 - contains two extra
poems, -'Root, Stem, Leaf' (three verses originally in Recklings) and 'Scapegoats

and Rabies'!, published in England separately as a limited edition, London I967.

Recklingsrp I7, 'Fallen Eve!, For a more humourous version of the cnake myth,
¥rittdn for childrenm (Hughes'! purest myths) see Nessis the MNannerless lonctcr,

London I966. Cf also the earlier 'lMayday on Holderness!', discussed earlier.

Vodwo p I49. CfF the sinister, cruel, supernatural smile of Crow p 62-3.

Sec The Vhite Goddess p 465. The 'Word! is reduced to a child's first scream.

Lodvo p 150-3, 'Cog', cf. The 'hite Goddess p 465, Logos again defeated,claiming:

'to be dominent as Alpha and Omega ... pure Good, pure Logic, able to cxist

vithout the aid of vomen ... the outcome vas philosophical duzlism'.

déess p 69.

Yodvo p 40, 'The Green Volf! - effects of a stroke - cf The “krite Go

See The Thite Godcess prI33, 293, 54. All are aspects of fertility.

- -+ 17}
i.e. 'Song of a Rat! begins where the short story 'Sunday' leaves off, 'The

'"November' in Jun-~re-l -

Rain Herse', a prose narrative, refers back to the poem
ms, fields'jumping'.

'sodden as the bed of an ancient lake!, rain snudging the far

Yodwo p I82, Poet and daughter experience a moment of fulfilment, the guiet

It is agein cvoked for

fertility of cows, the perceived mystery of the moon.
in The Damtr-Crl ond

children, albeit more fantastically, less confortably
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other moon-people, London 1963,

Vacko Popa, Selected Poems, Harmondsworth 1969, introduction by lughes, p 1.
: 9 [

¥odvo p I70. For further creation myths see the proce T'ov the ‘hale becerme end
LA . “ha am o]

other stories, London I963 (principally for children) and, of cource, Crov
ce, Crov,

As in 'The Rescue', the resentful saved 'like mummies with their bandarcs., ,of et
Crov, London I970. The 2nd ed, London I972, contained T nev poems,. '. . : -

Faas, p I63 Hughes earlier acknovledges, hovever, that
'You spend a lifetime learning how to write verse when it's been clear from

your earliest days that the greatest poetry in English is in the prose of
the bible! (p I4).

See Sagar p II4 and Paul Radin, The Trickster, London I956.

See The Vhite Godcess p 87.

Ivid p 66, crow as Cronos, the murdered ritual king of the harvest.

Ibid p I433'the Morrigan wes invoked in battle by an imitation on war-horns of

a raven's croaking', she was the third part of the Triple-Coddecs.

Cf the similarities between 'Truth kills Everybody' and the close of'Tam Lint,
Bold p II6,

Faas, p I8,

'Poetry Now! Dbroadcast on BBC Third Programme, 24 June 1970, quoted Bold p IIT7.

Faas p 20, 'a super-simple and a super-ugly language which vould .in.a vay shed

everything except just what he wanted to say'.
See Sagar p 106, and sleeve notes to the Claddagh recording of Crow, 1973,
See Sagar.p 235. Hughes gave the same explanztion in a recent rdading.

David Lodge, -'CTow and the Cartoons!', Critical Quartcrly Sovring I97I, reprinted

in Pgetry Dimension I, ed. Jeremy Robson, London 1973, pp30-39.

David Tiolbrook, Loct Bearings in English Poetry, London I977, chepter 5, 'From

'Witalism'to a Dead €row, Ted Hughes'! Failure of Confidence', v I4T7.

Geoffrey Thurley, The Ironic Harvest, London I974, 'Reyond Positive Valuec:Ted
ent to the Absurd, Thurley cccs

Hughes' p 186, ‘ihat Holbrook sees as an obandonm

. 2 2 bl x“fthn
as an important step in the English existential tradition, a proper use O0x

Calvin Bedient, 'Absentist Pociry', Il Review I (1977) pp23-4.

fodern Poetry Studics 6, utumn

C.V.Fernandez, 'Crov, a l'ythology of the Demanic',}
e ps s ; t Crov.,
1975, p 144, The demdnic has exhauated Christianity and 3cience but not Lro

. o m ac and Ted
Peter Abbs 'The Revival of Mythopoic Imagination: A Study of R.S.Thom

c s - t of mytbological
Hughes', Poetry Wales I0; 4, I975. Abbs is in the forefron

Criticism,



85.

86.

87,

83,
89,

90,

9I.
92.
93.
94,
95
96,
97.
98.

99.
100,

101,

102,
103,
104,
105,
106,
107,

108,

307,
J.Brooks Bouson, 'A Reading of Ted Hughes' Crow!

s Concerning Poctry 7, 1974,
pf21—32, sec also Faas, p I7.

Ted Hughes, Eat Crow, London I97I; concluding lines of a one act play in whicr

the hero Morgan is under attack by‘Prosecutor and the Godcess, written 1G4/

The prose part of the epic is not yet published, T have used the most rccent
= = ’
commereially available edition (2nd English ed, London 1972) vith three pocms

added in a limited, illustrated edition, London I973.
Keith Sagar, Ted Iuches (Writers and their Work) 227 (1972), p 32.
Crov p I3, Natural crov here leads to mythic Crow in 'Lineage!,

See Faas prI6-7 on the Bardo . Thodol, the Tibetan Book of the Tead which Hugres

planned as a libretto, means of fully passing both womb and tomb door. See ~lso
V.Y.Evans-Wentz, The Tibetan Pook of the Dead, London 1927, 3rd ed. I957 with

a psychological commentary byva.Jung.

Crov p I6. See Sagar (1978) p I07.

Crov p I7, scarring the earth, the ¥White Godaess.
'Crow Rambles'!, Crow I973 illustrated, limited ed.

Crov p I9. Crow laughs, precursor of the cosmic grin of his God.

Crow p 2I. A pun on escape as 'did not notice', 'broke free'.
Crov p 23. The prophecy is 'a grimace!, another precursor of the cosmic grin.
Crov¥ p 27. This makes universal the Great 'ar, one of Hughes' earliest myths.

Crow p 30, 'Agape! means not just 'open'! but the Latin term for the Christian

love-feast, comrunion turning Crow's natural greed into spirituel illumination.

Crovw v 22,

Crow p 33,

Crov p 35. See footnote to Crov, Claddagh Records, 1973, part quoted Seger pI18
'Crow's whole quest aims to locate and release his own creator, God'=

nemeless hidden prisoner, vwhom he both encounters repeatedly but in come

unrecognicsable form'.

. el
Crov p 35, It is left unclear whose enemies he loves, hils own or Crov'e.

. . 1
Crov p 36. A directly contrary crcation myth %o that in 'Tvo Lecgends'.

Crow o 139,

Crov p 42, The grin recurs, temporarily impatent.

Crow p 44. The mirror is also & fortune teller's crystal ball.

]
Crov p 45, Cf the equally -clcome greed of 'Crovw Communes’.

. i ¢ unplanncc.
A contrast to 'Crov's Vanity', where such cvocations cam p
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- Ce : i s .
Crow » 47. f 'Crovw Tyrannosaurus!, zgoin imprisoned in earth,

A development of an earlier, failed attempt at cosmic laughter, ' Grint
_ , .
Crov. p 50. e is waiting for his lost God, Lora of such nothingness

Crow p 52. Cf, the folklore spirit Robin Goodfellow, and o yet smaller

sacrificial victim, the wren. Robin ic not included in 'Crov and the Birds!,
Crow p 52.

Crow p 53.

As in 'The Rattle of Osfrontalist.

Crov p 54, speechless both in surprise. and because deprivéd of speech,

'Crow and the Birds', p 37.

Crov © 55.

Eﬁgﬂ p 56. See Bager ppI127-30, another counterpart of the 'hite Coddess,
1Crov's Courtship', Crow I973 illustrated, limited ed.

Crov p 58. Tor a variant creation myth =ce Hughes' prose narrative for

children 'How the Elephant Became', How the Yhale Became, and other stories,

London 1963. Bombo saves all the other animals from a forest fire.
Crov p 59, shot by a gamekeeper?
Crovw p 60, This loneliness will be relieved by Crow's mate.

Crow p 6I, Dejanira was Hercules! wife, and accidentally poisoned him wuith
the shirt of Nessus, in Beowulf the hero undertook quests against tvo dragons

dvelling in e lake, Grendel and his mother.

Crov p 63. Cf the magical transformations of 'Crow goes Hunting'. The poem

blends the narratives of 'A Grin' and 'A Disaster', Christ as the Vord.
Crow p 65,
Cf the blackness of 'Two Legends', crow a 'black rainbov'.

Crow p 68,

Crov p 69.

X t
Crov p 45, 'A Horrible Religious Error'; 'star of blood on the fat leaf' » 59.

All three prefigure the godhead of 'Glimpse’,
continues to stere 'at the god's head instantly substituted’.

leaf a guillotine at which he

Crow p 72, Cf that similar failed saviour in 'The Contender'.

Crow p 73.

Crov p 74, the nearest Rhst-lughes gets to 'confessional® verse.

. seriously.
Crov p 77. Holbrook, ppI55-58, takes this comic pocm far too seriously
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137,
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142,
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145,
146.
147,
148,

149.

»150.
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152,
153,
154,

155.
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I57.

the Just' and 'Crov's Song about England!.

309,

The Sphinx's riddle from the Oedipus myth - man the strange creature vho T +
d irs
cravls on four feet, then walks on tvo, finally uses a stick as a third supsort

- is rather brutally answered here, wrested from her guts with an axel
Crow p 78, God's approval a parody of His vords in the gospel account of

Christ's baptism by John the Baptist, the last of the prophets,

Crow p 79, the blackbird is a para~Crow, a more melodious songster.

Cf 'The Door!' where the eye-pupil is Crow!s first home. *Burning/burning/
burning' is of course a direct echo of that hall of echoes The Waste Land.
Crow p 82.

'Crow's Song about Prospero and Sycorax!', Crow I973 limited, illustrated ed.

Crow p 83, cf. the magical transformations of a ballad like 'Tam Lin'; also

cf. the shark of 'Crow's First Lesson', the electric shock of !'Crow Improvises!
Crovw p 84, eyes again are all important, ‘the pover of sight.
Crow p 85, a variation of the riddle poem, augury of the Oracle,

Crowv p 86, See Faas p I9, this describes the survivors of a nuclear explocion.
Cf also the 'dark sun' of D.H.Lawrence, a vital influence on Hughes, both in

belief in personal mythology and in a worship of life, the free spirit.
Crow p 88.
See Crow pp75-T.
Crow p 89.

Crow p 90, cf the 'fat leaf! of 'Dawn's Rose', the lopped head falling off like

a leaf in 'Revenge Fablet,

Crow p 9I. There seems also a further reference to the Crucifixion, Christ and

Crow united in suffering, in 'the hanged thing's/rack and final stretcher'.

Crov p 92,

Crow p 93.

Crov p 93, a kind of creation myth, tliow the Water Becanme',

QTOﬁ p 94, littleblood becomes a harvester of Creation, farmer of the universe.

It is best not to attempt to visualise such a creature, Hughes! style can be

easily ridiculed for it is not to be interpreted realistically but as myth.

Crov p 94,
'Entropy'!, the Jerry Cornelius novels

See also Thomes Pyncheon's short story
into art, come to

of Michael Moorcock. <\ hese again attempt to turn scionc?
lerms with a nuclear age.
igenesis of Evil', tCrov

t
For example 'Crow's Song about God', 'The Lovepct!, .
: X ts complete bvibliographye

See Sagar
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Most impressive is R.S.Thomas'! articti 15 .
1c¢ Trenaissance, I''m, London 1972,

llost humorous is George llacbeth, The Orlando Poems, London I97T

See A.C.H.Smith, Orghact at Persepolis, London I972.

Tbid p 97. Cf Brook's later project, the Sufi parable!'Conference-of the Rirds:

Prometheus on His Crag, London I973, reprinted in Voortovn, London 1979
Moortorn p 92. 'Eérth-numb' also continues the Brow apochryrku.

Cave-Birds, London I975, revised and enlarged commercial ed., London 1978
e———— b
both illustrated by Leonard Paskin, vho provided much of the inspiration of

Crow, as vell as the later covers for Gaudete and }icortovm.

See Hughes' note to A Choice of Shaltesvecre's Verse, Adonis turning into Venus

Ceve Rirds (1978 ed.) p 60, cf. Part 2 of Orghast, Hercules descends to the
undervorld to raise up the tyrant Eoldfast (instead death gives up the vulture)

Season Songs, London 1976, pp43~4; 'Leaves', 'I study the bible richt dovm to

the bone! claims érow, varson of the fallen leaves,
Moonbells, London 1978, p¢29-30, 'Horrible gong', 'the Crov is a hardy creatura

Moortown, » I168.

Season Songs, London 1976, incorporating 5 Autumn Songs, Bow I968.

Ibid p 74. Cf Moon-Bells, further poems for adult children, hymns to the

Coddess - Sagar sees these as Songs of Innocence against Crovw's Bxperience.

Remains of Plmet, London I979. Photographs by Fay Codwin, a development of

the collaboration first seen in Worlds, ed. G.Summerfield, Harmondsworth I974.

Ibid. » 77. The place nemes are significant, érow Hill, Lunb Valley.

Moortown .Elegies, Léndon 1978, comnercial .ed. loortormn, London I979, including

also pocms from Mocn-Bells end llichael lorpurgo, 211 Around the Year, London

1979, a diary of the vorking year of a nev farmer.

Moortovm 1979 ed. p 56.

[a¥al
5 10T

Gaudete, London I977. The title comes from & Christmas hymn. , see Sagar 1

Hercules is thus sacrificed in The Thite Goddess P 125 (his ghost is the Crov

t of the Goddess z= emblem of fertility. The

God Bran), mele counterver ‘

Lurbs sre indicated in the voem's tvwo evigrophs, Dionysos znd Farzival,

Gaudete p IT75.

&

Hughes, guoted Sagar (1978) p 1073 'if I couldn't find it areain oririnal in

. " ~de 1 oyth
Crov, I vasn't interested to make a troohy of it'. The poet hag ncce all oy
synchronic, Crow a library of civilization, 01d Tvins reconstructed in & B

erchitecture, a nev syctem.




CHAPTER SIX,

POETRY AND MYTH.

' , : I
YMyth, then, may have to be re-defined for the tventieth century' .

'And yet. And yet. The great forest of ancient mythologies does

. 2
beckon, and it still has its attractions' .
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All this really takes us no further towards discovering vhy - rather than k
- an how-
modern poets have returned to myth. Ve must turn again from anzlysis to the
hnt ory,

There seem to be itwo poles of experience running through post-war verse,the sccred
- ’ - Ca

and the profeane, the numinous and the political, the mystical and the prosaic. In

that masterpicce of committed Marxism, Illusioi and Reality - a commitement leavnt

from the pulses not others!' rhetoric - Christopher Caudwell traces the hardenine -~
of myth into religious dogma, the class divisions of nascent capitalism. !'yth it-
self demands ‘'assent to the illogical' but presents 'man's confused knowledge of
society and his relation to it', glimmerings of reality, steps tovaerd commuriism:

'the phentastic world of poetic ritual, myth or drama expresses a
social truih, a truth about the instincts of man as they fare, not in

biological or individual experience, but in associated experience'B.

AMternatively, in her equally committed defence of metaphysics Defendinc ‘ncirnt

Sorings, Kathleen Raine sees myth not as outdated (partially correct) superstition
but as endlessly valid, 'myth is the truth of tre fact, not fact the truth of the
myth!. Through an over-insistence on the detail and not the whole, the striking
image and not the construction of a mythology, modern poetry lacks such unity as
only myth can provide, the sense of Eden(or New Jerusalem), links with the psyche:

tas an alternative to a demythologised naturalism from which all the
nuninosity has besn withdrawn, I would expect any profound reneval of
poetry to come from an exploration of the interior, the anterior

landscape of the imagination'A.
In the invaluable Agenda special issue on nyth, John Heath-Stubbs urites theBe’ two

Warring theories, each an aspect of the other, both (and only) thus fulfilleds:

'because myth is a means of exploring human potentiality, the poet st

revalue experience, and become a revolutionary. DZecause nyth 1& a vay
o the past and tradition the poct is always,

5

- 3 1]
in the true sense of the word, conservative'”,

of relating meaningfully 1

: lcice T merc iy
Far from being destroyed by socialist realism (or Platonic nysticien), oyth Y

ts oporession
reveals it as yet another of its countless aspects, a symbol of man p:

- th - whetrer it
(or man's potential), a partial view. Indeed, 1o re-invigorate my

. ; fron the
mist be rescued from the Merxist (or Christian) index of fqrbldden texts,

£ hi vle - rcmains the
Quicksands of academia, or from the nursery of child's fable - Tcmaln

ic ;scover, to link
mastering impulse of the grcatest poetry, not to devise but rediscover,
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psyche to society, the poet to his readers, each reader to one arother

'No-one can really invent nev myths, It is a matter of celecting and
~ an

recombining under high imaginative pressure from the mass of mythic

nyths vhich vere ever true
myth cannot die, since it is part of the definition of nyth thet it

material which most of us have forgotten ...

exists outside time, making intelligible the permanent realities'é,

In just the same way, myth has been incorporated stylistically into the four
major poetic movements of this century, form mirroring function, reshaping percc:-t-
ion, For the modernists, myth was integrated into collage, Eliot's fusion in Tic
Waste Land of 'these fragments I have shored against my ruin' - Tarot cards, Foly
Grail, Buddhist r¢birth, the Golden Elizabethan Age-reflected in. tight,packed verse,

'The horses, under the axeltree
Beat up the dawn from Istria
With even feet. Her shuttered barge

Burned on the water all the day'7.

In symbolist poetfy, m&th vas not dispersed but concentrated into potent metaphor,
Yeats! 'Leda and the Swan' standing, at once, for itself, the 'burning roof and
tover! of Troy, the coming of the Christian age (analogue for the Incarnztion),
even‘a nevw sexuality -~ 'did she put on his knowledge with his pover'. Again,!Among

School Children} makes convergent - where Eliot would have made divergent - & vicit
by a'sixty—yea%igmiling public man', Leda, lfaude Gonne and the moon changes of A
Vision to creaée jts ovn myth, a fusion of beauty and wisdom, trce and leaf,

10 body swayed to music, O brightening glance,

How can ve know the dancer from the dance! .

For the surrealists, alternatively, myth was (used as) image, David Gascoyne's

. . 1 ,
adoption, in 'Miscrere', of the Crucifixion as a correlative for man's endless fall

suffering brought brutally up to date (myth an archetype of human inhumanity),

'See, the centurions wear riding boots,

Black chirts and badges and peaked caps, .

Creet one another with raised-arm salutes'’.

tdated
Yovement realism, still prevalent, treats myth merely as reference, an Cu

i ! ~od you like ill
code on which, like parallel bars, to perform exercises - ‘'any ccd 3;;
0 _ the past 'moTre remote than Ttracat, a1l lést -

do to say/the things you like!

'That ancient mythology has fallen;

Those runes and talismans diminish,
3 3 - 1
‘Foys for the fingers of foolich children
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*° It is %he Movement, not mythology, that is now an outdateq toy, an outworn
’

style; nevertheless, if myth is partly a function of form, then it can, in tu~n
’ =iy

modify content, shape the will to creation. I would suggest four basicimotivations

here. Firstly, myth con validate; justify-even, the poet!s private.life, make art

out of suffering. If Robert Lowell made his ovn background a legend1,3,._~'self as

tragic hero, and Sylvia Plath's later poems seemed what they-so eadly were, advence
I4

" notes for suicide, then confession had been turned into myth far éarlier in George

Painterts forgotten, haunting masterpiece The Road to Sinodun. The - poet /narrator

survives nervous breakdown - legendary encountezs vith his pvn doppelgénger -
through his rediscovéry, vinter.into spring, of Sinodun.. Ancient myth can heal
but, as befits this tart work, it silences-'my future words all dumb'-it is partiel,

'Day fades, I am lost and houseless,

Sinodun is far behind'IS.
Secondly, myth can reinforce-the bond betieen man and nature,ppet and his landscapes
In Briggflatts, Basil Bunting creates rich {fictional) biography, the poet as
Bloodaxe -~ made one in the coda - to reinvigorate his own pasty bull, mason and
lost love, all 'paving the slowworms vay'e. Such memofi’es pursue him into ‘exile,
are modified, bull into minotagury poet’intd.slowworm. éhas:tened, an, old man, he .
returns to hic homeland at season's change - 'I hear Aneurin number the dead' ~time
blurred -'today's posts are piles to drive into the queggy past' - loss outfaced,

'Fifty years a letter unanswered;
8 visit postponed for fifty years.

. 16
She has been with me fifty years'” .

Thirdly, myth can support the immer world against reason,.the constraints of that

society - ancient or communal - celebrated, say, in Briggflatts (2 Northern myth).

. 1 ¢
In '01d Savage/Young City', Nathaniel Tarn opposes urban tceremonial pattern' to

poet, 'magic artificer!, who seeks instead commerce with the earth,his natural sclfs

tonly the shaman frolicks, mocking his own mask,

. . I7
vwhole capitals crumbling while he counts his fingers® '.

s 2sowrd ETAL: hology Chilédren oO-
?ndeed, idea is etrected into polemic 1in fichael Horovita's anthology LR 27T —-

w an', unclairmed.
Albion, a heady brew of lost enthusiasm, 'the legacy of the whole mant,

s ia cople
Fourthly, and most ambitiously, myth can distill the emotional wisdom of a peopiCy

- . - richt ThouThie,
informed Mass Observation, the poet as priest, as scribe. In Hight Trhou™
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David Cascoyne records o 'solitary stroller! awake in a world asleep (unconscj )
1sciouc),

a survivor of 'that great lost ship, The Day'. The.stars,'splinters of 0ld ritnct
Sy wnE s

hére - must accede :(Tarn reverséd) to modern temples,— Battersea Pover Station

'raised to man-made Pover and Light', dreams enter in gaudy carnival, despair ends

'‘Greetings to the solitary ... Ve are closer to one another than ve
reéalize, Let us rémember one another at night, even though ve do not

19

know each other's names!
Such hard-von revelatioris are further urbanised, the tribe moved to tovn, in RPoy
Fisher's City, Birmingham itself a tragic, .suffering hero, a'ghost ¢s. vamong the
spokes of the new', Fisher cunningly merges prose and verse, reality and vision{as
do¢s Gascoyne), the city a 'composite monster' of its inhabitants, essentially
unknovable - 'most of it has never been seen' - taking on a 'dry epic flavour,
vhose air is human breath'. People, too, become legendary - 'an eternally startled
Adam, a permanently bemused.Eve! - metamorphosis é6f steel into tree, man inbo myth

'Each thought is at once translucent and icily capricious. A polytheism

without gods! 20.

City, thus tangentially, reveals the most potent need to drive post-war.poets
back to myth,-a desire to recapture Eden, a lost world of perfection,.the Bolden
Age. Just as in J.G.Ballard's strange imploded no¥el 'You, lie and the Continuum®-~
prose metamorphosising into poetry - Christls Second Coming is botched, shattered,

'lost integers in a hundred computer codes, sand-grains on a thousand

. 2I.
teaches, fillings in a million mouths' I,

in recent poetry Eden is both desired and yet found only as fragmented, failed,

soiled by an eternal tawdriness. If Eliot could look back to a rich fullness no¥

laid waste, if Yeats could dream of Byzantium, Heaney's bog-Ireland is dark end

da-ngerous, Iill's Mercia cruel and arbitrary, Gum's 'mnew men' to bg reclaimed ty

the dust, Hughes' Crow greedy and evil, men merely hiB playthings. And yet the

nyth remains potent, nowhere more than in lioly, death subju~ated to beauly -

"The constant vision of the race: 20
Lavned orchard deep with flover and fruitt' .

‘ot thi rch for Eden, iis
Edvin Muir’provides the most coherent account .of- this search for y
jfied work The Labyrinth - like Saul ‘'cdark

bitterness and its triumphs, in that wn

. - 3 mination, to
on the highvay, groping in the light! - skruccling towards illuminatof

23

'shine yet in your golden age' ~.
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t remains only to refine definitions3edray i i
I o y lonsyledray some final tentative conclusions

s

Legend is not merely localised, second-rate myth but a complex form of nostalri
I cia,

an attempt to recapture childhood landscapes, Eden traced back to the nurzery

This lost domain is, inevitably, viewed from exile, absence maeking the legend crow

fonder, more intense. Thus, for Heaney, Wintering Out ends with escape westvwards

to California, North - along with the more personal Stations - a view framed from
the context of the South, the Wicklow of 'Exposure!, Arain, Hill's portmanteau
legend of the liidlands, Mercian Hymns, was crafted in Leeds, the voet's place of

24

work for the last twenty-five years™'. For Gunn, Positives was written. (admittedly

, \ 2 . . . .
in s1tu) 5 after a long sojourn in California, his more poignant, personal memories

of a London childhood made legend later in Jeck Straw's Castle: indeed the title

poem sets its obsessive vision of endless rooms, space in the skull, zround that
same Hampstead 1andmark26. In turn, Hughes endlessly recycles his brutal vision of
death and life in a Perﬁnine village - the (absurdly) aptly named liytholmroyd - from
the gentler vantage points of Mexborough, Cambridge, London and a thatched cottage
in Devon').L7 Legend, therefore, can be (re)defined as a nostalgia for place - native
land, native bones -~ the landscape a continuum.

Full mytk adds a further dimension, a new parameter, 'the greater mystery of
Time'ZB. Moly celebrates, and perpetuztes, myth as eternity of form, a pattern
that runs throughout history - endlessly varied, endlessly the same - time made
sense of through coﬁstant -repetition. Q_r_(_')j_s: instead ‘trea‘ts myth as itself a vast
historical survey, a narrative set deep in the past that explains the inexplicatle

present., Really the first is a function of the second, individuel myths the

building blocks of a mythology, menifestations within space and time of a pattern

beyond either., The past is indeed lost, a foreign couniry, and only myth can fully

3 3 ted -
recreate its complexity, its strangeness. The four processes earlier isola

N cive but
legend as afchetype, nevw legend, myth as archetype, new nyth — are not exclucl

. ~octs, Irom
Progressive, a procession to the numinous that can be traced in all four pocis,

of the tribe to the rvths of tke celf.

native legends to one's owvn, from the myths

; dence
A1l are attempts to escape rationzl despair for a supra-rational transcen ’

st put in
loneliness for a new kind of community. In a world where men do not stay :

nlace ac-cume
: s of lost p.ac
the same place but travel awey for vork, for cducation,legends
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a nev importancej in an age when religious doubt has yielded to moral atropl th
Biafiaiad - 2:;r, e

the old myths assume a desperate significance. The most promising young poets !
= D S ave

further mapped out these legends of space, myths of time.

29

treces the ancient 'stone in me/stone that I am', the past £loving out-througn mytl.

In Avebury,Richard Tdrns

into future, Clive Yilmer uses The Dvelling Place to trace, through legend,his om

sureness of place and his uncertain debt to his father 'whom T hardly kncw'3o

sy &

' genezlogy of pain. Jeremy Hooker credtes Solent Shore to structure his origine,

his birthright, the patterns of water - 'I could spare a 1ife trying to decither
them! - and the foreshore it ebbs away to reveal. Memories of far iclands like

tshattered bone', legends retrieved by earlier 'Vitnessest',tide back inte -the blood,

that'reddish fluid/where the water breaking fell"3I. Myth singles out the reader

32
from his static point in time and space - 'one's ovn body from its instant and heat!

- to restore back to him eternity, the horizons,his own part in the scheme .of ‘things

If the destination is the same, the routes differ. Seamus leaney has ‘aded

through bogland to a nevw harmony, 'the covenants of flesh'33. Geoffrey Hill has

escaped legend for a new kind of mystical Christianity, the dark mythologies of
Tenebrae, Thom Cunn has progressed through the gospel according to Sarire, the
epiphanies of LSD, back to a study of origins, myths for a sadder, harsher world.
Ted Hughes, single\:ininded in his pursuit of the White Goddess, has survived the
tlackness of Crow for the luminosity of the Epilogue to Gaudete, hymns for a nev

orld. Indeed, all four poets are myth-mekers in the deepest, most difficull sense-

those legends that govern art and society — reinvigorcting Eliot's laste Land(modetn

s . . . . s e , The Lnite
philosophical despair) with new ceremonies, an o0ld reliance on Nature. The .71t€

Goddess - that cranky, infuriating, eccentric, half-mad study of poctic myth- looks

to be increasingly impor’han'tBA, bringing new life to the desert, si@posts to the

. - [] f‘
lost., Longing for the Goddess informs not only Gaudete but the 'deliberate kisst o

- 1g
'Glanmore Sonnets!, the 'Angel of Tones' who musical-y resolves 'Tenebrae', tre

3 35 Y -~
i I i i er feirt!””. Vhether
mourned dead of 'Breaking Ground', 'shee is found, shee 15 €V 2

. . a to
this presages a retreat from technology back to the earth, materialism back a

s . Certainl
worship of natural forces, is far beyond the scope of the present study y

. ‘1 -odern
Wth is en old chanping way - ever the same, ever different - from which moc

36 s o
sigmificance! a mcens o.
Poets can still derive, as Eliot foresav,'a shope and 2 signifi ’

éscape, a coming to frcedom,
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Micheel Hamburger, 'A Jumble of Yotecs on Hyth!', Agenda 15, 2-3 (
1977), » I4.

Summer-Autumn

Peter Levi, 'Notes on Myth', Agenda I5, 2-3 (Autumn-Spring 1977) p 98.

a3

Christopher Caudwell (pseud. for C. St. John Sprigg), Illusion and Pealitv:

study of the sources of poetry, London I937, new ed. 1946, p 32.

Kathleen Raine, Defending Ancient Springs, London 1967, 'On the mythologicall,

p I38. The same collection includes excellent esseys on myth as used by Tdvin

Muir, David Gascoyne, W.B.Yeats, Coleridge, Shelley and St. John Ferse,

John Heath-3tubbs, 'Myth and Poetry', Agenda 15, 2-3 (Summer—Autumn 1977 \pI6-7.

Kéith Sagar, The Art of Ted Hughes 2nd cd. 1978, pr193-4,

T.S5.Eliot, 'Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein with a Cigar', Comvlete Pocms
and Pleys, London 1969, p 40.

V.B.Yeats, 'Among School Children', Collected Poems, London I950 (2nd ed) p 245.

David Gascoyne, Bollected Poems,London 1965, p 45. Tritten during the 2nd ¥World

War, Romens recast as MNazis,

Kingsley Amis, 'The Voice of Authority', Neu# Lines (ed. Robert Conquest), London
1956 p 45.

Donald Davie, 'Remembering the Thirties', Nev Lines, London 1956 p TI.

Peter Scupham, 'An Age', The Hinterland,Oxford I977 p22.5uch impoverishment of

the numinous, myth derided, has led, in one dircction, to the use by willed
undersophisticates — the Liverpudlian poets and their trecatment of comic-Took
heroes - in the other direction to willed sophisticates like Craig Raine,
'the lonely God who made the cow
to fill his empty Eden first'.

(The Onion, Memory, Oxford I978 p 23). For all his verbal brilliance, Raine
reader redolent of the

exudes an unnleasant arrogance tovards both subject and
. . \ s i servient
defunct New Review, an arrogance impossible Vhen poctry is genuinely subse

to myth, A sneer accords ill with a respect for certh rhythms, the non-versal.

3 : s 1t ike '"aking in the
See, in particular, Life Studies London 1959, with poems 1lik aking

Blue! being brutally oven about the poet's spell in mental I

ocpital.

1,24 ~i 1¢65, opI6-9
Most notorious in this context is !'Lady Lazurus', Ariel, London 1I° 5y 1 ’
'One year in every ten/I manage it'.

i is a
George N, Painter, The Road to Sinodun, London 195I, p 76. Einodun 1

— n the south bank of the Thames, earlicT

curious, possibly neolithic, domed hill o

celebrated by T'illiem Morris in Icws from liovhere.

- Q
Basil Bunting, Briggflatts 1966, 2nd reset ede, pr 38-9e
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Nathaniel Tarn, 0ld Savage/Young City, London I964’Y952

Michael Horovitz, 'Aftervords', Children of Albiom: poetry of the underground
- n

in Britain, Harmondsvorth 1969, p¢3I6-77.

David Cascoyne, Night Thoughts, London 1956, p 48.

Roy Fisher, 'City', Collected Poems, London 1969, p 38.

J.G.Ballard, The Atrocity Exhibition, London 1970, p 120,

Thom Gunn, Moly, London I9TI p 43.

Edvin Muir, The Labyrinth, London 1949, p 6I.

a\ad loks e OA"{)"C‘
Hill vas born and educated in Bromsgrove. im /emeisshbes. On leaving Oxford,

apart from a visiting lectureship at MNichegan, he hac teught at Leeds univcrsity

See Gunn's autobiographical introduction tb. Thom .Ginnt A Bibliagraphy 1940-78,

London 1979, compiled by J. Hagstrom and G. Bixby.
Jack Straw's Castle is a famous landmark in Hampstead, now the site of a pub.

See Alagn,Bold, Thom Gunn and Ted Hughes, Edinburgh 1976, and Sylvia Flath,
Letters Home, London I976.

Susan Cooper, ouoted by Neil Philip in his scintillating essay, '"The Function
of NMyth in Children's Literature', Tract 29/30. ’

C e e i PR

Richard Burns, Avebury, London 1972, section (I8).

Clive Wilmer, The Dwelling Place, Manchester 1972, p 9. The most startling poem

in this fine, develoving collection is 'Genealogy', tracing this debt to lost

ancestors back through history.
Jeremy Hooker, Solent Shore, Manchester 1978, p 59. Just &s Hooker's earlier

conceptual work, Solilocuies of a Chalk Gient (London 1974) vas based on the

tension between chalk and flint, here the opposition is betveen dry land and

water, reason and intellect, permanence and developments he desires synthesis.-

tGull on a post firm
in the tideway - how I desire

The gifts of bothi''(p 60).

Ted Hughes, 'Six Young Men', The Havk in the Rain, London I957, P 55-

Seamus Heaney, 'Glanmore Sommets X', Field ¥ork, London 1979 v 42.

. PR moct
Ag in that useful barometer of intellectual fashion, the chiléren's novel, ro

~ [ S uO any
extraordinerily in the work of Alan Garner, équal in high seriousnes

See in perticular his two early novels Tk

and The lMoon of @omrath, London I963.

“eird-
of the poets discusced here,

Stone of Drisingamen London I960,

Thom Gumn, Jack Straw's 8astle, London 1976, p 7.

' o ditic
1923), reprinted in The vodern Trodition

T.S.Eliot, 'Ulysces, Order and Myth' (
See chavtrr I, notc 3.

£@. Ellmann and Feidelson, New York 1965, pr679-81.
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The Cycle of the Suns Glasgow I969.

The Dancers Inherit the Party Worcester 1960,

Coliected Poems London I1969.
The Cut Pages London I97I.
The Thing about Joe Sullivan Manchester I978.

Tally 300: g poem in three parts Aldington 1956.

The Lovers Annual London I965.

The Labours of Hercules:A Sonnet Sequence (MICA poets II)

Manchester 1969.

Collected Poems London I962.
Buff London 1965.

The Metaphysical Poets Harmondsworth I957, rev. ed. 1966.

Holderlin's l'adness London 1938.

Poems I957-42 London I§43.
Collected Poems London 1965.




GIBSON, James (ed)
CRAHAM, W.Se

GRAVES, Robert

GREVILLE, Fulke
CRIGSON, Geoffrey
GUEST, Harry

GUNN’ Thom

HAMBURGER, Michael
HARWOOD, Lee

HEANEY, Seamus

HEATH-STUBBS, John

HENIRY, J.F. and
TREECE, Henry (eds)

HEWITP ’ John
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Let the Poet Bhoose London 1973.

Malcom Mooney's Land London I970.

Poems Selected by Himself Harmondsvworth 1957, 3rd ed 1968
The Anger of Achilles London I960.

Selected Poems of Fulke Greville 3d. Thom Gunn, London I968

Ingestion of Ice-Cream London I1969.

Poems (Fantasy Poets I6) Oxford I953.

Fighting Terms Swinford 1954, rev. ed. New Yark 1958,
further rev. London 1962,

The Sense of Movement London I1957.
My Sad Captains London I961.
Positives London I966 (vith Ander Gumn).

A Geography Towa City 1966,
Touch London I967.
Poems T950-66: A Selection London 1969.

Moly London I971.

To The Air Boston I974.
Mandrakes London I1974.
Jack Straw's Castle London I§76.

Pravelling I=V (Agenda Editions) London I972.

The White Room London I968.

Eleven Poems Belfast I1965.
Death of a Naturalist London 1966.

A Lough Neagh Sequence HManchester 1969.

Door into the Dark London I969.
Boy Driving his Father 1o Confession .Surrey I970.
The Wearing of the Black ed P.Fiacc,pelfact 1974

'Romanist?',
Eggié_London 1975.

Stations Belfast I975.
Field Vork London I979.

Selected Poems London 1965.

Artorius: A heroic poem in four books and eight episodes

London I973. .

The New Apocalypse London 1939.
Prose and Verse of the New Apocalypce

The White Horsemant

London I1941.

Collected Poems 1932-67 London 1968.




3es.

ETLL, Geoffrey Poems (Fantasy Poets IT) Oxford 1952,
For the Unfallen London 1959, 3rd rev.
Preghiere Leeds 1964.
King Log London 1968,
Mercian Hymné London I97I.
Tenebrae London I978.

impress, I97I.

HOMER The Tliad, tr. E.V.Rieu, Harmondsworth 1950,
The Odyssey, tr. E.V.Rieu, Harmondsworth I946.

HOOKER, Jeremy The Elements (Triskel Poets 6) Swensea I972.

Soliloguies of a Chalk Giant London I974.
Solent Shore Manchester I978.
Landscape of the Daylight Moon London I978;

HOPKINS, Gerard Manley G.M.Hopkins: A Selection of Fuems and Prose ed. W.CGardner,
Harmondsworth 1953, 2nd ed. 1966,

HOROVITZ, Michael Bank Holiday: A New Testament for the Love Generation
London 1967.
The VWolverhampton Vanderer: an epic of football .
Wolverhampton 1969,
(ed)  Children of Albion: poetry of the underground in Britain

Harmondsworth I969.

HOUGH, Graham Legends and Pastorals London I96I.

HUGHES, Ted The Havk in the Rain London I957.

Lupercal London I1960.
*Meet My Folks London I96I.
%The Earth-Owl and other Moon-Peovle London I963.

*Nessie the Mannerless llonster London 1964.

The Burning of the Prothel London 1966.

Recklings London 1966.

Wodwo London 1967, rev. ed. New York 1967.

Eggg_iondon 1970, new extended ed. 1972, further enlarged
(1imited) ed. London I973.

Eat Crow London I97I.

Cave Birds London 1975, rev. ed. 1978.
%Season Songs London I1976.

Gaudete London I977.
*Moon-Bells and other poems Londor I978.

Remains of Zlmet London 1979.

Moortown London 1979.

(asterix denotes books of verse for children).

JACKSON, Alan The Crim Wayfarer London 1969.
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JAY, Peter Adonis and Venus Santa Barbara 1968,

JERNINGS, Elizabeth Collected Poems 1967 London 1967,

JOHNSON, B.S. Street Children London 1974 (photographs by Julia Oman).
JONES, Brian ‘Aeneas and After', PN Review IT (1979)pp 22-4,

JONES, David In Parenthesis London 1937,

The_Anathemata London 1952, 2nd ed. I955.

The Tribunes Visitation London 1969.

JONSON, Ben Ben Jonson selected by Thom Gunn (Poet to Poet)
Harmondsworth I1974.

KAVANAGH, Patrick Collected Poems Lohdon I972.

KEATS, John Poetical Works ed. H.Garrod, London 1956, 2nd ed Oxford
1958,

KELL, Richard Differences London I969.

KEYES, Sidney Collected Foems London 1945,

KINSELLA, Thomas The Tain Dublin I969,

LAKER, Bruce Grim Harvest: a selection of supernatural St Lawrence I976

LARKIN, Philip " The North Ship London 1945, repr. 1966.

LAWRENCE, D.H. Collected Poems (3 vol) London I957.

1EVI, Peter Panceakes for the Que'en of Babylon: Ten Poems for Vikos

Gatsos London 1968,

LOGUE, Christopher Patrocleia (from book I6 of the Iliad) Lowestoft 1962,
Pax (from book I9 of the 1liad) Lovestoft I967.

LOWBURY, Edward Metamorphoses (n.p) I955.

IUCIE-SMITH, Edward (ed) British Poetry since I945 Harmondsworth I970.

............

MACBETH, George A 'War Quartet London I969.
The Orlando Poems London I9T7I1.

MACDIARMID, Hugh Collected Poems, New York and Edinburgh 1962.
More Collected Poems London I970.

A Lap of Honour London I967.
A Hugh Macdiarmid Anthology: poems in Scots and Englick

6d., M,Grieve and A.Scott, London 1972,

MACNEICE, Louis Selected Poems, ed. W.H.Auden, London I964.
MAHON, Derek Lives London I972.

YANNING, Hugo Encounter in Crete London I97I.

WARLOVE, Christopher The Complete Poems and Translations ed., S.Crgel,

Harmondgworth I971.



M,ARVELL’ Andrew
MASSEY, Alan

MASSINGHAM, Harold

MEAD, Matthew

" MIDDLETON, Christopher

MILLS, Paul

MILTON, John

MITCEELL, Adrian

MONTAGUE, John

MONTGOMFRY, Stuart

MORGAN, Edwin

WUIR, Edwin

MURPHY, Richard

NICHOLSON, Norman

OvVID
OWEN, Wilfred
PACEY s Philip

PATNTER, George D.

325.

'Nets for Mercury' Agenda 152_3(Summer—Autumn 1977 yp18-21.

Black Bull:Guarding Apoles London 1965.
Frostgods London I97I.

Identities, and other poems London I967.

The Administration of Things London I970.

Torse 3: Poems I949-61 London 1962,

Nonsequences London 1965,

Our Flovers and Nice Bones London I1969.

North Carriagevway. Manchester 1976
Third Person Manchester I978.
tA Celtic Head', PN Review I4 (I980)pp 24-5.

The Complete Poetical lViorks of Jobn Milton, ed. D.Bush,
Boston 196F.

Ride the Nightmare, London I97I.

Poisoned Lands London I1961I.
A Chosen Light‘London I967..
The Rough Field Dublin I972.

Circe London I969.
tCalypso', Poetry Bock Society Poetry Supplement Christmas

1976, ed. S.Montgomery (pages unnumbered).

The Second Life: Selected Poems Edinburgh 1968.

From Glasgow to Saturn Manchester I973.

The New Divan Manchester 1976.

The Labyrinth London 1949.
Collected Poems London 1964.

Sailing to an Island London 1963.

The Battle of Aughrim London 1968.

High Island London 1974.

The 01d Man of the Mountains London I946.

Rock Face London 1948,
The Pot Geranium London I954.

A Local Hatitation London 1972,

The Metamorphoses, transl. M.Innes, Earmondsverth I9S5.

Collected Poems ed. C.Day Lewis, London I963.

Charged Landsczpes London 1978.

The Road to Sinodun -London 195T1.




PARKER, Derek The Fall of Phaethon and other poems Bristol 1954
PATTEN, Brian Little Johnny's Confescion, London I967.
PEAKE, Mervyn Selected Poems London I972.

Pecake's Progress: Selected writings and drawines, ed,

M.Gilmore, London I978.

PHILLIPS, Douglas Merlin's Tovn and other poems Carmarthen I965.
PLATH, Sylvia *The Death of Myth-making', Poetry xciv (sept.1959) p 370.

The Colossus London I960.
Ariel London I965.

POPA, Vasco Selected Poems, tr. A.Pennington, introduction by Ted
Hughes, Harmondsworth I969.

POPE, Alexander The Poems, ed. J.Bﬁtt, ond ed., London 1966;
PORTER, Peter Once Ritten, Twice Bitten London 1961,
POUND, Ezra Collected Shorter Poem8 Loadon 1957

The Cantos London I9uk

POVYS, John éowper Lucifer London I956.
PRINCE, F.T. The Doors of Stone: Poems 1938-62 London I963.

Dry Points of the Hasidim London 1975,

PORCELL, Selly The Holly Oucen London I97I.
PYBUS, Rodney In Memoriam Milena London I973.
Bridging Loans London I976.
RATNE, Craig The Onion, Memory Oxford I978.
RAINE, Kathleen: ' The Coliected Poems of Kathleen Raine London 1956.

The Hollow: Hill London 1965.
- mhe Lost Country Dublin and London I97I.

RAWORTH, Tom The Relation Ship London I969.

READ, Herbert Collected Poems London 1946, 2nd ed. I1953.
Moon's Farm London I955.

REDGROVE, Peter Dr Faust's Sea-Spiral Spirit London I972.
The Weddings at Nether Povers and other new poems Loncon
I1979.

REED, Henry A Map of Verona London 1946.

REES, Alun ¥y Name is Legend Southall 1962,

REEVES, James Collected Poems 1929-74 London 1974.

REID, Christopher Arcadia oxford I9T9.



RIDDELL, Alan
RIDLER, Anne
RODGERS, William
ROSENBERG, Isaac

RUSSELL, Peter

SAINT JOHN OF THE CROSS

‘SCANNELL, Vernon

SCEMIDT, Michael

SCUPHAM, Peter

SHELIEY, Percy Bysshe

SHAKF.SPEARE, William

STIKIN, Jon

(ed)

SILLITOE, Alan
SINGER, Burns

SISSOF, C.H,

SKELTON, Robin
' (ed)
SMITH, Ian Crichton

SMITH, John
SMITH, Sydney Goodsir

SPENCER, Bernard

SPENSER, Edmund.

3e7.
The Stopped Landscape London 1968,

The Golden Rird London I951.

Europa and the Bull London I952,

The Collected Works ed. I.Parsons, London 1979.

 Paysages Legendaires London 1971,

Poems tr. R.Campbell, Harmondsworth I960.

Graves and Resurrections London 1948,

Bedlam and the Oskwood: essays on various fictions Oxford
I970. .
My Brother Gloucester Manchester I976.

The Hinterland London I977.
Prehistories London I97T9.

The Complete Poetical Vorks of Percy Bysshe Shelley ed.T.
Hutchinson, London 1943, rev. G.H.,Hatthews London I970.

A Choice of Shakespeare's Verse ed. Ted Hughes,London I97I

Nature with Man London I965.

Amana Grass London IGTI.

The Little Time Keeper Manchester I1976. .
Poetry of the Committed Individuals A Stand Anthology

London and Harmondsworth I973.

Shaman and other poems London I968.

Selected Poems ed. p.8luysenaar, Manchester I977.

In the Trojan Ditch: Collected Poems and Selected

Pranslations Manchester 1974.

Selected Poems T947-67 London and Toronto I968.

Poetry of the Forties Harmondsworth 1968.

The Notebooks of Robinson Crusoe London I975.

The Birth of Venus London I954.

Four Ritual Dances Solihull I970.

Under the Eildon Tree Edinburgh 1948.

Orpheus and Furidice “dinburgh I955.

Aegean Islands London 1946.

The Poetical Works cf FEdmund Spenser ed. J.Smith and E.cde

Selincourt, London 1912,

SUMMERFIELD, Geoffrey(ed) Worlds Harmondsworth I974.



TARY, Nathaniel

TERNYSON, Alfred Lord

THOMAS, D.H,

THOMAS, Dylan

THOMAS, R.S.

(ed)
THWATTE, Anthony

TILLER, Terence
TODD, Ruthven
TOMLINSON, Bharles
TONKS, Rosemary

TREECE, Henry

TRYPANIS, C.A.

TURNBALL, Gael
TURNER, W,Price
VIRGIL

WAIN, John
VAIEY, Arthur
WARNER, Rex

WATKINS, Vernon

01d Savage/Young City London I1964.
Where Babylon Ends London 1967.

The Beautiful Contradictions London 1968,

A Novhere for Vallejo London 1972,

Lyrics for the Bride of God London I975.

The Poetry of Temnyson ed. C.Ricks, London 1968.

The Two Voices London I968.
Logan Stone London I97I.

Love and Other Deaths London I97S5.

Collected Poems 1934-52 London I1952.

Song at the Year's Turning London I955.
Not that He Brought Flowers London I1968.
glg London I972.

Laboratories of the Spirit London1§75.

Frequencies London I978.
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The Penguin Book of Religious Verse Harmondsworth I1963.

The Stones of Emptiness London I957;
Inscriptions: Poems I1967-72 London I1973.

New Confessions London I1974.

.....

Garlend for the Winter Solstice London 1962,

The Way of a World London I969.

Tiizd of Broken Sentences London I1967.

The Black Seasons London 1945

The Haunted Garden London I1947T.

The Stones of Troy London I956.
The Cock of Hades London I958.
Pompeian Dog London and New York~I965.

The Elegies of a Glass Adonis New York 1966.

A Trampoline: Poems 1952-64 London 1968.

Fables from Life Newcastle I1966.

The Aeneid ed. E.V.Rieu, Harmondsworth I956.

Feng: a poem London I975.

Chinese Poems London 1946

Poems and Eontradictions London 1945.

Ballad of ;the Mari Lvyd London 1941,
1930-60 London 1967.

Selected Poems




WEVILL, David

WHIGHAM, Peter

WVHITE, Jon Manchip
¥WHITE, Kenneth
VHITELOCK, Dorothy.(ed)

WILLIAMS, Charles

WILLIAMSON, Robin
WILMFR, Clive
VINGFIELD, Sheila

WORDSWORTH, William

(with COLERIDCE, S.T.)
WRIGHT, David (ed)

YEATS, W.B.

YOUNG, Andrew

YOUNG, Francis Brett

329.

A Christ of the Ice Floes London I966.

Astapovo: or What %e Are To Do London I970.

The Rout of San Romano Aldington I952.

The Cold Wind of Dawn London I966.

Sweet's Anglo-Saxon Reader Oxford 1967

Taliessin Through Logres London I1938.

The Region of the Summer Stars London I1944.

Home Thoughts from Abroad London I972.

The Dwelling Place Manchester I972.

Beat Drum, Beat Heart London I946.

The Poetical Works of William Vordsworth (5 vol) ed. E de
Selincourt .and H.Darbishire, Oxford 1940-9.

Lzrical'Ballads I805 ed. D.Roper, London I968;

Longer Contemporary Poems Harmondsworth 1966.

Collected Poems London 1933, 2nd ed. wilh later poems
added London 1950,

Coliected Plays London 1934, 2nd ed. with additional
plays, London I952.

Out of the World and Back: Into Hades and A Traveller in

Time London I958.

The Island London I1944.




B) POETRY AND MYTH,

ABBS, Peter

(ed)
ALEXANDER ,Michael

ALVAREZ, Al

ANON .

AYIEN, lLeo
BARFIELD, Owen
BATE, W. Jackson

BAYIEY, John

BEDIENT, Calvin

BEEH{, John

BENZIGER, James

BOCCACCIO,Giovanni

BOEWE, Charles

BODKIN, Maud
BOLD, Alen
BOUSON, J.Brooks
BOVRA, C.M.
BRIGGS, Katherine

BROOKS, Eleanth

330.

'The Revival of Mythopoeic Imagination - g study of R,S.Thomas
and Ted Hughes' Poetry Vales, I0 April I975 ppIO2.

The Black Rainbow London 1975,

'Mercian Hymns' Agenda 133 (Autumn 1975) pp29-30.

The Poetic Achievement of Ezra Pound London I1979.

'The Poet of the Black Jacketst'Qbserver IO September 1961,p 24.

'Tepid!, Times Literary Supplement I9 January 1967, p 48.

‘Separate but the same!, Times Literary Supplement I6 April 1971,

P 439.

Greek Tragedy and the Modern World London I974.

Poetic Diction Lorlen 1928, pp77-92 'Meaning and Myth!,

The Burden of the Past and the English Poet London I9TI.

'Castles and Communes' Times Literary Supplement 24 September
I976 p 1194,

'A Retreat or Seclusion' Agenda I7I (Spring 1979) pp38-42.

'On Ted® Hughes'! Critical Quarterly 142 (Summer I1972) ppl03-I24,s
repr. in Bight Contemporary Poets London 1974.

'Absentist Poetry! PN Review I (I977) pp 18-24.

Blake's Visionary Universe Manchester I969.

Images of Eternity: Studies in the Poetry of Religious Vision
1962,

C g,rbondal e

Boccaccio on Poetry (being the Preface and Fourteenth and

Fifteenth Books of RBoccaccio's Geneologia Deorum Gentilium), tr.

Charles Osgood, Princeton I930.
tMyth and Literary Studies', University of Kansas City Review
xxvii, (I961) pp I9I-6.

Archetyvpal Patterns in Poetry London I934.

Thom Gum and Ted Huches Fdinburgh I976.

1A Reading of Ted Hughes' Crow! Concerning Poetry 7 (1974)ppci-32

Heroic Poetry London I952.

The Fairies in Tradition and Literature London I967.

'"The Vaste Land: Critique of the myth' Modern Poectry and the

Tradition Carolina I939.



BROWN, Daniel R.

331,

'A Look at Archetypal Criticism' Journal of Aesthetics and Art

Criticism xzviii (1969-70) pp 465-72.

BROWE, Huntingdon 'The_élassical Tradition: a bibliography' Harvard Studies xviii

BROWN, Merle
BROWN, Terence
- BROWNJOHN, Alan

BUDICK, Sinford

BUSH, Bouglas

CAREY, John

CARRUTH, Henry

(1935).
'Funeral Music', Agenda I7I (Spring I979) pp 72-88.

Northern Voices: poets from Ulster Belfast I975.

'Gunn and Sun' New Statésman I9 March I97I, p 393-4.

Poetry of Civilization: mythopoetic displacement in the verse of

Milton, Dryden, Pope and Johnson WewHewe 1974,

M¥thology and the Renaissance Tradition in English Poetry
Minneapolis I932, rev. New York 1963,

Mytiiology and the Romantic Tradition in English Poetry Cambridge

Mass; 1937, reissued with a new preface Nev York I1969.

.....

Pagan Myth and Christien Tradition in English Poetry Philadelphia
1968.

'"Unpolitical Auden' New Statesmen 23 December 1966 pp 94I-2.

'Making it new' Hudson Review xxi (Summer I968) pp 399-4I2.

CAUDVELL,Christopher Illusion and Reality: a study of the sources of poetry London

CHASE, Richard

CLUYSENAAR; Anne

COHEN, J.M.

COLLINS, 'John Cy -

CONNELLY, Cyril

COOK, Elizabeth

COOKSON, William

1937, new ed. I1946.

1Myth as Literature! English Institute Essays 1947 ed. D.A.

Robinson, New York 1948, pp 3-22.

1Post culture, pre culture?!'British Poetry since I960 .ed. M.

Schmidt and G.Lindop Oxford 1972, pp 2I5-232.

Robert Graves London I960, pp 9I-II8 'The Vhite Goddess: myth

and poetry'.

geCreek Influence on English Poetry, ed. M.MacMillan, London I9I0

1The Shadow of Parnassus', Sunday Times 4 March 1962<p 3I.

Sunday Times 27 November 1966 p 53.

tLaureate of Anglo-Saxonry'
ge 1969, 2nd ed. I976.

72-3 =T
1A Few Notes on Geoffrey Hill' pgenda ™ 9” - (1971) pp I146-T

2-3
‘Fzra Pound and Myth: a reader's guide to Canto II' Agenda IS
(Summer-Autumn 1977) pp 87-92.

The Ordinary and the Fabulous Cambrid




CURRIE, Felicity

CURTIS, Simon

DALE, Peter

DAMON, S. Foster

DAVIE, Donald

DAVIS, Dick

DAY, Douglas

DENT, Peter
DIXON, W. Macneile

DODSWORTH, Martin

(ed)
DOUGLAS, W.X.

DURN, Douglas

(ed)
DYSON, A.E.

EAGLETON, Terry

EISENSTEIN, Samuel

ELIOT, 7T.S,

33z,
'Poet as maker: reflections on Ted Hughes' 'To paint a water
1ily**"Critical Quarterly I (Wiater 1979) pp 43-49.

'Seamus Heaney's North' Critical Quarterly VIII (1976)pp 8I-3.

'"Fighting Terms' Agenda 2 (May-June 1962) pp 2I-5.
tTed Hughes' Crow! Agenda 92-'3 (1971) pp_97-I01.

A Blake Dictionary: the ideas and symbols of William Blake

London I973.

Purity of Diction in English Verse London I952.

Articulate Energy London I955.

Thomas Hardy and British Poetry London I973.
'Hard Squares! PN Review 9 (I979) pp 56-7.

'Perceiving what is' BN Review I5 (I980) pp 60-I.

Swifter than Heason: the Poetry and Criticism of i*obert Graves
Oxford I1963.

1Seamus Heaney' Agenda 132 (Summer I975) pp 59-6I.

BEnglish Epic and Heroic Poetry London I9I2.

tThe Climate of Pain in Recent Poetry! London Magazine IV

(November I1964) pp 86-95.

"Touch! Listener, I9 October 1967, pp 506-T.

‘Negatives and Positives' Review I8 (April 1968) pp 46-61.
t*Mercian Hymns' Stand Vol I3 (I97I) p 63.

The Survivel of Poetry: a contemporary survey London I970.

tThe Meanings Of Myth in Modern Eriticism' Modern Philology I
(1952-3) pp 232-42.
'Damaged Instruments' Encounter 37 (August 1971) pp 70-I.

Two Decades of Irish Writing: A Survey Manchester I975.

17ed Hughes' Critical Quarterly 13 (Autumn I959) pp 219-226.

Critical Ouarterly III (Winter 1961) p 379.

tMy Sad Captains'
oetry! British Poetry since 1560

'Yyth and History in recent p
ed. M.Schmidt and G.Lindop, Oxford 1972, pp 233-39.
tKew Poetry'! Stand 183 (1977) pp 72-8.

‘Literature and ¥yth'! College Bnglish xxix (1968) pp 369-73.

1923) repr. in The_ Modern Tradition

'Ulysses, Order and Myth! (
, New York 1965, pp 679-8I1.

8. R.Ellmann and C.Feidelson



EMPSON, William

FAAS, Egbert

FAIRCHILD ,Hdaxie N.'

FEDER, Lillian

FERGUSON, Francis
‘FERNANDEZ, c.V.
FIROR, Ruth A,
FOSTER,John Wilson
POWKES, Rosalind

FRASER, G,S.

FRIED, Michael

FRYE, Northrop

FULLER, John

333,
Some Versions of Pastoral London 1935,

'T;g Hughes and Crow! (a conversation) London Magazine n.s,

IO L] Jan Ign, pp 5-200

Relipgious Trends in English Poetry (6 vol) New York 1949-68.

Ancient Uyth in Modern Poetry Princeton I971.

'Myth and the Literary Scruple! Sewanee Review lxiv (1956)
rpr I71-85,

tCrow, a Mythology of the Demonic! Modern Poetry Studies 6
(Autumn I975) pp 144-56.

Folkways in Thomas Hardy Pennsylvania I93I, repr. Nevw York I96¢

'The Poetry of Seamus Heaney' Critical Quarterly xvi (I976)
pp 35"47 .

'Pass Crow' UNISA English Studies IT, June I973.

‘A Eeply to Arthur S. Kimball's 'T8d Hughes' Crow: Chaos end
the Fool', UNISA English Studies I3.(I975) p IS.

Vision and Rhetorics Studies in Fodern Poetry London I959.

'The Poetry af Thom Cunn' Critical Quarterly ITT (Vinter I196I)
PP 359-67.

'Approximations', Revue 26 (Spring I97I) pp 59-60.

Fearful Symmetry Princeton I947.

Anatomy of Criticism: four essays Princeton 1957.

'Myth; Fiction and Displacement! Daedalus Summer I97I pp-
587~605. ‘

Fables of Identity: studies in poetic mythology New York I963.

f,8.E1iot Edinburgh I963.

‘Myth and Poetry' The Boncise Encyclopedia of English and

American Poets and Poetry ed. S.Spender and D.Hall, London
1963, pp 225-8. -

'Iiterature and Myth'! Relations of Literary Study ed. J.

Thorpe, New York 1968 pp 27-55.
'Mythos and Logos' Yearbook of Comparative and General
Literature I8 (I969) pp 5-I8.

'"Thom Gunn' The Review I April-May 1962 pp 29-34.

'Blovn Up' The Review 24, December I970 pp 62-4.

'Moly' Listener, 25 March I97I, pp 38I-2.



FULLER, Roy
FUSSELL, Paul
GARINER, Helen

GRAVES, Robert

GREENLAW, Edwin
GRUBB, Frederick

GUNN, Thom

HAFFENDEN, John

HAGSTROM, Jack and
BIXBY, J.
HAGUE, Rene’

HAEN, Claire

RAMBURGER, Michael

HAMILTON, Ien

334,

Owls and Artificers London I97I.

The Great War and Modern Meaning London I975.

Religion and Literature London I97I.

The White Goddess: a historical grammar of poetic myth London
1946, rev. 1952, further rev, 1961,

‘The Language of Myth: Addenda to the White Goddess! Hudson
Review iv (I95I-2) pp 5-2T.

The Crowning Privilege: ©ollected essays on poetry London 1955.

Mammon and the Black Goddess London 1965,

Poetic Eraft and Principle London: 1967.

Studies in Spenser's Historical Allegory Baltimore 1932,

A Vision of Reality London I965.

'Tn Nobody's Pantheon'! Shenandoah XIIT (Autumn I96I) pp 34-5.
‘William Carlos Williams' Encounter XXV (July I965) pp 67-T4.
'Interpenetrating Things' Agenda IV (Summer 1966) pp 39-44.

'Thom Gunn Writes!,Poetry Book Society Bulletin 52, Auturn—I967.

'Walking with Wonder', Listener, 2 May 1968, p 577.

tThom Gunn ¥Writes',Poetry Book Society Bulletin 68,Spring 1971

tHardy and the Ballads' Agenda X (Summer I1972) pp I9-46.
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