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      Out of my sorrow have I made these songs

      
      IVOR GURNEY, ‘SONG AND PAIN’, COLLECTED POEMS
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      PROLOGUE

      
      Memory and Truth

      
      In the small Welsh village of New Radnor on the border of England and Wales, by the side of the steep path leading up to the
         church, a stone war memorial shows a soldier in conventional pose, tin hat on his bowed head, his hands before him clasping
         the muzzle of a rifle whose stock is set on the ground. Grey and undistinguished, it is nonetheless representative of the
         seventy-five thousand similar memorials scattered across the towns and villages of Britain. Running one’s finger over the
         lichen-spotted stone one reads the names of families still busy about the Radnor valley. A handful of names among the three-quarters
         of a million British soldiers who died in the war of 1914–18.
      

      
      I lived in this village in the late 1980s and my next-door neighbour, a very elderly Radnorshire woman, still expressed anger
         at ‘the Germans’ who had taken all three of her brothers in the two world wars of the twentieth century. These country boys,
         farmworkers, labourers, tradesmen, went off to fight, calling to mind the haunting line from Wilfred Owen’s poem ‘Anthem for
         Doomed Youth’:
      

      And bugles calling for them from sad shires.

      
      
      This book, however, is not primarily about those millions of ordinary young men who fought and those who died. It is about
         what must inevitably be a relatively small group of combatants. These were poets – some also artists and musicians – who wrote
         about the experience of war. It is not a book about military strategy, nor the detail of particular battles. The literature
         on those topics is vast and readily available. It is about poets and war, about the impact of that war on the sensibility
         of the artist. It is about the way poets struggled to bear witness, to speak the truth, but above all to practise their art
         – to live as fully as possible as writers and artists in the infernal conditions of trench warfare.
      

      
      In contrast to the wars of today in Iraq and Afghanistan, the soldiery was entirely male and therefore women must often seem
         excluded from much of what follows. ‘History has gendered the Great War as male,’1 a recent critic wrote, and the feminist Christabel Pankhurst, writing only weeks before the War began in August 1914, saw
         what it entailed for her as a radical and a woman:
      

      
      
         As I write a dreadful war-cloud seems about to burst and deluge the peoples of Europe with fire-slaughter, ruin – this then
            is the World as men have made it, life as men have ordered it.
         

         A man-made civilisation, hideous and cruel enough in time of peace, is to be destroyed.

         A civilisation made by men only is a civilisation which defies the law of nature, which defies the law of right Government.

         This great war, whether it comes now, or by some miracle is deferred till later, is Nature’s vengeance – is God’s vengeance
            upon people who held women in subjection, and by doing that have destroyed the perfect human balance …

         Women of the W.S.P.U. [Women’s Social and Political Union], there will be much suffering for women in this war. The price of war as of all tragedy is mainly paid by women.2

      

      
      Though the renowned war poets of the anthologies were predominantly male, there were of course many women writers. Women also
         played a vital part in the War. They were nurses in the field most obviously, and as a result women lie in many of the British
         military cemeteries of Flanders, but they also entered the factories, unleashing a social revolution. They sustained families,
         morally and materially, eking out their ‘separation allowance’ and taking their share of the suffering. The poet Hilda Doolittle,
         who wrote as ‘H.D.’ and was married to the poet Richard Aldington, whose powerful novel Death of a Hero (1929) is one of the most searing fictional accounts of trench experience, wrote her own very autobiographical novel around
         the same time as her ex-husband, though it was not published until 1960. Bid Me to Live, a finer, more intricate and subtle work of art than Aldington’s, records the distant impact of the War on separated lives.
         Alone in Bloomsbury, while her husband is at the Western Front, the novel’s heroine reflects on the emotional damage, the
         dislocations, and the pain of a relationship sustained in wartime:
      

      
      
         Beauty is truth, truth beauty. But could this truth be beautiful? Maybe it was. They had shouted of honour and sacrifice for
            two years, three years now. This was winter or early spring [1917] but seasons revolved around horrors until one was numb
            and the posters that screamed at one on street corners had no more reality, not as much, as the remembered Flemish gallery
            of the Louvre and the abstract painted horror of a flayed saint – they were past feeling anything; she was. He was right,
            then, maybe, when he said ‘You don’t feel anything.’3

      

      
      
      Very early in the research for this book I encountered at a social occasion a prominent British military historian of the
         First World War who, on learning of my new project, observed sardonically: ‘Teachers of English have a lot to answer for.’
         I was taken aback. What could he possibly mean? As the subsequent weeks and months of research went by, however, I gradually
         came to see his point. Like most British school-children I was fed large portions of the poets of the Great War during English
         lessons. These texts were eminently teachable, and unlike that rather offputting Modernist stuff, they were, to us schoolboys,
         vivid and arresting and palpably About Something. A central poem, perhaps the war poem of the First World War, was Wilfred Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, drafted at Craiglockhart War Hospital in the
         first half of October 1917 and revised early in the following year. I recall it well from an English lesson at my Liverpool
         grammar school at the end of the 1960s. Once the Latin had been explained to us – ‘it is sweet and fitting to die for one’s
         country’ from the third book of Horace’s Odes – we relished the scarifying detail, rising to its easy-to-understand sententious conclusion.
      

      
      Here was a poem about ‘the horror of war’, its futility, its absurdity, its senseless slaughter of the innocent, sent to their
         deaths by ‘fools in old style coats and hats’,4 to borrow Philip Larkin’s phrase, or ‘lions led by donkeys’ in another popular cliché about incompetent generals in the field.
         If ever there was a resounding ‘anti-war’ poem, this was it. Surely? But within weeks of completing its revision Owen had
         rejoined his regiment, the 5th Manchesters, and was preparing to go back to the Front. At the end of September 1918 he was
         awarded the Military Cross for his performance in the successful assault on the Beaurevoir–Fonsomme line. On 4 November, precisely
         one week before the Armistice was signed, he was killed on the bank of the Oise–Sambre Canal, near the village of Ors in northern France. Siegfried Sassoon was likewise famous for his protest against the War, read out in the House of Commons on
         30 July 1917, but no sooner had he made this protest – which it should always be remembered was about the effectiveness of
         the War at that stage of the conflict, an expression of his feeling that it had lost its sense of direction, not a philosophical
         questioning of its original moral legitimacy – than he was to be found colluding with the plan cooked up by his alarmed friends
         to send him to the Craiglockhart War Hospital under the pretence that he was shell-shocked, but actually to get him off the
         hook and out of the way. He arrived at the hospital, which he immediately dubbed facetiously ‘Dottyville’, in remarkably good
         spirits and his only thought became to get back to the Front and share the sufferings of his men.
      

      
      In short, the British poets of the First World War, widely perceived as being ‘anti-war’, were far from being pacifists of
         the kind Sassoon had encountered on Lady Ottoline Morrell’s lawn at Garsington in Oxfordshire and whom he didn’t much care
         for, even though he agreed to accept their support in making his protest. Bertrand Russell was one of these, who objected
         to war on philosophical grounds and who went to prison for that belief. The only poet who had anything like a rooted philosophical
         objection to war was Isaac Rosenberg. This was influenced by his Jewish background, his father having come to England in exile
         from Lithuania rather than serve in the Czar’s army. Rosenberg hated war and militarism, and was a sloppy and incompetent
         soldier, who joined up without daring to tell his family so that he could support them. It was a way of alleviating their
         East End poverty. He wrote: ‘I never joined the army for patriotic reasons. Nothing can justify war.’ But he immediately added:
         ‘I suppose we must all fight to get the trouble over.’5

      
      This pragmatic response was typical of the war poets. Aside from the early ‘heroic’ poetry of Rupert Brooke – whose patriotic rhetoric Rosenberg loathed – and his myriad imitators, the
         poets were fighting because, whatever they thought of its ends and means, they saw it as their duty to do so. Some, like T.
         E. Hulme, were firm about the War’s necessity: ‘What is being settled in the present war is the political, intellectual, and
         ethical configuration of Europe for the coming century. All who can see an inch in front of their nose must realise it. The
         future is being created now.’6 He had no truck with pacifists and sarcastically proposed bundling them all together into a special battalion: ‘Call them
         the “No Conscription” Battalion, 55th Royal Fusiliers … I would not send them into the trenches, for their overweening vanity,
         leading them to look at their own cessation of existence as not only a personal but a world catastrophe, would be an undue
         handicap to the courageous facing of death.’7 Rupert Brooke, though writing in the early phase of the War before the horrors of the Somme, and with very limited experience
         of actual battle, nonetheless remembered when writing to his friends that he was a socialist and an internationalist and that
         if war could be avoided it should be: ‘I hope you don’t think me very reactionary and callous for taking up this function
         of England,’ he wrote from the Royal Naval Barracks at Chatham to his friend Lowes Dickinson in October 1914. ‘There shouldn’t
         be war – but what’s to be done, but fight Prussia? I’ve seen the half million refugees in the night outside Antwerp: and I
         want, more than before, to go on, till Prussia’s destroyed. I wish everyone I know were fighting.’8

      
      It is the argument of this book that the British poets of the First World War were not anti-war but ‘anti-heroic’. They did
         not think, for the most part, that modern trench warfare was a chivalric pursuit, full of high nobility and exalted emotion,
         and martial heroism like something out of Malory’s Morte d’Arthur. Unsparingly, they painted vivid and sometimes terrifying pictures of ‘the horror of war’ (and we wrote enthusiastically
         about this in our O-level English examination papers) because this is what they experienced and this is what they knew. They
         satirised the pomposity of those who could not see the reality of the trenches and they did indeed believe that it was a ‘lie’
         to call the carnage of the Western Front ‘sweet and fitting’. But they also saw no alternative and so they went to war and,
         when they were wounded, then healed, went back again to the war to join their comrades.
      

      
      In the famous preface to his posthumously collected poems Wilfred Owen said that his subject was ‘the pity of war’, that is
         to say, its tragic reality:
      

      
      
         This book is not about heroes. English poetry is not yet fit to speak of them.

         Nor is it about deeds or lands, nor anything about glory, honour, dominions or power, except War.

         Above all, this book is not concerned with Poetry.

The subject of it is War, and the pity of War.

         The Poetry is in the pity.

         Yet these elegies are not to this generation,

         This is in no sense consolatory.

         They may be to the next.

         All the poet can do to-day is to warn.

         That is why the true Poets must be truthful.9

      

      
      Owen was claiming the writer’s true role: to be an authentic witness. ‘Pity’, or tragic acceptance, was preferred to the righteous
         anger of those who were root-and-branch anti-war (in the way that many of us were, and remain, in relation to the war in Iraq).
         He knew that there were better solutions and that future generations should seek them – even if his generation was too late
         for ‘consolatory’ comfort. There had to be a better way, but in the meantime he and others had no choice but to go on fighting.
         But also to warn.
      

      
      
      Today the British poets of the First World War have never been more popular. New anthologies regularly erupt in the publishing
         calendar like Verey lights. Websites dedicated to them proliferate and the former Poet Laureate, Andrew Motion, has referred
         to this body of work as ‘a sacred national text’.10 If one visits the website of the War Poets Association one finds war poetry defined and valued in a way that recruits the
         poets for that elusive intellectual task of defining the essential meaning of ‘Englishness’: ‘War poetry is currently studied
         in every school in Britain. It has become part of the mythology of nationhood, and an expression of both historical consciousness
         and political conscience. The way we read – and perhaps revere – war poetry says something about what we are, and what we
         want to be, as a nation.’
      

      
      One can make of this rather abstract passage what one will. What exactly are we, and what do we want to be, ‘as a nation’?
         Who can possibly answer this? And who are ‘we’? Different parts of Britain, different communities and faiths, different political
         and cultural traditions, will have different answers. But the idea that the First World War and its literature are really
         about the nature of Englishness could be seen, from one point of view, as more than a little perplexing, for this was a European
         war, the product of European causes and with profound European consequences, and it was fought out largely on continental
         European soil.11 When the War was declared in August 1914 a writer who earned his living as a lawyer in an insurance company in Prague, Dr
         Franz Kafka, was a citizen of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. When the treaties that followed the peace were concluded and signed
         he found himself a citizen of the Czech Republic. Although it would be simplistic to argue that the War alone was the cause
         of the dismantling of empires – history moves in more mysterious ways – the conflict was thoroughly European and indeed global,
         a truly world war. But it is certainly true to say that each nation that fought retained its own individual sense of what the conflict meant to it. The idea of memory that is so central to the way in which the First
         World War is talked and written about in Britain – powerful emotions are still released on the annual Remembrance Day – finds
         a natural language in poetry, part of whose role has always been to commemorate and record. It is also a medium of truth.
      

      
      The poets here discussed were united by that conviction, that their words had meaning and value even when the hells whose
         gates were thrown open by modern warfare seemed to exhibit the destructive unreason of nightmare.
      

      
      The twelve poets I have focused on have been chosen solely on grounds of poetic merit, for I do not intend this as a contribution
         to the military history of the First World War. It is a book about poets, about the lives they led before and after the War
         as well as their period of service, and about how the creative imagination survives in extreme conditions, how poetry fares
         in time of war, and how it gives expression to that shattering human experience, both in the heat of battle and, for those
         who survived, in long retrospect.

   



      
      
      1

      
      The West End Front

      
      
         We are young, we are experimentalists, but we ask to be judged by our own standards, not by those which have governed other
            men at other times.1

         RICHARD ALDINGTON, 1916
         

         I am still in my teens and when this ridiculous war is over, I will write Chapter II at the top of the new sheet and with
            the help of other young Georgians … will try to root out more effectively the obnoxious survivals of Victorianism.2

         ROBERT GRAVES, 1915
         

         Certain of our Georgian singers … are so haunted by a dread of smoothness that they have very nearly erected cacophony into
            a cult. They pursue it as an end in itself laudable …3

         WILLIAM WATSON, 1916
         

         What imbeciles the Imagistes are!4

         EDWARD THOMAS, 1915
         

      

      
      
      Entrenched in the anthologies of First World War poetry, in a landscape of trench, duck-board and engulfing mud, the night
         sky lit up with unearthly flares and loud with exploding shells, whistling bullets and terrifying whizz-bangs, promiscuous
         trench-rats scuttling across the waste expanse of No Man’s Land, and somewhere the iconic nodding poppy, it can sometimes
         seem that the war poets emerged fully formed from that Flanders mud with no prior poetic life. It is certainly true that the
         war actually made certain poets, like Wilfred Owen, bringing them into voice, sharpening their aesthetic, launching their
         careers, but most had already begun to practise their art in prewar literary England. Many of the great war poems were not
         scribbled out in trench notebooks but composed in tranquillity, in hospitals, training camps, at home on leave in country
         houses, or in quiet rooms in Bloomsbury salons. If the War was a shattering, epochal event it also occurred in the midst of
         a time of extraordinary artistic ferment. The first two decades of the twentieth century saw an explosion of innovation and
         experiment in all the arts. Poetry, like music, painting, sculpture and dance, shared in this heady atmosphere of revolution
         and fertile innovation. ‘It was a time of isms,’5 wrote H.D.
      

      
      Yet the picture is complicated. Picking up a recent study of this period, Helen Carr’s The Verse Revolutionaries (2009), I found no mention in its nine hundred pages of Owen or Gurney and hardly any of the other poets who are discussed
         in the present book. Many of the British war poets were simply absent from the Modernist party. To trace the causes and consequences
         of this line of separate development is not easy and requires care in negotiating the personalities, the colourful artistic
         impresarios, the manifestos, the polemical anthologies and, it must be said, the critical stereotypes that have often clouded
         the issue and fostered mutual incomprehension. One way of picking one’s path through the maze is to look at the rival anthologies
         produced by the different schools, the two most prominent of which were the Georgians and the Imagists. The Georgians, in particular, have suffered from a bad press, branded as reactionary
         English weekend pastoralists cut off from the avant-garde European mainstream, yet in their day they saw themselves as cutting-edge
         innovators, setting poetry free from dead and sterile conventions, inaugurating a new and vital movement every bit as significant
         as the Imagists’ more colourfully launched polemics.
      

      
      One of the most acute critics of the new early-twentieth-century movement in poetry, C. K. Stead, in his classic The New Poetic (1964), argued that the new poetry which needed to emerge from the exhausted late-nineteenth-century English tradition was
         provided by the work of Eliot and Yeats. He cited Yeats’s ‘Easter 1916’ as the representative example of a poem that addressed
         the modern world and the modern audience in terms that transformed personal experience into ‘universal image’.6 Stead argued that the British war poets, though humane and honest in their poetry of personal experience, a vast improvement
         on the bad poetry still being written at the time in England, failed this test. They simply didn’t possess the major transforming
         imagination, the universalising gift, the aesthetic grandeur of Yeats:
      

      
      
         The particularization of experience in the work of the new war poets was an immense improvement over the generalizing facility
            of their imperialist predecessors. But their poems still fall short of the yardstick we have taken – Yeats’s ‘Easter 1916’.
            The relationship between the poet and his experience of life is now an honest relationship: here is the poet, and here his
            experience which he faces without preconceptions. It remained yet for other poets – or for at least one other poet – to approach
            what Yeats had achieved: the transformation of his personal experience into a universal image.
         

      

      
      
      Stead’s judgement is severe and challenging. To some it will seem unfair, to others irrelevant. The body of work produced
         by the war poets is of such intrinsic poetic value and human resonance that such academic ranking and placing, they would
         argue, is beside the point. And, as ever, there is a gap between mandarin critical pronouncement and popular taste.
      

      
      Such a gap existed also in the immediate pre-war years. There was much more agreement, however, with the contention that poetry
         had lost its way and become irrelevant, that there was simply too much vapid poeticising. Poets like Rupert Brooke and Robert
         Graves saw themselves as being in revolt against the real enemy: fag-end Victorianism and its pallid Edwardian imitators,
         still fluting their wan tunes as the new century dawned. T. S. Eliot would later write: ‘The situation of poetry in 1909 or
         1910 was stagnant to a degree difficult for any young poet of today to imagine.’7 Virginia Woolf wrote that the world changed in 1910,8 the year not just when the Edwardian era ended (in May George V succeeded to the throne) but of the first post-Impressionist
         exhibition in London. The Victorians and Edwardians, the young writers hoped, were about to be put to flight. Before considering
         in turn the Georgians and the Imagists, their rival manifestos and claims, it is worth trying to establish what was supposed
         to be wrong with English poetry in the years immediately before the outbreak of war in 1914.
      

      
      Five years before the War, in 1909, the senior poets George Meredith and Algernon Swinburne died (and Eliot started to draft
         ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’). A lively, if partisan, critic, Harold Monro, founder of the Poetry Bookshop, wrote
         a couple of years after the War his own retrospective diagnosis: ‘About 1890 literary language had passed into a condition
         of the utmost stultification. A century filled with poets of every denomination and of extreme productiveness had drained
         our poetic vocabulary to its lees … New poets of originality were little sought, and their prospects were not good, for the public was still satisfied with the achievements of the immediate
         past, and was tired and conservative.’9

      
      Monro judged the first decade of the twentieth century an ‘extraordinarily barren’ period for English poetry redeemed only
         by the appearance of Thomas Hardy’s The Dynasts in 1904. But gradually things started to change: ‘By 1910 the numbing effect of the Victorian period seems finally to have
         relaxed its pressure on the brain of the rising generation. The new movement which then began was related neither to the Tennysonian
         era, nor to the brief epoch of reaction generally known as the “nineties”, nor, indeed, to the comparatively barren decade
         noted above … In 1910 the expression free verse had hardly been used.’ One of the problems with the conventional verse of the day was its fondness for antique poetic diction
         but also its removal from life, its air of effeteness. Some poets were beginning to look across at the success of the new
         dramatists like Galsworthy who brought a bracing whiff of social realism into their plays. One poet who thought poetry could
         do the same was John Masefield and in 1911 the English Review brought out his long poem, The Everlasting Mercy. For Monro this lively, vigorously written narrative of a drunken, brawling poacher who eventually sees the light and reforms
         himself was the signal of something new, so new in its use of swear-words that it was banned from some station bookstalls:
         ‘Here was stuff that the general public could appreciate without straining its intelligence. People who thought that English
         poetry had died with Tennyson suddenly recognised their error. The blank verse of Stephen Phillips was a mere echo of the
         Victorian manner, but the rapid free doggerel of “The Everlasting Mercy”, its modernity, its bold colloquialism, and its narrative
         interest awakened the curiosity of the public of 1911, and a revival of the dormant interest in poetry was at once assured.’
      

      
      
      Clever young poets like Rupert Brooke immediately grasped the significance of what was happening and, the following year,
         1912, the Georgian movement was launched. To understand it, one needs to understand the unusual and influential figure of
         Edward Marsh, not himself a poet but a man who understood poetry, within the limits of his taste, and who was the midwife
         and financial backer of the new movement. Marsh was born in 1872, the maternal grandson of Spencer Perceval, the prime minister
         who was assassinated in 1812 in the lobby of the House of Commons. The Perceval family was paid substantial compensation by
         the government and in 1903, on the death of an uncle, Marsh inherited a sixth of what he called his ‘murder money’. It enabled
         him to become a wealthy and influential patron of the visual arts and, more importantly, literature. At Cambridge he had been
         a member of the exclusive ‘Society’ more popularly known as the ‘Apostles’, and mixed with the philosophers G. E. Moore and
         Bertrand Russell, and afterwards he moved effortlessly in elite London literary circles while pursuing a career as a senior
         civil servant, becoming Winston Churchill’s private secretary when the latter became Parliamentary Under-secretary for the
         Colonies in 1905. A twenty-three-year association with Churchill began, including the crucial period when Churchill was First
         Lord of the Admiralty in the early part of the war, responsible for the Dardanelles campaign and the fiasco of Gallipoli.
      

      
      Marsh had started collecting pictures as early as 1896 but it was not until 1911 when he bought a painting by Duncan Grant
         that he began to be a patron of the new painters at the Slade School of Fine Art, including Mark Gertler. He also supported
         John and Paul Nash and Stanley Spencer, to create the most important and valuable collection of modern art in private hands.
         The walls of his apartments at 5 Raymond Buildings, Gray’s Inn, were obliterated by paintings and it was here that painters and poets would gather, the most significant for the future of English poetry being Rupert Brooke, who treated Raymond
         Buildings as a second home when in London and who introduced Marsh to another poetic cell around the corner in Gray’s Inn
         Road, the editors of the magazine Rhythm, John Middleton Murry and Katherine Mansfield.
      

      
      It was on 19 September 1912 that Edward Marsh returned home late from the Admiralty to find his flat full of poets and Rupert
         Brooke in high flight on the subject of the lack of public interest in poetry – a topic which united all the poetic factions
         of the day, conservative or avant-garde. Marsh’s biographer, Christopher Hassall, takes up the story:
      

      
      
         Brooke suggested that he might try playing a practical joke on the public which would at least draw attention to poetry. He
            would write a book himself under twelve pseudonyms and issue it as an anthology selected from the poems of a dozen promising
            writers. Marsh’s view was that there was no need to go to all that trouble when there must be twelve representative flesh-and-blood
            poets with material ready to hand. They began to count. As well as Masefield and Brooke himself there were of course Gibson,
            [W. H.] Davies, de la Mare, and [Gordon] Bottomley. They included A. E. Housman and Ezra Pound, and Brooke added his Cambridge
            friend Elroy Flecker, who had shown some promise. Marsh came out with the idea that Brooke should compile his anthology from
            the work of these writers, but he declined. It needed someone older and of more authority – but what could it be called? They
            believed that Victorianism in literature was gone for good and that a new era had begun. Marsh pointed out that the natural
            thing was to name eras after reigning sovereigns, the new reign itself as new and hopeful as the renaissance in poetry, which
            train of thought led him to come out with what he afterwards described as ‘my proud ambiguous adjective – Georgian’. But Brooke didn’t like it. He thought it sounded too staid for a volume designed as the herald of a revolutionary dawn.’10

      

      
      The eclectic poets in Brooke’s list, mingling old and new, conservative and experimental, didn’t survive this first excited
         talk, but Marsh nonetheless realised that they had hit on an idea that might work and he accepted Brooke’s idea that he himself
         should be the editor – anonymously of course because his position as Churchill’s private secretary ‘might strike the uninitiated
         as absurd and so damage the cause’. The next thing to think about was who would publish the anthology and also how it would
         be financed. The most obvious candidate was yet another Holborn-based poetry organ, Poetry Review, edited by Harold Monro from 43 Chancery Lane and printed, like Rhythm, at St Catherine’s Press in the Strand. The world of poetry, then as now, however intense its rivalries, was very small.
         At this point Marsh mentioned his ‘murder money’, currently being spent almost exclusively on contemporary art, and promised
         that if Monro would carry the initial expense of publication of what would be the first of the famous Georgian anthologies,
         he would personally underwrite any losses.
      

      
      The next day Marsh threw a lunch party at Raymond Buildings at which Brooke, Monro and others gathered to refine the plan.
         Initially, there was a certain amount of opposition to the proposed title, Georgian Poetry, Marsh’s ‘proud ambiguous adjective’,11 but, since nothing better could be thought of, it stayed. According to one contemporary, the critic Frank Swinnerton, it
         was an excellent title:
      

      
      
         Georgian Poetry was another ‘generation piece’. It seemed to put the younger writers in a class apart from Victorians and Edwardians, and
            for that reason was cleverly named … by 1912 Victorian and Edwardian poets, less fortunate than Victorian and Edwardian novelists, were being found wordy … Their mellifluousness and verbosity, pleasant to older readers,
            revolted men impatient of Wordsworthian prattle or Tennysonian memorial surveys; for the Georgian poets were ‘new’, as moving
            pictures and aeroplanes were ‘new’. John Masefield’s poetic narrative, The Everlasting Mercy, published at the end of 1911, and carrying the vernacular to an oathful extreme, was the most widely read verse of the ‘new’
            age.’12

      

      
      Monro modestly concealed the fact that it was he who had invented the term ‘Georgian Poets’ fifteen months earlier in June
         1911, when he returned to England from abroad and went for lunch with his friend A. K. Sabin at Harrods’ new ‘Georgian Restaurant’
         on the fourth floor, oak-panelled and oak-beamed, with gas chandeliers. The ascent to the throne of a new sovereign had caused
         the management of Harrods to change the title of the new restaurant at the last minute from the Tudor Restaurant (to which
         its decor should properly have consigned it). Sabin later recollected this lunch at Knightsbridge:
      

      
      
         We walked along the Brompton Road to Harrods, and went up in the lift to their newly decorated refreshment rooms. ‘Georgian
            Restaurant,’ shouted the lift-boy as we reached the top floor. Hundreds of people were seated at lunch. ‘It ought to be called
            the Gorgean Restaurant,’ said Harold, with one of his rare touches of slightly sardonic humour. As we followed an attendant to a vacant
            table, he continued reflectively: ‘This is the first time since my return that I have been reminded we are living in a new
            Georgian era – and, by Jove, Arthur, we are the new Georgian poets.’13

      

      
      Although Monro kept Marsh at a little distance – perhaps because he was not entirely sure about his poetic taste and because he would probably have preferred to edit the anthology himself – his knowledge of printing and publishing was invaluable
         to Marsh and in turn the runaway success of the first annual Georgian Poetry in 1912 was a great boost to Monro’s own venture, the Poetry Bookshop in Devonshire Street, which was just about to open.
         Half the profits of the anthology went to the Bookshop and the other half was divided up among the contributors, an arrangement
         that would be the envy of twenty-first-century anthologised poets. Walter de la Mare later told Edward Marsh that he had made
         more out of his appearances in Georgian Poetry than from all other publications of his verse put together.14 Monro was an independent spirit who published both Georgian Poetry and, as we shall shortly see, the Imagist anthology, seemingly able to rise above the poetic factions – in the same way that
         some of the contributors, like D. H. Lawrence, managed to move comfortably between the two camps. Nonetheless, one can see
         that his aesthetic was not wholly in accord with that of Marsh, who had little time for the avant-garde and took a specific
         dislike to Ezra Pound, even if he tried, unsuccessfully as it turned out, to find a Pound poem for the anthology that poet
         and editor were happy with. On the other hand, some of the older generation felt that Georgian Poetry was too new and fashionable for them. ‘I do not really belong to your “new era”,’ A. E. Housman announced rather sniffily.15 The Poet Laureate, Robert Bridges, struggled manfully to be a little more positive, saying that he found it ‘really rich
         in thought and diction’ and that he was glad to have made the acquaintance of Lawrence’s poetry. Trying to be nice about the
         fact that the volume was dedicated to him, he went on:
      

      
      
         I think I am mainly sympathetic with the psychological tendency of the ‘school’, which is generally, I suppose, a reaction
            against intellectualism. As far as a new moral position is deduced from this, I feel that the necessity of its being subordinated to aesthetic beauty is in danger of being lost sight of. I feel sometimes as if I were reminded of the Post-Impressionists’
            pictures. You know however that I am not offended by novelties and that I welcome any revolt against dull conventional bondage.16

      

      
      In his later memoirs, published in 1939 just before the outbreak of another world war, Marsh looked back at his aims for the
         Georgian Poetry annuals:
      

      
      
         My sole and simple object was to provide a means by which writers whose work seemed to be beautiful and neglected might find
            a hearing from the reading public – to get the light out from under the bushel. This, and this only, was the ‘definite aim’
            of which I spoke in my first preface. I had no smallest intention of founding a school, or of tracing a course for Poetry
            to follow; for such enterprises I was ill-equipped, in knowledge, in leisure, and in self-esteem … I was, of course, guided
            by the preferences which instinct and training had formed in my mind; and these can be easily, if roughly, set forth. I liked
            poetry to be all three (or if not all three, at least two; or if the worst came to the worst at least one) of the following
            things: intelligible, musical, and racy; and I was happier with it if it was written on some formal principle which I could
            discern, and from which it departed, if at all, only for the sake of some special effect, and not because the lazy or too
            impetuous writer had found observance difficult or irksome. I liked poetry that I wanted to know by heart, and could learn by heart if I had time.
         

         ‘Intelligibility’ is a relative term, and I naturally don’t use it so as to exclude the poetry of suggestion; but I hold strongly
            that poetry is communication, and that it is the poet’s duty, to the best of his ability, to let the reader know what he is
            driving at. Some of the moderns seem to think that to be understood is to be damned (and so far as they are speaking for themselves, they may indeed be right); but this is an ungenerous
            attitude.17

      

      
      The first annual anthology, Georgian Poetry 1911–1912, dated 12 October, actually appeared in December with that strategically prudent dedication to the Poet Laureate, Robert
         Bridges, and with the editor’s name given merely as ‘E.M’, which everyone in the know in literary London would instantly have
         recognised. Marsh attached a brief ‘Prefatory Note’, which announced the principles behind the anthology:
      

      
      
         This volume is issued in the belief that English poetry is now once again putting on a new strength and beauty. Few readers
            have the leisure or the zeal to investigate each volume as it appears; and the process of recognition is often slow. This
            collection, drawn entirely from the publications of the last two years, may if it is fortunate help the lovers of poetry to
            realize that we are at the beginning of another ‘Georgian period’ which may rank in due time with the several great poetic
            ages of the past. It has no pretension to cover the field … Two years ago some of the writers represented had published nothing;
            and only a very few of the others were known except to the eagerest ‘watchers of the skies’.18

      

      
      The anthology would not strike anyone now as being in any way revolutionary, launched as it was in the era of Eliot and Pound.
         The young Brooke was present with ‘The Old Vicarage, Grantchester’ and Lawrence’s ‘Snapdragon’ sat alongside the work of older
         poets like G. K. Chesterton, Walter de la Mare, John Masefield, W. H. Davies and James Stephens. Many of the new names of
         this new Georgian era are now no longer read – Gordon Bottomley (much admired, however, by Isaac Rosenberg), Wilfrid Gibson,
         and Ronald Ross – and it is noticeable that many of the poems chosen by Marsh were long or dramatic ones. Marsh sent out a hundred copies of the anthology to significant
         people in the literary world and it was an immediate commercial success, selling nine thousand copies in the first year. A
         second volume appeared in 1915: Georgian Poetry 1913–1915, but it had the sad dedication ‘In Memoriam’ to two previous contributors. ‘Two of the poets,’ wrote Marsh, ‘– I think the
         youngest, and certainly not the least gifted – are dead. Rupert Brooke, who seemed to have everything that is worth having,
         died last April in the service of his country. James Elroy Flecker, to whom life and death were less generous, died in January
         after a long and disabling illness.’19

      
      This time the selection opened with Bottomley’s forty-five-page verse play King Lear’s Wife and ended with Lascelle Abercrombie’s play The End of the World, of the same length. Brooke was represented by ‘The Great Lover’, ‘The Soldier’, and others. Many of the original contributors
         returned and there were two new voices: Ralph Hodgson and the Irish war poet Francis Ledwidge. The third volume, Georgian Poetry 1916–1917, appeared in September 1917 and contained work from the new war poets: Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves, Isaac Rosenberg,
         Robert Nichols and others alongside the old faithfuls like Masefield, John Drinkwater, and de la Mare. And in November 1919
         the fourth volume, Georgian Poetry 1918–1919, enabled Marsh to say in his customary Prefatory Note that the new book ‘may be thought to show that what for want of a better
         word is called Peace has not interfered with the writing of good poetry’.20 There was now a long gap before the publication of the final volume in the series in November 1922 (the year of Eliot’s The Waste Land and Joyce’s Ulysses), and Marsh’s Prefatory Note to Georgian Poetry 1920–1922 had a newly defensive ring which reflected the palpable resistance to its dominance on the poetry scene which would lead
         in subsequent decades to a growing criticism of its aesthetic values:
      

      
      
      When the fourth volume of this series was published three years ago, many of the critics who had up to then, as Horace Walpole
         said of God, been the dearest creatures in the world to me, took another turn. Not only did they very properly disapprove
         of my choice of poems: they went on to write as if the Editor of Georgian Poetry were a kind of public functionary, like the President of the Royal Academy; and they asked – again, on the assumption, very
         properly – who was E.M. that he should bestow and withhold crowns and sceptres, and decide that this or that poet was or was
         not to count.
      

      
      This, in the words of Pirate Smee, was a kind of a compliment, but it was also, to quote the same hero, galling; and I have wished for an opportunity of disowning the pretension which I found attributed to me of setting up as a pundit,
         or a pontiff, or a Petronius Arbiter; for I have neither the sure taste, nor the exhaustive reading, nor the ample leisure
         which would be necessary in any such role.
      

      
      The origin of these books, which is set forth in the memoir of Rupert Brooke, was simple and humble. I found, ten years ago,
         that there were a number of writers doing good work which appeared to me extremely good, but which was narrowly known; and
         I thought that anyone, however unprofessional and meagrely gifted, who presented a conspectus of it in a challenging and manageable
         form might be doing a good turn both to the poets and the reading public. So, I think I may claim, it proved to be. The first
         volume seemed to supply a want. It was eagerly bought … there has been no break in demand for the successive books.21

      
      Marsh then added what he called:

      
      … a mild protest against a further charge that Georgian Poetry has merely encouraged a small clique of mutually indistinguishable poetasters to abound in their own and each other’s sense and nonsense. It is natural that the poets of a
         generation should have points in common; but to my fond eye those who have graced these collections look as diverse as sheep
         to their shepherd, or the members of a Chinese family to their uncle; and if there is an allegation which I would deny with both hands, it is this: that an insipid sameness is the chief characteristic of an anthology which offers – to name almost a random
         seven only out of forty (oh ominous academic number!) – the work of Messrs. Abercrombie, Davies, de la Mare, Graves, Lawrence,
         Nichols and J. C. Squire.
      

      
      The ideal Georgian Poetry – a book which would err neither by omission nor by inclusion, and would contain the best, and only the best poems of the
         best, and only the best poets of the day – could only be achieved, if at all, by dint of a Royal Commission. The present volume
         is nothing of the kind.
      

      
      I may add one word bearing on my aim in selection. Much admired modern work seems to me, in its lack of inspiration and its
         disregard of form, like gravy imitating lava. Its upholders may retort that much of the work which I prefer seems to them,
         in its lack of inspiration and its comparative finish, like tapioca imitating pearls. Either view – possibly both – may be
         right. I will only say that with an occasional exception for some piece of rebelliousness or even levity which may have taken
         my fancy, I have tried to choose no verse but such as in Wordsworth’s phrase
      

      
         The high and tender Muses shall accept

         With gracious smile, deliberately pleased.

      

      
      With these words, Marsh retired from the fray and Georgian poetry retreated into literary history, from which it has emerged
         all too often in cartoon form as a symbol of timid English aesthetic conservatism. The radical poets of the 1930s, in particular, were contemptuous. ‘The Georgian poets,’ wrote Cecil
         Day Lewis as late as 1944, ‘a sadly pedestrian rabble, flocked along the road their fathers had built, pointing out to each
         other the beauty spots and ostentatiously drinking smallbeer in a desperate attempt to prove their virility.’22 The American poet and editor Harriet Monroe had already complained in 1920 of ‘King George’s Poets’ in the following terms:
         ‘The “Georgians” live in the twentieth century, no doubt, but their subjects, ideals and methods follow the old standards
         of English song … almost nothing in the book reminds us of the age we live in.’23

      
      The forward spirits in poetry in the 1920s and 1930s continued to mock. Peter Quennell, writing of the Sitwells, notes how
         Edith and Osbert ‘were apt to laugh at the rustic Georgian Poets, who seemed to pass their time sauntering and botanising
         around the muddy landscape that enclosed their country cottages, picking a celandine here, and there, over a five-barred gate,
         holding despondent conversations “with a lonely lamb”’.24 And Stephen Spender accused them of reducing poetry to ‘a minor art like embroidery, to be done of a week-end in a country
         cottage’.25 To an extent these comments are part of the merry dance of literary politics and all these critics had personal and poetic
         agendas. But it is probably fair to say that the Georgians strike us now as being of mixed quality. There was certainly work
         that is hard to read today with any interest but, equally, much of it has endured and this includes some of the significant
         poets who will be discussed later. A good judicial assessment of what the Georgians saw themselves to be about and what made
         poets like Graves and Owen and Sassoon keen to be identified with them, is given by a recent historian of the movement:
      

      
      
         The Georgian movement was rebellious rather than conformist. It was a revolt against Romantic and Victorian conceptions of poetry and the contemporary representatives of those conceptions: against ‘public’ poetry, on the one hand,
            and ‘pure’ poetry, on the other; against the moralist and the aesthete. Relatedly, it was a revolt against poetic mannerism,
            against the continuing fashionability – in the first decade of the twentieth century – of archaic and heavily ‘poetic’ language.
            It rebelled against poetry written by rhetoricians, sentimentalists, and sensualists. Thus, the Georgians were hardly the
            docile and fatigued legatees of nineteenth-century poetic tradition. That distinction fell rather to poets like William Watson,
            Stephen Phillips, and Alfred Austin, whom the Georgians thought fully representative of the low state into which English poetry
            had fallen in the first decade of the new century.26

      

      
      The poetic ‘old guard’ certainly saw the Georgians as young revolutionaries and Marsh as a dangerous poetic radical. William
         Watson deplored the modernity and ‘harshness’ of diction that seemed to trample on the sonorous sweetnesses of his post-Tennysonian
         ideal poetry: ‘Certain of our Georgian singers, and even one or two poets whose roots go down into late Victorian antiquity,
         are so haunted by a dread of smoothness that they have very nearly erected cacophony into a cult. They pursue it as an end
         in itself laudable,’27 he wrote in a fustily titled polemic written in the middle of the War: Pencraft: A Plea for the Older Ways (1916). It was that challenge offered to the older poetic establishment by the new movement that explains the relative lack
         of tension between the Georgians and the Imagists and others at the time. Perhaps most significant is what Wilfred Owen wrote
         to his mother on New Year’s Eve, 1917, when he had become aware that he was being recognised as a poet by Sassoon and others.
         He knew where, for him, the standard of value and reputation was being set:
      

      
      
      
         I go out of this year a Poet, my dear Mother, as which I did not enter it. I am held peer by the Georgians; I am a poet’s
            poet.
         

         I am started. The tugs have left me; I feel the great swelling of the open sea taking my galleon.28

      

      
      For the young war poets there was absolutely no doubt about what the Georgian movement meant. It was the future of English
         poetry, and they wanted to be a part of it.
      

      
      Visiting the printers of Georgian Poetry in Norfolk Street off the Strand, Marsh and Monro would have noticed stacks of another poetry magazine, launched in the summer
         of 1911. Rhythm described itself as an ‘Art Music Literature Quarterly’ and its rather windy and vague opening editorial declared: ‘We have
         all become futurists.’29 The first issue also carried a statement of its ‘Aims and Ideals’:
      

      
      
         Rhythm is a magazine with a purpose. Its title is the ideal of a new art, to which it will endeavour to give expression in England.
            Aestheticism has had its day and done its work. Based on a reaction, on a foundation essentially negative, it could not endure
            … We need an art that strikes deeper, that touches a profounder reality, that passes outside the bounds of a narrow aestheticism,
            cramping and choking itself, drawing its inspiration from aversion, to a humaner and broader field. Humanity in art in the
            true sense needs humanity in criticism. To treat what is being done to-day as something vital in the progress of art, which
            cannot fix its eyes on yesterday and live; to see that the present is pregnant for the future, rather than a revolt against
            the past; in creation to give expression to art that seeks out the strong things of life; in criticism to seek out the strong
            things of that art – such is the aim of RHYTHM …
         

      

      
      
      There was much more in the same vein, but what made it interesting was less the manifesto prose than the striking drawings
         by Picasso, S. J. Peploe, and Gaudier-Brzeska. By June 1912 it had moved to monthly publication which enabled the editors,
         John Middleton Murry and Katherine Mansfield, to claim that ‘a unique attempt will be made to unite within one magazine all
         the parallel manifestations of the modern spirit in every province of Art, Education and Philosophy’. This would secure its
         position as ‘the organ of Living Art and Living Thought’.30 The following March it published a review of the first Georgian Poetry anthology, headed ‘The Georgian Renaissance’, by D. H. Lawrence, who seemed unperturbed by the fact that he was one of the
         contributors to the volume under review. It was Lawrence at his vatic best:
      

      
      
         This collection is like a big breath taken when we are waking up after a night of oppressive dreams. The nihilists, the intellectual,
            hopeless people – Ibsen, Flaubert, Thomas Hardy – represent the dream we are waking from. It was a dream of demolition. Nothing
            was, but nothing. Everything was taken from us. And now our lungs are full of new air, and our eyes see it is morning, but
            we have not forgotten the terror of the night. We dreamed we were falling through space into nothingness, and the anguish
            of it leaves us rather eager … But we are awake again, our lungs are full of new air, our eyes of morning. The first song
            is nearly a cry, fear and the pain of remembrance sharpening away the pure music. And that is this book.31

      

      
      There is rather more on the same lines but this open welcome, in a seemingly avant-garde context, of the new anthology seemed
         to suggest that it was not seen as a reactionary or conservative project. But, during the five years leading up to the declaration
         of war, a poetic movement had been building which, unlike that of the Georgians, had a powerful and sharply defined aesthetic creed, a manifesto all its members sought
         to live by. It was called Imagism.
      

      
      In March 1914, what had begun on 25 March 1909 as a reg ular series of meetings of poets at the Eiffel Tower restaurant in
         Soho – 1909 being also the year of Marinetti’s Futurist Manifesto and Schoenberg’s Five Orchestral Pieces – bore fruit in the publication of a small green-covered volume with, in gilt, the title Imagistes. Inside, the book was more fully titled Des Imagistes: an anthology and none of the contributors had appeared in Georgian Poetry. The new names were Ezra Pound, James Joyce, William Carlos Williams, Amy Lowell, Richard Aldington, H.D., F. S. Flint, Skipwith
         Cannell, Ford Madox Hueffer (later to style himself Ford Madox Ford), Allen Upward, and John Cournos. There was no preface
         or manifesto but the poems themselves. Though London was the place where the new movement was launched most of the poets were
         American or Irish and the book was published by Harold Monro’s Poetry Bookshop, the same imprint which had brought out, at
         the end of 1912, the first Georgian Poetry. It was not a success and many unhappy readers sent their copies back to the Bookshop.32 But it was the climax of a decade or more of avant-garde enthusiasm in London. In these heady years of the post-Impressionist
         exhibitions in 1910 and 1912, the arrival in London of Diaghilev’s Russian Ballet in 1911 and the explosive impact the following
         year of his production of Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps, then the exhibition of Italian Futurists at the Sackville Gallery in March 1912, had all conspired to make London seem like
         a place of revolutionary artistic ferment. On 8 January 1913 Harold Monro’s Poetry Bookshop was officially opened by Sir Henry
         Newbolt, this choice of a leading representative of the poetry establishment a characteristically canny move by Monro, and
         it rapidly established at its Bloomsbury base in Devonshire Street a centre for the new poetry.
      

      
      
      The Bookshop was to become the epicentre of both the Imagist and the Georgian poetic movements. Monro was an evangelical promoter
         of poetry of all kinds and the Bookshop, through its publishing activities and readings, became the centre of the early-twentieth-century
         poetry scene in London.
      

      
      In 1913, Devonshire Street was a nondescript area for Monro to choose. No. 35 – a faded elegant eighteenth-century house destroyed
         in the Blitz which today is the site of Cecil House, a hostel for single homeless women – looks attractive enough from the
         drawings, with its flat-fronted, pedimented façade, but the area was distinctly seedy if not an actual slum district. Police
         took the precaution of patrolling it in pairs. Sir Osbert Sitwell described it as ‘a narrow street … rather dark, but given
         over to screaming children, lusty small boys armed with catapults, and to leaping flights of cats’. When he sailed down the
         road to perform his poetry at the Bookshop, he acquired a tail of hooting, derisive urchins who mocked his elegant suit and
         canary-yellow waistcoat. Rupert Brooke, in his trademark broad-brimmed hat, attracted a similar crowd of young people who
         chanted: ‘Buffalo Bill! Buffalo Bill!’33

      
      Monro actually chose the shop deliberately because it was within easy reach of literary Bloomsbury, the university, and the
         art schools. The house next door was occupied by a large, noisy woman who kept a flower stall at Piccadilly Circus and whose
         two rather rough sons allowed their children to express their gratitude for a gift of some of the Poetry Bookshop illustrated
         children’s books by tearing them into small pieces and stamping them into the ground. On the other side was a gold-beaters’
         workshop. Browsers in the Bookshop could hear the regular thump, thump of the goldbeaters’ hammers coming through the wall
         as they read the latest publications. On the upper floors were some rooms that Monro let out to deserving artists and poets
         like the sculptor Jacob Epstein and the poet T. E. Hulme. Wilfred Owen, after he had just signed up to fight, hoped to get
         digs here while training, but was disappointed and had to rent a room above the coffee shop opposite.
      

      
      The Poetry Bookshop readings were held in a sort of annexe behind the house (another former goldbeaters’ workshop), dimly
         and theatrically lit, and the performers included T. S. Eliot, Robert Graves, Ezra Pound, Walter de la Mare, and just about
         every significant poet of the era. When W. B. Yeats performed he was such a draw that the reading was staged instead at the
         Artificers’ Guild Hall (today’s Art Workers’ Guild), a hundred yards away in Queen Square. As well as being a poetry bookshop
         and a publishing house and a centre for lovers of poetry, 35 Devonshire Street was also a kind of missionary outpost for the
         avant-garde. On the night of 11 July 1913, after the first London performance of Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps, the Philistines in noisy retreat, 35 Devonshire Street was packed with an impromptu gathering of excited intellectuals and
         artists still reeling from the thrill of this modernist explosion.34

      
      There were other signs of artistic and intellectual excitement in the air. The first translation of Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams appeared in 1913 and the same year saw the publication of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, Proust’s Du Côté de chez Swann, and Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice. On New Year’s Day, 1914, the first issue of a new magazine designed to capture and reflect all these new trends, The Egoist, appeared. The magazine grew out of a feminist publication called the New Freewoman whose editor, Dora Marsden, remained in the chair while the cuckoo in her nest, assistant editor Richard Aldington, proceeded
         to turn it into the major voice of the early-twentieth-century avant-garde. The first issue had an article by Percy Wyndham
         Lewis on Cubism, a poem by D. H. Lawrence, and an essay by Ezra Pound, and very soon The Egoist started to serialise James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, instalments continuing throughout the War. In April an advertisement appeared for the first number of the Vorticist movement’s organ Blast, which left readers in little doubt of that new movement’s explosive aims:
      

      
      Discussion of Cubism, Futurism, Imagisme and all Vital
Forms of Modern Art.
THE CUBE THE PYRAMID
Putrefaction of Guffaws Slain by Appearance of
BLAST
NO Pornography   NO Old Pulp
END OF THE CHRISTIAN ERA.35

      
      On 1 June, only weeks before the outbreak of war, Richard Aldington wrote in The Egoist
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