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NOTE TO READER

THE 100 SELECTIONS that follow are arranged in chronological order, and their titles are not in italics. They have been selected from 50 poetic volumes, whose numbered titles are in italics. For the published works where the selected poems, verse plays and masques can be found, see pp.403–408.

Poems selected from the 30 volumes of Collected Poems and the 4 volumes of Life Cycle and Other New Poems (see pp.xvii–xviii) appear under their volume titles. Those taken from Classical Odes, Overlord and Armageddon appear under these published titles. All the verse plays are in Collected Verse Plays. The Warlords and The Tragedy of Prince Tudor had already been published separately, whereas Ovid Banished and The Rise of Oliver Cromwell were first published in Collected Verse Plays. Fools’ Paradise and the three masques were published separately.

As regards volume titles and poem titles, when a volume only contains one long poem, play or masque the poem title repeats its volume title.

Selections from a volume are indicated by the word ‘from’. When a poem, play or masque is represented by extracts, ‘from’ appears before its poem, play or masque title as well as its volume title.

Line numbers are followed by descriptions. Descriptions are intended to be helpful summaries and are not titles.

The poems and extracts in Collected Poems and Classical Odes are accompanied by notes. These are not reproduced here.

The original volumes have dates where known at the end of their poems, plays or masques, including revision dates. These have been left as they are without being abridged as they reflect entries in my Diaries (for every year since 1963), which will eventually be lodged in my Archive in the Albert Sloman Library at the University of Essex.
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PREFACE

The Baroque Vision behind Universalism, and the Tradition of Wordsworth and Tennyson

Ricks urges me to select 30 poems in 1979 and 1982, and my poetic identity

AS CAN BE READ in my Selected Letters (p.50), when I met him on 20 February 1979 the eminent English literary critic Christopher Ricks asked me to select 30 poems that represented my range and the best of my work.

At the time I was struggling to see what sort of poet I was. I had had some remarkable, indeed extraordinary, inner experiences while writing my poem ‘The Silence’ from 1965 to 1966 when I was a 26-year-old Professor in Japan, and I was still trying to understand them. I had grappled with them on my own, trying to evaluate vivid images that flooded in seemingly from the beyond but perhaps from my imagination (or Muse), and an experience of the mysterious Light (“a round white light”), and I wrote of my future self, which I called my “Shadow” (my shadow being ever beside me as I walked to and fro under the hot Japanese sun): “My Shadow sees/With a metaphysical eye.” (Now that, in my 81st year, I have become my Shadow, to reach which required a subjugation of my “Reflection” or social ego, looking back I can say this was remarkably prescient.)

I sent some of my poems to Christopher Ricks, and wrote him three letters between 1979 and 1982, attempting to pinpoint my poetic identity and the tradition in which these new experiences placed me. These three letters are in Selected Letters.

The first letter (dated 18 February 1979) saw me as a Metaphysical poet. On 20 February I visited Ricks at Christ’s College, Cambridge. He gave me a brilliant tutorial in the Buttery and, following notes he had made, dwelt on the technical differences between my ruminative approach and the approach of the Metaphysical poets. He said I should make a selection of 30 poems. We then lunched together in the Senior Common Room.

The second letter (dated 1 May 1982) saw me as a Romantic poet. Ricks more or less went along with this. The Romantic poets Wordsworth and Shelley had dwelt on the One – Wordsworth’s “A motion and a spirit, that impels/All thinking things, all objects of all thought” and Shelley’s “The One remains, the many change and pass” – and my ruminative approach was akin to Wordsworth’s “emotion recollected in tranquillity”. On this view I could be seen as continuing the tradition of Wordsworth and Shelley.

The third letter (dated 17 October 1982) took account of a development since late 1979 and early 1980 when I reconciled my vision with social and historical events. This letter saw me as a Classical poet, as blending the Classical and Romantic in what I called the Baroque after writing in my poem ‘The Silence’ “A new Baroque age is born” (see p.387). Ricks went along with this.

I visited Ricks at Christ’s College, Cambridge (room B6), on 29 October 1982, after my third letter, and he said I had sharpened my ideas. He said: “I believe in the Baroque, but though everything that is Baroque is Classical and Romantic, not everything that is Classical and Romantic is Baroque.” I replied that the mysterious Light is central to the new Baroque. He said: “I think your work is Baroque. You got there, even though your itinerary surprised you. You must anthologise 30 poems, each no longer than a page. Make your entry and then expand.”

On 31 October 1982 I wrote to Ricks, “To be Baroque a work must have the Light, a sense of transformation, an awareness of the dynamic nature of the material world, and a mixture of sense and spirit, so yes, although Baroque is Classicism and Romanticism, Classicism-and-Romanticism is only Baroque if it has these elements.” See ‘The Genesis and Shaping of the New Baroque Vision’ in the Appendix of Collected Poems (‘Vision and Technique in the Collected Poems’), section 3; which is also in Appendix 1 of Collected Prefaces.

My non-delivery

By then I had written The Fire-Flower (1980), a volume of my most Metaphysical poems that included ‘A Metaphysical in Marvell’s Garden’. Even then my poetic output was bulky, and it was hard to come up with 30 pre-1979 poems that caught my poetic identity clearly. I was also a busy Head of English with ‘A’-level marking to keep abreast of, and new poems kept coming.

Immersed in my ever-increasing output during the 1980s and 1990s I found it impossible to whittle either my pre-1979 or my life’s work down to 30 poems, the challenge Ricks had set me in 1979 and 1982. Every time I wrote down a poem that might be included in a draft selection of 30 poems a dozen other poems clamoured to replace it like unruly children, and I could not be sure that in relation to my true poetic identity they did not have a better claim. I was also aware that I had works ahead of me, including the work I discussed with Ezra Pound in 1970 (Overlord), and I felt that if I delayed I would be able to include passages from what was still to come. So I bided my time.

Ever since then my poetic output has increased each year. My Collected Poems 1958–2005 contains 1,478 poems in 30 volumes, and Life Cycle (2006–2016) contains a further 210 poems in four more volumes.* Classical Odes (1994–2005) contains 317 classical odes in four books, and I have also written two poetic epics: Overlord about the Second World War from D-Day to the Fall of Berlin (1994–1996 in four volumes, collected edition in 2006, 41,000 lines of blank verse) and Armageddon about the War on Terror from 9/11, which includes the American invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan (2008–2009, 25,000 lines of blank verse). I have also written five verse plays, having revived the verse play in 1994 with The Warlords, and these are in Collected Verse Plays (2007); and I have written three masques and Fools’ Paradise, a poem on Brexit, and am working on a sequel, Fools’ Gold, and on a volume of new poems.

My three Selected Poems had different perspectives. My first selection, Selected Poems: A Metaphysical’s Way of Fire, was a selection of key poems written before 1991 that reflected my Mystic Way, which transformed my consciousness into an instinctive unitive vision. (On 21 August 1984 I had written in my diary that my “Ricks collection”, then titled A Way of Fire, should reflect my Mystic Way.) My Selected Poems: Quest for the One (2015, 423 pages) demonstrated that my poetic work reflects the fundamental theme of world literature: a perennial dialectic and tussle between a quest for the One and satirical condemnation of follies and vices, one of which has always predominated for over 4,000 years during any generation or time. Visions of England, poems selected by the Earl of Burford (2019), presented 100 poems about places in England written before 1999. None of these presented the 30 poems (and by implication, the poetic identity) Ricks had requested in 1979 and again in 1982.

A new perspective and this selection

In 2019, after my 80th birthday, I completed Selected Letters, letters I had written about all my works including my poetic works, and then Collected Prefaces. In 1991 I had revived the Preface, a form Wordsworth used so effectively in his Preface to the second edition of Lyrical Ballads in 1801 and, greatly expanded, in the third edition in 1802, and in Collected Prefaces I present my 56 Prefaces (including this Preface).

Rereading my letters relating to Ricks’ urging of 30 poems (see pp.50 and 60 of Selected Letters), and all my Prefaces, gave me a new perspective, and I suddenly saw how I could choose 30 poems written before 1979 (the year Ricks first mentioned 30 poems) as Part One of a two-part selection that would end in 2019. I jotted down titles, and later drew up a spreadsheet with decades across the top, from the 1960s to 2010s, and all the key subjects, genres, forms, techniques and verse lines I had used down on the left. I posted the titles of key poems into the spreadsheet so I could check that my selection covered every decade, key subject, genre, form, technique and verse line that I had used in 61 years of writing poetry.

My initial task was to choose 30 poems written before 1979, so I have devoted Part One to delivering 30 Baroque poems from the 17 volumes written before then, an average of 15 poems per decade. Part Two presents another 70 Baroque – Classical and Romantic – poems (an average of 17.5 poems per decade for another even more prolific four decades) from another 33 volumes written between 1979 and 2019. My life’s poetic output at present is in 50 volumes – 34 volumes of poems written over the years that can be found in Collected Poems and Life Cycle and Other New Poems, two epic poems, four books of classical odes, five verse plays, three masques and two poetic volumes to be published in 2020/2021, Fools’ Paradise and The Oak Tree and the Branch – and I have drawn on all 50 of these 50 volumes in this selection, which now reflects my life’s poetic work.

I arrived at 100 numbered poems by counting each titled poem as one poem. My two epic poems therefore count as two of the 100 numbered poems (even though Overlord was published in four separate volumes before being published in one volume). Each is represented by excerpts which are all under one title and together count as one poem. I have regarded these two epic poems as special cases as (at 41,000 and 25,000 lines of blank verse) together they comprise over 66,000 lines, and my excerpts total around 3,440 lines, around 5% – the minimum amount needed to give a feel for their narratives, root them in the epic tradition (via invocations to Homer, Virgil, Dante, Milton, Tennyson and other forerunners) and bring out their Baroque features (including visits to Heaven and Hell and focus on the Light).

The Baroque vision

This selection tells an underlying story within my 61 years of writing poetry, a kind of subliminal narrative that invites connections between poems. The selected poems show why I saw myself in my three letters to Ricks in 1979 and 1982 as a Metaphysical poet writing of the Mystic Way and came to see myself as being in the Romantic, and later the Classical tradition, and as blending the Classical and Romantic in what I called the Baroque vision after two lines in ‘The Silence’ (1965–1966): “While naked on the petalled lawn,/A new Baroque age is born.” The second line came straight from the beyond, and for some years I did not fully understand it.

I see from consulting my archive, which is held in the Albert Sloman Library at the University of Essex, that it did not find its way into the poem until April 1973, when it was handwritten in the margin of a version of the poem corrected in blue ink, and that it later appeared in a typed version in April/May 1973. (See p.387.) (Looking at the many papers connected with ‘The Silence’ in my archive in the University of Essex, I was stunned by how many vivid lines I cut out of the final version. There must be a hundred or two which would grace any of my poems.)

I also described ‘The Silence’ in the poem’s dedication as “This string of baroque pearls”. This was written in Japan some time after the writer Frank Tuohy took my wife and me to the office of a pearl dealer called Meiras, so he could buy two necklaces of irregular baroque pearls in Tokyo on 20 October 1965. I returned to Meiras with my wife on 16 December 1965 and bought her a necklace of baroque pearls. The dedication “To Mr F.T.” was to Frank Tuohy, who, having read the poem and suggested I should add marginal glosses in the manner of Coleridge’s ‘The Ancient Mariner’ to present a clear narrative, would understand how my irregular chunks of verse in ‘The Silence’ could be described as misshapen baroque pearls. (See my diary entries for these two days in Awakening to the Light, pp.202 and 222.)

The full dedication at the beginning of ‘The Silence’ was: “To Mr F.T./This string of baroque pearls,/To be told like a rosary.” The last line of this ­dedication brings out the poem’s religious associations – each irregular chunk of my verse was like a bead in a rosary to be meditated over as if in prayer – and evokes the religious associations of the historical Baroque.

I believe it was in 1967 that I found in a bookshop in Tokyo’s Kanda district Germain Bazin’s description of the Baroque in A Concise History of Art. (It is first mentioned in my diary entry in Awakening to the Light for 7 February 1967.) Bazin sets out a life cycle of artistic styles first suggested by Déonna in Geneva in 1913 and developed by Faure (in 1927) and Focillon (in 1934): a primitive, archaic pre-classical stage or Age; a classical stage or Age; an academic or post-classical stage or Age (Neoclassicism); and then a pre-baroque Mannerist stage or Age. The end of Mannerism – its cure – is the baroque stage or Age in which “the spirit is again in contact with the world, the imagination drinks deeply of its forms, and at the very source, with an eagerness born of long deprivation. The cosmos itself seems to be throbbing in the soul, filling it with inspiring emotion” (Bazin, p.528). I now began to understand how my work might be regarded as Baroque.

The historical Baroque period which produced the artistic baroque style began around 1600 and ended around 1750. It influenced all the arts, and in literature it inspired the Metaphysical poets, Milton’s Paradise Lost, and the Augustans. The Baroque consciousness is open to, and combines, both the spiritual and the sensual: the Romantic infinite and the Classical social outlooks, the soaring grandeur of Heaven and the sensuous, emotional exuberance and movement in the everyday. Bach, Handel, Bernini and Rubens – in all the arts the Baroque soars to Heaven, as in Rubens’ painting The Apotheosis of James I (see front cover), which was installed in the Banqueting House, London in 1636. James I was the father of Charles I, who commissioned the painting, and in his ‘apotheosis’ (elevation to divine status, deification) he is shown being drawn upwards to Heaven on the Banqueting-House ceiling, which I first saw when I visited the Banqueting House on 8 July 1966. (See my Preface to The Coronation of King Charles.)

In literature the Baroque includes the profound poems of Donne (including ‘Aire and Angels’), the Metaphysical poets and Milton that confront death, and the social satire of Dryden and Pope. And, because they blend the spiritual and the sensual, the poems of Tennyson which succeeded the poems of the Romantic Wordsworth can be seen as blending the Classical and Romantic as neo-Baroque. I have sought to achieve a similar blend between the Classical and Romantic in my neo-Baroque poems.

Baroque poetic inspiration can be seen as images bursting into the poet’s mind from the beyond like windfalls bursting through the leaves of a tree, like my image of a new Baroque age being born on a petalled lawn. In ‘The Tree of Imagination’, first written on 31 December 1979 and ruminating on my visit to Ricks on 20 February 1979 (not included in this selection), I wrote: “So images burst round a poet’s head,/Windfalls from a leafy beyond that heal/A sick society….”

My inspiration derives from the 17th century, the time of the Metaphysical poets, masques and Milton’s epic poem (as I had realised by 1963, when I wrote ‘The 17th-Century Pilgrim’); but also from the 18th century, the time of social satire, and the 19th century, the time of the Romantic poets, of Wordsworth’s ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads’ and of Tennyson’s blend of Romanticism and Classicism in his ‘In Memoriam’, his “Nor winks the gold fin in the porphyry font”, his long narrative works and his poems on national events such as ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ about an event in the Crimean War.

My poem ‘The Silence’ (1965–1966) derives from Modernism, but after an evening with Ezra Pound in 1970 I decided that abbreviated narrative in an emotionally-linked sequence of images was not for the epic and narrative poems I wanted to write, and I consciously headed back into the 19th century and the 17th-century Baroque for my inspiration, where it already was subconsciously.

My range

My questing poems led me to look into disciplines outside poetry, and these were reflected in my poetry and extended its range. I now regard my poetic works as drawing on seven disciplines: literature, of course; mysticism; philosophy; history; religion; international politics and statecraft; and world culture.

In this selection can be found poems on aspects of my literature (‘Authorship Question in a Dumbed-Down Time’, ‘On the Death of Mr Nicholas Hagger’); on my mysticism (‘The Power by the Lake’, ‘The Silence’, ‘Visions: Golden Flower, Celestial Curtain’, poems from The Fire-Flower); on my philosophy of the universe (‘Night Visions in Charlestown’); on history (an excerpt from ‘Old Man in a Circle’, ‘At Otley: Timber-Framed Tradition’); on religion (excerpts from Beauty and Angelhood); on international politics and statecraft (excerpts from ‘Archangel’, Ovid Banished and The Tragedy of Prince Tudor); and world culture (my classical ode ‘At Virgil’s Tomb’, Overlord, Classical Odes).

A stag with seven-branched antlers

I see myself as an Epping-Forest stag with seven-branched antlers. One antler’s seven branches symbolise the above seven disciplines. The other antler’s seven branches symbolise the branches within literature I have pursued as a man of letters: poems and poetic epics; verse plays and masques; short stories and novellas; diaries; autobiographies; letters (Selected Letters); and my statement of the fundamental theme of world literature (A New Philosophy of Literature).

My Universalism

As can be tracked in my Selected Letters and Collected Prefaces, my writings show a developing Universalism in the above seven disciplines and in all branches of literature. At both finite and infinite levels, Universalism deals with every known idea and so can focus on: transformation by the Light; seeing from the perspective of the Whole and therefore seeing things as a whole; the blend of sense and spirit in (for example) Rubens’ The Apotheosis of James I (which shows a king becoming a god and reinforces the Divine Right of Kings, but also shows a man with a divine soul); the transcending of death; the possibility of Angelhood (which can be found in ‘Archangel’ and Beauty and Angelhood); and the prospect of Heaven.

At both finite and infinite levels (Classical and Romantic) Universalism sees the universe as a unity and sees humankind and all disciplines as a whole. So philosophical Universalism studies the whole universe in its finite and infinite aspects (hence The New Philosophy of Universalism); historical Universalism studies all history, including the rise and fall of civilisations (hence The Rise and Fall of Civilizations); political Universalism sees one political union of all humankind (hence World State and World Constitution); and literary Universalism sees the whole of literature, the fundamental theme of world literature: hence A New Philosophy of Literature, which sets out the fundamental theme as a generational dialectic between a quest for the One and satirical condemnation of follies and vices, between the Metaphysical-Romantic and the Classical – Universalism synthesising or reconciling both. See The Essentials of Universalism (coming shortly) for the key passages about Universalism in my prose.

Looking back on my works and on my experiences of the Light and the way I received crucial ideas and understanding in my sleep (recorded in My Double Life 2: A Rainbow over the Hills), I sometimes wonder if I was sent down to the earth and took human form in the year the Second World War began to confront the world’s problems, reconcile all the disciplines and promote peace. I resonate with the feeling in Donne’s ‘Aire and Angels’ that “Angells affect us oft” and are sent down to earth to complete a mission and tasks, and that at the very least we have divine souls, as Rubens showed in his painting of James I.

My Baroque development, forms, genres and verse

The poems and verse excerpts in this selection catch my development over the decades, my Universalism, my early mysticism, my Metaphysical approach (‘The Silence’, The Gates of Hell, ‘A Metaphysical in Marvell’s Garden’ and other poems in The Fire-Flower), my Romantic outlook (The Gates of Hell, ‘The Four Seasons’), my later Classicism (Classical Odes), my war poetry (Overlord, Armageddon, ‘Shock and Awe’), and my awareness of the One (‘The Silence’, The Gates of Hell, The Fire-Flower, God of the One in The Coronation of King Charles). Elements of Classicism and Romanticism can be found in all my works, which I therefore regard as neo-Baroque.

In this selection can be found examples of the forms and genres I have written within: my sonnets; my lyrics; my odes; my social satire; my verse plays; and my masques.

My verse has become more Classical as the decades progressed. I began by exploring stress metre (four or five stresses in a line) but soon opted for iambic pentameters and blank verse, and on occasion heroic couplets. The turning-point was the evening I spent with Ezra Pound in Rapallo on 16 July 1970. I discussed the best line for writing an epic and became convinced that his Modernist approach in The Cantos of abbreviated narrative in emotionally-linked sequences of images (which I had defended in an essay in a book to mark Eliot’s death, T.S. Eliot: A Tribute from Japan) was not the way I should pursue narrative verse, and when we walked round Oxford on 21 June 1993 Ricks confirmed my feeling that I should write an epic poem in blank verse. My classical odes on the culture of Europe are in rhymed or alternately-rhymed lines, and I use rhyme in most of my lyrics, odes and of course my many sonnets.

In this selection can also be found narrative, lyrical, reflective and dramatic verse; my early stress metre; lines of 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 feet either rhymed or alternately rhymed; my standard iambic pentameters, blank verse and heroic couplets; and stanzas of 4, 8, 9 and 10 lines.

Alternative views of my poetry

In poems in this selection can be found the alternative views and perspectives of my poetry I identified in my Preface to Visions of England: my journeying along the Mystic Way (The Gates of Hell, ‘Journey’s End’, ‘Pear-Ripening House’, The Fire-Flower); my developing Universalism (‘Crab-Fishing on a Boundless Deep’); my social, satirical poetry (‘Zeus’s Ass’); my reflecting of Western culture (‘On the Waterfront’, ‘Question Mark over the West’); my Nature poetry (‘The Flight’, The Four Seasons, The Weed-Garden, ‘Sea Force’); my war poetry (Overlord, Armageddon, ‘Shock and Awe’); my carrying forward of the tradition of the Metaphysical poets (‘A Metaphysical in Marvell’s Garden’, The Fire-Flower); and my Classical and Romantic neo-Baroque poetry.

Also can be found poems on my local Epping Forest (‘An Inner Home’); on my home town and childhood memories (‘Among Loughton’s Sacred Houses’); on my old school, which I later acquired (‘Oaklands: Oak Tree’); on my Cornish sea (‘Sea Force’, ‘Crab-Fishing on a Boundless Deep’); and on life and death (‘A Crocus in the Churchyard’).

In the tradition of Wordsworth and Tennyson

I have pictures of both Wordsworth and Tennyson within the vicinity of my study desk.

I see myself as being within Wordsworth’s tradition of The Prelude and his ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads’ (1801/1802), and the picture on the cover of Visions of England shows me sitting with the Wanderer’s cottage in the background.

Ricks, arguably the leading world authority on Tennyson after his standard Tennyson, urged me to model myself on Tennyson, who had a vast range that included lyrical and narrative verse and events of international history such as ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ (set in the Crimean War, 1854), and who lived at Beech Hill House, High Beach, from 1837 to 1840 (very near where I live in Epping Forest), and heard the “wild bells” ring out from Waltham Abbey.

He urged me to correct my past poems as Tennyson did to improve lines, and I have always done this, as in my reworking of ‘Strawberry Hill’ (1974) into ‘Clouded-Ground Pond’ (1980, not included), and ‘In Marvell’s Garden, at Nun Appleton’ (1973, not included) into ‘A Metaphysical in Marvell’s Garden’ (1980). He said to me as we walked round Oxford on 21 June 1993 and I settled on blank verse for Overlord (the subject behind my discussion with Ezra Pound in 1970): “Nothing’s changed since Tennyson technically. Go back to him.”

I describe in a letter to Ricks in Selected Letters (dated 29 July 2008) how I was aware of Tennyson’s presence when I spent several days staying at Farringford House, his home on the Isle of Wight from 1853 until his death in 1892, both while I wrote in his study and slept in the bedroom he used.

Since then I have sensed that Tennyson has often been with me as a Muse, and frequently acts as an editor and draws my attention to where I could improve a word (see Fools’ Paradise, p.145). Tennyson wrote after the Romantic Age and blended Romanticism and Classicism in his own way that was neo-Baroque. It may be significant that I took the world anthem for World Constitution from six lines in Tennyson’s ‘Locksley Hall’, and in World State named my World State ‘The United Federation of the World’ after Tennyson’s lines in that poem. I also quoted at length from Tennyson’s ‘Ulysses’ in my speech in Moscow’s Civic Chamber on 22 April 2019 (see my website for video). Besides deriving from Wordsworth I also derive from Tennyson, as I hope this selection will demonstrate.

Having had an early interest in Modernism and having taught the poems of T.S. Eliot in great detail to Japanese students between 1963 and 1967 when I was a Professor of English Literature in Tokyo (part of the time in a room where William Empson taught between 1931 and 1934), and having turned back to the 19th century after my evening with Ezra Pound, I returned to the 600-year-old tradition of the iambic pentameter that dominated English verse from 1380 to 1980 and was followed by both Wordsworth and Tennyson. My essay ‘A Defence of Traditional Poetic Method or: Poking the Hornets’ Nest’ (1999, revised in 2005) can be found at the end of my Collected Poems and of A New Philosophy of Literature.

My “mission” and project: to develop my Baroque vision into Universalism

Ricks, with whom I have corresponded for 40 years as Selected Letters shows, spoke with me at Worcester College, Oxford, on 1 July 2019, before giving a lecture about the iambic pentameter as “the music of the English heroic line” (Dr Johnson, ‘Life of Milton’ in Lives of the Poets, 1779). Over drinks before his lecture we discussed my recent visit to Russia and my call there for better relations with the West, and he said to me (two octogenarians together who had known each other a long time), “You have been on a mission since you left University.” And I wondered if I had indeed worked on one lifelong project ever since I left Oxford in 1961, 58 years previously, even longer than the 57 years that Pound had been writing The Cantos when I visited him in 1970. (See my letter to Ricks in Selected Letters dated 3 July 2019, which also mentions that he told me I had used the heroic line in Overlord.)

I thought he meant that during all my travelling of the world and my writing I had been on a mission to arrive at Universalism and to set out my Universalist vision in literature and extend it to six other disciplines. (He had once said to me that art comes out of a quarrel with oneself, not with the world, and he knew that I had sought to understand the universe so I could elevate my poetry – while preserving the approach of Keats’ “negative capability”, responding to life fully in the moment.) But, having completed the selection of the poems in Part One of A Baroque Vision, I awoke on Christmas Day 2019 with the realisation (which had come to me in my sleep) that he had remembered my three letters to him in 1979 and 1982 and meant that my Universalism was rooted in and grew out of my Baroque vision in my poems, that my “mission” and project was to develop my Baroque vision into Universalism. Whether he meant this I do not know – and it may already be obvious to diligent readers of my Collected Prefaces; but I had woken with what was for me a new perspective, and I was stunned.

Evidence for the connection between my Baroque vision and my Universalism

I got up and looked in my Prefaces for evidence of the connection between my Baroque vision of 1982 and my Universalism of 1991.

I saw I first stated my Baroque vision in my Preface to my Selected Poems: A Metaphysical’s Way of Fire, ‘On the New Baroque Consciousness and the Redefinition of Poetry’, which, though published in 1991, was first written in September–October 1982 (and revised in August and October 1989 with the addition of “as Classical Baroque” at the end of the title). I saw I first stated my Universalism in a Preface written in April 1989 and also published in 1991 (Preface to The Fire and the Stones titled ‘Introduction to the New Universalism’).

I looked in my Collected Poems, and I now saw that the turning-point which shows my Baroque vision giving birth to my Universalism was in my poem ‘Night Visions in Charlestown’, first written in 1983 and revised in 1990 (“So hail the Universal Age of Light!…/New rising of Baroque in its own right…”).

I looked in my diaries. I saw that on 21 August 1984 I wrote that a selection of my poems for Ricks should be called A Way of Fire (which became Selected Poems: A Metaphysical’s Way of Fire, published in 1991, on my Mystic Way). I saw that in early April 1985 I had a number of intense experiences inspired by Charlestown in Cornwall, and in my diary entries for 7 April (which are in My Double Life 2: A Rainbow over the Hills, pp.185–187) I wrote:


Soul and body together – the very essence of Baroque…. Artists create the next age, which will be a Baroque one, uniting Classicism and Romanticism. A new word for it?… A new flowering of the Romantic age amalgamated to Classicism…. So what is the Age?… Think. It is a new ism, after Romanticism and Classicism, in artistic terms Baroque.… I still need a word for the next age.



On 9 April, inspired by the night view of the stars over the sea from Charlestown, in my diary I pondered the next age, a Universal Age, and came to the brink of declaring a Universalist Age:


I see so clearly from a Cornish cliff, and that is why I must buy a cliff-top house in Cornwall, e.g. Charlestown…. My ‘trade mark’ is man in the universe, against the stars, not the social man…. I see a man against the stars, a frightening vision that permeates my ‘[The] Silence’ and which should still permeate my work…. I am a Universalist – a word that has the idea of Holism, the whole, i.e. all universes, and all that is universal; while going for the Light which permeates the universe. Universalism…. That is the new philosophy, which has characteristics of the Baroque. Especially if Universalism includes soul and spirit, 4 levels of man’s being…. A Universal Age. After Realism and Nominalism came Humanism, the human scale (mind and body, not soul). Now Universalism, the scale of the universe, which includes the soul, for entry into the soul takes us out into the universe. The Universal Age…. There are as many stars as sparkles, and they fade and form like the jumping lights on a sunlit sea – one perception I have had which takes me to the truth about the universe – “bunches of grapes of 5,000 galaxies each”. An age that raised its eyes from the street and social concerns to its place in the universe.



I saw that in April 1985 I had described Universalism as “the” new philosophy with “characteristics of the Baroque”. I added in My Double Life 2: A Rainbow over the Hills (p.188):


After a few days of intense thought I now regarded myself as a Universalist announcing and heralding in a Universal Age, in which Universalism would succeed Humanism. I wrote [in a later diary entry on 9 April 1985] that any selection of my poems “must go with the Universal Age” and that I should write “an essay on our Universal Age which has Baroque features: on communications, the global view, but also on man’s role in relation to the universe, which the new Renaissance is making possible…. The new science has opened up the stars and enlarged the soul, and my work must respond to this.”



This passage written in my diary on 9 April 1985 caught the turning-point from “a new Baroque age” to a coming Universal or Universalist Age “which has Baroque features”, and I was now clear that my Baroque vision had given rise to my Universalism, which opened to the universe and the perspective of Heaven as in Rubens’ The Apotheosis of James I and took Heaven’s view of the whole universe, all civilisations and a united humankind in a World State – God of the One’s view in The Coronation of King Charles. I had dealt with this in My Double Life 2: A Rainbow over the Hills and had somehow forgotten, and Ricks had reminded me in his throw-away mention of my “mission”.

I saw in my 1987 diary that on 10 October 1987 I was at the Frankfurt Book Fair and spoke with a German representative of the publishers Fischers, Reiner Stach. I told him about my coming work The Fire and the Stones and explained that just as Einstein had a hunch about varying speeds of travel, which led to his Relativity theory, lying in a meadow and mentally travelling back up a sun-ray, so I had a hunch about the cause of civilisations, which grow out of a mystic vision similar to the Baroque vision into a religion. He said, “You have developed a universalist theory of world civilisations,” and his use of the word ‘universalist’ chimed with my own earlier use of the word on 9 April 1985 (“I am a Universalist”).

A new Baroque Age behind a new Age of Universalism

I saw that I recorded in my diary on 29 April 1989 that I “woke with the beginning of my ‘Introduction to the New Universalism’ [the Preface to The Fire and the Stones] in mind and wrote it in vest and pants”. I had received it in sleep, just as I received the meaning of what Ricks meant by my “mission” in sleep, and I was in such haste to write it down before the words I had seen evaporated that I did not wait until I had finished dressing. In the Preface I wrote, “A new baroque Age, an Age of Universalism, is ahead.” In my diary entry for 29 April 1989 I added, “I believe I have devised a new discipline…. I have devised Universalism.”

The Baroque vision behind Universalism has unified all my literary and Universalist works

I was now sure that my Baroque vision was behind my Universalism, that I had developed my Baroque vision into Universalism, that Ricks had known this on 1 July 2019, and that I had been on a “mission” and had followed one project throughout my life.

I could now see that all my books came out of the third part of ‘The Silence’, and that it was the origin of both my Baroque vision (“A new Baroque age is born”) and of my early Universalism. In Part III of ‘The Silence’ (excerpts included) can be found all the features of the Baroque – the Mystic Way, a centre-shift and transformation, the Light, the sensual and the spiritual, the unitive vision, the One, the Romantic infinite and Classical order – and, in the cross-disciplinary context of Freeman’s experience, all the disciplines Universalism (which sees the universe as a unity, embodies the unitive vision) unites: mysticism and religion (the irregular chunks of verse as beads on a rosary, “In the meditation hall”, the “round white light”); philosophy (the universe seen from a beach in lines 896–913, and lines 1438–1442); history (vision of the ruin of European civilisation in lines 1414–1426); international politics (“all men are a part of One”, at one with all humankind); and world culture (the meeting of East and West in the poem).

Also written in 1966, the year I finished ‘The Silence’, were other poems with Baroque/Universalist features: ‘Archangel’ (history, ­international ­politics and closing vision of a World State); ‘Old Man in a Circle’ (history and international politics, the decline of the British Empire and the rise of Europe); and ‘Two Moral Letters after Horace’ (not included), the first being ‘An Epistle to an Admirer of Oliver Cromwell’ (history), and the second, addressed to His Imperial Highness Prince Hitachi, Emperor Hirohito’s second son whose tutor I then was (“Imperial Highness on your birthday,/Spare a thought for the poor of the world./Use your influence like your father…”).

All this came as a staggering revelation that Christmas morning for it thrillingly unified my literary and Universalist works. I now saw the jigsaw pieces of my 52 interlocking books as one picture, a whole. Once again my mentor Ricks had been breathtakingly discerning, and, in a seemingly-casual remark, with a true mentor’s skill had guided me into seeing that my Baroque vision grew into and was behind my Universalism.** I had put a new gloss on my Baroque vision: Universalism. I saw that my Baroque vision passed seamlessly into Universalism, which is fundamentally Baroque.

I now saw that the poems I wrote between the mid-1960s and early 1980s embodied a truth that I had not fully understood at first and had not fully grasped rationally until then. I was reminded of Yeats writing in the year I was born, “A man can embody truth but cannot know it” (letter to Lady Elizabeth Pelham, 4 January 1939). With age sometimes comes wisdom. Now I am 80 I would amend what Yeats wrote to: “A man can embody a vision of Truth and he can come to understand it.”

Having waited 40 years to present a selection of 30 poems I wrote between 1961 and 1979, I am very pleased to be presenting this selection of 30 poems (40 years late) in Part One of A Baroque Vision. And, having now understood that the Baroque poems I wrote between 1982 and 1991 were the seed-bed of my Universalism, I am very pleased to be presenting a selection of 70 poems I wrote between 1979 and 2019 in Part Two. These Baroque poems in this selection represent my life’s poetic work over six decades, and the realisation that their Baroque vision is behind and has grown into my Universalism and the coming Universalist Age has satisfyingly unified all my Prefaces and all my 52 literary and Universalist works within one lifelong “mission” and purposeful project which, if political Universalism is fully implemented in a World State, can only be to the eventual benefit of all humankind.

17–21, 23–25, 27–28, 30–31 December 2019; 2, 8–13, 21–22 January, 15 February 2020
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*Since this was written The Oak Tree and the Branch (2024), containing seven more volumes, is set to appear.

**See pp.389–399 for five letters written by Nicholas Hagger to Christopher Ricks on A Baroque Vision, the last two in reply to an image he received from Ricks on 2 March 2021 (see p.395).
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A view of the oval painting by Rubens, The Apotheosis of James I, which was installed on the Banqueting House ceiling in 1636. It shows James I being taken to Heaven by angels, and was commissioned by his son Charles I, who looked up at it as he walked to his execution in 1649.
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Nicholas Hagger with Christopher Ricks (above) after his last lecture as Oxford Professor-of-Poetry on 11 May 2009 and (below) at Worcester College, Oxford on 1 July 2019





PART ONE

1961–1979

30 POEMS





1

from A Well of Truth (1958–1963)

Ode to a Prospect from a Window Frame

I sat in wonder at the window edge

And breathless watched the peace of day recline

Over the still green hill. The soft grass sedge

Waved to the fleeing evening beneath the pine,

And oh what glory in that dying light!

My heart leapt clear to streaks of russet cloud,

My mind fell free and walked with unscaled eyes

Down flimsy-paper streets at triple height

And peered through panes. My body was a shroud;

The wilting world wept at my spirit’s size.

But then the cooling window froze to night;

There was no noise to disturb the sleeping grass,

No chirp of bird or insect. I had no sight

To glimpse a moonlit movement, for – alas –

Too soon my tingling nerves grew calm and sour;

I saw my hands caress a picture-frame,

A wilderness of art in nature’s paint.

My heart was heavy in that shrouded hour,

An artifice that left the feeling lame,

And left the well of knowledge to the saint.

O for a well of Truth that all might see,

A well of clean and lasting Light to soothe

The souls of all who dip their hands, to be

A cure for hearts that are like a soundproof booth.

That picture will soon be in winter’s sprawl

And slow Decay will sing the frost of time

And the slow dance that sighs the grave’s embrace

For years to come, for aeons past my fall

To a lich bed, beneath the hoar-frost’s rime,

Beyond the eternal smile of Beauty’s face.

To capture beauty now should be our aim,

Undarkened by the shadow thrown by death

Across the water-lilies breezes tame

And whip to fury with their dying breath.

Who has not stood and looked into the lake,

And seen the dancing pictures flow and fade

Deep in the grey pool’s heart? And soon each one

Will dance again. Now sleeping souls awake.

The fleetest shadow might be Beauty’s shade.

Behind each shadow reigns a glorious sun.

1961; revised 10 October 2012





2

from A Stone Torch-Basket (1963–1965)

The Seventeenth-Century Pilgrim

“Wyrd oft nereth unfaegne eorl ponne his ellen deah.”

(“Fate often preserves the undoomed warrior when his courage is strong”)

Beowulf

Once I complained of many bitter facts,

Of ruins and epitaphs on empty hopes,

That I was born to die despite my acts

Or the futile benedictions of the Popes.

Yet as I watched the seasons ebb and flow

I saw the tides that swirled across my brain

In fickle flood and moon-fall – παντα ῥει;

No self of mine felt constant agony.

And I resolved to evolve from pointless pain

(My Hell) and grow a Paradise that I could know.

Since then I have journeyed through rocks and pines,

Have sat by rivers in the summer sun,

Watched timeless dawns flush golden Eastern shrines,

And knelt to my shadow when the day is done.

Now I am still a sequence of moments;

But my abiding eye of strict assent

Nakedly loves the underlying Power

That pulses through existing’s every hour.

Don’t ask me where I’m bound. It brings dissent

To analyse perfection’s senseless sense.

And yet I know from the wild wind’s sound

I too will rot to nothing underground.

5 December 1963; revised 2012





3

from The Early Education and Making of a Mystic (1965–1966)

The Power by the Lake

No missing breakfast that week. I was down

Early, searched the pigeon-holes daily, until

My father’s envelope came. I left the Lodge,

Walked past the Cottages to the College gardens,

Meandered to the lake, sadly detached

From my doom, the entire future pressing,

And I observed my feelings, free

Yet foreordained. Could I abandon Law

For Literature? Under the stone arch, alone,

I opened it, swallowed the broken surrender,

“I consent”, and some great shadow of authority

Shattered into fragments. Sun-flecked, lawless,

Free, I wept.

      The early morning blazed,

Trees of every green linked earth and blue-white sky

In the lake. Adazzled, a great power filled me.

Purified, I grew, head sun-scorched, feet earth-rooted,

Stomach pulsing water-trees; I towered

Giddy, vast as God, I had always existed,

Earth-trees-sky would die, not I, the life-beat

And order, the permanent sole meaning.

I knew without understanding, as now

Without thinking, I know my own surname.

All creation was me, a pounding power,

And infinitely good.

        Breakfastless in my room,

I pondered the impure sleep of my lake-like mind

Which, when woken with such purified force,

Could be transformed by such a mystic power.





4

from The Silence (1965–1966)

from The Silence

(A Meditation on a Quest for Meaning and Self-discovery)


To Mr F.T.

This string of baroque pearls,

To be told like a rosary



[from I. Dying: Shadow, lines 249–273, Freeman encounters his Shadow]

Said Freeman, “I have rebelled,” and arrogantly stood alone,

Opposed to the drifting High Road, parting shoppers like a stone.

But what dream hung over the church, what surpassing image

Like the dream of a fallen seed in a dying season,

What dream like a twilit moon?

In a broken life-line

Is a sunset in a library, when, laughter in veins,

What could prevent if one had the belief, what save one’s own will?

Freeman rebels against society and glimpses the form which he believes can bring meaning to his life: a future state of himself as a higher consciousness which perceives meaning.

To a violin’s scales

I made a renunciation;

Weeping arpeggios

I unchose my self for a Law routine.

But now in the electric light each man’s shadow spread years before him;

And can they not see, looking through the Hobbies, the motor magazines,

Can they not see that each is awaiting creation,

Awaiting the features of a giant or dwarf?

Do they not know they are sculpting themselves,

This one his drooping jowls, that his sparkling eyes,

Can they not see that every second carves the future idea?

O Shadow, can I not ascend to you? Who are you,

Out there in the future like an inscrutable sage?

The vision faded like a dream

Into foggy air;

An artist’s quest began again,

A Tammuz resumed his despair.

[from II. In the Underworld: Moon on the Northern Dead, lines 800–840, death of father]

What is that scream from the summer roses

Like an unbearably beautiful pain?

And what disturbance in the condemned men’s ward

As madness raged in a provincial’s bleeding brain,

As with terrible logic he proved his tormentors wrong,

What triumphant shriek like a discordant chord

And then silence and the patter of rain?

In a lucid moment, lying in the bottom of a bed,

He groaned, “What have I done, what is the reason?”

And seeing him fall apart into a collage of bones,

I could not shake my head and say, “It is all in vain.”

His father has another stroke, and his suffering and death seem meaningless.

In the lush serenity of a sultry hollow

A distant rumble closed a prayer, and echoed

When will all this suffering reach an end and serenity follow?

In the angry autumn a storm came,

Breaking summer defiance,

Licking down from heaven with a white-hot tongue,

Leaving behind

A blasted bole in the after-calm,

And a charred inside.

Weary, he resigned his pride,

Surrendered a slurred confession to his inquisitors

And heard the twitter of migrating birds

In evening skies.

At nightfall in the unfriendly room,

Baffled by the indifferent lights of a lifetime lost,

He sighed at the yawning nothing round the
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