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Preface

FROM time to time, mainly in England, an outcry arises on the subject of the use of the arts in general, and of poetry in particular. This seems to me very odd. Who was it bade us ‘Consider the lilies of the field’? Why should everything in the world, necessarily, be of use? And what do we mean when we speak of use? Although poetry has, or should have, the beauty of the lily, it is as unseeing to ask what is the use of poetry as it would be to ask what is the use of religion.

As that great writer Jean Cocteau said: ‘The spirit of poetry is indeed the religious spirit outside all precise religion’.

‘He from the sunlike centrality and reach of his vision,’ said Emerson of Plato, ‘had a faith without cloud.’

This was always true of the great poet. It was true in the past, and is true in this age, when so many human beings, because of the outer circumstances of the world and their lives, suffer from a tragic weakening or total loss of faith. Poetry helps to keep us in that sunlike centrality.

The poems in this book are those written since the publication of my Collected Poems, and will eventually form a part of my collected work.

Much of my life has been spent in studying what other poets and artists in the other arts have written about technical necessities. Therefore, all the prefaces I have written are full of these. Since the publication of my Collected Poems I have moved, technically, in different ways.

In Façade, for instance, the poems often ‘warmed themselves at fantastical fires and danced in the light of glow-worms’, as Thomas Campion said in one of his prefaces. But I remembered that ‘Poetry should always be running on pleasant feet, sometimes swift, sometimes slow’.1

Now I am an old woman, I remember these lessons learned in my early days.

I need hardly say that I am not comparing myself with Dryden, Pope or Donne; but it is not out of order to remember what Coleridge wrote of these three great poets: ‘To read Dryden, Pope, etc., you need only count syllables, but to read Donne you must measure Time and discover the Time of each word by the sense of passion.’

During the last ten years or so, there has been a general attempt on the part of incompetent versifiers to remove all grandeur from poetry, to flatten it down into the lifelessness of the lesser Victorian verse. Reading the nonsense these people produce, I remember a phrase from No. 6 of Jeremy Taylor’s Twenty-five Sermons: ‘A man of ordinary piety is like Gideon’s Fleece, wet in its own locks, but it could not water a poor man’s garden’.

But the poor man’s garden should, surely, be considered.

If certain critics and poetasters had their way, ‘Ordinary Piety’ and its child, Dullness, would be the masters of poetry.

Robert Browning, a fine but flawed poet, has been held responsible by some of these critics for the wrong tendencies held today in certain quarters. But he is treasured by them for his flaws, not for his virtues.

Father G. M. Hopkins, in a letter to R. W. Dixon, said: ‘Browning has, I think, many frigidities. Any untruth to nature, to human nature, is frigid. Now he has got a great deal of what came in with Kingsley and the Broad Church school, a way of talking and making his people talk, with the air and spirit of a man bouncing up from the table with a mouth full of bread and cheese, and saying that he meant to stand no damned nonsense’.

This is, I think, a very fair description of some of Browning’s inferior work.

We have, at this time, a good deal too much of the Broad School in poetry. And the Broad School boys cling together, reminding me strongly of interludes in one of the late Miss Nellie Wallace’s songs, in which, removing her hat, she would implore the two frondless feathers which decorated it, ‘For God’s sake hold together, boys!’

There is a good deal of yapping and snapping about ‘usefulness’. Mr. F. W. Bateson, in a book called English Poetry (published by Messrs. Longmans, Green), declared: ‘Poetry is only useful in the sense that it is not self-regarding, a disinterested activity. In its essence it is simply a part, in some respects a culmination, of the process of social living, one of those things like law-abidingness, and politeness, voting at a General Election, or reading the newspaper, that life in a human community necessarily involves’.

Well, you can’t say fairer than that, can you? But poets see poetry from a different point of view. In one of the most important books of criticism written in our time, M. Marcel Raymond said: ‘Cen’est pas question de capter à sa source la vie immédiate, en sa matérialité brute, mais d’élucider toutes choses, de leur restituer leur signification authentique.’

I do not mean—have never meant—that we must avoid the everyday world. Reason and tranquillity were the companion angels of Wordsworth as he walked through our everyday world made splendid by the light of a genius which illuminated but did not transform. Common speech and common experience were there, but all made radiant and unforgettable by inspiration.

There were days — the ’Intimations of Immortality from Early Childhood’ was such a day — when the Pentecostal Flames came, for a moment, to our common speech. The ordinary objects of life became supernatural. The common celandine was still the common celandine, but it was also a star. For Wordsworth had the warmth of the earth and of the human heart; and that genius which was rather of the heart than of the soul had taken all the chill from Reason.

The earth and every common sigh

To me did see

Apparelled in celestial light.

Poetry is, indeed, the deification of reality, and one of its purposes, amongst others, is to show that the dimensions of man are, as Sir Arthur Eddington said, ‘Half-way between those of an atom and a star’.

E. S.


1. The Outcasts

FOR JEAN LE ROY

And wi Oblivion’s Kiss

Ye win.

SYDNEY GOODSIR SMITH

THIS is the night-moment when the Damned

Rejected by pools that slake the thirst of beasts of prey

Creep in the rags of their hearts to Judas. This,

The moment of the year

When comes a drop of mercy to those lips

That kissed but to betray.

‘O brother, pity me!

One drop, only one drop!’ No answer came.

They crept away

To their hell that is the Dead Sea shore. Their bliss,

Their love, they knew now was a Pillar of Salt,

From whom they had hoped to win Oblivion’s Kiss.


2. The War Orphans

(Written after seeing a photograph of Korean children asleep in the snow.)

THE snow is the blood of these poor Dead … they have no other —

These children, old in the dog’s scale of years, too old

For the hopeless breast — ghosts for whom there is none to care,

Grown fleshless as the skeleton

Of Adam, they have known

More aeons of the cold than he endured

In the first grave of the world. They have, for bed,

The paving stones, the spider spins their blankets, and their bread

Is the shred and crumb of dead Chance. In this epoch of the cold,

In which new worlds are formed, new glaciations

To overcast the world that was the heart,

There is only that architecture of the winter, the huge plan

Of the lasting skeleton, built from the hunger of Man,

Constructed for hunger — piteous in its griefs, the humiliation

Of outworn flesh, the Ape-cerement, O the foolish tattered clothing,

Rags stained with the filth of humanity, stink of its toiling,

But never the smell of the heart, with its warmth, its fevers,

Rapacity and grandeur. For the cold is zero

In infinite intensity, brother to democratic

Death, our one equality, who holds

Alike the maelstrom of the blood, the world’s incendiarism,

The summer redness and the hope of the rose,

The beast, and man’s superiority o’er the beast

That is but this:

Man bites with his smile, and poisons with his kiss.

When, in each dawn,

The light on my brow is changed to the mark of Cain,

And my blood cries ’Am I my brother’s keeper?’ seeing these ghosts

Of Man’s forgetfulness of Man, I feel again

The pitiless but healing rain — who thought I only

Had the lonely Lethe flood for tears.
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