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Summary 

The Primary Vision is an attempt to reach an understanding 

of the work of Laura (Riding) Jack8on, long considered by the 

majority of critics as 'obscure', and to demonstrate the effect 

of her work on and place in contemporary literature. Part One 

examines }~s. Jack8on's prose up to the late 1930s. It begins 

with A Survey Of }~dernist Poetry, considered as pertinent to 

her developing thought rather than that of Robert Graves, 

followed by an examination of the critical work and stories, 

and concludes with the three volumes of Epilogue, edited and 

massively contributed to by her. This prepares the ground for 

the study in Part Two of Mrs. Jackson's poems, her central 

preoccupation in these years. It 8eeks to demon8trate how her 

poem8 are, with e8pecial reference to her Collected Poem8(19J8), 

a clear and literal record of the discovery that the practite (I 
of poetry locks knowledge of the nature of truth within its 

inhibiting proces8es, and how thi8 led Mrs. Jack80n to the 

renunciation of poetry. Part Three look8 at the period from 

the appearance of Collected Poem8 to the pre8ent, during which 

time Mrs 0 Jackson devoted her time to the study of language, 

and, with her husband, the writing of a book on the nature of 

language. Fir8t are examined the reasons for Mrs. Jack8on's 

renunciation of poetry, to be found in articles and essaY8 

publi8hed since 1940, and her recent book, The Telling. Then 

consideration is given to why her renunciation was nece8sary 

for the writing of ~he Telling, and how thi8 book takes as its 



(Summary continued) 

ground an area of thought always implicit in the promise of 

poetry but incapable of fulfilment until poetry has been left 

behindo Finally, the Appendix demonstrates how various critical 

treatments of Mrs. Jackson and her work, in context~ of the 

work of Robert Graves, have manifestly failed to give a just 

account of it and its relation with his worko 
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PART ONE: 

THE EARLY PROSE 



CHAPTER 1 

A Survey Of Modernist Poetry 

Laura (Riding) Jackson was born in New York City on 

16th January, 1901. Her father, Nathaniel Reichenthal, had 

emigrated from Austria while still in his teens, and was a 

tailor by trade, possessed of a lively and witty urbane mind. 

His business interests, we are told, in Twentieth Century 

Authors, varied greatly, and, though remaining undaunted, he 

was consistently unsuccessful. He was a fastidiously honest 

1IJ8J1, "of such an honesty that lIlY IIIOther used to raise her eyes 

in near-incomprehension" in describing the limits to which he 

1 
would go, and possessed much faith in political solutions 

of an idealistic nature. Her mother was born in downtown 

}. Manhatten, a IIlixture of plain American country stock and 

upper-class Dutch. There was a eister, .even years older tha. 

hereelf, who trained as a singer, and a brother .leven yeare 

younger. 

Mrs. Jackson's primary school life was unsettled due to 

movements caused by her father's business interests; but her 

secondary schooling was spent securely at the Girls' High School, 

Brooklyn, where she received a thorough grounding in education, 

especially in English grammar, syntax and punctuation, and 

Latin and French. Later, it is evident, these were to serve 

her well. In 1922, she went to the University of Cornell, 

where she studied general arts, with the benefit of three 

scholarships, and there met and married Louis Gottschalk, a 

1 
~ 

A Letter Of Varied COlll8ntary with a Postscript, by Laura ..... 
(Riding) Jackson, submitted to the Modern Language 
Association (U.S.A.) seminar, 'Laura Riding and Robert 
Grav •• ', December, 197~. 
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history instructor. It was at Cornell that she began writing 

poems and soon after had some accepted for publication by the 

now famous magazine, The Fugitive (April, 1922 to December, 

1925), of Nashville, Tennessee, which awarded her a '100 prize 

and made her an honorary member. She did not complete her 

degree at Cornell, her husband taking a post at the University 

of Illinois, but she continued to study. In 1925 she and her 

husband were divor.ed. 

During 1925 she lived in New York, working at writing, and 

publishing poe... Here she met Hart Crane, with whom there was 

friendship, and, briefly, Edmund Wilson, but in geaeral she did 

not like the literary ambitiousness of the New York literary 

scene. Meanwhile, Robert Graves, who had been shown her poems 

in The Fugitive, had begua a correspondence with her, and 

invited her over to England. In December, 1925, she left for 

Europe, to spead the next thirteen years there. 

Early in that year, she went with Graves and his family 

to Egypt, where Grave. had a lecturing post at Cairo University, 

but after about six months they returned to England to live in 

Islip, Oxfordshire, where she and Graves rented a cottage, 

which she named 'World's End', as a work place. Later, in 

1927, Gravesswi£e, Nancy Nicholson, took a cottage in the 

north o£ England and lived there with the children, while she 

and &raves rented a £lat in London close to the Thames at 

Hammersmith. They also bought a barge where Nancy Nicholson 

and the children would stay from time to time. It was here, 

in St. Peter's Square, 1927, that she, with Graves's help, 

began the Seizin Press. During this period, A Survey of 

MOdernist Poetry was written, and was published in 1927 by 

William Heinemann. 

This book, £rom Mrs. 6ackson's point o£ view, has had 

a history of mi. treatment since it first appeared. It has 



r 

been consistently but tot.lly incorrectly describ.d .s h.ving 

been written by Robert Gr.ves, with Laura Riding, as she w.s 

th.n c.ll.d, eith.r nowhere in sight or, depressingly, t.ck.d 

on .s .n .fter-thought as: " ••• by Rob.rt Graves (with Laura 

Riding)". It h.s lae.n thus, with rare exceptions, that the 

order of n •••• has appeared throughout lon~ y •• rs of critical 

review and m.ntion in reputable .nd non-r.putabl. books, 

quart.rly journals and n.wspap.rs. The most notable case of 

this, p.rhaps, is Prof.ssor Willi .. Empson who, wh.n his book 

on ambicuity w.s publish.d, the id.a of which originat.d in 

A Surv.y, acknowl.dged it as sourc. material .s being by Gr.v.s 

.lon.; and, .v.n when the .uthors pointed out his 'mistake', 

grudgingly .cceded to the r.quest th.t her .... be inclu.ed 

on • corrections slip in the n.xt reprint. A much more 

horrifying case is th.t of Robert Graves hi .. elf who, in ~ 

Common Asphod.l, under his .uthorship, quoted from A Surv.y, 

making unauthorised .It.r.tions to the t.xt, and r.ferr.d to 

the book .s, in g.n.r.l .ssumptio~, his, the authorship st.tus 

of Mrs. J.ckson b.ing r.duc.d to "with Laur. Riding" in s .. ll 

print. Thi. "by Rob.rt Gr.v.s (with Laura Riding)" ha. since 

become the standard reference in books such as The Oxford 

Companion To English Lit.ratur.. This di.gr.c.ful treatment of 

Mrs. Jackson by Grave. ha. a long and involv.d history which 

.pring. from an .b •••• ion of hi. to expunge h.r from his 

lit.rary r.cord so that his work will deceive readers into 

1 beli.ving that hi. id •• s .r. his own. 

1 For • full.r .ccount of this s.. 'Some Autobiogr.phic.l 
Corrections Of Literary History' by Laura (Riding) Jackson; 
Denver Quarterll. Volume 8, Numb.r 4, Winter, 1974. Also 
7focu. On Robert Grav.s'. Modern Lancuag. Association 
(U.S.A.) wh.r. an .rticl. by Micha.l Kirkham ('Robert 
Gr.ve. 's D.bt To L.ur. Riding ',. and one by Hark Jacobs 
with. supplementary not. by Alan Clark (Critieal Misr.adina 
Anthony Thw.ite on Laura (Riding) Jaekson') .ppear. 
This now app.,ars b.low in r.vis.d form .s an App.ndix. 
S •• below p. ; 

t 



8. 

Two or three generations of readers, by this sleight-

of-hand reversal of the two authors' names, have been deceived 

into thinking that A Survey falls under the general goverg~hip 
" of Robert Graves: that it is to be accounted one of h!! books, 

that the lion's share in the book is h!!. It is not. It is 

~. The correct and veritably accurate record of the authors' 

names is as it is to be found on the spine and on the title-

page of the book: 'Laura Riding and Robert Graves'. It is she. 

not Graves, who laid down the principles .f analysis around 

which the book revolves, including the analysis of Shakespeare's 

sonnet which Empson first seized upon to exploit for his Seven 

Types Of Ambiguity. It is she who, unprejudiced, calm, 
I 

succint, investigates and orders the energetic and 

conflicting state of modernist poetry. It is she, in 

bestowing order upon the to-ing and fro-ing of the various 

emergent poets and poet-groups, who succeeds in locating the 

only possible path of poetic continuation,if poetry was to do 

more than merely .aintain its dignity. And it was she, in her 

rapidly following critical book., who developed and extended 

the prinCiples and the di.coveries made in A Survey, carrying 

them with her through her writing career, not to be 

regurgitated, .erely, tiredly a. occa.ion might seem to 

warrant, but as active and living principle. from which to 

travel forward to new hinterlands of di.covery. 

Thi. i. a. true of the other collaborative venture. of 

the two author.. A Pa!phlet Alainst Anthologie. i. ba.ed on 

principle. formulated by Mr •• Jac~on and livingly adopted 

and developed by her. The Seizin Pre •• wa. founded by her on 

her editorial prinCiples; and Epilogue, that hefty .agazine 

of the Thirtie. produced by Seizin Pre •• , wa. founded and 

editorially guided -- ... sively so -- under her distinctive 

hand. 



It is necessary, so much ignorance there is on this 

subject, so many half-truths and lies, to insist upon the 

intellectual and workaday practical effort which Mrs. 

Jackson injected into these ventures in order to set the 

literary record, disordered, one-sided and prejudiced as 

it is, straight; so that if I say, as I do, that Mrs. 

Jackson says this and this in A Survey, it has literal 

force and may not be interpreted as to the effect 'Well, 

of course, it was really Graves who wrote or said that •••• ' 

or 'She learned that from Robert Graves'. Mrs. Jackson 

had nothing to learn from Robert Graves, and the trouble 

with Graves was (and is> that he learned nothing from Mrs. 

Jackson -- he only took. 

Graves plays no part in this dissertation except that 

thought of him must be cleared from the way where, as it 

does here, his preseence creates muddle. Much of the 

substance of what Graves has appropriated from Mrs. Jackson's 

work, with quotations and refutations, may be found in the 

articles mentioned in the footnote on page 7. Here, though, 

are two examples to give an indication of grossness of 

wrongdoing by Graves in Mrs. Jackson's regard. 

In The Com.on Asphodel and in the Penguin edition of 
) 

The Crowning Privtlege (1959), both by Robert Graves, will 

be found an essay' entitled 'NieJsche'. This essay is by l!!:.!.. 

Jackson. Its original appearance was in EpiloJUe I, Autumn, 

1935 (pp.ll)-125) where it falls under the general heading 

'Germany' and forms one of three essays, each initialled by 

its author. The three authors are Laura Riding, John Cullen, 

and Madeleine Vara. The essay on Niet~che is followed by 

the initials 'M.V.' -- Madeleine Vara which was the 

pseudony,m of Laura Riding. The identification of this 
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pseudonym was authorized by Mrs. Jackson in Michael Kirkham's 

'Robert Graves's Debt to Laura Riding' (see above, footnote, 

page 7). To present twice, as one's own, an essay by another 

is a clear example, among many possible. of Gravesian 

appropriation. 

My second example is the most recent I can find. In 

July. 1975. the quarterly magazine The Malahat Review 1 

devoted all of its 188 pages to a celebration of 'The 

Eightieth Birthday of Robert Graves'. This magazine, 

according to its own self-lauding lights, has been highly 

praised by leading authorities in all parts of the globe 

where English is a subject for critical study. There are so 

many possible examples, out of upwards of twenty adulatory 

essays and personal recollections by critics and writers of 

some standing, that might be chosen as instances of critical 

irresponsibility, that to be drawn into the debate would 

involve a year's hard work of constructive correction. One 

essay will have to suffice for the present as typifying the 

others. On Page 73 is an essay by Anthony Kerrigan entitled; 

in a manner fully descriptive of its contents, 'Brief Account 

Of The Foreign Displacement, MOvements, and Whereabouts of the 

Seizin/Albion Press'. There is no mention in this account of 

The Seizin Press of Laura Riding's role as its founder, and 

there is no mention of Laura Riding at all except to recall her 

'description' of the Seizin. The only mention of owner-

ship is shrouded in the curious phrase, "the Seizin printer­

publishers" who transported the press "to Mallorca". and 

this is already put at disadvantage by the opening sentence 

in the phrase " ••••• the Seizin Press was acquired in 

England ••••• " By whom? The reader is forced, by the very 

1 The Malahat Review edited by Robin Skelton and William 
David Thomas, University of Victoria. Canada. Number 35, 
July, 1975, 188 pp. plus silksereen portrait of Graves. 
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n.ture of the form.t of this issue, to think of Robert Gr.ves. 

This i. further ensured in the second p.r.graph which begins, 

"Robert Gr.ves remeRlbers disposing of the press to ••••• " 

Should that not be enough, Laura Riding is given the final 

coup de grace in the closing par.gr.ph, one which, knowing 

something of the facts, can be seen for what it is: 

The Seizin Albion is not "For S.le" (by the w.y). 
But. "Freedom" is a key word in the diction.ry 
definition of "seizin". Supposing that a committee 
w.s formed .nd funded to retrieve it, house it on 
this s •• e Robert-Gr.vesian i.l.nd, and put it to 
work ••• on, •• y, seizin-ist or seizin-ish 
bro.d.heet./bro.dside •••• ? 

Youthful or enthu.ia.tic ignorance? The essay is signed as 

h.ving come fro. "P.l.. de Mallorca, Winter, 1975'" 

Thes. two examples will be sufficient to warn against 

the kind of influence exerted by Gr.ves, as well .s his 

duplicity, where Laura (Riding) Jack.on i. concerned. I a. 

only too .ware of the tendency among Gravesi.n critics and 

reader. to see 'Laur. Riding' a. an .colyte who followed Grave. 

from England to Majorc. until eventu.lly he was relieved of 

her presence. So far ha. this taken hold of people'. min4s 

(any book on Grave. or in which he figure. provides evidence) 

that one would think, a. i. the intention, that she did not 

and doe. not exist except •• a pa.sing influence. 

The .tre.sing of th.se aspects of the collaborative 

ventures of Mrs. Jack.on and Mr. Grav.s i. unfortunate but 

necessary if it is to b. s.en that the collaborations are of 

more importance in her work than in his. Mr. Grave., in his 

l.ter criticism, such as the Oxford lectures, often repe.t., 

with only .light embroidering, the contents of the ••• arly 

book.. His ani •• dver.ions against poets .uch as Eliot, Pound 

.nd Yeat., for example, are only modified ver.ions of what is 

•• id of these .uthor. in A Survey and Pamphlet Against 



Anthologies. Mr. Graves stopped there. EVen his principles 

of criticism are taken from there. Mrs. Jackson, however, 

12. 

did not rest there but took what was there forward with her in 

a process of developing clarification and ordering of the issues. 

So, in A Survey Of MOdernist Poetry, the main issue is taken 

up in her next book, Contemporaries And Snobs. And if we are 

to understand her work, we must first understand the principles 

she laid down in A Survey of HOdernist Poetry. 

A Survey is precisely what its title says. It is not a 

hi.tory or an evaluation of one poet a. opposed to another, or 

even an evaluation of one kind of poetry as opposed to another, 

with urgings to the reader to take this or that side. It is 

completely unprejudiced on any .ide. Its subject is the terrain 

of contemporary poetry, •• much a. it wa. pos.ible to survey, 

in order to discover why it was so and what it signified, and 

from this to fix the location of the two authors in it. Its 

nature is not to praise or adversely criticise but to clarify; 

and what it clarifies is the root meaning of poetry .nd the 

role of the poet. 

In order to do this, however, it first had to establish 

the .uthenticity of modernist poetry against the incre •• ing 

attacks made upon it by what it terms the 'plain reader', 

among whose aumbers may be found the critic who is also a 

reader. There was, and to a certain extent there still is, 

• surprising amount of antagonism towards moderni.t poets 

such as T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, E.E. Cummings, Wallace Stevens, 

Marianne MOore and others. Only towards Eliot can it .afely 

be said that this antagonism has to a large extent died away. 

To the modernist poetry reader of the 1920's, poetry of this 

kind must, obviously, have appeared obsoure to the point of 

perversity. The question A Survey seeks an answer to i., 
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what reason can be found for the obscurity of modernist poetry? 

Criticism has had a relatively brief car.eer in the 

history of letters. The rise of criticism and the poet.' 

critical consciousness began, say the authors, as poetry became 

less and less of a universal subject, in which was embraced all 

other subjects, and was forced to justify its existence. 

Gradually the subjects which once belonged to poetry, such as 

history, psychology, moral philosophy -- things which were held 

in poetry's mantle to be d~vered to the reading or listening 

public -- were wrought into specialist fields to be made 

professionally respectable. People no longer went to poetry 

for advice but to the experts. In this climate poetry had to 

shake itself up, had to prove itself also respectable, also 

expert. 

The 'Conclusion' to A Survey, written by Mrs. Jackson 

and later included, in revised form, in Contemporaries And 

Snobs, puts the point admirably: 

The greatest difficulty is obviously to define 'poetry as 
a whole' from the point of view of a temporary personal 
consciousness -- that of the poet or reader -- attempting 
to connect itself with a long-term impersonal conscious­
ness, an evolving professional sense. Yet it is easier 
to do this now than formerly, since poetry, which was 
once an all-embracing human activity, has been narrowed 
down by the specialization of other general activities, 
such as religion and the arts and sciences, into a 
technical branch of culture of the most limited kind. It 
has been changed from a 'httmaaity' into an 'art', it has 
attempted to discipline itself with a professionalized 
criticism which was not needed in the time of the ballad­
ists or in primitive societies where poetry went hand in 
hand with magical religion. MOdern civilization seems to 
demand that the poet should justify himself not only by 
writing poems but furthermore by proving with each poem 
the contemporary legitimacy of poetry itself -- the 
professional authority of the term 'poet' in fact. And 
though in a few rare cases the poet may succeed even now 
in writing by nature without historical or professional 
effort, he is in general too conscious of the forced 
professionalization of poetry to be able to avoid 
justifying himself and his work professionally, that is, 
critically, as a point of honour. Yet if he does admit 
poetry to be only one of the specialized, professional­
ized activities of his period, like music, painting, 
radiology, aerostatics, the cinema, modern tennis or 
morbid psychology, he must see it as a very small patch 
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on the time-chart, a mere dot; because society allows 
less and less space £or poetry in its organization. 
The only way that this dot on the time-chart can provide 
itsel£ with arti£icial dignity and space is through 
historical depth; i£ its signi£icance in a particular 
period is no sreater than the size o£ a dot on the 
period's time-chart, then to make itsel£ an authoratative 
expression o£ this period it must extend this dot into 
the past, it MUst make a historical straight line o£ it. 
Poetry becomes the tradition o£ poetry. 

(ot Survey P.l26~ ) 71) '" 
" 

Criticism arose in order to justi£y poetry as more and more o£ 

its £unctions were taken over. From being the only comprehen­

sive humanity, poetry gradually and increasingly had to prove 

to the public that it had any £unction at all, and criticism 

stepped in to save the day. It bestowed upon poetry a 

respectable history and tradition, establishing its period 

character; it interpreted the meaning o£ poetry and 

explained its cra£t; pointed to the 'values' o£ poetry, how 

it is good, bad, £alse, true, aesthetic or vulgar. In a word, 

it gave poetry back to itsel£. 

We have here a good example o£ both the nature and mode 

o£ Mrs. Jackson'8 thought, and i£ we seek its level we £ind 

it to be a primary one. Her question is not about the 

history and development o£ criticism but whence arose criticism 

and why. And her answer is not, Here is the history o£ the 

development o£ criticism, but, Here is the reason £or criticism, 

why it came to be. Criticism came to the de£ence o£ poetry 

when poetry was under attack. Poetry has been under attack 

£rom Renaissance times onwards, and/since Chause~ rationalisa-

tions, 'de£ences', apologies and mani£e.toes o£ various kinds 

have been common. Poetry lost ground as its ~unctions were 

removed £rom it. From being the storehouse o£ accumulated 

wisdom to which all other wisdoms de£erred, it became, as 

other areas o£ knowledge grew pro£essionally expert, a suspect 

humanity, an art, only. In order to become respectable it 



had to justify its existence, and when criticism, in the 

persons of poets themselves to begin with, offered it a 

tradition, a history of period differences, a methodology 

of technique (no longer craft), a scale of values determining 

good from bad, poetry readily accepted. Poetry could now 

justify itself by pointing to its long past. This Mrs. 

Jackson saw clearly. 

The problem was, however, particularly in the modernist 

poetry of the twentieth century, that the poet was now saddled 

with criticism. He could no longer be a 'born' poet, writing 

from the human centre, but, if he was to win acceptance in 

any quarter, must show himself professionally aware of what 

is and is not good poetry: 

The tradition of poetry, or rather of the art of poetry, 
then, is the formal organization which the modernist 
poet finds himself serving as an affiliated member. He 
must not only have a personal capacity for poetry; that 
is merely an apprentice certificate. He must also have 

15. 

a master's sense of the historical experience of poetry -
of its past functions and usefulness, its present fitness 
and possibilities. He must have a science of 'values' of 
poetry, a scale of bad and good, false and true, ephemer­
al and lasting; a theory of the tradition of poetry in 
which successive period-poetries are historically judged 
either favourably or unfavourably and in which his own 
period-poetry is carefully adjusted to satisfy the values 
which the tradition is believed to be continuously 
evolving. As this tradition is seen as a logical 
historical development, these values, in their most 
recent statement, are considered, if observed, sufficient 
to produce the proper poetic expression of the age. So 
the poet has no longer to make adjustment to his social 
environment, as the hero-celebrating bard of the Beowulf 
time or the religious poet of ancient Egypt had, but 
critical adjustments to a special tradition of poetic 
values; and to his own period only an indirect adjust­
ment through the past, the past seen as the poetry of the 
past narrowing down to the poetry of the present. 

(A Survey p.261-2) 

This is the point towards which A Survey of Modernist Poetry 

moves, the principles which govern its direction. The inference 

which may be drawn from this passage is that modernist poetry 

is removed from the person, the heart of the poet, the very 



essence of the human perceiver, and is written from the 

professional viewpoint, so that "poetry becomes so 

sophisticated that it seems to know at last how it should 

be written and written at the very moment" (p.26J). The 

modernist poem makes the question of acceptance by a future 

generation redundant, so sharp is its awareness of what it 

should be and what it should not be. A critical conscious-

ness is all that is required. It might seem that this would 

free poets to write well, in that it shows them clearly how 

not to write badly: 

But on the contrary it hampers them with the 
consideration of all the poets who have ever written 
or may be writing or may ever write -- not only in the 
English language but in all languages of the world 
under every possible social organization. It invents 
a communal poetic mind which sits over the individual 
poet whenever he writes; it binds him with the 
necessity of writing correctly in extension of the 
tradition, the world-tradition of poetry; and so 
makes poetry an even narrower period activity than 
it is forced to be by outside influences. 

(A Survey p.264) 

Criticism instead of helping is a tyranny. The force of its 

arguments are negative: what not to do. It cannot aid the 

poet by showing what ought to be done. 

16. 

What Mrs. Jackson is attempting to do is to place poetry 

back with the poet instead of leaving it in the hands of 

criticism. To comprehend life, which is everything there is, 

it mu8t be confronted directly, and not be squinted at through 

the blinkers of sociology, psychology, economic determinism, 

science or religion. These are part perceptions, while what is 

needed for truth is whole perception. POetry, though she 

later rejects it, offered, once critical tyranny had been 

removed, this wholeness of perception because it was not 

enslaved in the various branches of learning, promising 

instead direct communication~ 

A strong distinction must,be drawn between poetry as 
something developing through civilization and as 
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something developing organically by itself -- not a 
minor branch of human endeavour but a complete and 
separate form of energy which is neither more nor 
less in the twentieth century A.D. than in the tenth 
century B.C., nor a different kind of energy now from 
what it was in Homeric times, but merely lodged in 
different, or other, persons. 

(A Survey p.16J) 

Poetry has two faces, the one civilized, the other purely 

itself. It is this second kind of poetry which is true poetry, 

which develops "organically by itself" and which must be 

distinguished from false civilized poetry, which is poetry 

written according to the dictates of civilization, criticism, 

the plain reader. Thus, a passage which may at first appear 

to overstate the case against modernist poetry's slavish 

adherence to critical fiat, takes on deeper perspective: 

Cock-a-hoop scientists like Mr. J.B.S. Haldane write 
that 'not until our poets are once more drawn from the 
educated classes (I speak as a scientist), will they 
appeal to the average man by showing him the beauty in 
his own life'. There are poets who take this challenge 
seriously and even resume Tennyson's curriculum where 
he left off. Alfred Noyes, although neither mature nor 
serious, has written a long narrative poem The Torch 
Bearers to celebrate the progress of science from its 
beginnings to its present days. Patronizing of modern 
musical theory appears in the poetry of W.J. Turner, 
of modern painting theory in that of Edith Sitwell and 
Sacheverell Sitwell, of psychological theory in that of 
Herbert Read and Archibald Macleish, of modern sex­
engrossment in that of D.H. ~wrence, of philosophical 
theory in that of Conrad Aikin and T.S. Eliot, of 
encyclopaedic learning in tli~t of Marianne Moore ~l d/ 
T.S. Eliot -- and so on and so on. This reaction 
inspires not only an emulative display of modernist 
learning and subjects, but also a cultivation of fine­
writing to prove that this generation can beat the most 
cunning Elizabethan, Romantic Revivalist or Victorian 
at his own game. The task it sets itself is to be 
advanced and yet elegant: mere low-browness being 
considered too primitive a reaction. 

(A Survey p .~68 ) 
It comes as something of a surprise to see Lawrence, Eliot 

and eVen Mbore in that list, and yet it is perfectly correct, 

as the authors proceed to demonstrate. All these are keeping 

one step ahead of civilization by showing their expertness, as 

Q 



Eliot did, in the classics, anthropology, philosophy. This 

is not being merely of one's age, but b.eing in advance of 

18. 

one's age. Eliot was not writing poetry, he was writing 

intelligent, advanced poetry, where the essence of the poe. 

itself wa. ov.rlaid by •• l~onscious critical sophistication. 

"CoJDpare," •• ys Mrs • .Jackson in h.r 'Conclusion', "the highly 

organized nature ot Mr. Eliot's criticism in its present 

stage ~th the gradual disintegration of hi. poetry since 

Throughout A Survey it is shoVJl how sri tical conscious­

n.ss in the poet ha.pers the writing of po.... Th. difference 

b.tween CU-.ings and Shak •• p.are, for ex .. ple, is that Cummin~s 

apparently ecc.ntric typography is designed to protect hi. 

tro. having his poe.. re.d in any other way than that in 

which he wrote the.. Hi. punctuation and pre. entation en.ure 

that that is exactly the way they will appear at any fUture 

date. The example they choose .. an obscure poe., and it still 

serves today, i. aD early E.E. Cu..dnas' poe., 'Sunset': 

stingiq 
gold swar .. 
upon the .pire • 
• ilver 

chant. the litanies the 
great bells are ringing with rose 
the lewd fat bells 

and a tall 
wind 
is draggiq 
the 
.ea 

with 

drea. 

-S 

After discussing the poe. at length, the authors offer the 

fol.lo~ng as an exallPle of how CU~l'\gs J8ich t have written 

his poe. had he written the poe. in the way hi. detractors 



w.nted him to: 

SUNSET PIECE 

After readin, R'mr De Gourmont 

White foa. and ve.per wind e.brace. 
The .alt air .tings .y dazzl.d face 
And sun.et fleck. the silvery .e.s 
With ,lint. of ,old like swarms of bee. 
And lifts tall dr.amin, spire. of light 
To the imaginary sight, 
So that I hear loud .ellow b.ll. 
Swinging a. each ,reat w.v •• w.lls, 
Waf tin, God's p.rfume. on the bre.z., 
And chanting of swe.t litani.s 
Where jovial monks are on th.ir knees, 
B.ll-paunched and lifting glutton .yes 
To windows rosy a. th •• e skies. 

And this slow wind - how can my dr.... forget 
Drag,in, the waters like a fishin,-n.t. 

As they point out, this v.rsion is full of clich's and .cho.s 

fro. other well-knoWD poets, so that "Cu..tnas was bound to 

write the po •• as he did in order to pre.ent it from b.comina 

what we have .. de it." Th. point is that Cu.-in,s is not 

writing a 'new' poem -- he i. avoidinl writing an ~ poe •• 

What is in play in 'Sunset' is not the poetic faculty but 

the critical faculty. Its author is not critically aware 

of how to write a p.e., which is .o .. thinl critici •• eould 

not and cannot provide, but only aware of how not to write. 

poem. This active critical conscious.e •• , the authors 

e.tablish, i. the pr.dominant feature of modernist poetry, 

its ov.r-ridinl conc.rn: how not to make the mistake. of 

the pa.t. And this to the extent, too, that T.S. Eliot wa. 

bent on improving the p.etry of the past. Cu __ iDls' poe., 

the author. d.monstrate, i. no more nor Ie •• 'diCficult' than 

Shakesp.are'. Sonn.t 129, only it i. 'difficult' for different 

rea.on.. H. is prot.cting hi .. elf from the strong tendency 

of readers and anthololi.ts and critic. alike to .. ke a poe. 

'clearer' by 'correcting' it. punctuation and arrangement -

19. 



the fate which befell Shakespeare's Sonnet 129. Cummings is 

forced to write the poem 'Sunset' the way he did because he 

is critically aware of the likelihood of i~being tampered 

with. His concern is with self-protection against the 

audience. Shakespeare's concern, however, was with the 

poem alone, and because of this his poem is, in fact, more 

complex than Cummings's: 

By giving typography an active part to play he 
(Cummings) makes his poems fixed and accurate in a 
way that Shakespeare's are not. In doing this he 
loses the fluidity Shakespeare got by not cramping 
his poems with heavy punctuation and by placing more 
tTU8t in the plain reader -- by leaving more to his 
imagination than he seems to have deserved. 

(A Survey p.75) 

Shakespeare, free of the concern of an audience, puts all 

his concentration into the poem: "The modernist poet handles 

the problem by trying to get the most out of his audience" 

(p.78). 

When complaints are levelled, then, at the work of such 

poets as T.S.Eliot, it is not an attempt to establish whether 

it is good or bad but to demonstrate the restrictions 

criticism, and the critical consciousness, has placed upon 

poetry, forcing poetry to be other than poetry pure. What 

A Survey seeks to show is the crippling effect that criticism 

has, in its accumulated wisdom, upon modernist poets where it 

is allowed more than its fair share of consciousness in the 

making of a poem. For all their apparently adverse comments 

on T.S. Eliot and Edith Sitwell, adverse at least in the 

sense of pointing out their shortcomings, the authors can 

still say that "the confusion of the modern poetic scene is 

increased by the failure of even the specialized poetry-

reading public to distinguish genuine poetry like a not 

inconsiderable part of Messrs_ Eliot, Cummings and M1ss 

20. 
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Sitwell ••• " (p.201). 

Yet even criticism itself was not altogether a bad thing, 

as Mrs. Jackson points out in her 'Conclusion'. Poetry did 

need sharpening, did need the dross cut away, did need freeing 

from its staleness, its worn out poeticism8, and in this sense 

poetry was alive and vibrant, more so than it had been for 

years. It was only too much criticism that was at fault, and 

this was the general tendency of the time: 

There has been, we see, a short and very concentrated 
period of carefully disciplined and self-conscious 
poetry. It has been followed by a pause, an embarrassed 
pause after an arduous and erudite stock-taking. The 
next stage is not clear. But it is not impossible that 
there will be a resumption of less eccentric, less 
strained, more critically unconscious poetry, purified 
however by this experience of historical effort. In 
the period just passing no new era was begun. A climax 
was merely reached in criticism by a combination of 
sophistication and a desire for a new enlightened 
primitiveness. Wherever attempts at sheer newness in 
poetry were made they merely ended in dead movements. 
Yet the new feeling in criticism did achieve something. 
It is true in the more extreme cases that by turning 
into a critical philosophization of itself, poetry 
ceased to be poetry: it became poetically introspective 
philosophy. But this was perhaps necessary before poetry 
could be normal without being vulgar, and deal naturally 
with truth without being trite. 

I 
(A Survey p.26 5) . (, "" " t, 

So the effect of criticism was to constrict poetfy and yet, 

at the same time, by eliminating the faults of the past, it 

was possible that it would make way for a new kind of poetry, 

one which would not be trite as it had been in the past, nor 

vulgar as it was during the moderni.t period. The poet neither 

had to belong to a group or movement, such as the Imagists or 

Georgians, in order to be noticed, nor did he have to be 

eccentrically individualistic. "Never, indeed, has it been 

possible for a poet to remain unknown with so little discredit 

and dishonour as at the present time"(222). 

Mrs. Jackson, in order to "deal naturally with truth", 
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freed herself from the need to write down to the plain reader 

on who.e behalf critici.m function.d. She did not neglect or 

ignore criticism, or the necessary part that the critical 

facu1tie. p1ay.d ia the accomplishment of the poem, but it 

was to play a l •••• r part in her po.~making. coming aft.r 

the po.m and not before it or with it. The poem now, for 

her, was fr •• d to it. own and it. author'. device.. There 

wa. no longer the ne.d to justify h.r poetry to an audience: 

critici.m continued to do that on behalf of the poet. Mor 

w •• there any n.c ••• ity to make h.r poetry acc.ptabl., 

eith.r by adorning it with 'beauty',or by startling the 

audi.nce with conte~orary 'r.ality', or by b.in, part of a 

movement, or .spou.ing the cau •• s of philosophy, politics, 

religion or any of the specialist fields. Th. poet could, 

indeed, without loss of dignity, devote her.elf to the poem. 

What is the nature of this poetry which is free to d.a1 

naturally with the probl •• of truth without the trammels of 

critici.m? The answer to this que.tion i. the r •• son why Mrs. 

Jackson's po.try baffl.d and continues to baffle its reader., 

and in it, .1so, lie the b.ginnings of her journey towards 

her breaking with poetry. Mod.rnist poetry and the poetry 

of today is bound by a criticism which demands of it that it 

will amu.e, delight, confound, shock or startle the poetry­

reading public, and if it doe. none of th.s. things, if it is 

neither instructive nor lyrically moving nor anything else, 

it will, as a matter of course, be dismi.sed by criticism 

a. abstract, philosophical, obscur., or some such term of 

abuse, each of which at .ome time or another Mr •• Jackson 

has been call.d. T.S. Eliot!! philosophical and lit.rarily 

.nobbish. D.H. Lawrence ~ .ex-engrossed. Wallace Stev.ns 



23. 

~ sophisticatedly frivolous. We might update this to include 

W.H. Auden who is political, Sylvia Plath who is selEconscious-- -
ly realistic, Tho. Gunn who is metaphysical. One could extend 

the list indefinitely without suggesting that there is no 

genuine poetry to be found in these authors, only that the 

poem, the poems of poetry, is not a first cause. Such poetry 

does not advance but is of the poetic/critical tradition: 

the tradition expects it to be what it is. Each of theBe poets 

looks back to the tradition to find the poetic role confirmed 

there. Where the poetic role has no precedent, no category 

from which it may be derived, it is refused the blessing of 

criticis. until such time as it may be incorporated in the 

tradition. 

The charge, in A Survey, that criticis. bears down too 

hard upon the poet in his responsibility to the poem is suhtle 

and complex; and each chapter .eeks, in different ways, to 

de..nstrate this, moving from consideration of the plain 

reader's difficulty with modernist poetry to 'dead movements', 

civilization, variety and humour. Examples taken from 

eminent poets (then as now) are given li~erally to show the 

di.advantages which poetry suffers by too much consciousness 

of critical dictum. Hov to write poems divested of critical 

theorem, poe .. which would be true to themselves yet which 

would not repeat the mi.takes of the past -- indeed, vhich 

would not repeat the pa.t since repetition would be to stand 

.till -- was the path Mrs. Jackson took; and a study of what 

she says, in A Survey, as to how this poetry may come to be is 

invaluable in understanding her procedures, as veIl as, 

incidentally, aiding understanding of her thesis that criticism 

vas (and is> damaging, blighting the poetic endeavour vhere-

ever it dominates. 
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Mrs. Jackson wished to free poetry to itself, and this 

she did by first removing the critical dead-weight from around 

its neck. Poems which were genuine, and poets who were genuine, 

she saw, were soon overlaid by the critical consciousness. 

Even the lyric, perhaps the one form of poetry most likely to 

remain uncorrupted, becomes corrupted in attuning itself to the 

reading-public, producing a fine effect rather than being, 

simply, fine. This is the point she and Graves made when they 

gambolled, i~pamphlet Against Anthologies,l through Yeats's 

'Lake Isle Of InisCree', a poem written with one eye on what 

is expected of it by popular anthologies, rather than a poem 

ruggedly and determinedly itself. 

The function of criticism is to justify to its readera the 

desirability of poetry as a natural part oC life. At its least 

it acts as "a deterrent against the production of old-fashioned 

trash", and at the most it is "an ironic criticism of Calse 

literary survivals".2 But whatever its virtues, it is not able 

to suggest to the poet a method of writing pure poetry. Pure 

poetry, or better, the pure poem, is one freed from all Calse 

associations. It is neither political nor religious nor 

scientific. It does not look up to accommodate the reading-

public, nor is it written according to a programme or manifesto 

such as the various 'movements' provided. It is written 

according to the conviction that a poem is a form of energy as 

pure as, and quite separate Crom, all other forms oC energy, 

and that its aim is, the area in which it strives to 

1 and Robert 

2 A Survey, p. 110. 



be is, quite simply, truth. Instead of allowing criticism 

to tell the poet how a poem should not be written, the poet 

was free now, for the first time, to encourage the poem "to 

do things, even qu •• r things, by its.lf": 

25. 

Th. poet pl.dg.s himself to take th.m s.riously on the 
principle that the poem, b.ing a n.w and s.rious form 
sf life in comparison with hims.lf, has more to t.ach 
him than he it. It is a popular superstition that the 
poet is a child. It is not the po.t but the po.m: the 
most that the poet can do is to b. a wi •• , .xp.rimenting 
parent. 

(A Survey, p.125) 

This kind of po.m is free .v.n of the p.rsonality its.lf of the 

poet (and the id.a of p.rsonality in poetry, "which is its 

styl." say the authors on the previous page to the above 

quotation, is on. which is promulgated by criticism on the 

basis: Th.r. has always b •• n p.rsonality in po.try, therefor. 

th.r. will always b •••• ). This analogy of the po.t as par.nt 

and the po.m a. child i. us.d again two pag.s lat.r: 

It is this d.licat. and watchful withdrawal of the 
author's will at the right mo •• nt. which giv •• the 
po.m or the child an ind.p.nd.nt form. 

(A Surv.y, p.127) 

In.t.ad of writing a po.m to a pr.conc.ived m.thod, instead of 

making a po •• acc.ptably (which mean. 'publiclyacc.ptable') 

good (by avoiding pa.t .rrors), and instead of .tarting to 

writ. a 'genuin.' po •• and th.n, in a ru.h of critical 

consciousn.ss, corrupting it, the authors .e. the po •• a. 

quit. ind.pend.nt of the author, who acts a. a m.dium rath.r 

than a maker. Fr •• fro. criticis.'s con.traint, the poet can 

.xp.ri •• nt, though wis.ly: 

Exp.riment, how.v.r, .ay b. int.rpr.t.d in two ways. In 
the first s.ns. it i. a d.licat. and constantly alert 
stat. of .xp.ctancy dir.cted towards the discov.ry of 
so.ething of which so •• slight clu. has b •• n giv.n; 
and syst.m in it •• ana only the constant shifting and 
adjustment of the .xp.rim.nt.r as the unknown thing 
beco •• s more and more known: syst.m is the r.adin.ss 
to chang. system. The important thing in the whole 
process i. the initial clu., or, in old-fashioned 



language, the inspiration. The real scientist should 
have an equal power of genius with the poet, with the 
difference that the scientist is inspired to discover 
things which already are (his results are facts), 
while the poet is inspired to discover things which 
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are made by his discovery of them (his results are not 
statements about things already known to exist, or 
knowledge, but truths, things which existed before only 
as potential truth). Experiment in this second sense 
is the use of a system for its own sake and brings 
about, whether in science or poetry, no results but 
those possible to the system. 

(A 5~&~1 pp.125- 1 26) 

This is what the authors mean when they say that the poem is 

a "new and mysterious form of life" in comparison with the 

poet. Like a child, the poem is born and its growth may 

either be stunted or perverted if, in the course of its 

growth, it is either over-rigorously disciplined or entirely 

undisciplined. Modernist poetry, apart from a handful of 

genuine poems, went from one extreme to the other. The genuine 

poems which do exist, exist as written by genius, in spite of 

criticism. But genius is extremely rare, in parents as well 

as poets; and one can no more ensure that the right poem will 

find its right genius than that the right child will find the 

right parent: 

All that can be done is to encourage an attitude 
toward the poem and the child which shall provide for 
the independence of either in proportion to its power 
of independence. 

(A Survey p. 128) 

Both of these things -- that poetry must be free of 

the demands made upon it by criticism, and that the poem 

must be considered as a separa~e form of energy, separate 

even from the poet Mrs. Jackson saw clearly. This was 

the only possible next stage of poetry after the modernist 

stage had passed, as it was passing even then. That stage 

has not passed, of course. The poetry appearing at this 

time of writing is the same modernist poetry as then. It 
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has neither evolved nor advanced but has remained, to all 

intents and purposes, hypnotised by the very same problems, 

becoming only more extreme in its attempts to get through. 

Two generations of readers of A Survey, and imitators (and 

there are more of them than is commonly supposed) of Mrs. 

Jackson's work in general, have failed to grasp the poten­

tial there offered: the potential of a poem to be uncom­

promisingly nothing less than an ever-new discovery, and 

therefore,creation,of truth. Wherever this potential is 

burdened by critical precepts, by the historical con.cious­

ness of what is, and is not, acceptable, and therefore 

burdened by history itself, it become. the past repeating 

itself endessly, advancing nowhere. If truth is to be made 

known, if it is to be allowed to come to be, then there must 

be minds capable of allowing it to come to be by apprehending 

it in its immediacy, without traffic in critical dogma. As 

will become clear, the human mind!! capable of comprehending 

all the truth there is all-truth -- by recourse to nothing 

other than itself and the language of itselt whicb is the 

universal reference position of itself. For Mrs. Jackson at 

that time, it was the poem and tbe words of tbe poem. 

The poem is not about something, it is something. The 

more a poem is about something, the more it can be reduced to 

a prose-version of itself, the l.ss of a poem it is. A poem 

is a poem. When it is split into its constituent parts, 

ideas, metre, rhyme, it is no longer a poem but a collection 

of its parts. Gertrude Stein's famous rose fails to b. a 

rose wh.n considered as a collectionot scientific parts: a 

rose is only a rose when it is • ros.. The •• me i. true of 

a genuine poem. Where a poe. yield. it.elf to being divided 

into constituent parts it is a bad poe., not a genuine po.m. 



A bad poem, in £act, is never written except as constituent 

parts, unlike the genuine poem which is written as a whole. 

A genuine poem cannot be split without damaging its meaning. 

Critics of poetry, while they feel bound because of the 

nature o£ their pro£ession to break poetry into its parts, 

generally apologise for this disservice. The more uncom-

promising a poem is, the less it will yield to suck treat-

ment, until at last, with the genuine poem, the critic will 

be forced to return to that and that alone in order to 

confirm or enlarge his understanding of it: 

Now to tell what a poem is about in "so many words" 
is to reduce the poem to so many words, to leave out 
all that the reader cannot at the moment understand 
in order to give him the satis£action o£ £e,ling that 
he is understanding it. I£ it were possible to give 
the complete £orce of a poem in a prose summary, then 
there would be no excuse for writing the poe~: the 
'so many words' are, to the last punctuation-mark,the 
poem itsel£. Where such a prose summary does render 
the poem in its entirety, except £or rhymes and other 
external dressings, the poem cannot have been a 
complete one; and indeed a great deal o£ what passes 
for poetry is the rewriting of the prose summary of a 
hypothetical poem in poetical language. 

(A Survey, pp.139-140) 

The authors give as an example of a poem which can be 

turned into prose Ezra Pound's 'The Ballad Of The Goodly 

Fere '. This poem, they say, is an "illustration of the 

prose-idea poeticalized" (p.t40), and they proceed to 

demonstrate this by giving their prose-version: 

"It would be f'alse to identify the Christ of the 
sentimentalists with the Christ of' the Gospels. 50 
£ar f'rom being a weak or ef£eminate character He 
strikes us as a very manly man, and His disciples, 
f'ishermen and others, must have reverenced Him f'or 
His manly qualities as much as £or His spiritual 
teaching. His action in driving the money-changers 
from the Temple with a scourge of' cords is a proo£ 
of this. 50 is His courageous action when confronted 
by the soldiers of the High Priest sent to arrest Him -
He mockingly enquired why they had not dared arrest 
Him previously when He walked about freely in the city 
of Jerusalem •••• " 

28. 
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This is, I think, a fair version of Pound's poem. It does 

not attempt to pick up some of the emotional phrasing of 

the poem, such as the first two lines: 

Ha' we lost the goodliest fere 0' all 
For the priests and the gallows tree? 

The archaic use of 'goodliest' and the exactitude of 'gallows 

tree', with its possible reference to The Golden Bough and 

the sacrificial pine-tree, convey emotional urgency which the 

authors' prose-version ignores. But, as will be seen, this 

is not necessary to the point they are making, that the ideas 

of 'The Goodly Fere' can be expressed in prose. 

The poem they choose to contrast with this is 'The 

Rugged Black Of Anger' by Laura Riding <as she was then}, 

chosen as an example of a modernist poem which a critic, 

having "allowed it the customary two-minute reading", adght 

call obscure. They print the first eighteen lines: 

The rugged black of anger 
Has an uncertain smile-border. 
The transition from one kind to another 
MAy be love between neighbour and neighbour; 
Or natural death; or discontinuance 
Because .0 •• all is space, 
The extent of kind must be expressed otherwise; 
Or loss of kind when proof of no uniqueness 
Strikes the broadening edge and discourages. 
Therefore and therefore all things have experience 
Of ending and of meeting, 
And of ending, that much being 
As grows faint of self and withers 
When more is the intenaer self 
That is another or nothing. 
And therefore smiles, when least smiling 
The gift of nature to necessity 1 
When relenting grows involuntary. 

The reaction to this, say the authors, will be "either one of 

'blank incomprehension'" or one of "antagonism due to the 

impre.sion the poe. gives of being didactic"(P.139)· From 

1 Later published in Poems: A Joking Word by Laura Riding. 
Cape, 1930; and Collected Poe .. London and New York, 
19)8. 
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my own reading of the poem over several years, I would say 

that the reader will find the two opening lines clear enough, 

memorably so, and after a little more reading, even the first 

four or five lines, but then the poem seems to grow dim, not 

developing in a familiar way. But more: demonstrably, the 

poem does not lend itself to prose-treatment,l and that is 

the point. One can get so far and then no further. For 

example, here is my own attempt: 'When a person is very angry 

there often comes a point at which anger turns into a smile, 

perhaps at the ridiculousness of the situation. The cause 

might be love between neighbour and neighbour, in that fond 

regard for a neighbour checks excessive anger and makes one 

aware how trifling, in comparison with the fondness for each 

other, the thing which caused the anger is. It could be 

frustration at the unpreventable death of a thing, an animal 

or person. Or, it might be ca_sed by the natural limit of 

anger which, at a certain point, finds relief in smiling 

because the extent of one emotion (of kind), or the extent 

of one thing and another or one person and another, or one 

house and another (etcetera), all of which are 'kinds', has 

a limit which, if it oversteps that limit, becomes something 

else, in this case smiling. Or, again, when anger finds 

itself in confrontation with anger (when it finds itself not 

unique). it must shrink because it would be pointless to 

continue. But it is not only anger which has this limit 

everything has a limit until and unless it becomes something 

else, something it is not.' This prose-version takes us up 

to line eleven. Apart from sheer length in comparison with 

1. For a discussion of this poem, see the section on 
poetry below, 'Part Two: The Poetry', p. 181 ff 



the poem, there are several points it does not explain, as 

well as several things it appears to explain but in fact 

doesn't. For instance, does 'natural death' in the poem 

really mean 'unpreventable death'? All death is 'natural' 

in the strict sense. Or does 'natural death' refer to the 

'death' of the anger when it turns to smiling? Could it 

not mean precisely what it says, 'natural death' without 

implicit reference to anger or persons, simply 'natural 

death' itself, a universal state? And how does one explain 

'so small is space'? Does the author mean that the emotion 

of anger occupies such a small space among the other emotions 

that when it reaches its limit it becomes discontinuous, 

becomes a smile, or that the universe we live in is really 

smaller than we suppose, or perhaps both of these? 

Whether the prose-version of the poem offered above 

helps or hinders in the understanding of the poem, it is 

obvious that the poem does not lend itself to the kind of 

prose-version given by the authors of Ezra Pound's poem. 

Pound's poem is based on a given story, a series of related 

events or facts. Two things make this story poetic: firstly, 

the use of archaic words and expressions in the traditional 

ballad style; secondly, the story itself in which is folded 

the mystery of there being more to it than appears. The 

second quality is seized upon by Pound who interprets it, 

against received tradition, as the manliness of Jesus. But 

the poem is still a story. Mrs. Jackson's poem is not a 

story, nor is it an idea about a story. Her poem begins 

with an elementary and observable phenomenon: that anger 

may, and often does. turn to smiling. This is not a story or 

an idea, but a single fact unrelated to. not in series with. 

any other fact. From this fact, this inspiration it might 

31. 
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be called, follow a number of observations, each based on the 

one before as well as on the original inspiration, extending 

the original experience (that anger turns to smiling) to the 

universal reference-frame of 'all things': 

Therefore and therefore all things have experience 
Of ending and of meeting, 

taking the initial observation to its further~st and widest 

possible implications. 

The essential difference -- and it is a crucial one in 

the understanding of the nature of Mrs. Jackson's poems --

between Mr. Pound's poem and Mrs. Jackson's poem, and between 

Mrs. Jackson's poem and the prose-version of it I have given, 

is the difference of sentiment. To take Ezra Pound's poem 

Cirst. The use there of archaic diction, metaphor and 

simile is the poet's way of putting across an important idea 

which might otherwise seem unpalatable to the reader: that 

Jesus was a man not of meekness but action. What is uppermost 

in 'The Goodly Fere' is Pound's personality disguising the 

real force of what he is saying, which is: that virtuous ends 

require Violent means: 

No capon priest was the Goodly Fere 
But a man 0' men was he. 

Pound is appealinc to what the authors call "sentiments more 

proper to the left wing of the Y.M.C.A."(p.141). The importance 

of what he is sayinc, he knows, and his readers know, is, when 

it is not overlaid by teChnique, forceful. He is, in fact, 

deliberatelY obscuring his idea, weakening its forCe, by 

couching it in a poeticised languace which lends it familiarity. 

One accepts the familiarity of language (Simply because it is 

archaic) and the familiarity of the setting (the story of 

Christ), ipso facto, one accepts the idea, though without 

fully realising its logical force. 



Similarly, the prose-version of 'The Rugged Black Of 

Anger' which I offer attempts to sentimentalise the poem by 

placing it in terms readily understood. The first thing I 

did was to suggest the presence in the poem of a 'person', 

and, by implication, that this person has a 'neighbour'. 

This is extended by the introduction of terms, taking their 
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cue from +hi~ interpretation, such as 'fond regard', 

'fondness', 'frustration', 'relief', 'confrontation'. My 

attempt is to give the poem an everyday location, a recognizable 

location, to make the poem acceptable, familiar -- I am trying 

to find in the poem a common core of experience. Now, it is 

true, the poem begins with the 'common core of experience', 

but, as we have seen, it moves out of this common core, after 

the first two lines, to consideration of univeraal 'kinds' 

and their relationship with other 'kinds' within the limitations 

of 'space'. The poem is able to develop freely in this way 

precisely because it does not introduce sentimental aasociations 

of the kind I introduced in the prose-version. Mrs. Jackson's 

poem develops freely from concentration upon the quality, 

anger, the quality, smile-border. There is no setting for 

these qualities to lie at rest in, so the reader's attention 

is not misdirected to, say. a person or persons, but is made 

to follow the primary substance of the poem. At the same time, 

her own attention is freed from the obligation to, as it were, 

build a picture, so that the development of the poem is its 

own development, the author passively awaiting further 

development, her presence unseen and unfelt, only interfering 

if it is in danger of getting out of hand. 

Leaving aside questions of obscurity and learned 

references, the main complaint of the plain reader against 

modernist poetry is precisely the author's absence in it as 



a protector against the ghosts which haunt the mind. It is 

also the complaint laid against Mrs. Jackson's poetry by 

critics which leads to the frequent charge of obscurity (or 

metaphysical or abstract -- it is all the same). Instead of 
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comforting the reader with archaic diction, or giving the poem 

an actual 'real life' setting, to which the reader may respond, 

thereby missing the cruciality of the poem's meaning, she gives 

only the meaning; and the reader, finding no comfort in the 

poem, flees from it, throwing 'obscure' over his shoulder to 

protect himself. As the authors say earlier: 

This is why the plain reader feels so baulked by it 
(genuine modernist poetry): he must enter into that 
matter without expecting a cipher-code to the meaning. 
Therefore the modernist poet does not have to talk 
about the use of images 'to render particulars exactly', 
since the poem does not give a rendering of a poetical 
picture or idea existing outside the poem, but presents 
the literal substance of poetry, a newly created thought 
activity: the poem has the character of a creature 
by itself. 

(A Survey,p.118) 

And, speaking in the context of 'style' a little further on: 

(The genuine modernist poet) does not have to describe 
or docket himself for the reader, because the important 
part of poetry is now not the personality of the poet 
as embodied in a poem, which is its style, but the 
personal~ty of the poem itself, that is, its quality 
of independence from both the reader and the poet, 
once the poet has separated it from his personality 
by making it complete -- a new and self-explanatory 
creature. 

(A Survey,p.124) 

In making a prose-version of the poem, then, the reader 

is attempting to replace the missing personality of the poet 

in order to shield himself from the poem's actual meaning. His 

view of the poem is that it doesn't really mean what it means, 

it means something else, some prose-idea merely poeticalised. 

This is only to say that the plain reader believes, as every-

one believes, that poetry is merely an extension of) merely a 

prettier way of expressing, the historical world: 

Poetry is seen first of all as supplying an elegance and 



refinement which must of necessity be neglected in 
practical experience. Common affairs are not genteel; 
and so poetry has generally ('been') expected to feed 
an upper class hunger in man for bobility: poetry is 
the high polish of civilization. The next general 
demand thus made on poetry is that it should be 
romantically imbued with progressiveness, that it should 
act as a superior touter for civilization. 

(A Survey,p.t61) 

There has, of course, been much genuine poetry of all ages, 

but it has been genuine despite civilization not because of 

it, and it has broken through the crippling weight of 

traditional formalism only by the natural genius of the author. 

But there has also bean, preponderately, too much poetry of the 

other, time-serving kind, the spokesman-of-the-age kind. 

Modernist poetry, with its "hard, matter-of-fact skeleton of 

poetic logic"(p./'l), where the sentimental personality of the 

poet is left out, brought this to a head: its tendency was 

towards freeing the poem from its dependence upon civilization. 

No longer did it have to draw upon the eivilized resources of 

society for its inspiration, borrowing from society the prose 

which it dressed up and returned to it for recognition as 

poetry. Poetry could at last be itself. Instead of feeling 

itself forced to serve the time-spirit it was wholly free, 

wholly new, capable of direct and immediate communication with 

the universe, not as it is historically aligned but as it is in 

actuality~: where there is no intervention of bias of any 

kind, historical, religious, scientific, critical, then the 

perceiving mind may bring forth truth and put the chaotic 

world to order. 

It is from these principles that Hrs. Jackson wrote her 

poetry. It is not a system but the "readines. to change 

system"(above, p.lS>, to shift and adjust the control of the 

mind over language in order to allow the poem to come into 
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being. There are no pre-conceived notions of form, metre, 

style (personality), or critical precepts, governing the poem's 

meanings -- meanings which may, indeed, eVen contradict each 

other. A poem like 'The Rugged Black Of Anger' is difficult 

in the sense that the reader is not accustomed to reading 

this kind of poem, nor able to follow its meanings without 

the traditional props and crutches to be found in poetry. 

Readers of poetry have been for long educated in the weaknesses 

of poetry, not in the strengths. Shakespeare's Sonnet 129 is 

a prime example of a poem which has had its meanings tidied up 

by successive editors simply because generations of readers 

have been too frightened to accept that it means what it means. 

So, too, with anthologies, as the authors point out in their 

1 
second collaboration, A Pamphlet Against Anthologies. Anthology 

poems are not chosen for their genuineness but for their 

immediate comprehensibility. Readers and makers of anthologies 

flatter themselves into thinking they understand poetry, where· 

as, in fact, they understand only the frills and adornments, 

missing completely the genuine meanings of poetry. The reader 

is expected only to exclaim over the beauties of birds, beasts 

and flowers, not over poetry, genuine poetry, which is lost in 

the surrounding overgrowth of popular poetry. 

Mrs. Jackson's poem is not a popular poem (though it 

might be if readers were allowed, and critics allowed themselves, 

to come to poetry without prejudice, raising themselves from 

obeisance to 'the tradition'). It may not be turned into a 

prose sentimentality, nor read other than for what it is, for 

it does not lie just within the borders of comprehension but 

1 A Pamphlet Against Anthologies by Laura Riding and 
Robert Graves. Cape (London), 1928. 
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pushes comprehension further and further out, revealing 

meanings hitherto hidden from sight by the poet's sense of 

there being something to reveal -- a strong, sturdy, honest 

sense that there is a further reality in life not yet attained: 

the pulse which allowed humanity to rise to its feet and bring 

intell.ctual order where non. existed before. In her poem, 

••• anger means just anger, smile-border just smile-border. 
So much do they mean just what they are that the rest of 
the poem is developed from their being Just what they are: 
anger, anger; smile-border. the smiling border of anger 
which apparently separates it from some other kind. or 
concept, whose border, separating it from anger might 
equally be call.d an 'anger-bord.r'. What are we to do, 
then, since the poem really seems to mean what it s~ys1 
All we can do is to let it interpret itself, without 
introducing any new associations or, if possible, any new 
words. 

The rugged black of anger 
Has an uncertain smil.-border. 
The transition from one kind to anoth.r, 
As from anger, rugged black, 
To what lies across its smile-border, 
May be love b.tw.en n.ighbour and neighbour 
(Love between neighbouring kind and kind); 
Or natural death (death of one 
Though not of the other); or discontinuanc. 
(Discontinuanc. of kind, 
As anger no more anger) 
Because so small is space 
(So s .. ll the space for kind and kind and kind), 
Th. ext.nt of kind must be expressed otherwise 
(The extent of kind beyond its border 
Is end of kind, because space is so small 
There is not room enough for all 
Kinds: anger anlrier has to be 
Expr •••• d oth.rwise than by ang.r 
So by an uncertain smile-border); 

(A Surv.y,p.t47) 

As the authors .ay, this may not make the poem clear, but it 

doe. make it cl.arer. Nor doe. it .ake the poem what it is not, 

as the pro.e-version doe.. The neces.ary discipline i. to 

leave the poem intact. When the attempt i. made to put it 

into prose, all the reader i. really doing is confe •• ing the 
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£eeling o£ discom£ort with the poem, and then writing the 

prose-version in order to place the poem in traditional, 

acceptable categories o£ thinking. In doing this, the element 

o£ newness, the possibility of new thought, is destroyed, and 

the reader deludes himsel£ into thinking that he is sa£e and 

nothing more is wanted of him. Unwilling to take the risk, he 

sinks back into apathy with nothing accomplished. 

One must understand too that poetry moves actively, more 

than any other pro£essional £ield, in the area o£ truth. It 

is not history or psychology or politics, £or these £ields o£ 

study are already in professional hands, which is where they 

should be. It is not even art, £or artists have much more 

material at their disposal, are much less constricted by their 

medium, than poets. Nor is it merely emotion, though emotion, 

in the form of feeling, and even psychology and politics, may 

be a part of poetry, but incidental to, not the mainspring of, 

poetry. A poet is a poet not by any specialised knowledge of 

a particular £ield o£ study but by the personal (human) 

conviction that there is something more to be known, that there 

is a final reality to be aChieved, not through knowledge based 

on facts whiCh exist or have existed, but through direct and 

immediate apprehen.ion o£ the universe, the poet being of the 

universe, co-equal with it. The fuller expression of this will 

be found in Mrs. Jackson's developing thought up until 1940, 

A 
and in her recent work, though with the poet-role abandoned. 

The groundwork for this later development, however, may 

certainly be £ound in A Survey. For example, a positive 

identification is made in the quotation given above (p.'7) 

between poetry and truth <as opposed to the scientist, who 

discovers £acts, the poet discovers "truths, things which 

existed be£ore only as potential truth"). Another example 
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which helps to clear the way for understanding occurs in the 

following quotation: 

MOdernist, indeed, should describe a quality in poetry 
which has nothing to do with the date or with responding 
to civilization. Poetry to which modernist in this 
sense could be fully applied would derive its excellence 
neither from its reacting against civilization, by 
satiric or actual primitivism; nor from its proved 
ability to keep up with or keep ahead of civilization. 
It would not, however, ignore its contemporaneous 
universe, for the reason that it would not be stupid 
and that it would have a sense of humour -- the most 
intelligent attitude towards history is not to take one's 
own date too seriously. There would occur evidences of 
time in such poetry; but always its modernism would lie 
in its independence, in its relying on none of the 
traditional devices of poetry-making in the past nor on 
any of the artificial effects to be got by using the 
atmosphere of contemporary life and knowledge to startle 
or to give reality. 

(A Survey .. p~ 

This makes, I think, a rather crucial point which might be 

usefully expanded, for here the poet is seen as, literally, 

outside time while still of time. He i8 not tied, that is, 

to the time-spirit, the Zeitgeist, as it is called in 

Contemporaries And Snobs, but is absolutely free to see the 

universe and give it expression as it is~. His dealings 

with the universe are strictly at first-hand, unencumbered by 

the necessity to defer to specialised fields of knowledge and 

the dead weight of history: everything there is to know is 

there before the eyes. The modernist poet who attempts to be 

'up to date' is really vying with civilization, is elaborately 

snobbish and superior in the attempt to justify his existence. 

The genuine .adernist poet -- the genuine poet -- is not 

concerned with the age, in either keeping up with it, ahead of 

it or behind it, but simply in being himself, taking it for 

granted that he is of the age without becoming slavish to it. 

The genuine poet is free of time in this sense. 



CHAPTER 2 

Snobs And Anarchists 

By 1928, Mrs. Jackson had published five books and two 

collaborations with Robert Graves. Three of her five books 

were poetry: The Close Chaplet in 1926; Voltaire: A 

Biographical Fantasy in 1927; and Love As Love, Death As Death 

in 1928 (the first of the Seizin Press books). The other two 

remaining books were Contemporaries And Snobs and Anarchism Is 

Not Enough both of which appeared in 1928. 

Contemporaries And Snobs is divided into three sections: 

1. 'Poetry & The Literary Universe'; 2. 'T.E. Hulme, The New 

Barbarism, & Gertrude Stein'; ). 'The Facts In The Case Of 

Monsieur Poe'. It is the first essay which welds together with 

astounding intellectual strength of prose the main principles 

of A Survey Of Modernist Poetry. From the very first paragraph 

the resolute and unyielding tone is set: 

There is a sense of life so real that it becomes the 
sense of something more real than life. Spatial and 
temporal sequences can only partially express it. It 
introduces a prinCiple pf selection into the 
undifferentiating quantative appetite and thus changes ct 
accidental emotional f~ into deliberate intellectual ,'-
forms: animal experiences related by time and space 
into human experiences related in infinite degrees of 
kind. It is the meaning at work in what has no meaning; 
it is, at its clearest, poetry. 

Throughout A Survey it is observable that what is said of 

modernist poetry, modernist poets and the functioning of 

criticism has a wider application than the subject-matter might 

suggest. The function of criticism, in providing a tradition 

and the values or scales of good and bad which go with the 

tradition can be seen as operative, not only in poetry but, 

in any field of human study. The study of history and 



41. 

philosophy, for example, work upon the same principle as that 

of criticism: the ordering of the past into eoherent patterns 

of thought intended to give meaning to the present. If we 

understand the causes of the Industrial Revolution and its 

effects, then we can understand our present condition. If we 

understand how philosophy has affected our thought, then we 

should know what to do next. Criticism acts upon the same 

principle. By setting canonical standards in the process of 

seleeting which authors should and should not be included, 

what is vulgar and not vulgar, criticism and the educated poet 

align with the past in order to set the future, even if that 

alignment takes the form of reaction, as the modernists 

reacted against the nineteenth-eentury, or Wordsworth against 

the eighteenth. Nobody had seen until Mrs. Jackson and, though 

in a quite different way, Gertrude Stein, that the 'tradition' 

was unnecessary to poetry, and that the poet was utterly free 

to act at first-hand with truth. Her thought .aw the principle 

of poetry as at the forefront of human affairs. And more, it 

saw poetry as !h! standard in all human affairs, the standard 

by which all else may be judged and ordered. Hence this first 

paragraph in Contemporaries And Snobs. Poetry, to Mrs. Jackson, 

was not a mere art, or an amusing if instructive pastime, but 

the aetive principle of human meaning within the universe. It 

is the "principle of seleetion" which changes "accidental and 

emotional forms", unthinking, unintellectual life, into 

"deliberate intellectual forms". This is the principle which 

governs humanity. Before humankind, with all that that word 

entails, there vas .nly 'life'. There vas no meaning other 

than partial meaning, loose and chaotic. Human beings 

distinguish this meaning, have a heightened sense of it, .0 
that their meaninglessness takes on meaning as they turn to 
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intellectual endeavour, which at the same time gives meaning to 

all else. This "sense of life" is "at its clearest, poetry". 

It is this k~nd of writing which, failing to grasp it, 

I 
Roy Fuller called "elusive generalisations". Like other 

critics, because Hr. Fuller fails to understand Hrs. Jackson's 

work, he in effect dismisses her as obscure (IIS0 much unwilling-

ness to keep on a sensible level of intelligibility" are his 

actual words). And, in a telling phrase, he regrets "that her 

character forbade her to make the concessions to blarney, to 

play-acting, to exaggerated masks that, after all, must be made 

by even the greatest poets", for instance, "Mr. Yeats". Mr. 

Fuller misses the point, and as a critic-poet he is the plain 

reader. Such a paragraph as the one above quoted is a 

'universalisation', not a generalisation. May it not safely be 

said, at this point, that Mrs. Jackson's work ever has at its 

forefront not the 'blarney' of poetry but the advancement of 

humanity, its further and further understanding of itself, and 

its universe and poetry as it proved a means to this? 

The prose of Contemporaries And Snobs is casually harder 

than that of A Survey. It takes up the main principles which I 

have outlined but does not linger in the frequently amusing 

illustrations of a critically hidebound poetry. Instead, it 

reaches straight into the heart of the subject with one quick 

confident sentence after another. On the subject of modernist 

writing, for example: 

What is all current literary modernism but the will to 
extract the l~terary sense of the age from the Zeitgeist 
at any cost to creative independence? The readiness to 
resort to any contemporary fetish rather than to the 
poetic person? To strengthen its argu_ent this snobbism 

1 'The White Goddess'. The Review, edited by Ian Hamilton. 
Number 2), September-November, 1970, p.5. 



may use all the unfortunate examples in poetry of 
reliance on the person: they are the moral lesson 
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to which it does not even need to point. The fortunate 
examples it does not explain as reliance on the person 
but as authorized literature. 

(CCl."t~""'rt:lv-..Yi(.S: p''') 

As much as an appeal, this is a judgement delivered from the 

position worked for in A Survey in which the authors 

demonstrated, chapter after chapter, example upon example, that 

poetry was in the deadening grip of a social correctness 

fostered by criticism. This is not a 'generalisation' but a 

statement issuing directly from hard-won experience. 

In A Survey the authors were trying to understand the 

contemporary problems of poetry from the middle-ground, and 
l 

were the~fore careful not to pass judgements. They were them-

selves poets in the period of which they were writing, and 

before judgements could be made they had to get that period 

behind them, had to be able to see it in clear perspective. 

Having got the perspective right, one of them at least, Mrs. 

Jackson, did not seek to extend the perspective into the next 

period but to demolish it and rid the literary world of periods 

and perspectives altogether. From this standpoint she was able 

to summarise her findings and atttmpt, successfully on her own --e/,,,,, 

part, to restore to poetry one essential missing element -- the 

poet. 

For the poet, she saw, had actually been dismissed from 

office by criticism. He was there, of course, in person, and 

still wrote the poetry, but the poetry was of the age, not of 

the person. Some genuine poetry, it is true, did leak through 

criticism's conspiratorial network of influence, but it was 

drowned in the ocean of critical tide. The obvious and simple 

fact is that, to be accepted as a poet, the poet has to write 

poems which are acceptable, and what is and is not acceptable 
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is a decision taken at critical headquarters. Even modernist 

poetry at its most difficult has to be acceptable in this sense. 

E.E. Cummings, for instance, perhaps still the most unacceptable 

of acceptable poets (criticism still has difficulty even now in 

finding him a place in the hierarchy), although his poems 

appear quite eccentric (a 'freebooter' A Survey calls him), 

still wrote his poems on subjects, such as sunset, love, 

progress, which were drawn from civilized experience -- which 

were, at bottom, prosaic. Unless the poet can face obscurity 

and the dignity it offers, poetry must continue to convince 

the plain reader, and society through the plain reader, that it, 

poetry, is a harmless occupation, giving back to the people 

only what it takes from the people with a little authority 

added: 

In the end the 'literary' sense comes to be the authority­
to-write which the poet is supposed to receive, through 
criticism, from the age that he lives in. It is not even 
in each age a new l~terary sense, but merely a tradition 
revised and brought up to date. MOre and more the poet 
has been made to confirm to literature instead of 
literature to the poet -- literature being the name given 
by criticism to works inspired by or obedient to 
criticism. Less and less is the poet permitted to rely 
on personal authority. 

(Contemporaries, p.lO) 

This applies, of course, not just to poetry but to all human 

affairs, though poetry was fortunate in that, if it wanted, it 

was free of bondage. But poetry, like everything else, did not 

want to be free, preferring the safety of being counted a 

respectable member of society. Its poets, therefore, turned 

their backs upon themselves. Rather than appear eccentrically 

individualistic and rely solely on self, be wholly self-reliant, 

they wrote from positions which criticism had already ratified 

as acceptable, such as classicism or romanticism, or a reaction 

to either of these, or they took up positions which criticism, 

from its study of the past, held were legitimate if poetry were 



to continue. Any position would do as long as it had 

precedent, as long, that is, as it did not rely upon the 

personal eccentricity of the poet: 

The presence of excessive criticism in a time is a sign 
that it fears its own literature; and over-zealous 
critics are the agents of a compromise between poetry 
and society. They keep peace by forcing poetry to hide 
its personal criminalities behind the privilege-walls 
of literary tradition; they apply pressure only to 
poetry in the making, neVer to society. The gospel of 
contemporaneity is an expression of the mob-fear of the 
organized society of time against those incorruptible 
individuals who might reveal life to be an anarchy 
whose only order is a blind persistence. In the energy 
of this persistence occur intense flashes, the poetry 
or lightning of sense. The mob, looking on, reads an 
official code of revelation. otherwise it must admit 
the mind of man to dwell in man; which would be as 
troublesome as fire in the brain and as shameful as 
thunder in the stomach. 

(Contemporaries, p.17) 

Mrs. Jackson here seizes upon the crux of contemporary 

despair. Civilization does not advance, it only progresses. 

There is more of everything -- material comforts, education, 

sanitation -- all the facilities of modern civilization. 

But there is no advance: the human mind progresses !i!h 

civilization but it itself does not advance. The mind is no 

more at peaCe with itself, or with others, now, than it was 

a thousand years ago, because it has given itself into the 

safe-keeping of civilization, has made itself a part of 

civilization, instead of civilization a part of it. Only 

poetry is capable of advance because at its clearest it 

creates "deliberate intellectual forms" through which the 

mind can advance. Poetry is the sense of life which is so 

real that it creates order where before there were only 

emotional forms living in accidental proximity. Civiliza-

tion comes to be because of this real sense of life, of 

"something more real than life", but, not being at its 

clearest (not having poetry's force), it results not in 
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real advance but progress. When human self-reliance is given 

over to blind faith in the progress of ciVilization, real 

advance is made impossible. Only faith in self, in individual 
I 

selves, can resolve the human quandry phrased in the question ? . 
'Is this all? Is there not something more?', a question which, 

in its desperation, must be anawered. This forms an important 

aspect, as will be seen, of Mrs. Jackson's more recent work. 

But, as civilization progresses, it comes to be an end 

in itself. Any progress is made on its behalf, and it 

considers all else as dependent upon it. Eccentricity is 

banished unless it is an eccentricity which serves its 

progress; and in its extreme form, this eccentricity is the 

"sense of life so real that it becomes the sense of something 

more real than life" -- poetry. In the past, 

The poet was not a person but the spokesman of his age, 
a mechanical recorder of time. But time is only 
criticism and a poet is s~posed to have to do with 
poetry. Poetry is not co~temporary poetry. It is not ~ 
philosophy. It is not even literature. As between 
literature and life, it is closer to life. But life 
invents time rather than poetry, a sanctimonious comment 
on itself, a selflessness. Poetry invents itself. It 
is nearly a repudiation of life, a selfness. Unless it 
is this, it is a comment on a comment, sterile scholas­
ticism. 

(Contemporaries, p.14) 

Its energy is not dependent upon the social aggregate; the 

social aggregate is dependent upon its energy. Without its 

energy, life would be an "undifferentiating quant,ativ. 

appetite". It, as it were, enshrines the principles of life: 

the human need, which animal life possesses only to a degree 

(the degree of not being human), to know something more. It 

is this active principle which distinguishes poetry, as 

advance, from civilization, as progreas. The problem has been 

that poetry has always been seen as a part of, the handmaiden 

of, civilization, existing only to run errands: 



This common misapplication of poetry to supplementary 
offices is the result of a confusion between an 
intelligence that we may call concrete, because it 
regards everything as potentially comprehensible and 
measurable, and the poetic intelligence, which is an 
accurate sensation of the unknown, an inspired 
comprehension of the Unknowable. The concrete intelli­
gence suffers from the illusion of knowledge since it 
does not recognize a degree in knowledge at which all 
its laws and implements cease to operate and at which 
another order of intelligence enters. It is at this 
degree that the poetic intelligence begins, an illum­
inating ignorance in which everything is more than 
certain, that is, absolute because purely problematical. 
The degree, which is one of clarity, is pre-supposed in 
the poet, whatever the condition of knowledge may be at 
his time, however far knowledge may be from the 
knowledge limit. The poetic intelligence is a fixed 
proportion, the concrete intelligence a relative one. 

(Contemporaries, p.19-20) 

We might add a gloss, perhaps, on this, from 'The Rugged Black 

Of Anger': 

Because so small is space 
The extent of kind must be expressed otherwise ••••• 

Everything, to the concrete intelligence, is knowable. It 

cannot recognize that there is something beyond itself unknow-

able, unknown, which cannot be reached by the instruments it 

has fashioned for its knowledge-seeking. The concrete intelli-

gence only discovers that which is knowable, possible. With 

the impossible it does not bother but treats it as outside its 

field of reference. 

Unfortunately, however, poetry has also left the imposs-

ible to others in its desire to be as contemporaneous as the 

concrete intelligence, but there are now no others left. 

Religion goes as far as God in the unknowable, but any further 

would be blasphemy; philosophy as far as an absolute system of 

logic in which a theoretical reality inheres, but its ideal 

perfection is forced to leave out the independent, individual-

istic and eccentric human sense of life. There were only two 

possible courses left to poetry in the modernist period for its 

self-justification. It could either rely, as it had for long 
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relied, on its tradition of beauty and truth, nobility, digntiy, 
i 

its sense of the sublime and the tragic; or it could become up­

to-date, making itself as obscure, as intelligent and learned 

and scientific as the concrete intelligence. In the first, at 

least, there was the erratic personality and the possibility of 

pure energy, pure poetry: real truth and beauty, real dignity, 

real nobility. In the second, the personality was eelipsed in 

favour of literary correctness. Rather than have the poet seen 

as some kind of vulgar tribal shaman, it would have him perfect-

ly merged with the time, not even now the spokesman of the age 

but the age itself. Society (the concrete intelligence) need 

no longer make room for poetry, sentimentally, as an art which 

had a tradition of honour in its calling. But it would have to 

respect, even feel a certain awe for, a subject which was 

esoterically beyond it, though which it might catch up with if 

it tried ha~d enough. Modernist poetry is written by poets in 

competition with the age. It is "Aristotelianism, or neo­

realismtt(p.lOB) rather than Platonism which governs the critical 

method of modernist poetry. The personality of the poet is 

spurned in such a scheme because he is liable to failure and 

ignominy, which ignores the fact that he is also liable to 

grand success. At least, the argument runs, in modernist poetry 
! 

failure, and the cortollary to this is conven­there can be no 
I 

iently forgotten: neither can there be success. 

In pure, or genuine, or true poetry, there are two 

realities: the poet and the poem. In fal.e poetry, one of 

these two predominates. So, for example, there is religious, 

political or philosophical poetry in which the poet's 

contemporary beliefs control the poem. On the other hand, there 

is the poetry which is seen as an end in itself, as with much 
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contemporaneousness of the poet are omitted from the poem. 

This second kind of reality, of the poem as a thing in it­

self apart from the poet, might be musical or pictorial or 

just scissors-And-paste poetry, but its only design is to 

have an effect on the reader. It, in fact, disposes of the 

problem of the poet who is left out altogether: 

The history of this theory lies between Poe, in whom it 
was an amateur's attempt to defend the independence 
of the poem on the grounds of its mere pleasure-reality, 
and Paul Val'ry and other musico-poeticians, who further 
develop the pleasure-reality theory by transferring the 
centre of the poem from its origin in the poet to its 
conclusion in the reader. 

(Contemporaries, p.59) 

Where the first of the realities, the poet, predominates, there 

is weak poetry, and where the second, the poem, predominates, 

there is false poetry. Pure poetry lies in the reconciliation 

between the two, where the poet is not the victim of the contem-

porary mind, but simply a poet, and the poem is not stripped of 

the contemporary mind and made into an effect, but simply a 

poem. Where the poet predominates sentimentally, as it were, 

or the poem technically, there is only weak or fals. poetry. 

To distinguish pure poetry from weak or false poetry we should 

look to 

those inner circumstances which make up the poetic mind 
and which the poem is the means of externalizing, as the 
poetic mind is the means of externalizing the poem, which 
hitherto existed only unto itself. In this mutuality 
lies the real clue to the double reality of the poem, its 
truth a. a poem, it. truthfulne.s as a demonstration of 
the poet's mi~d. For we have now come to the point where 
it is permissable to talk of the poetic mind a. the poet's 
mind, and of the poet'. mind as the only contemporary 
mind possible in the poem, its incidental reality. The 
poem itself is supreme, above persons; judging rather 
than judged; keeping criticism at a respectful distance; 
it is even able to make a reader of its author. It comes 
to be because an individual mind i. clear enough to 
perceive it and then to become its instrument. 

(Contemporarie.,p.60) 

These points are subtle, difficult to grasp, if only 



50. 

because they have never been grasped before; but once under­

stood, the general course of Mrs. Jackson's work becomes clear. 

The points are subtle because no one has yet been able to see 

that the critical tradition of poetry.is, so to speak, a conven­

ient fiction invented by criticism, both to prevent the dis­

appearance of poetry, and to protect the reading public against 

the impact poetry would make if the reader, including the 

critic, was educated properly in poem-reading. If the poet is 

free from servility to the idols criticism has erected, and the 

Zeitgeist, and the 'concrete intelligence', then he is free to 

allow the poem to come to be without prejudice, free to observe, 

with complete accuracy, what is. This is why the poem is 

already 'there', waiting to come into existence as an accurate 

record of the unknown. The poem is not invented or even created 

in this sense (the more invented the less a poem); it is simply 

'there', and the poet, sensing it, becomes its recording 

instrument, watchful, helping where necessary and standing back 

where necessary, but not consciously governed by criticism or 

Zeitgeistian education. To consider the poem thus is not to be 

obscurely obsessed by a minor study of life, but to recognize 

what it is to be human in a world both human and not-human, 

where poetry is the clearest impulse towards clarity. towards 

ordering the world through vision, absolute vision, of it as it 

is. The questions which poetry (poems, the poem), raises, and 

the answers it provides, go quite beyond what superficially 

appears to be the bounds of poetry, possessing an ordering and 

clarifying signidcance for every thing, so that the poem is 

'supreme'. the sense of life so real that it continually 

enlarges the understanding of the unknowable, and complete 

reality, unhindered by the prejudice of history (for what was 

and what will be are no more than, and no less than, what ~). 
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The books which immediately follow Contemporaries And 

Snobs and A Survey have behind them the principles established 

there, and implement those principles variously, sometimes in 

ways which seem exceedingly bizarre whenread without the benefit 

of hindsight, sometimes exceedingly clear, frequently developin~ 

new thought-lineSe Thus, A Pamphlet Against Anthologies (1928) 

is straightforward, moving on directly from A Survey; while 

Anarchism Is Not Eaough (1928) is more puzzling in some parts; 

and Experts Are Puzzled (19)0), as the title suggests, more 

puzzling still. But if the principles so far outlined are 

understood, then a general unity of purpose emerges, so that, 

what at first appears enigmatiC, takes on a beautiful clarity 

which both establishes the previous thought and takes it to its 

logical conclusions, ~ adds a great deal more. 

Anarchism Is Not Enough and Experts Are Puzzled, super­

fiCially at least, have several things in common. They both 

consist of fifteen to twenty shortish pieces, some in the form 

of brief essays, some as longer essays, and some are stories. 

There is some prefiguring, it might be said, in the earlier 

book of the later book. though to go any further than saying 

this would be an injustice to the second book, Experts. Both, 

however, begin with an essay which, though it is differently 

aspected in each case, deals with the same elements, elements 

which come directly out of A Survey and Contemporaries And Snobs. 

though whereas there they were tied to the essential subject, 

poetry, here they are released to their general level of impli­

cation. This becomes increaSingly true of Mrs. Jackson's work 

from this point forward. The basis of her thought lies in poetry~ 

but the understanding gained reaches out everywhere to thought­

activity which is not specifically literary, until, as with the 

Epilogue volumes of the mid-1930's, the subjects become supra-
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always with poetry as the standard. 
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The first prose-piece of Anarchism Is Not Enough is 

called 'The Myth'. It deals with the question of history, of 

the accumulative tradition, and the place of the individual as 

acting in opposition to it: 

When the baby is born there is no place to put it: it is 
born, it will in time die, therefore there is no sense in 
enlarging the world by so many miles and minutes for its 
accommodation. A temporary scaffolding is set up for it, 
an altar to ephemerality -- a permanent altar to ephemer­
ality. This altar is the Myth. The object of the Myth 
is to give happiness: to help the baby pretend that what 
is ephemeral is permanent. It does not matter if in the 
course of time he discovers that all is ephemeral: so 
long as he can go on pretending that it is permanent he 
is happy. 

As it is not one baby but all babies which are laid 
upon this altar, it becomes the religious duty of each to 
keep on pretending for the sake of all the others, not for 
himself. Gradually, when the baby grows and learns why 
he has been placed on the altar, he finds that he is not 
particularly interested in carrying on the pretence, that 
happiness and Unhappiness are merely an irregular success­
ion and grouping of moments in him between his birth and 
his death. Yet he continues to support the Myth for 
others' sake, and others continue to support it for his. 
The stronger grows the inward conviction of the futility 
of the Myth, the stronger grows the outward unity and form 
of the Myth. It becomes the universal sense of duty, the 
ethics of abstract neighbourliness. It is the repository 
for whatever one does without knowing why; it makes it­
self the why. Once given this function through universal 
misunderstanding, it persists in its reality with the 
perseverance of a ghost and continues to demand sacrifices. 
It is indifferent what form or system is given to it from 
this period to that, so long as it be given ~ form and ~ 
system by which it may absorb and digest every possible 
activity; and the grown-up babies satisfy it by present­
ing their offerings as systematized parts of a systemat­
ized whole· 

(Anarchism, p.9-10) 

Poetry, she continues, "is essentially not of the Myth": 

It is all the truth it knOWB, that is, it knows nothing. 
It is the art of not living. It has no system, harmony, 
form, public significance or sense of duty. 

(Anarchism,p.l1) 

The Myth, it can be seen, is the 'concrete intelligence' and the 

'ethics' of the Myth is all that goes towards giving it the 

appearance of permanence -- its history, arts, sciences, social 
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structure, codes of behaviour and so on. These protect it from 

the knowledge of its ephemerality, or, as Contemporaries And 

Snobs put it, a life which is "an anarchy whose only order is a 

blind persistence". When the baby is born it is incorporated 

in the Myth and as it grows it readily accepts it as affording 

protection from the knowledge that it is otherwise ephemeral. 

The Myth, Mrs. Jackson continues, "is the art of living"(p.lO), 

the art, that is, of making what is ephemeral seem permanent, 

the human self-protection against the time-spirit. It is so 

secure, so easy, to belong to the Myth, which continues because 

it is not challenged, and so seemingly impossible to s~rug it 

f off, as irrelev nt, in the knowledge that each individual is oi f 
alone with the unknowable. Poetry can succeed because "What-

ever language it uses it makes up as it goes and immediately 

forgets"(p.ll). It finds no comfort in the Myth, in perpetuat-

ing the history and tradition and forms of life, which is to go 

nowhere while seeming to go everywhere, but only in redeeming 

itself from anarchy, making itself not "ephemerally permanent 

but :permanently ephemeral"(p.ll). The Myth is knowledge, 

accumulative and tyrannic knowledge; to be outside the Myth is 

to perceive truth in its immediacy of its being there, vision 

unblinkered by knowledge. 

Experts Are Puzzled begins with the same theme, though 

here the Myth becomes 'the legacy': 

Experts are puzzled by the legacy for the purpose of the 
handing down of which we seem to exist successively and 
respectively. We seem to exist to correct, in proper 
order, the minute derangements caused in the legacy by 
our existence. We on whom it is temporarily bestowed 
find it strange and make it familiar and then find our­
selves strange. The legacy has been handed on and we 
are left behind, strangers of a fixed old age. We stop 
here while the legacy passes on to the eternal puzzle-
ment of experts. .J 

(Experts,p.11) 

The legacy, the Myth, is a greedy animal. We appear to exist 



in order to perpetuate it, ourselves subsidiary to it, 

forgetting that it was invented as a convenience for us. It 

has become so monstrous that we spend all our time in under-

standing it, but when it is understood, we discover that we 
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ourselves are still left to discover, but by then, of course, 

it is rather late and the problem rather larse, so we yield 

our places to others who will continue in the legacy: 

Who are the experts? They are of the legacy, which is 
puzzled in its experts. What is the legacy? It is the 
ever-young continuance of puzzlement, the refuse of a 
fixed old age. We more and more establish its bewildered. 
expert familiarity with itself for the purpose of 
establishing which we seem to exist and are left behind, 
strangers of a fixed old age. For the purpose of being 
left behind we are left behind, disinherited, thank God, 
and not puzzled. 

(Experts, p.14) 

The tragedy is that the true individual self is in 

conflict with the collective-self, the concrete intelligence, 

as the "poet is in single-handed conflict with the time­

community"(Contemporaries,p.16). The individual self, with 

other selves, creates the concrete intelligence as protection 

from the unknowable, the time-spirit, death and destruction, 

but the concrete intelligence comes to appear an all-in-all, 

an absolute, in which its advance, not the self's, is made to 

seem all-important. And so enormous does it become as it feeds 

upon itself that no one thinks to contradict it. It is auto-

matically assumed that the purpose of self is to feed its store 

of increasing knowledge, to be an instrument of it. All the 

knowledge-forms only serve to increase its appetite for more. 

Self, actual self, is left behind, neglected and exposed upon 

the unnatural hillside of the concrete intelligence. For Mrs. 

Jackson, poetry was the means to rescue the self from its 

continual dying agony so that it could face the knowledge-world 

unpuzzled, putting everything in its place from the vantage o~ 

the unextinguishable human self, to recompose the world and let 
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it lie in peace. By seeing the expertness of the experts as 

relative to the human self, each could be placed in order of 

importance with none more important than the self, the poetic 

self, because this e_tailed the clearest sense of life. This, 

as we shall see, required no compendious knowledge, no necessit~ 

to out-expert the experts, only the courage to face and begin 

the work. 

The style or diction of 'The Myth', and the title-piece 

'Experts Are Puzzled', is in both cases deliberately 'loose' 

(the meaning itself being quite compact). Both have, almo~t, 

the air of a myth set down in modern form -- they are almost, 

it could be said, poetic, though the language itself is not 

poetic. A possible reason for this is that the author could 

incorporate more this way than would have been possible in the 

prosaicalness of an essay with all its limitations. Hence it 

is not quite correct to refer to these two pieces, and other 

such pieces in both books, as 'essays'. They are, rather, the 

best way to make statements not tied to the necessity of 

proving themselves, while at the same time being as gentle and 

good-humoured as it is possible to be in the circumstances. 

Perhaps an accurate description of this slightly elusive 

quality is to call it a sense of fun, and it is this which 

permits the statement of each piece to seek all its levels of 

implication. 

In another essay, 'The Corpus', in Anarchism Is Not 

Enough, the same statement is made but this time in straight-

forward essayistic terms, the sense of fun dropped for a 

moment, and the two pieces already quoted, and this essay, 

confirm and reaffirm each other: 

The first condition was chaos. The logical consequence 
of chaos was order. In so far as it derived from chaos 
it was non-conscious, but in so far as it was order, it 
had an increasing tendency to become conscious. It 
therefore may be said to have had a mind of which it 
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was unconscious in its various evolutionary forms until 
the mind developed to a point where it in turn separated 
from order and invented the self. The occasion of the 
self was a stage in the most anarchic evolutionary form, 
man, coeval with the general transformation of chaos into 
a universe. A consciousness of consciousness arose and 
at the same time divided between order, in which mind was 
the spirit of cohesion, and the individual, in whom mind 
was the spirit of separation. In the ensuing opposition 
between these two, order yielded to the individual by 
allowing him to call it a universe, but triumphed over 
him since, by naming it, the individual made the universe 
his society and therefore his religion. Order was the 
natural enemy of the individual mind. To conciliate it 
order appealed to the individual mind for sanction. This 
sanction, the original social contract, was not between 
man and man, but between man and the universe as men, or 
society. Although the sanction was given on the basis of 
natural instinct, or the non-conscious identity of man 
and the universe, society has always claimed authority 
over conscious thought and purpose. In incorporating the 
man it attempts to incorporate the mind and in turn to 
give the mind its sanction through the sanction which it 
first had from the man: it constitutes itself the parent 
past and the mind present memory of it. 

(Anarchism, p.27-28) 

Here, in this first paragraph, is an explanation of the universe 

made without benefit or sanction of either religion or science. 

It at first seems baffling: so much apparent didacticism 

(certainty), so much force of logic. And yet, it is only a 

(brilliant) rationalization of the thought which has preceded 

it. It does not need to be lent authority to possess authority. 

If we break it down a little, perhaps we can see more of what 

she is saying. That the world was chaos in its materialization 

is, I imagine, indisputable, and also that it developed towards 

order (if only by the process of elimination of the weakest). 

Chaos is non-conscious, while order suggest a "tendency" to 

become conscious, which in turn suggests a kind of mind -- not 

a human mind, just a mind -- a mind which is part chaos, part 

order until it separates from order to become self. From this 

self is born humankind. Now humankind is anarchic because it 

is individual self, struggling to assert self and be set free 

from both chaos and order. It is aware of self and aware of 
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chaos and order, and there is naturally an ensuing conflict, 

increased because while it is consciously self it is also 

aware that it is a part of ohaos and a part of resultant order. 

Self (consciousness of consciousness), chaos, order, all part 

of the same thing and yet all separate. Self, which is anar­

chic, is in conflict with order, is moving out of order. If 

it becomes order again it ceases being self, ceases being 

consciousness. The only possibility of removing and resolving 

the conflict between these two is by man's incorporation of 

order (the universe) in the consciousness, but in so doing 

humankind makes the universe its society, and thus sacrifices 

anarchic self because it has returned self to order. Society 

is but the old order with which humankind was, in its origins, 

in a state of conflict. It has proved nothing except the 

superiority of order over consciousness, and this, in the 

progress of civilization, is what it continues to prove, to 

confirm. 

The world, the universe, when we look at it, accords with 

this primary explanation. Whether someone is just different, 

or, like the poet, eccentrically alive, there is a concerted 

attempt by society to incorporate that person, or what that 

person makes, in order to confirm, not the person, but society. 

This only brings humanitytoacontinuous standstill. It can get 

no further than a society which is merely order, so that what 

started to develop, the acute personal sense of self, conscious­

ness itself becoming more and more conscious, more and more 

final, more and more real, is in fact thwarted and frustrated. 

There is no possible advance this way except in the hopeless 

sense of self-perpetuation. The start was made, from chaos 

to order to consciousness -- and there it stopped except as the 

continuing reaffirmation of itself, in social guise, as group 
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consciousness as opposed to self-consciousness. The individual 

mind complete in itself is rare. It is the poetic mind which 

lives in spite of society, not because of it, and its advances 

are deliberately misread by the public which is uneducated by 

criticism into believing that the poem does not really mean 

What it says, that the heart of the poem, its meaning, may be 

ignored in favour of the adornments -- the prettiness, the 

tropes, the pleasing and beguiling imagery. Because this poe tie 

mind is so rare, nthe fiction of a group mind has been maintain_ 

ed to impose the will of the weak-minded upon the strong-minded, 

the myth of common origin being used as the charter of the 

majority"(p.29). 

Both the individual mind and the group mind are engaged 
in a pursuit which may be described as mind-making or, 
simply, truth. The object of group truth is group­
confirmation and perpetuation; while individual truth 
has no object other than discovering itself and involves 
neither proofs nor priests. In order, however, to win 
any acceptance it must translate itself into group truth, 
it must accommodate itself to the fact-curriculum of 
the group. 

(Anarchism,p.)O) 

Here, to put it in the terms of A Survey, can be seen the 

plain reader (the group mind), the modernist poet (the individ-

ual mind which seeks its inspiration and sanction from the 

group mind), and the genuine poet (who is neither the group 

mind nor seeks inspiration and sanction from it, but whO 

posesses a sense of life so real that ~e is continually 

creating new forms of thought). The impossibility of describ­

ing this third, genuine mind, is implied in the following 

passage: 

The occurrence of a supply independent of Corpus demands, 
its possibility of presence, is a question that the social 
limitations of our critical language prevent us from 
raising with any degree of humane intelligibility. 

(Anarchism,p.31) 

It is as a result of this difficulty, the difficulty of 

defining the genuine self, that, I think, the work which follows 
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(leaving to one side the poetry) from Anarchism Is Not Enough 

onwards to the late 19)Os divides into two definable forms or 

modes: the essayistic work, of which an example has just been 

given, and the 'story' pieces, as exemplified in 'The Myth' and 

'Experts Are Puzzled'. So, for example, Anarchism Is Not Enoug~ 

is a combination of straight essays and rather baffling (at 

first) 'stories'. Experts Are Puzzled develops the 'story' 

quality to a point at which it grows bewildering at times, and 

this is further taken up in Mrs. Jackson's collection of stories , 
Progress Of Stories. The essay work, meanwhile, is continued 

in the volumes of Epilogue. The essay mode, which she also 

1 uses in her very large book, The World And Ourselves (19)8) , 

takes the form of what she was later to call 'summary'. The 

'story' mode has the quality of fairy-tale while avoiding its 

whimsy and sentiment, and accumulatively indicates areas of 

experience and reality otherwise unapproachable, critically 

beyond 'humane intelligibility', and yet as £!!! as the reality 

of conventional narrative. Other work, such as the Four Unpost-

ed Letters To Catherine (Paris, 19)0) may fall somewhere between 

the two. 

In the essay 'Jocasta' in Anarchism Is Not Enough, the 

three kinds of mind, the group mind, the mind which is individ-

ual but takes its sanction from the group mind, and the 

independent mind (or it may be useful to use A Survey's terms: 

the plain reader, the modernist poet and the genuine poet), are 

taken a stage further towards definition, though the terms are 

changed. Instead of referring to the three qualities of mind 

as in 'The Corpus' and A Survey, Mrs. Jackson Uses three corres-

1 The World And OurselVes by Laura Riding. Chatto and 
Windus, 1938. "This represents the fourth volume of the 
literary series EpilOgue." See page facing title-page. 
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ponding terms: the collective-real, the individual-real, and 

the unreal. The first, the collective-real, is represented by 
(J.~ 

~ Spengler; the second, the individual-real, by Wyndham 

Lewis; the third, the unreal, is pure self. 

A passage from 'The Corpus' gives a clue to the direction 

of 'Jocasta'. Speaking of the 

majority concrete intelligence 

life, Mrs. Jackson says: 

way in which society as the 
be 

comes toAthe raison d'itre of 

The tyranny by which this majority can enforce its will 
may be either democratic or oligarchic. The only 
difference is that in the first case, provided that the 
democracy is a true democracy (which it very rarely is), 
the group mind is so eff_cient that it acts despotically 

.as __ one man; in the second case the group mind is less 
~/ efi'lcient and, by a process of blind selection, the most 

chafacteristic of the weak-minded become the perverse 
instruments of unity. 

(Anarchism, p.29) 

Spengler represents the true democratic rule, Lewis the 

oligarchic. Or we might say that Spengler represents the 

tyrannic group~mind of collective-realism. while Lewis repres-

ents the modernist snob-mind of the individual-realist. Now, 

Mrs. Jackson's sympathies, to a point, are with Lewis, for at 

least he is all for the individual and is therefore to a degree 

right, whereas Spengler, who as a collectivist is against the 

individual, is clearly wrong: 

To be right is to be incorruptibly individual. To be 
wrong is to be righteously collective. Herr Spengler is 
a collectivist: he believes in the absorption of the 
unreal (right) individual in a collective reality (History 
or Romance) -- by which the individual becomes function­
ally (as opposed to morphologically) really-real. Mr. 
Lewis is an individualist in so far as he is opposed to 
organized functional reality. But he is unable to face 
the final conclusion of individualism: that the 
individual is morphologically as well as functionally 
unreal, and that herein alone (in this double withdrawal 
from both nature and human society, or history) can he be 
right. How does Hr. Lewis come to believe in the morpho­
logical reality of the individual? By devoting himself 
so violently to revealing the sham of historical action 
in art -- the unreality of functional reality -- that he 
creates by implication a real which. since it cannot exist 
in historical romance (society), which is all sham, must 
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exist in non-historical romance (nature). 
(Anarchism, p.4J) 

Spengler is obviously wrong in that as a collectivist he has no 

room for the individual -- a despotic democracy acting as one 

man -- and therefore no possibility of advance. Lewis is 

obviously right in that he attacks what is obviously wrong. 

But the individualism he opposes to Spengler's collectivism is 

based on analogy with nature: man as a free animal as opposed 

to man as a collective species. He is so busy attacking 

Spengleristic tyranny that he cannot see there is a third 

possibility, the individual-unreal, which is attached neither 

to society nor to nature: 

Mr. Lewis attacks the principle which is to Herr Spengler 
the ~ight of his wrong. He attacks the reality of the 
collective-real. But in doing so he opposes to it an 
individual real. The collective-real is man in touch 
with man. The individual-real is man in touch with the 
natural in him, in touch with nature. Neither Herr 
Spengler nor Mr. Lewis dares face the indi vidual-:u-I'H"ea.l: 
both believe in unity and integration, Herr Spengler in 
the unity and integration of history, Mr. Lewis in the 
unity and integration of natural as opposed to historical 
existence. 'I am for the physical world,' Mr. Lewis says. 

(Anarchism,p.44-45) 

What Mrs. Jackson is saying, in this extremely subtle, extremely 

profound essay, is that there are not just two types of reality 

but three, and that it is this third which is all-important. 

The first reality, represented in the work of Spengler, insists 

that mankind is a collective group and that its ultimate goal 

is the perfection of itself, both materially and in living 

harmoniously together. This is wrong because reality cannot 

be lodged in the collective mind, which is capable only of self-

perpetuation, not thought, but only in the individual mind. 

The second reality can see this, and is therefore right, as 

Lewis is right, in opposing to it the individual mind. But 

it, too, is wrong in seeking the unity of mankind. While 

Spengler sees unity as social unity, as man and man, Lewis sees 



unity as natural, instinctive unity, of man with the animal man 

or natural free (anarchic) man. What Lewis would do is replace 

Spengler's system of democracy with his own system of oligarchy. 

Both arrive at their positions through analogy with nature, 

Spengler's as an improvement on the group or 'pack' feature of 

nature, Lewis's as a return to the individual, acting anarchic-

ally but in natural harmony the survival of the fittest. 

These two received notions together form the story of man-

k~d and provide its apparently eternal conflict of democracy 
, I 

versus oligarchy, democratic tyranny versus oligarchic tyrrany, J 
r 

all other political notions, and notions which are not necess-

arily political in the strict sense, being derived from one of 

these two, or an uneasy combination of the two heading for one 

extreme or the other. The individual, that 1s, is e1ther 

collectively-minded or individually-minded, social unity count-

ering natural unity, and natural unity countering social unity. 

Both are the concrete intelligence because both think that unity 

must be served by the individual. Both think of themselves as 

providing ~ way to human perfection, the final reality, the 

absolute. 

Both are wrong. There is a third reality which Mrs. 

Jackson calls unreality because 'reality' has been appropriated 

by the other two, whereas the unreality to which she refers is 

the real reality. This unreality is not based upon an 

equivalence between it and nature, as are the collective-real 

and the individual-real: 

Man, as he becomes more man, becomes less nature. He 
becomes unreal. He loses homogeneity as a species. He 
lives unto himself not as a species but as an individual. 
He 1s lost as far as nature 1s concerned, but as he is 
separated from nature, this does not matter. He is in 
himself, he 1s unreal. he is secure. 

(Anarchism, p.64) 

Spengler believes in analogy with nature. He would "construct 

., 
\ 



by analogy an ideal homogeneity, a history, a reality of time". 

He would not urge a return to nature but, by analogy, would 

construct an ideal nature, removed from nature but parallel to 

it: the history of man is a parallel to the history (evolution) 

of nature. Lewis, perceiving this to be wrong because history, 

unlike nature, has to be invented, formulated, and therefore 

any conclusions drawn from it will be fictional conclusions, 

prefers to return direct to nature to draw his conclusions; 

but Mrs. Jackson writes: 

Analogies of the individual with nature will become less 
and less exact as man becomes more and more removed from 
nature. But it is at any rate true that these analogies 
will hold as long as it will be possible to make them. 
Analogies of the individual with history will, on the 
other hand, become more and more exact, since they are 
invented rather than discovered analogies, analogies 
maintained by a system of representational cohesion. 
Historical analogy thus stands for the tyranny of 
democracy, while physical analogy stands for a Toryish 
anarchy -- the direct communication of a few individuals 
with the physical world without the intervention of the 
symbolic species. 1 think that anarchism is very nice; 
but I do not think that anarchism is enough. 

(Anarchism,p.67-68) 

Thus the concrete intelligence, the tyranny of democracy, more 

and more confirms it. rightness because it is based on a tradit-

ion, a history which it has invented for itself. The more it 

confirms its history, the more right it is. The individual-real, 

by comparison, looks increasingly sloppy and sentimental, hence 

its snobbish attempt, as with modernist poetry, to make itself 

appear more real, more hard-headed, more learned and obscure, 

than the collective-real democracy, otherwise it would be 

counted out. The individual-real is a more tenable position 

than the collective-real in that it recognizes the individual as 

the only important reality possible. But instead of concen-

trating upon nourishing this reality, it attacks what it sees 

as wrong, the collective-real, in the hope of replacing its 

system with another system, equally based upon analogy with 
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nature, equally wrong ('-- replacing democratic historic unity 

with oligarchic natural Unity:') 

The only position relevant to the individual is the 
unreal, and it is relevant because it is not a position 
but the individual himself. The individual-real is 
more indulgent of the individual-unreal than any other 
philosophical position; but this is a disadvantage 
rather than advantage to the unreal, since it actually 
means an encroachment upon, a parody of the unreal by 
the individual-real. It is about this encroachment 
and parody as it takes place in literature that I am 
really concerned. To put it simply, the unreal to me 
is poetry. The individual-real is a sensuous enactment 
of the unreal opposing a sort of personally cultivated 
physical collectivity to the metaphysical mass-cultivated 
collectivity of the collective-real. So the individual 
real is a plagiarizing of the unreal which makes the 
opposition between itself and the collective-real seem 
that of poetic to realistic instead of (as it really is) 
that of superior to inferior realistic; the real, 
personally guaranteed real-stuff to a philosophical, 
mass-magicked real-stuff. The result in literature is a 
realistic poeticizing of prose (Virginia Woolf or any 
'good' writer) that competes with poetry, forcing it to 
make itself more poetic if it would count at all. Thus 
both the 'best' prose and the 'best' poetry are the most 
'poetic'; and make the unreal, mere poetry, look obscure 
and shabby. And what have we, of all this effort? 
Sitwellian connoiseurship in beauty and fashion, adult 
Eliotry proving how individually realistic the childish, 
mass-magicked real-stuff can be if sufficiently documen­
ted, ambitious personal absolutes proving how real their 
unreal is, Steinian and Einsteinian intercourse between 
history and science, Joycean release of man of time in 
man of nature (collective-real in individual-real), 
cultured primitivism, cultured indiVidualism, vulgar 
(revolutionary) collectivism, fastidious (anarchic) 
collectivism -- it is all one: nostalgic, lascivious, 
masculine, Oedipean embrace of the real mother-body by 
the unreal son-mind. 

(Anarchism,p.69-70 ) 

The individual's unique and personal self, which is unreal, 

is grasped by Lewis, but instead of turning his attention to 

that, he manifests it in terms of the real, not a better real 

than Spengler's, only more progressive, more snobbishly 

superior. Instead of consolidating the unreal by insisting 

upon its paramount matter-of-fact truth, he weakens it by 

battening upon its purity and then turning it to other ends, 

ends which are competing in the real world. Like Spengler, he 

is trafficking in the world of factual content, knowledge; the 

"Oedipean embrace of the real mother-body," the true reality, 



by the mind hungry to know it, the "unreal son-mind" which 

refuses to acknowledge that it is unreal. 

And the result of this is 'good' writing, fine writing, 

superior writing, or, if you like, modernistic writing which 

actively destroys any sense of the unreal self. The reader or 

critic 

himself presumably a pattern of reality, experiences a 
shock from meeting another pattern which is commandingly 
different and hypnotizes him into a rearrangement of the 
elements of which he is composed -- the 'esthetic' emot­
ion is here a recombination of personality. 

(Anarchism,p.98) 

This aesthetic overcoming of one personality by another is 

"false and escapist", and exposure to this kind of work results 

in erosion of the unreal pure self. Before such a work, sense 

of real self is destroyed. Instead of leaving the unreal self 

alone, this fine, superior Woolf-Eliot-Joyce writing professes 

a knowledge of it (which is the genuine element in modernist 

writing) but, by embellishment, adornment, trickery. physical 

reality, imagery, it places the unreal firmly back in the real. 

"All this delicacy of style," says Mrs. Jackson, speaking of 

Virginia Woolf's To The Lighthouse, "is the expression of an 

academic but nevertheless vulgar indelicacy of thought, a sort 

of Royal Academy nudeness, a squeamish, fine-writing lifting of 

the curtains of privacy"(p.47). 

The unreal is poetry, which is not concerned with 

attacking the reader's sense of pure reality. It leaves the 

reader alone; it gets on with being what it is and does not 

traffic in reality: 

The material with which an author works is not reality 
but what he is able to disentangle from reality: in 
other words I think the identity is rather of purity 
and unreality. An author must first of all have a sure 
apprehension of what is self in him, what is new, fresh, 
not history, synthesis, reality. In every person there 
is the possibility of a small, pure, new, unreal portion 
which is, without reference to personality in the popular, 
social sense, self. 

(Anarchism,p.96) 



If the author can isolate this unreal self, suspending all 

thought which is entailed in the synthetic real world of the 
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concrete intelligence, then "a 'thing,' a work, occurs, it is 

discharged from the individual, it is self; not ~ self, but 

self"(p.97). And if this thing, this work, is not discharged, 

"it is immediately reabsorbed in that composite accident of 

reality by which he is known to others as a person." 

The experience ••• of a critic confronted with an 'unreal' 
work, would, I believe, be this: if it were a thing of 
pure, isolated self, he could not perceive it except 
with what was pure, isolated self in him. He would be 
forced for the moment to discard what was real in him; 
he might, by means of the thing, succeed in discharging 
self: the operation of the thing on him would have an 
analytic effect separating in him the pure from the 
impure, protecting him for the moment from the 'esthetic 
emotion' with which in fact he generally reacts to every­
thing. 

(Anarchism,p.98) 

The pure self in a work stimulates the pure self of the perceiv­
er. 

'Jocasta' is a long, intricately subtle essay, bringing 

in as incidental evidence authors such as Virginia Woolf, 

Rebecca West (as an example of plain, honest and vulgar 

collective-real writing), Roger Fry, I.A. Richards, Herbert 

Read, as well as covering the significance in modern writing of 

criticism, neo-realism, politics in the general sense, psychol-

ogy and psychoanalysis. Its scope of reference is thus extra-

ordinarily wide and varied. It is beautifully clear, not 

difficult or obscure or generalizing. The tremendous difficulty 

which a reader may experience in reading it is not Mrs. 

Jackson's but the reader's; for such a reader (and I hazard 

that this applies to nearly all readers), standing firmly in 

the time-world of the collective- and individual-real, the 

effort to comprehend the third reality, the pure unreality of 

self, is only accomplished with difficulty unless the reader is 

prepared to let go of the time-world. Old habits die hard, and 
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what is absolutely new takes time to adjust to. In Mrs. 

Jackson's case, though I think it must inevitably come about, 

it may take longer. For what she proposes, though it is new 

in that it has not before been formulated, is as old as man 

himself; but he has protected himself, by conspiring with 

the universe to create the comforting concrete intelligence 

against it, because it involves the huge risk of the unknown, 

new terrors which make old ghosts look like friendly shadows: 

a convulsive movement from the self-verifying known to the 

unknown, to nothing less than truth. 

The unreal self which Mrs. Jackson identified brings 

hoistory to a close. To remain in history amounts to "sterile 

scholasticism": fact piled upon fact, knowledge upon knowledge, 

stretching to infinitYi fact verifying knowledge, knowledge 

verifying history, and history verifying itself. This is the 

real nightmare, if it were but known: the terror in every 

fairy-tale, the shiver of every poem which touches upon it 

the genuine core of any writing which manages to break through, 

however briefly, the horror of the time-spirit. 

But to bring history, time itself, to a close, is not to 

forget that there is a world, and that one is contemporaneous 

with it. What Mrs. Jackson recognized was the essential 

contradiction in the duality of the mind~ On one side stood the 

world, actual reality, and on the othe~ self, unreal pure self. 

The collective-realist and the individual-realist -- indeed, we 

can say with safety now, mankind itself -- see perfection as 

the unreal self merging with or identical with the concrete 

intelligence: self and society as somehow combined in absolute 

unity. Mrs. Jackson broke these two apart and showed the 

(unreal) self as moving away from the world, not towards it, 

seeking perfection in itself. Only in self's perfectedness 
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would reality, the universe, become perfect. Society is only 

nature refined, civilized, brought up to date. Self moves --

if it were allowed, that is -- in a straight line away from 

nature and civilization. The good of the whole depends on its 

good, not it on the good of the whole. Because she was able to 

see clearly the distinction between the two, her work tends to 

fall into the two categories I have described, the one literal 

(essayistic), the other 'storying'. For in this contradictory 

duality of mind, of pure self and world-reality, the one does 

not cancel the other out, nor do the two merge. By recognizing 

the supreme importance of self as a separate energy, deriving 

from the universe but pursuing its own end, ultimate reality, 

she was able to treat of the two separately: self in her 

poetry and stories, the world, in the sense of society, in her 

prose, but shaped and informed by her sense of self. In her 

poetry and stories she took truth as far as she was able, remem-

bering that she later found poetry failed her; while in her 

essays she bestowed a clear order of values on what she saw 

about her by using poetry as the standard for all else. By 

maintaining this duality between self and society, and its 

seeming contradiction, she is able to treat life, life, that is, 

as the "individual's relations with his fellows"(p.118), as 

impersonal, abstract, and not as composed of personalities, 

while life with self could remain pure: 

(Anarchism,p 119) 

••• the unsocial, ascetic concentration of self on self, 
the analytic intensification of personality to a state 
of unreality, makes personality a pure, not diffuse, a 
restrained and completely private activity. Where 
personality was of this nature, all synthetic, public, 
real life would be impersonal and formal -- it would 
have manners for the sake of communicative ease, not 
for the sake of concealing or discovering, or suppress­
ing or standardizing personality. Real life, I mean, as 
an abstract, general life would be happier so than as a 
concrete synthesis of personalities. It would not be a 
source of physical nourishment for personality. t 

I " It -,; 

("\ 



When the duality is confused and mingled there is strife. When 

the duality is maintained and kept distinct there is self and 

the world, separately, with self participating in the world for 

the sake of "communicative ease". 

The reason that poetry could be a standard for all else 

is that the poem embodies an advanced consciousness of life. 

The poem is not reality nor a reflection of reality. If it 

were, it would be synthetic, composing itself of forms which 

already exist -- history. It is analytic, composing itself 

of what is not yet in existence: 

Synthetic entities are imitative, communicative, 
provocative of association: their keynote is organized 
social sanity. Analytic entities are original, disasso­
ciative, and provocative of dissociation: their keynote 
is organized personal insanity. 

(Anarchism,p.115) 

Life with self is the most important human activity, is, indeed, 

the 'being' of human being. Poetry, as an advanced degree of 

self, concentrates itself in this most important of all areas 

of being human, human being, the very area of truth. It is not 

SCience, history or religion, all of which take as the most 

important human area the group consciousness, group SALvation, 

from which each derives its sanction, its authority to operate. 

Poetry needs no such sanction. It requires only the individual 

capable of perceiving truth at its clearest, reducing all 

authority to a status relative to the individual. 

The poem may appear synthetic, that is, sociable, made 

from social custom, because it consists of words, the social 

means of communication. But its apparent socialness is imper-

sonal, abstract, like the formal gestures of dancing, while the 

purity of its meaning is like personal, eccentric walking: 

Now as to poems and reality. A poem is an advanced degree 
of self, as reality is an advanced degree of social life. 
The poem dances the dance of reality, but with such 
perfect artificiality that the dance, from very perfection, 
cancels itself and leaves, as far as reality is concerned, 
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Nothing. But as far as the poem is concerned, Nothing 
is a dancer walking the ruins; character, by the 
ascetic nature of its energy, surviving gesture. This 
ascetism is the creative formality of the poem. Its 
critical formality is its original deadly participation 
in the dance. Where we find no critical formality the 
poem represents diffusion of self in the literary, 
synthetic self of reality; wantonness of gesture; 
sentimental corruption of character; tedious extension 
of reality beyond decent limits of sociality; instead 
of the dance, an orgy of improprieties. Where we find 
only critical formality, there is the same moral laxity, 
but concealed under a squeamish disciplinary veneer; 
the difference between 'romantic' and 'classical' merely. 

(Anarchism,~119-120) 

And this is the difference, we might add, between Mrs. Jackson's 
~, 

poetry and that of mostAif not all,her contemporaries. Yeats's 

'Inisfree' may serve as an example of a poem lacking critical 

formality; Eliot's 'The Waste Land' as one consisting of 

critical formality only. If the "wantonness of gesture" were 

stripped from the first, and the "squeamish disciplinary veneer" 

from the second, in each there may exist the possibility of a 

genuine poem. 



CHAPTER, 

The Puzzled Expert 

Experts Are Puzzled was published by JOnath~n Cape in A./ 

19)0. By this time, the Seizin Press, which Mrs. Jackson with 

the help of Robert Graves had set up in 1927, had begun produc­

ing its beautifully designed books, the first of which, Love As 

Love, Death As Death, a limited edition of Mrs. Jackson's poems, 

appeared in 1928. In the same year that Experts Are Puzzled 

appeared, thr.e other books of her poetry were published: Po.ms: 

A Jokinl Word (Cape); Tw.nty Poe .. Less (Paris: Hours Press); 

and Thoulh Gently (S.izin Press, by then in Deya, Majorca). 

Four Unposted Letters To Cath.rine (Hours Press) was also 

published. 

The emphasis in Mrs. Jackson's work so far has b.en of a 

nature which might be called 'finalistic' in that she waw that 

the human intelligence had arrived at a point of exhaustion, 

and that there was, in merely going on with human intelligence, 

no possibility of .omething new coming into exi.tence. It only 

repeated itself, producing more and more of the .ame, verifying 

it.elf endles.ly. In the continuation of this scheme of things, 

only monotony, .h. saw, was pos.ible, with no apparent movement 

towards a final ord.r of reality except what was implicit in 

the di.integration of everything around her. Ev.rywh.re, it 

must have •••• ed, thinas w.re happ.ning,but in a highly 

disorganized and chaotic fa.hion, a. with moderni.t poetry, 

happening .ith.r in reaction to time (hi.tory) or as a contin-

uation of it. This is the record of the twentieth-century, 

full of movements, of advances and retreats upon differing 

stages of absolutist thought. Mrs. Jackson'. work brings this 
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uncertainty into the 1ight, examines its under1ying causes, and 

shifts it forward. But such a shift necessitates a radica1 

change in thought-direction, a shift outside of time itse1f: a 

comp1ete break with time in order to free herse1f to new 

directions. 

The depth, intensity of feeling and of humour, the 

Visionary qua1ity characteristic of Mrs. Jackson's work so far, 

suggests the possibility of attendant personal strain. It was 

part1y this, perhaps, which 1ed to her fa11 from the first-

f100r window of a house in Hammersmith into the basement, in 

1929, which resu1ted in her breaking her back. It may have 

been as a result of this, too, that she and Robert Graves 

sought a new working-base, trave11ing first to France, to 

stay near Gertrude Stein, and choosing, finally, Deya, Majorca. 

Here a house was built for her and Graves, and she began perhaps 

her most prolific writing-period. 

Evidence of strain and the subsequent release from strain 

might be found in Experts Are Puzzled. 'Mademoiselle Comet', 

for example, manifests an exuberant joy: 

We, then, having complete power, removed all the amuse­
ments that did not amuse us. We were then at least not 
hopelessly not amused. We inculcated in ourselves an 
amusabi1ity not qualified by standards developed from 
amusements that failed to amuse. Our standards, that is, 
were impossibly high. 

(Experts, p.15) 

This piece, when read in isolation without any understanding of 

Mrs. Jackson's work and of its direction, is, to echo the title, 

extreme1y puzz1ing. It is intentiona11y loose in the delineat-

ion of its figures, its meanings, and to place too strict an 

interpretation upon it limits its outward stretch. But if, for 

a moment, Mademoiselle Comet is understood as a figure 

representing the quality of the unreal pointed to in 'Jocasta', 
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that is to say, pure self, self released to truth without the 

encumbrance of time or history or society, then 'Mademoiselle 

Comet' becomes clearer: 

And yet we were not hopeless. We were ascetically 
humorous, in fact. And so when Mademoiselle Comet came 
among us we were somewhat at a loss. For Mademoiselle 
Comet was a really professional entertainer. She came 
from where she came to make us look. 

But Mademoiselle Comet was different. We could not 
help looking. But she more than amused. She was a 
perfect oddity. The fact that she was entertaining had 
no psychological connection with the fact that we were 
watching her. She was a creature pure pleasure. She 
was a phenomenon; whose humorous slant did not sympathet­
ically attack us; being a slant of independence, not 
comedy. Her long bright hair was dead. She could not be 
loved. 

(Experts,p.15-l6 ) 

History, time, society, "her long bright hair", is dead, passed; 

and, it may be, the personality itself, the personal history of 

oneself caught up in time's embrace, is dead. Mademoiselle 

Comet, figuring in a kind of story-myth, is truth, which is 

independent and which, when translated into words, remains 

independent, in that it is not translateable in society's 

terms, both it and its recorder remaining independent of each 

other, the second only the instrument of the first. Mademoiselle 

Comet, like the poem, to use again Mrs.Jackson's words in 

Contemporaries And Snobs, "is supreme, above persons; judging 

rather than judged; keeping criticism at a respectful 

distance" (see above,p.49). Or she might be seen as the "advan-

ced degree of self". 

In 'Mademoiselle Comet' there is a feeling of sheer joy 

mixed with a sense of absolute fun. In a later piece in the 

book, 'Obsession', a sense of the underlying strain shows itself, 

I think: 

I never yesterday as I intended wrote the poem of rage, 
to say wild Laura, her my not corruptible gentleness: 
which is not to change, and cruelly-kindly, as long 8S 
I can last (and them), to make this gift of unchange­
ability to that which changes, this gift of annihilation 
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to make which I take upon myself the pain of permanence 
short permanence, long annihi.lation, short pain, long 
pleasure. 

(Experts,p.95) 

The game which is no game is up, the real business is 
at hand. What real business? Real business is how 
Science says business. The business. What business? Am 
I a mystic? No, I am not a mystic, I am Laura. What 
business? Laura. How can Laura be a business? How can 
she not? Complete obsession. Never before, now at last. 
Until now, delusion of completeness, unavowed delusion. 
Now, complete obsession, avowed completeness, now Laura. 

(Experts,p.I07) 

But, in general, the tendency of Experts Are Puzzled is to 

break beyond strain in seeking to occupy the area of the unreal 

which otherwise, in prose-descriptions of it, is impossible. 

The 'stories' appear fanciful, even unintelligible, but their 

movement is further and further outwards, attempting to take 

the reader, and the author with the reader, to an area of 

experience not generally thought of as actually existing. 

In order to accomplish this, Mrs. Jackson does not use 

the logical procedures of the narrative form, which is tied to 

reality. Her 'stories', that is, are not stories in the tradit-

ional sense. Traditional stories are a re-ordering of reality: 

they make what is large and diffuse (life), compact, knowable, 

by reducing the Bcene to the scope of the story, leaving out 

or merely adumbrating particulars which might slow the pace. 

(James Joyce demonstrates the writer's frustration with reality, 

but in allowing it to disintegrate he is destructive, not 

creating anything new but seeking to show language as the mirror 

of reality as meaningless.) Mrs. Jackson is not attempting to 

capture reality in the accepted sense but to show its limitat-

ions and,at the same time,get beyond it. 

On the dust-wrapper of Experts Are Puzzled appears the 

following description: 
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The title of this book is that of the first of the prose 
pieces of which it is composed. But i~ is a title in ~(~ 
more than this merely formal sense. It is a conclusion 
concerning the fundamental limitations of human intellig­
ence, and this is a book about intelligence. And yet it 
is not a dogmatic conclusion. Indeed, the purpose of the 
book, in so far as so moderate a book may be said to have 
a purpose -- is to see how far an unpuzzled intelligence 
may go without disrespect to experts, and how far it can 
keep within the agreed limitations without violence to 
its obsessions. ~ss Banquett, or the Populating of 
Cosmania, is the most elaborate experiment in gentleaess 
in the book. 

Although the 'stories' of which Experts is mainly composed 

appear, like 'Mademoiselle Comet', to have an air of mythical-

ity, they are in fact complementary to the essays in the same 

way that the essays are complementary to the 'stories'. The 

stories, that is, begin at the level of the essays, enfolding 

in themselves what has been formulated there, but this is then 

shaken loose, so that the stories are able to reach out to seek 

new levels of thought which in essay-form would be unintelli-

gib1e. 

So, in 'Miss Banquett', perhaps the most puzzling of the 

pieces, it can be seen that the first few introductory pages 

are centred in Mrs. Jackson's previous thinking in the various 

books discussed so far. But it is not just a repetition of 

what is found there, rather, it is new advance resulting from 

what is found there: a deeper and, perhaps, more personally 

understood insight. But the force of 'Miss Banquel' lies in c( 
the sense of crisis it creates in the reader: an acute sense 

of discomfort brought on by the rational need to make sense of 

the piece, and the growing knowledge that there is both sense 

and no-sense to be made out of it. The reader may, I think, 

only accompany the author in her exploring, may go so far in 

sense, but wi11 gradua11y discover that intelligence is 1eft 

behind. Towards the end of the piece, the warning is given: 
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Whenever you may conceive this to have taken place, it is 
not then. However you may plot her, she is otherwise. 
She is not anything you think. She is not. She is 
beyond herself, beyond fear, beyond desire, beyond hate 
or love of fear and of desire, beyond hate of love and 
hate, beyond love of hate and love, beyond finality, 
continuously beyond the continuum which was her exper­
ience of finality, and which was Cosmania. How did she 
do this? She did not do this. She is not. No more may 
be said. And even this is false in whatever way you may 
conceive it. Is this not rash? What of beauty? She is 
not. What of beauty? 

(Experts,p.91 ) 

The pace of the words themselves, here, bespeak a sense of 

urgency, and accompanying this, a feeling of exultation, too. 

M1ss Banquett, the heroine of the piece, may be followed 

in her journeying up to a certain point, and then she mOVes 

beyond critical accountability. But where the critical intelli-

gence stops, M1ss Banquett continues, the sense of her, beyond 

story, occupying that portion of the mind which is otherwise 

inaccessible. It may be useful to think of her, perhaps, as 

self located in unreality, in the really real. 

Miss Banquett is on a voyage and is then shipwrecked. 

She undertook the voyage, we are told, "because she was 

beautiful, not for a holiday". In her own world she was known 

to be beautiful, and in that world, to be something, you had to 

be known as that something. When she finds herself cast upon 

an unknown shore, she sets out to inform the inhabitants of her 

beauty, but although she searches for seven days, she finds no-

one. And so she "recasts" her seven days in her mind, perhaps 

in her memory, and creates a world in which to live so that 

the memory of her beauty will not be forgotten: 

And so began the populating of Cosmania by Miss Banquett. 
Everything happened in the most methodical manner 
possible, because this was not the ordering of things 
already existent and disordered, in which case their 
original disorder would have lingered in the violence 
with which it was necessary to impose order; but it was 
such an ordering of things as amounted to a bringing of 
them into existence; it was an arrangement of them not 
according to their existence but rather their non-existen­
ce -- not according to their disorder but rather according 



to how they came into her head. Or, that is, she 
brought them to her instead of herself to them; 
she was beautiful through will not through reality. 

77. 

(Experts, pp.50-51) 

We have already seen something of how the mind may order 

matter, as opposed to matter being allowed to order the mind, 

in Mrs. Jackson's view of the poet as an instrument of the poem 

rather than as the instrument of the concrete intelligence. 

Miss Banquett's procedure is not dissimilar. The order she 

creates is methodical because things are created "according to 

how they came into her head." 

••• From waning memory she squeezed a here and a there. 
There was all uncertainty and disorder. There was 

the world of knowledge, which out of hearsay, or 
uncertainty, made facts, which were gossip reported in 
the language of truth. There was all uncertainty and 
disorder so extreme that it seemed an arrangement of 
certainty and order -- since certainty and order them­
selves were unknown. 

Here was the world of self, that is, the world of 
Miss Banquett, which she made out of fear or uncertainty. 
And there was this difference between the world of self 
and the world of knowledge: that the latter was only an 
endless prolongation of uncertainty, while the former 
was a prolongation of fear of uncertainty. On this 
difference hinges the whole story. 

(Experts, Ppo.51-52) 

Uncertainty is the knowledge-world; fear of uncertainty is a 

step in consciousness beyond the knowledge-world into the 

world of self, the world of (self-created) order which is yet 

frustrated by the fear of uncertainty since certainty "is 

instantaneously without preamble." 

Miss Banquett creates her world in six days and rests on 

the seventh. She creates Earth, orderly growth, Day and Night, 

the planets, birds, fish, plants, animals and humans. Humans 

are created in order to be sensible of her beauty, animals to 

be "dear by innocence of it." 

Miss Banquett'g world was now all around her. The rest 
was leisure to examine it and to find in it prolonged 
proof of her beauty, which was as far as she could go in 
thought. Day and Night, Land and Water and the Heavens -
these were only memory-foundations; and the planted 
things, the swimming things and the flying things were 



78. 

only signs of her pride; and the brute creatures were 
insensible to her beauty; and the things of the seventh 
day were as nothing. These were the implication of her 
beauty. But she had a people, and these were its open 
emphaticness. They were the citizens of her thought, and 
she was to them the thought of their citizenship. And 
she went among them. 

(Experts,pp.54-55) 

It might be here that Miss Banquett is a mixture of reality and 

unreality, human in her reality, inhuman in her desire for 

unreality, in her being, in fact, part unreality. To put it 

another way, she is absolute reality and at the same time she 

is the human desire for absolute reality. For, it must follow, 

if absolute reality exists, as it must if only because humanity 

desires it, then we are part absolute reality itself. Miss 

Banquett might be seen both as absolute reality and the human 

aspect counted a part of absolute reality in its desire for it, 

with no division between pure self and pure reality (except, 

perhaps, man's inability to understand the dualism of the mind). 

Her beauty is absolute reality, her world a reflection of it, 

and she is part of both: her people "were the citizens of her 

thought, and she was to them the thought of their citizenship." 

Miss Banquett then goes among her people, seven kinds, or 

types, in all. The first are naked black people who "represent 

the dark, thoughtless and peaceful side of my beauty." They 

liVe in a world of abundance and do not speak. They will live, 

she tells their priest, whom she has married, as long as they 

are kept by him "bemused by my beauty", which, the priest 

tells her, is as long as she wishes. Then she visits her 

yellow people, who are "somewhat historically sun-bright". 

These represent the "hard, fastidiousness" of her beauty, its 

"selfish but abstract preoccupation with itself." They hate 

each other, and also her, with a "shrewd courtesy". When she 

marries one of them, a "mandarin", the others attack him for 
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being "yellower and sharper and brighter than thent!lelves" which 

was "impossible". 

She then falls asleep to awake alone, with the yellow 

people and their country "removed from her." A change seems to 

occur in her at this point. There is nothing remarkable, she 

insists to herself, in awakening alone: 

For by a god-like effort of will she was indeed alone, 
and by a human phrasing of her state she was alone with 
herself in a world of her own where all was as she 
pleased and therefore in order in no matter what order 
and therefore not remarkable. Here ~ss Banquett has 
supplanted the knowledge of her beauty, which was only 
knowledge, with her beauty itself, which was she -- and 
therefore not remarkable. She had refined her mind from 
the confusing largeness of a world of others to a size 
which permitted her to carry it all in her own head. 
From which it followed that she was in complete control 
of everything in this now smaller compass but more 
manageable verisimilitude. 

(Experts,p.62) 

She has taken the step, it might be said, beyond knowledge of 

(uncertainty of) reality into reality. 

She visits five other groups of people, each progressive-

ly more bizarre, but each, in the description given of them, 

seeming to move mythically and historically forward in time. 

The third group are "cloudy" and she blows amongst them as a 

"monster woman-cloud"; the fourth are tawny-faced people of 

the snow who are always cold; the fifth are authors, "blue in 

the face", and nearest to her in their calling; the sixth are 

white, who number twelve in all; and the seventh are the fire-

people, each one a "fire-self, a burning vegetation." A story 

is related of Miss Banquett's dealings with each of the groups. 

So, the tawny-faced people, all women~are cold, and Miss 

Banquett provides them with bears as mates to keep them warm. 

And when she visits the authors, she bestows upon them prizes of 

coins, on one side of each is Miss Banquett's cypher with the 

legend 'Continuez', and the reverse side left blank: 
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So they were generally fluent but not separately 
conclusive; they did not make hay with Miss Banquett's 
beauty, but on the contrary delayed it in a kind of 
worshipful bad weather which they called their art and 
for which she rewarded them with prize.. And they were 
blue-in-the-face from indefatigable regret, which in 
the extremer stages of suppressed exhaustion was called 
genius. 

(Experts,p.72) 

The good humour of this passage is a key-note of the story as 

a whole. 

Miss Banquett then looks back over what has been achieved 

in her journeys to the seven kinds of people and her creation 

of the world. Having supplanted uncertainty (knowledge) with 

the fear of uncertainty, and this in turn with herself, Miss 

Banquett sees that she has "imagined more certainly than 

knowing", but she has not been able to be her own beauty "more 

certainly than imagining". In fact, by prolonging the "death 

of uncertainty" she has postponed certainty which "is ins tan-

taneously without preamble." She has the knowledge of certain-

ty, that is, but she has also carried w1th her uncertainty, the 

world itself, perhaps, which she has created as testament to 

her beauty. She has not been able completely to separate her-

se~f from her created wor~d, and the on~y way in which she can 

be utterly her beauty is by not being part of it. With this 

realisation upon her, there f0110ws a summarizing passage: 

At these words the air filled with countless images of 
M1ss Banquett, all like and yet a~l different. And the 
likeness between them gradually faded. And the different­
ness between them gradually took a single form, a sameness 
of Miss Banquett that spread destructively through 
Cosmania and eventually to Miss Banquett herself. Then 
power left her, and fear, and desire. The world of 
knowledge, in which she had had beautiful weakness, was 
gone, and now the world of self, too, in which she had 
had beautiful strength, was gone, and there was nothing 
but a simplicity which was Miss Banquett and beauty and 
nothing and nowhere. Her husbands, in whom she had 
married herself to her world, were gone also, with her 
heart, which had been merely the central technicality of 
self-infatuation. The spell was broken. What was Miss 
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Banquett now? 

(Experts, pp. 83-84) 

Several things are happening here. Instead of there being 

a tendency towards sameness, a sympathetic relation between 

everything, everything becomes differentiated, but in this very 

differentness is "single form." This is the third stage of Miss 

Banquett's quest, and must be seen as the final stage. Now she 

is beyond the need to see the reflection of her worth in the 

world of humankind - the first stage. Then came her awakening 

to an awareness of self, the possession of self, though self 

as seen differently in each of her alliances to the various 

groups. Now she examines this self, seeking its true nature, 

its certainty. By noting the "differentness" of each self, as 

each was reflected in the world of Cosmania, and allowing the 

"likeness" to fade away, self's singleness of form emerges. 

A parallel to this might be seen in Mrs. Jackson's own career. 

She too moVes from seeing writing as bound up with society, in 

A Survey of MOdernist Poetry, then as the expression of self in 

poetry, and finally as a movement beyond poetry to a simplicity 

of direct communication which is the telling of self emerging 

through the real discovery of self in which there is certainty. 

Miss Banquett's examination of self makes her see that it is 

the differences in the images of herself which produce the 

individuality and simplicity of true self. In excising the 

images of herself, that is, the reflections of her beauty in 

Cosmania (all the same since it is the same beauty, all different 

since seen from different vantages), and through allowing the 

likeness to disappear and the differentness to focus into single 

form, Miss Banquett is able to lose the part-self produced by 
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conformity. First she comes from the knowledge-world where 

all is uncertainty, though it might have the appearance of 

certainty, and in which all live in a state of uncertainty. 

Then she has fear of uncertainty, which is a movement towards 

desiring certainty, and so she creates Cosmania, which might 

be called the world of fear-of-uncertainty. But uncertainty 

and fear of uncertainty cannot produce certainty which is 

"instantaneously without preamble." The movement into 

certainty destroys everything, even Cosmania, so that Miss 

Banquett is nothing but herself, which is everything and 

nothing, variety and singleness: 

For by a will-less effort of will she was alone, 
alone with alone. Not remarkable, since she was not. 
She was alone ,beautiful , unimaginable, distinct and 
silent -- mind outside her head, nowhere, beauty 
nowhere, nameless, not beautiful Miss Banquett, 
powerless, she was not, powerful, she was not. Inside 
her head, going on, curious: what is Miss Banquett 
now? Seven histories, seven hundred, world of self, 
familiar face beautifUl inside her head: her question. 
Outside her head, her no-answer answer. 

(Experts, p.85) 

There is now, even, no longer certainty "because she was at 

an end" (p.86), and there is only "completeness." To others 

she remains outwardly the same,and inwardly there is memory, 

which is the same, the same Miss Banquett, but also she is 

nowhere, "mind outside her head", beautiful and not beautiful, 

powerless and powerful, each not even a cancellation of the other 

but a mergence. 

What, then, is Miss Banquett? We cannot know exactly 

because she is nothing, that is, everything: 

Where was Miss Banquett? Past others, past herself. 
Not beautiful Miss Banquett. Not an immortal. Great 
danger. Leave her. She i. not. She makes not. She 



perhaps does not laugh. Perfect actress. Perfect 
sincerity. Impossible. Begin another story. She will 
give you only a continuous story's end. She is complete. 
The ball divides: one-half is the ball as large as ever, 
the other is Miss Banquett, whole. She is not. And she 
is complete. Not remarkable, since she is not. But 
illogical. For logic is the patience to tell; and only 
seven histories have been told towards the continuous 
story's end. 

(Experts,p.84) 

Miss Banquett is her beauty. We might call this beauty simply 

'reality', complete reality. But although this might be part 

of the truth, it is not all truth, for the word 'beauty', as 

it is intended, covers a great deal more: the actual desire 

itself of Miss Banquett to be her beauty; the fact that she both 

is and is not her beauty; the uncertainty and the fear of 

uncertainty of her beauty; the memory of her beauty; the 

reflection of her beauty in the world she creates. And much 

else. To tie the story down, dogmatically, to one meaning 

or anothe~ is to do an essential harm to it. Somehow, one must 

allow oneself to become the story, to be carried up with it, 

gently allowing all its meanings to become one. To search for 

specific meaning, meanings, to make the 'story' into a story, 

creates an overwhelming frustration. The story is not assimil-

able in this way. And yet, that something important is happening 

is never beyond doubt. In this, the story wears both a smiling 

and a serious look: 

What is blindness, what is sight? Blindness is not 
seeing, sight is seeing. But sight is also not seeing, 
sight is blindness, sight is seeing not seeing. Miss 
Banquett sees not sees. Or supply a different word. I 
do not mean what men call destiny and women call death. 
I mean particularly Miss Banquett, or particularly 
equally someone. If you say God, this is right, but you 
are wrong. I mean particularly Miss Banquett not Miss 
God, or particularly equally someone. I mean particularly 
seeing not seeing. This does not look, is not beautiful, 



does not show, does not see. It cannot be known, it 
cannot be ignored. I mean particularly Miss Banquett 
seeing not seeing. Or. 

(Experts, pp.90-91) 
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The tone in this passage, and towards the end generally, is 

full of urgency -- an urgency which would repudiate the label 

'mystic'. Mrs. Jackson tries hard to make the reader 'see': I 

(~ y( 
to see, perhaps, that story (fiction) irreperably reduces reality 

to fiction, but that 'story' (Miss Banquett) may be reality as 

long as reality is not reduced. To see, perhaps, that to draw 

upon reality is only to repeat reality in patterns, while to be 

reality, to let it become one, is to move further and further into 

reality. To see, perhaps, that Miss Banquett begins in the world 

and becomes reality, and that this is possible. That one is 

both reality and not reality, and that to sharpen the reality 

in oneself allows one to become reality. To see that someone, 

or anyone, or Miss Banquett is the 'distinction' it is possible 

to draw around reality and therefore is reality: 

An island is all round an island. An island is round 
the outside of an island. From one side of an island 
across to the other is from outside to outside; but 
also from inside to outside;and also ~rom outside to 
inside. From one side of an island across to another 
is from inside to inside. An island is all round the 
inside and outside of an island. And so with open; and 
so with closed; and so with beautiful; and so with not 
beautiful; and so with Miss Banquett; and so with Miss 
Banquett. That is, it is not possible to lie; that is, 
only roundness is possible. Where, then, is distinction? 
Distinction is in the circle which it is possible to draw 
round roundness. Though it is not possible to lie 
because of roundness, it is possible because of roundness 
to draw a circle. What then of the circle? Miss 
Banquett then of the circle. Or particularly equally 
someone. And further? Nothing except, since it is not 
possible to lie; except distinction; is not but Miss 
Banquett is not; is since Miss Banquett; is not is. 
Or you. Or I. Or which. Which circle. This roundness. 

(Experts, p.92) 
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There can be no doubt as to the seriousness of this. (It 

again calls to mind the lines "The rugged black of' anger! 

Has an uncertain smile border./The transition from one kind 

to another ••• " where the subject is also the nature of' 

distinction between "kind and kind".) There may be doubt 

as to its meaning. It appears to mean, to put it into 

different words, that each thing has an identity and the 

identification is to be made by drawing a circle round what-

ever it is. This circle does not change the identity of what 

is within but distinguishes it from other identities, both 

like and unlike. The distinction creates complete identity 

which separates the one thing from the next. To give something 

identity is to recognize its peculiar and particular identity. 

When everything is given identity, each separate in itself, 

then everything is made a part of reality and reality is made 

a part of everything. The important thing is that the 

distinction must be made between one thing and another, and 

it seems to be the function of Miss Banquett ("Or you. Or I") 

to be this distinction, this circle, this roundness. In the 

words of the poem which prefaces Experts Are Puzzled: 

I wish it were possible to speak more decisively. 
But truly I have nothing more to suggest 
Than a more painstaking romance of perception -­
Which would at least remove the need for an apology 
To the world at large and in particular the German nation 
For the failure of a definite programme to appear 
From which to learn what to do next and after. 

(From Automancy by Lilith Outcome) 

(Experts, p.?) 

"A painstaking romance of perception" is one which does not 

reduce human life to a barbaric whole, as the concrete 



intelligence, as Science, does in its attempt to make life 

humanly same, possessed by a unified coherency it does not, 

in reality, possess. There can be no IIdefinite programme" 

reducing all to the level of sameness. 

'~ss Banquett' finishes, or rather does not finish, 

by bringing the story full circle with the entrance of the 

author: 

'Enough, then,' said Miss Banquett. 
left. ' 

'Leave me what is 

'Are you quite sure,' I asked, 'that I have gone far 
enough? ' 

'Yes,' she answered. 'There is nothing more.' 
'It is the end of me,' I said. 
'But of me also,' she answered. 
'But that is different,' I said. 'It is I who stop, 

not you. What afterwards for me?' 
'Afterwards as before. You shall go on where you left 

off. ' 
'Where did I leave off?' 
'Where I began,' she said. 

(Experts, p.9J) 

And so Miss Banquett has preceded the author, and the story's 

continuous end continues with the author making the voyage 
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herself, but with this difference: while Miss Banquett under-

took the voyage "because she was beautiful," the author 

undertakes it "for a holiday." This keeps clear in the reader's 

mind the distinction between fiction and truth, Miss Banquett 

and Mrs Jackson, story and 'story'. 'Miss Banquett'is an 

imaginative thrust ahead until the heroine fills all gaps; 

Mrs Jackson, having to fill the gaps actually and not imag-

inatively, follows her, but differently. 

One experiences, in varying degrees, the s,ame qualities 

of humour, fancy and wonderment which exist in 'Miss Banquett' 

in the whole of Experts Are Puzzled. It is not an easy book. 

One constantly returns to a passage to puzzle over it. It is 



not a book which can be put to one side as finished; its 

meanings seemingly, and even actually, are inexhaustible. 

One senses, in part, knows, in part, fee~in part, the 

book's importance, its position in things of most importance. 

Passages lift themselves up from the page to be confronted, 

as in this, from 'MOlly Barleywater' (pp.21-23), a shortish 

piece: 

I remember the last conversation I had with you. You 
said 'All is variety, and variety at its fullest 
opposes to itself a oneness which, because it is in 
opposition to Variety, is outside of it. We are 
endowed with variety. We may attain oneness.' 'And 
you would add, I suppose,' I suggested, 'that men are 
in variety, women in oneness.' 'Yes,' she said. 
'Variety is the male making, oneness is the female 
consistency of the making. Oneness is the progressive 
suspense that forces the making perpetually to repeat 
itself, arriving at and recoiling again and again from 
oneness. ' 

And a little further on: 

'And what of beauty?' I asked. 'Beauty', she answered, 
'is to truth as hate is to love. In the presence of any 
difficulty of analysis, nbeautiful" springs to the mouth 
ins tead 0 f "true ". ' 

'And what of hate?' I asked. Now MOlly's daughter 
Bamson, a clever bald little girl, had entered the room 
just before I put this question, and so she naturally 
answered it. 'Hate is easily a thing,' she said. 
'MY daughter is very articritical,' MOlly said. 

'A remarkable child,' I commented. 'And what is your 
articritical method?' I asked little Samson herself. 
She replied: 'When I look at something I see all. To 
arrive at an opinion I therefore compare what I look at 
with what I see.' 

One should not, by being distracted by the humour here, miss 

the importance of the point being made by~amson. 

In Progress of stories~ a collection of short stories 

by Mrs. Jackson published five years aft.er the appearance of 

Experts Are Puzzled, she speaks in the Preface of stories as 

being'probable truths which ar. not •• .anstrably true: stories 

are guesswork." 

1 pr~ess of Stories by Laura Ridi ... Deya, Majorca: Seizin Press 
an ndon: Constable.. 1935. 



A story-teller must, like a truth-teller, make 
discoveries. The only difference between them is 
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that the story-teller must let his discoveries remain 
obscure, while the truth-teller must make his discoveries 
plain. I have written these seven stories fthe first 
seven stories of the boo~, then, for the discipline 
which story-telling lays upon one's truth-telling 
instincts. My function as a writer is not story-telling 
but truth-telling: to make things plain. 

(Progress, p.8) 

There is an identification, then, that may be made between 

the aims of stories and the aims of speaking the truth, although 

the two remain separate: one is truth, the other is "probable" 

truth and based on "guesswork". We have seen something of the 

nature of this guesswork in 'Miss Banquett' and have felt 

something of the force of its truth and something of the force 

of its stopping short of truth, or, at least, a certain frust-

ration at its inadequacy in becoming overt truth. The 

difference, I think, between Progress of Stories and Experts 

Are Puzzled is one of serenity: the second is a very active 

book, making daring thrusts at truth, though in a most good-

humoured way; while the first makes a gradual ascent, 

beginning with the most trivial material and ending with 

the most important material. 

Progress Of Stories (which also includes 'Miss Banquett) 

has its material arranged in stages to make it easier for the 

reader to follow. As it says, it is a progress of stories. 

It is divided into five sections, not including the pref8ce: 

'Stories Of Lives' which, as the Preface says, "deals with 

unequivocally unimportant material" and which contains seven 

stories j 'Stories Of Ideas', which "deal with material of 

diluted importance" and containa 'two' '.tories, one of which 

is 'Miss Banquett'j 'Nearly TrUe steries', in which what is 
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said is "indeed the truth except for what is missing" and 

contains four stories; the fourth section contains only one 

story, ' A Crown For Hans AndersOn,' which is a kind of 

waiting period as well as a reward for Hans Anders4n's 

patience; and the fifth is simply entitled 'More Stories.' 

The 'progress' to which the title refers is not of action, 

character or plot, nor even that of ideas in the sense of, 

say, a philosophic movement forward, but quite simply that 

of story -- the quality of story, or the element 'story' in 

stories. As the useful note on the dust-wrapper informs us: 

It is the communication of such a I'ltory-feeling that has 
been the author's object, rather than, merely, to ring 
fictional changes on ordinary events and people. Stories 
are sometimes more than the strange incidents and 
characters that compose them; they represent, more 
essentially, a feeling of curiosity and expectation 
which we must suppress in our daily prearranged lives, 
and which the conventional material of stories satisfies 
only temporarily. The concern has been to clarify this 
feeling progressively, as having an importance on its 
own account -- besides being a means of distraction; 
to show it as a kind of emotional experience of ideas 
and phenomena beyond common intellectual grasp. 

To convey this sense of story, the author begins on a mundane 

level, with simple narrative, characters and plot, but 

gradually moVes to more difficult areas, until, in the third 

section of stories, one is hard put to say quite what is going 

on. Then, there is some considerable relaxation with the 

beautiful 'Hans Anders4n' of the fourth section; and at the 

end come, simply, 'More Stories.' The progression forward, then, 

moves from the straightforward, almost (though never quite) 

conventional narrative base, to stories which give emphasis 
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either to plot or to character but not both at the same time, 

and then to the truly complex 'A Last Lesson In Geography'. 

where there is neither character nor plot to speak of (but 

an abundance of humour), and finally to the last two sections 

which, from the traditional viewpoint, are not 'stories' at 

all but 'story' pure and simple, the author very close to the 

surface -- as it were, storying. 

'Stories Of Lives' is simply that. It works on a 

mundane level of understanding of how people live plainly 

and straightforwardly without romanticizing. So, the first 

story of this section, called 'Socialist Pleasures', tells 

o,f a Socialist father and his daughter Fanny, who is also a 

socialist, and begins with a picnic. Then, Fanny goes to 

university, becomes a professional psychologist in education, 

has her ears pierced, and eventually becomes a dancer. The 

only strangeness in the story is the apparent discrepancy 

between Fanny's being a serious socialist on the one hand, 

and indulging hersel.f in wearing exotic costumes and becoming 

a dancer on the other. It is amusing; it is also a little 

unsettling. But the story makes nothing of significance out 

of these two aspects, relating them in a matter-of-fact way, 

and the reader recognizes the matter-of-fact disparity as 

common enough, but, still, a little unsettling. The other 

stories are equally as amusing and entertaining and equally 

as mundane, though, again, one feels the slight sense of 

paradox in each. 'Daisy And Venison', for example, is a story 

about Daisy, who lives by herself, and Venison, who, without 

invitation or introduction, comes to live with her. Venison 

writes stories and sends them to a publisher with a note 
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explaining: "I am sending you a lot of stories in a dog-

basket. It opens by pressing the lock. Yours respectfully, 

Venison Bride." While Venison writes stories, Daisy, with 

hardly a murmur of complaint, looks after and cares for her, 

until she realises that Venison is wanting to "start something 

new", upon which Daisy leaves the house, leaving Venison some 

money, and grows "into a very economical, very old woman and 

forgot all about Venison." These stories are quite real in 

the sense that they have 'characters', 'action' and are 

recognizably of the world, but they are also quite unreal in 

that they are continually moving away from their base, as 

with Fanny's exotic costumes and dancing, and Daisy's store 

of gold, left in a hole by her father for her welfare. These 

stories are, the author says in the Preface, written for a 

"certain relaxation of hostility in those who read them with 

some previous prejudice against my truth-telling technique." 

One continually waits for things to happen, some incident to 

crystallize into drama, but though something is always on 

the verge of happening, it does so, as it were, off the page, 

indicated rather than spoken, like a conversation among several 

people with what is important lingering under the surface. 

The second set of stories, 'Stories of Ideas', as well 

as Miss Banquett, contains 'Reality As Port Huntlady', which 

is the first of the two. 'Reality As Port Huntlady' continues, 

to a certain extent, where 'Stories of Lives', the first section, 

leaves off, though it is on the whole slightly more unsettling. 

People go to live in Port Huntlady because, so it appears to 

them, it offers something more than their ordinary lives can 

supply, some kind of reality, but, of course, they take their 
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reality with them, and so nothing eVer quite happens in Port 

Huntlady or to themselves. After running through a list of 

things that might have happened to the characters in the story, 

the author concludes: 

So we might go on, were there not perfect understanding 
between us about the futility of trying to give more 
meaning to certain things than they have -- things that 
attach themselves like hollow parasites to the really 
important things and that yet -- can we deny it -- ?, 
interest us perhaps more than the really important things. 
And even because -- can we not admit it here -- they 
demand of us just that sympathy for wasted time that we 
would not otherwise know how to express, unless by 
wasting time ourselves1' 

(Progress, p.159) 

After this follows '~ss Banquett' which, the Preface says, 

"may seem a more poetic, and therefore more flattering 

personification of ourselves than Lady Porthuntlady; but this 

is only because we shaped her when the conversation was in full 

swing, and we were still disappointed that it was not going 

any better." 

In 'Nearly True Stories' occur the most delightful 

stories in the book, of a fairy-tale quality yet which 

constantly turn upon thought at its most wise. In 'A Fairy 

Tale For Older People,' for example, there is Frances Cat, 

who is not necessarily a cat, who finds herself in the forest 

of the Indescribable Witch. She constantly wonders who the 

Indescribable Witch is, but just as constantly forgets to 

wonder. A great many things happen to Frances Cat which are 

both strange and yet not strange within the context of the 

story as a whole. For instance, there is a ball of light and 

golden weather grains, a mirror which is not a mirror, and 

bits of coloured paper which turn into insects. But again and 

again the~ory touches upon areas of thought which make the 

reader conscious that something is happening, areas of thought 



which we have met before in Mrs. Jackson's work: 
I 

O~,if this new world of hers had come about entirely 
through deception, she herself was the deceived one. 

93. 

And how could she deceive herself? Only invalids 
deceived themselves; and she had always enjoyed perfect 
health. And was it, indeed, a new world? There could 
be no doubts about its being a different world, but who 
but herself was responsible for the difference, the 
changing over from that world to this? And wasn't it 
a changing back rather than a changing over? The 
question was, which was the original world, her original 
world, the right world, the real world? She had certain­
ly lived in that world ever since she could remember, 
but was she any-the less alive now, and what was memory? 
Memory Was fear. Yes, it was quite true: in that 
world she had been afraid of something -- death. That 
is why she had lived. Was she dead now? In a way she 
was. What was death? It was being what one really was. 
What was life? It was running away from oneself. It 
was being not quite oneself -- merely humouring certain 
whims. Well, what had been the result of her merely 
humouring certain whims -- what had she been when she 
was being not quite herself? Had. she any whims of her 
own to humour? Well, perhaps she had just one: a whim 
to put thingsaff. And the result had been -- it now 
seemed to her that she had been -- a cat~ 

(Progress, pp.258-9) 

Part of the aim of Progress of Stories is to show that what 

is important is continually deferred, that consciousness of there 

being something of great importance is made to sleep by cont-

inuous preoccupation with the trivial. This is the underlying 

theme behind the first stories in the book which deal with 

'trivial' material: to show that, even where the material is 

trivial, there is a consciousness of there being something 

more. And as the book progresses, this consciousness of there 

being something more is increasingly clarified. The material 

itself, the stuff of which the stories are made, is not 

allowed to overshadow this consciousness. It is allowed to 

keep its essential triviality of SUbject-matter, to which 

Mrs. Jackson devotes careful and detailed attention, so that 

it does not bludgeon the reader's sensibilities. Instead of 

being required to make room in the sensibilities for grand 
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passion, grand tragedy, grand comedy, at which to gasp, 

gape or wonder, the reader is only required to become more 

conscious of consciousness, more aware that there is some-

thing more -- that there is, indeed, the Indescribable Witch: 

For the whole problem of the Indescribable Witch, 
and what a Something is, is really the whole problem: 
"What happens in the end?" You can't get it into your 
heads that in the end nothing happens -- nothing more. 
You keep waiting for a Something, forgetting over and 
over again that it can never be. You die, well enough; 
you become a Nothing. But you can't help hoping that 
a Nothing is really a Something. And so you become a 
Something, since if you are a Nothing you can be what­
ever you like. You become the Indescribable Witch -­
she who knew from the very beginning that in the end 
nothing more happens. Yes, in spite of yourselves you 
will little by little get it into your heads. And so, 
in a way, there!! an end of that. 

(Progress,p.268) 

How to be Something before it is too late is the problem, which 

is no problem if one only looks, not with big eyes, which are 

the eyes of the world, the eyes one is educated into looking 
! 

with, but with small eyes with which Hans Anderstn "saw the " 

different thing": 

The four winds were not sizeless monsters: each was 
no bigger than a man. Nothing of the earth-world was 
any bigger than a man and a man was small. 

(Progress,p.JOJ) 

'A Last Lesson In Geography' takes the reader to the 

core of the book's thematic concern: the principle of story. 

Of all the stories, it at first seems the most strange 

stranger, even, than 'Miss Banquett' in some ways -- and the 

most obdurate in yielding its meaning; but set in the context 

of the whole of Mrs. Jackson's work so far, it clears, and 

the reader becomes aware of a simplicity of humour which is 

overwhelming. Its main character, or figure, is named Tooth, 



who, though only a part of the body, is actually the whole 

of the body -- Nail, Hair, Bone, MOuth, each of which is a 

separate character as' well, though all combine to become 

representative of the figure, man: 

As he LTootq7 did this, he was not only Tooth, but 
Teeth. And the rest of the strong men came up close 
behind: first the Right Hand, then the Left Hand, 
each with its Nails, and, last of all, Hair. They 
joined themselves to him, so that he was not only a 
body, but the body. Every part of the body went with 
another part: Hand went with MOuth, and, since MOuth 
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was only a hollow, there were two Hands -- one to be Hand, 
the other to represent Mouth. And there were Arms and 
Legs, and Stomach and Brain. And as Stomach was only 
a hollow, Brain was also Brains, to represent Stomach. 

(Progress,p.280-1) 

The world, the author explains, is divided into two .~orts of 

people, the weak people, who are numerous, and the strong 

people, who may be numbered, and Tooth is one of the strong 

people. The weak people say that the earth is round, but the 

strong people, though they agree with the weak people for the 

sake of convenience, know that this is not so. Only the sky, 

in which the weak people live, is round: 

Following the sky we could never do more than get back 
to where we started from, for the sky is round. It 
falls in, having no strength of its own. It falls in 
upon the earth -- but that is no reason for calling 
the earth round. What is the sky? The sky is the minds 
of the weak people, those who don't want to go anywhere. 
And the earth is the minds of the strong people. 

(Progress,p.269) 

The weak people are always in "a confused state of mind" 

and because they knew this, and because they didn't like it, 

they said: '''We are poor confused creatures, but this is 

because we are not God, Who alone knows about everything.'" 

(p.274) The weak people, that is, are those who are content, 

who do not ask questions but leave the resolution to the 
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question which they form as human beings to something above 

themselves, or, like the future, beyond themselves. Because 

they were not yet ready to set out anywhere, the strong people 

yielded to the weak people. They were waiting, we are told, 

for a First One: 

And before they could choose a First One it was necessary 
for everyone to be well acquainted with everyone else. 
It was necessary to thrash out all disagreements and 
develop a common point of view about things, so that 
anyone of them might, without discredit to the others, 
become a First One -- it being a matter of expediency 
who was actually chosen. But there Can be difficulties 
which one person is capable of dealing-with better 
than another from accidental advantages of position. 
This is expediency. In expediency there are no petty 
personal consideration~, only the general good. 

(Progress,~271-2) 

And so Tooth is chosen, not for any particular reason other 

than that he is at the right place at the right time: 

Why he should have been the First One, and not someone 
else:-was simply a question of geography. At a certain 
point the earth went straight on. Exactly where this 
point was could only be revealed after all the strong 
people had each taken a fixed position -- any fixed 
position; then one of them wculd find that his position 
moved. 

(Progress,p.272) 

But Tooth does not actually go anywhere, does not move himself, 

but takes advantage of "an energy not his own." That is, 

he is moving but he is not moving himself. It is something 

else that gives him movement, and this something else is the 

energy of "she", who is a spirit. This is the crux of the 

story. Tooth's forward moving-stillness is an energy which 

is hers, not his: 

His motion was still motion. The earth that he was 
moving on waS really flat. It had an end. Its beginn­
ing was the strong people. Its end was an energy not 
his own, nor the energy of any of the other strong 
people. Its end must be a woman. The strong people 
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were all men. The weak people were men and women mixed. 

(Progress,p.27J) 

Tooth's journey is to meet her. She represents, I think, 

the goal mankind desires: ultimate reality. The reason that 

she is a woman (and not a god or goddess, or a snake, or 

Whatever) is that she is,simply, not-man. This being a world 

of wholly male invention, it is natural justice that what he 

desires most but cannot seem to get is woman (as will be 

seen later, though, woman is more than a mere cypher or 

symbol, and carries with her aspects of final reality more 

fundamental than this would suggest.) She embodies "spirit", 

as Tooth, as his name suggests, embodies flesh and blood. As 

one of the strong people, Tooth has always known that there 

is something more than ordinary life, something more to come, 

some end which is not an end,and which continually urges the 

thinking mind forward the "principle of: selection" of: 

Contemporaries And Snobs. Tooth, as one of the strong people, 

always wants to know what there is next, what there is to 

come, and, simply because he can ask this question, there is 

something to come. The weak people do not ask the question: 

There was, in fact, no question. They just said 'God' 
instead of: asking questions, and this was supposed to 
make everything right ~or the moment; and f:or the moment 
it did. The strong people, on the other hand, did ask 
questions; this is what having wills meant. And all 
their questions resolved themselves into one question; 
any particular question amounted to asking "What next?" 
and all the questions resolved themselves into the single 
question, "What last of: all?" 

(Progress,pp.274-5) 

For the weak people, "she did not come into the question", 

whereas f'or the strong people tI.!!!.!, naturally did come into 

the question; for she was last of all." 

This need to question is the principle of: elemental 

story and constitutes the need f:or story, why there is story. 
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Tooth and the strong people do not know that at the end of the 

story is she (though they may sense it), nor do they know 

what the end of the story is. It is not, anyway, quite what 

might be expected: 

"I suppose this is the end of the earth," Tooth said 
in a tone that showed that, no matter how surprised he 
felt at her being there, he felt no surprise at his 
being there. "Yes," she answered placidly, "this is 
where things are done, once and for always. I've done 
all my work already." He looked about sceptically, 
for he could not see any signs of work. It was only 
a place, and an empty place. There wasn't even nature 
there. They were standing on something, but it wasn't 
even rubble. It was plain that he did not take 
seriously the idea of her having done any work. 

(Progress,p.275) 

Man, that is, cannot think that she has anything to do with 

the end of his story. But she is not offended, and tells him 

to stand where she is standing, to look. She then disappears, 

and he finds himself, because of the energy of her disappearance, 

standing where she had been. He does not move, that is, but 

is moved by her energy of disappearance, as, similarly, 

"he had arrived at the end of the earth by the energy of her 

appearance at a point that had previously been, as far as he 

Was concerned, anywhere. "(pp.275-6). This might be put 

another way by saying that it was not until he had noticed 

her that he was able to move: he has the will to move, but 

the energy of movement is hers. Standing where she was, he 

can now see the situation clearly: 

He saw the earth, a point roumwhieh a world had been 
built, a point that was only the beginning of the earth 
but which the weak people had made into a whole -- a 
beginning and an end and therefore a round earth. He 
saw the beginning of the earth and how its end was 
not the same as its beginning, but another point: the 
earth, in fact, was a stretch of time. 

(Progress,p.276) 
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For the weak peop1e, the wor1d is the beginning and end, 1ike 

the concrete inte11igence, and is therefore round. To the 

strong peop1e, the earth is on1y a beginning, the end being 

another point. The earth is on1y a p1ace to set out from -­

"a stretch of time" -- which is, in fact,nowhere or anywhere. 

It is a beginning, merely. The weak people, not realising 

this, take it as an end as we11. The strong peop1e take it 

as a nowhere from which to go to somewhere. The earth is 

"the strong peop1e thelD8e1 ves one after the other, making a 

bridge between nowhere and somewhere -- anywhere."(p.276 ). 

Under this bridge, which is the earth, the strong peop1e, 

and a stretch of time, f10ws water which "was the woman herse1f 

accompanying the strong peop1e from nowhere to somewhere." 

She is, her spirit as energy is, the progress and qua1ity of 

story towards which man advances and for which he is insatiab1y 

hungry, but which he yet postpones. 

As soon as he rea1izes a11 this, Tooth begins to knit 

together as a body a11 the other strong peop1e. He becomes 

Teeth, Nai1s, Hands, Fingers, Hair, Bone, and, fina11y, F1esh. 

The significance of this is that these various parts of the 

body, the strong peop1e,are a11 numbered, they are a known 

quantity, whereas, on the other hand, the weak peop1e are 

not numbered -- the strong people know, that is, who they are 

and may therefore start the j.ourney forward, Because the 

weak peop1e do not know who they are but act as a mass, be1-

ieving themse1ves to be a11 there is apart from God, they are 

content, 1eaving the question oftwhat next'to God or the future, 

and do not understand that there is a journey to make. On1y 

the strong peop1e (who might be thought of as individua11y 



unreal), know that there is yet further to go. Not until 

there are sufficient strong people can the journey be under­

taken, each verifying the other, each showing that there 

is somewhere to go to, so that there is no mistake, or that, 

if there is a mistake, the reason for the mistake is known, 

so that the direction, too, is known, and known to be the 

same direction. As soon as the number of the strong people 
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is known, and the First One has set out and seen the somewhere, 

the rest of the strong people follow to become one body: 

And as the strong people became one body, the body, 
it grew as big as the woman who was a spirit. And she 
was now not only a spirit but the spirit. She was the 
spirit of the body. She was inside the body now, deeper 
than Bone. Apparently the body, under the leadership 
of Tooth, had put its Hands on her, and driven its 
Nails into her, and eaten her! Or rather, she had fed 
herself to the body, carrying out the last condition 
of the humorous love-pact between them. There was 
nothing now but the body, and the spirit deep, deep 
in~side it, deeper inside than Bone. It was she who 
spoke for body as a whole, since Bone was, as a matter 
of fact, quite dumb. 

(Progress,p.282) 

The body driving its Nails into her (tooth and nail!) is 

man's will to get to somewhere somehow; while her feeding 

herself to the body is her ben/ficence, acco~dating herself 

to be the equal of man. As soon as body and spirit are one, 

the earth, which was the bridge the strong people made, 

disappears along with the sky and the weak people, and even 

the strong people, though the body of the strong people stays 

"because the spirit was inside it" (p.283). 

The reason for the name 'Tooth' is that the body has 

the same numberof parts as Teeth, that is, thirty-two. This 

shows the number of the strong people, giving the number of 

strong people concrete identity. But it also divides up 

into the five senses by which the spirit of ~ is known: 

(:l 
! 



But thirty-two was the living length of the body. 
This was the number of the earth, of the will of the 
strong people doubled to its utmost strength. The 
first doubling was the breaking into two of one, which 
was really the numberof her. And there were five 
doublings before the will must fail. For after the 
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fifth doubling fast come the millions; and in the millions 
fast is it zero again, and slowly one again. But five 
was the number of the senses. Five times the body knew 
itself. The body increased through its five knowledges 
from none to thirty-two. Beyond this was the knowledge 
of her, whom the body could not know singly and who 
could not be known but singly. And since the body could 
not know her singly, she came inside it, deep, deep 
inside, to the depth of five; and the body knew her in 
its five knowledges singly. 

(Progress,p.28 3) 

So, through the body, she is sensed in five ways: hearing, 

touching, seeing ("The third knowledge was the seeing of her, 

a spirit like eyes, to see whom is only to see with" (p.284,) , 

then not smell but "the "quick inhalation and exhalation of her", 

and, finally, tasting, "like a spirit swallowed." With the 

knowledge of the fifth sense, she changes from ~ spirit to 

the spirit, not only inside the body but everywhere: 

The body was somewhere, but she was everywhere. It was 
her body, and she went everywhere with it; but at any 
point it was only somewhere, while at any point she was 
everywhere. Alas, the strong people -- she was the 
body now. And this was the beginning of the sixth sense, 
the sense of speech, which the strong people had 
previously enjoyed only as a weakness borrowed from 
the weak people -- a sense suffered rather than enjoyed, 
a sense of the impossible, which in the weak people 
meant stuttering notions of immortality, and in the 
strong people, up to now, only a terrible crying out 
sometimes wi th a pain they didn't feel. Nor was it so 
much the sixth sense as the nth sense -- a sense of 
death. Alas, the strong people -- they were dead 
now. She was the body now and the body had but one 
sense now, the sense of speech. One sense only had 
the body now, and one knowledge: to speak, and to know 
that the words it spoke were only broken meanings of 
the word that she spoke -- even as at any point the 
body was only somewhere, while at any point she was 
everywhere. You ask me, "What is this word?" It is 
a word not to say but to know. It is a word that as a 



number is one in its nth multiple of oneness, or 
none in its oneth multiple of everythingness. 

(Progress,pp.284-5) 
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This is what Tooth has finally achieved. With the five senses 

he has knowledge of the woman-spirit, can sense that there is 

a spirit to know. But only when the knowledge, gained through 

the five senses, reaches its fullest, does the spirit of her 

enter him, and there comes to be a sixth sense, speech --

the speaking of her. This speaking of her is story, is why 

one goes to story, and then another and another. But as yet 

the story is many different stories. There is no word to 

say and hardly a word to know. 

The narrative breaks off at this point and the author 

speaks directly to the reader. "You see," she says, "how 

it is all a matter of the humour of the thing." We have learned 

that the earth is not round, and that nothing is quite so 

inaccurate as numbers: 

But we have got on, have we not? We have allowed the 
stnng people to exist for a certain time (as was our 
object, and as they were destined to), and shown how 
close they came to the truth, in sO perpetuating 
themselves. We have also shown that they could not 
come so close as actually to be the truth. The truth 
is a world which lasts forever, and the strong people 
do certainly exist for a certain time. But to exist fr 
a certain time in a world which lasts for ever can only 
mean to be somewhere -- here or there or there -- in 
it; only she is everywhere in it. And here, we must 
admit, we have gone a little too far in our lesson. 

(Progress,p.286) 

It is impossible, she continues, to say "in so many words how 
we stand": 

We learn to smile at what cannot, for all our delicacy, 
be put into so many words. I suppose we have put it 
into some words; but strictly among ourselves, we know 
that we have not said more than that it is a smiling 
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matter. We only know that the relation between him 
and her is based on a mutual sense of humour. W~annot 
but knOw that a relation exists between them at all; we 
cannot but know this if we know about her. 

(Progress,p.286) 

And we smile, "not quite sure what we are smiling at."(p.287) 

We are smiling, that is, at a shared knowledge which cannot 

quite be put into words: 

But beyond this? To go on smiling, and to feel not 
merely that-;;-do not altogether understand, but that, 
in effect, we do not altogether exist, that, in effect, 
only ~ altogether exists, that only the truth altogether 
knows -- in which we cannot give ourselves a perfect 
lesson, since we as a whole do not altogether exist? 

(Progress,p.287) 

Many years later, in 1965, 'A Last Lesson In Geography' 

was reprinted in Art And Literature, ~, and, loyal to readers 

and to the story, "more of the facts of the story" by then 

having come into her possession, Mrs. Jackson takes the story 

a little further, as though continuing it. Eventually, she 

says, "it became harder and harder to be playful in learning 

the lessons remaining to be learned." All the lessons learned 

were, she discovered, relative to one another, "so that one 

ended up knowing the reality only in part, only in this way 

and that way, never in the whole." The closer the story got 

to reality, the more need there is to know, and "there is 

only one way to know the reality, and that is to be it." 

Now, the She of Us who is such an important 
character in this story was, of course, for all her being 
the Token of the whole in our midst, relative to the 
He of Us who is such an important character of our 
story. The relativeness of the He of Us to the She of 
Us as the Token of the whole, or Messenger of reality, 
is the essence of the story as far as it was taken. 
There was left to tell how it further went, and first 
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as to the obverse relativeness: how, when the He of 
Us at last reacted to the She of Us as the Token of 
the whole (and not as the Token of Himself), and 
accepted reality's Message at Her hand (instead of going 
on being the Messenger of Himself to Himself), She 
gradually became less and less She -- even as He Was 
becoming less and less He. And thereupon She and He 
gradually became I and I, I, I ••• Whereupon, I, I, I, 
I, ••• began to rise to its infinite power We. 

Just when we become We is of one parcel with the 
question, just when one becomes I. It is for You 
which is the same as small letter we -- to give the 
answer. There is only one way to know the reality in 
the whole, and that is to be it, and ... only one way 
to be the reality, and tha~is to speak it. The finish 
of the story must be left for you to tell. 

(Art And Literature,pp.42-J) 

This changes the emphasis of the story. From there being no 

words in the 8tory identifiable with the "word she 8poke" 

(lilt is a word not to say but to know"), in this later view, 

in order to know reality in the whole, the reader is urged to 

be it, and further urged that l the only way to ~ reality 

is to speak it. This is the later position from which The 

Telling came to be written. 
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Chapter 4 

The Final Values 

Experts Are Puzzled, Progress Of Stories and some parts 

of Anarchism Is Not Enough may well leave the reader puzzled. 

That something has been going on is undeniable, but quite 

what that something is cannot be put, seemingly, into so many 

words. There is a tremendous amount of thought, some of which 

is plain when the directions are taken from Mrs. Jackson's 

earlier thought, some of which is new, sitting the reader 

back on his heels to think carefully before continuing, 

some of which is strange, as with 'Miss Banquett', or the 

most 'difficult' of the stories in Progress Of Stories, 'A 

Last Lesson In Geography' (difficult, perhaps, because it is 

the most obdurate in the face of the desire to hurry). But 

one must remember that Mrs. Jackson did not stop there. She 

went on and on trying to bring that something into actuality, 

uncluttering its meaning so that it could be seen. I think 

she achieved a tremendous amount of uncluttering in her stories, 

bringing to the reader consciousness of the presence of a 

reality not generally thought of as existing, and with such 

a good humour that one cannot help smiling with her at the 

sheer simplicity and, at the same time, the sheer complexity 

of what she is saying. But the point of what she was saying 
t\Ot 

couldAbe put in 'so many words' because to put it in so many 

words betokens an end, an end to the story, which is what has 

always been looked for, and, as she made clear through Frances 

Cat, "in the end nothing happens." 
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What becomes clear in what might be called the straight-

forward, more overt prose, which runs side by side with her 

stories and her poems, is that a position has been gained of 

utmost clarity of thought. It is a temptation to try to 

connect the stories and the prose, and, of course, they are 

connected in the sense that they come from the same mind. But 

I think they are connected in what I earlier termed a comple-

mentary sense/in that the one illuminates the other, rather 

than in the sense that one explains the other, or fills in 

the gaps of the other (for there are no gaps, as such, in 

either). The difference between them is one of stance; and 

the sameness is one of subject. As the Preface to Progress 

Of Stories puts it, the subject never changes for there is 

one subject,only, "and it is impossible to change it." The 

difference is that, in the stories, author and reader are 

joined in looking at an unexpected face of reality, while in 

the straightforward prose the author is pointing out the 

nature of reality as it might be seen. 

I am thinking mainly of the four volumes of the large 

magazine, Epilogue: A Critical Summary, which Mrs. Jackson 

edited, with Robert Graves as Assistant Editor (later Associate 

Editor), between 1935 and 1938 1 • These contain in convenient 

form Mrs. Jackson's views on the widest possible number of 

subjects, continuing with and applying rationally the principles 

she formulated in A Survey, Conte~oraries And Snobs, and 

Anarchism Is Not Enough, while also drawing upon her experience 

1 Epilogue: A Criti~al Summary, edited by Laura Riding. 
Deya, Majorca: Seizin Press, and London: Constable, 1935, 
1946, 1937, 1938. The fourth volume was called The World 
And Ourselves and was of book-format, Mrs. Jackson the 
writer, w1th letter-contributions from others. The name 
'Madeleine Vara' ion, Epilogu_e was a p"eudonym of Mrs. Jackson 
(See Appendix,p.; Footnote ~ below). 
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in poetry and stories. The essays range through crime, the 

romantic poets, politics and poetry, philosophy and poetry, 

the nature of reality, God, art and advertising and a great 

deal more. She published much else at this time as well -_ 

a collection of letters with an editorial postscript, several 

novels, another collaborative work (this time with Harry Kemp), 

a translation with Graves, a pamphlet, and the continuing 

poetry -- all of which is important. But the Epilogue 

volumes, in their compass and overt nature, provide sufficient 

focus for study in understanding most, if not all, of her 

thinking to that point, around 1940, when she saw that she had 

gone as far as she could with poetry, and that to go on meant 

leaving it behind. 

Epilogue was a thick, hard-cover magazine of poems, 

essays, stories, hOmilefrtic studies, criticism and art. In U 

this format there were three volumes; the fourth, The World 

And Ourselves, was a special "inquiry into the state of the 

world today in relation to ourselves", as the introductory 

note tells us, and was published in 1938. There was to be 

a fifth Volume but this did not appear, and Mrs. Jackson 

returned to America in 1939, Graves and Alan Hodge, a 

contributor to Epilogue, going with her to assist her in 

the writing of a book on language. (They not long after 

returned and began work on a book of their own, The Reader Over 

Your Shoulder, which was published in 1943.) Mrs. Jackson 

not only edited Epilogue but contributed to it massively. 

For example, in the first volume, leaving aside poems, while 

the other contributors averaged two essays each, out of 
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fourteen articles, she actually wrote six, either under her 

own name or that of her pseudonym (Madeleine Vara) , and had 

the greater part in co-authorship in another two. Her 

contributions to the next two volumes increase, if anything. 

But not only this, her role as editor was crucial, as the 

'Preliminaries' to the first volume indicate, and involved 

her in a great deal of editorial writing-activity, not merely 

in terms of proof-reading of corrections but in direct assist-

ance given to contributors: 

No one should merely 'submit' material to us: we are 
not interested in writing which is sent to us because 
its author would like to see it in print. Contributions 
must be the result of collaborative arrangement. Our 
activity is collaborative, and there can be no collab­
oration without an adjustment of interest to a central 
theme. 

(EpilOgue !, p.4) 

The marks of this co18boration are everywhere evident, 

unmistakably, in the ideas of the various contributors. Their 

work remains their own, but their prose inexorably moves 

towards Mrs. Jackson's "central theme", either collaboratively, 

or in footnotes, or in direct editorial guidance. Other 'direct' 

material, such as stories, poems, paintings, photographs, is 

reproduced only if it accords with the central theme. 

This central theme is given in the sentence which 

immediately folloW8 the quotation above: 

Our central theme is a time-surviving truth, and a final 
unity of values in this truth. 

In the last paragraph of 'Preliminaries'(p.5), this is 

extended: 

We do not expound opinions but report, besides what has 
happened (been thought), a single event possible after 



109. 

everything has happened: a determination of values. 
And we are not 'literary' except in that we regard 
words as the most authoritative indexes of value, 
since they are at once the most specific and the most 
sensitive instruments of thought; we have no professional 
prejudice in favour of words as an aesthetic medium. 
In deciding on any text offered to us we shall be concerned 
not with its 'literary' merits but with its active 
sensitiveness to value. What is value? We do not say 
that this or that is value; we do not hold an opinion 
about value. An opinion is a special view defensively 
held against other views. We have no special view. 
We affirm only the existence of value. We affirm a 
necessary final law of relation; and in saying that we 
affirm it we mean that it is a law in immediate effect 
rather than a law we should like to be brought into 
effect. We affirm a consciousness of the immediate 
effectiveness of value, as the consciousness of an 
event. And our purpose is to create in others a cog­
nizance, if not a consciousness, of this event; to rel-
ease it to all its implications, and thus to achieve 
what has never yet been achieved and could not be 
achieved until now -- a vivid reality of thought. 

(Epilogue 1, p.5) 

It could not be achieved until now, since history had not 

exhausted itself until now. Now, history was over. People 

might continue to live in history, might continue to feed the 

voracious appetite of history in its guise of being society; 

but as such, people were living historically; they were not 

in reality alive. All that was left to do now was to order 

and give values to history, to make a 'critical summary' of 

it, and reduce its clutter, and in doing so achieve "a vivid 

reality of thought." This was no longer a specifically 

'literary' concern. ~l through Mrs. Jackson's work the tend-

ency Was to become extra-literary, so that what she said on 

poetry, both generally and in the contemporary setting, was 

relevant not to itself alone but to the widest contexts of 

the processes of thought. Poetry was not merely 'poetry' 

but the acutest 'sense' of life, thought at its highest degree 

of consciousness; and what was true of whathad happened in 
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is a governing standard: the human desire to know truth 
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fully. What she said of poetry and its historical subservience 

to the plain reader was equally true of any other functioning 

of the human mind, whether science, religion, philosophy, 

art or whatever, with this difference: that poetry was 

continually in a state of conflict between serving the plain 

reader, who in his person represents the concrete intelligence, 

and serving itself, that is, its desire to free itself from 

the concrete intelligence and move into truth. It does not 

matter for the moment whether that is achievable -- that is 

the desire. Other human pursuits do not have this desire. 

Their only desire is to serve man or, as in religion, to 

help man to serVe man by serving God. Their authority derives 

from society, and they are given that authority only as long 

as they can be seen to serve society. When something attacks 

society, as poetry, genuine poetry, does, it is immediately 

made to conform or disappear, or it is 'tidied up', as 

successive editors 'tidied up' Shakespeare, so that it is made 

acceptable. Poetry in this sense is not a 'literary' standard 

but the final standard by which to measure all other standards. 

This is the function of poetry in Epilogue. Sometimes in an 

essay it is not ostensibly present, but the principal governing 

standard determining the values of any given essay-subject is 

derived from Mrs. Jackson's understanding of poetry. 

Poetry is not 'literary.' Literature is literary, a 

continuance of the tradition of literature. Poetry is not a 

continuance but an abrupt, unauthorized new beginning every 
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time a poem is written. Most writing is literary, written 

from the bowels of the literary tradition in order to justify 

its continuance. It may be collective-real or individual-real, 

but either way the reality is that of the group, of confirming 

the existence of the group. It can get no further than 

either flattering the group that it is all vulgarly, romantical~~ 

together, or that it is all romantically, aristocratically 

together -- as long as the reader can identify with it, it 

doesn't matter (which is no more than to say that as long as 

it is literature it doesn't matter.) Poetry isn't literature 

and it does matter. Genuine poetry matters so much that, 

because it cannot be beaten into submission, it is ignored. 

Poetry is words, the "most authoritative indexes of value." 

It does not rely on literature or society for its inspiration 

but on the personal integrity of the poet to recognize 

truth and allow it to take shape on the page with as little 

interference as possible. Truth in the poem is the truth of 

the world as it actually~, not as it was -- 'as it was' 

is literature. 

The point is succinctly made in the second essay in 

1 Epilogue 1, 'Poems and Poets' : 

Question -- Will you now redefine the notion of 
poetry and the notion of criticism you have been jointly 
developing here in a way to show how the notion of 
judgement is divided between them; and whether judgement 
is to be understood as a peculiar property of poetry, 
or of criticism. And will you clarify the difference 
between tha raation of the critic, and that of the poet, 
to poetry? 

Answer -- Poetry is the only absolute to which 
comparative reference can be made; the only absolute 

1 The questions were not put to Mrs. Jackson by a particular 
person, though a note in parenthesis at the end of the 
essay says: "Some of the problems dealt with in this 
study were originally SUggested by Mr. J. Bronowski in 
priVate correspondence. II (p.156.) 
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comparison, the unique standard governing likeness. 
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When a person says 'I like that,' he is using the notion 
of poetry as a sentimental model: the thing has likeness 
-- it belongs somewhere within a range of interest 
centred in himself. The notion of poetry is the notion 
of an implicit identity of all distinctions in a final 
standard of relation. That which does not imply standard 
can have no reality as distinction: it is freakish. 
Judgement is the force of interest with which the pole 
of identity is magnetized. By means of judgement, 
the difference is endowed with coherence; judgement is 
at once the agent of unity and of diversity. 

(EpilOgue 1,pp.151-2) 

The poem is a recognition of a final standard of relation of 

which the poet is the medium. Sensing, in the initial 'insp-

iration', an energy which presses to come into being, the poet, 

free of the impurities of dogma, allows the poem to form, 

withdrawing himself as much as possible. The resulting poem 

is an utterly new perception written in direct recognition 

and antiCipation of there being a final absolute truth where 

all is resolved: poetry. Poems are written facing towards 

poetry. They "anticipate (use as cause), in the formal human 

instances, the final event into which poetry accumulates through 

literary postponement": 

Poetry, the ideal end of the literary continuum, ~ an 
end; that is, it must happen otherwise than merely as 
poems, which are the temporal rendering of poetry. 
This explanation employs the idea of immediacy in a 
way that avoids possibilities of falsification: to 
describe actual finality. 

(EpilOgue 1,p.150) 

Mrs. Jackson saw poetry as unique in its extraordinary promise 

of a final standard of relation, its being the final standard 

in its being the highest possible standard and the most free 

motivation towards truth possible to humanity. Because the 

poet could recognize the urgency of final relation and give 
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it form in the poem, in its final form as poetry, this must 

be the standard by which to give positive coherency (values) 

to thought. In establishing these values there would be a 

"vivid reality of thought". 

In 'Preliminaries' Mrs. Jackson sets out the principles 

which guide Epilogue towards a vivid reality of thought. The 

writing in Epilogue begins where there is most confusion: 

ideas. Ideas, she explains, are emotionally based and guided 

by historical ends, unlike wisdom, which is not emotionally 

determined but which might be called "recognitions of truth." 

An idea is a short-cut in thought motivated by historical 
ends; however reasonable it may seen, it obscures truth 
because it expresses only that part of it which it is 
at the moment convenient to know. Ideas, though elements 
of thought, whose function it is to discover truth, 
pervert truth in expressing it; the sum of ideas is not 
wisdom but confusion. Ideas can be only historically 
true, by their subservience to historical ends. We 
must be aware of these ends in defining ideas. for it 
is as agents of history. not of truth, that they have 
reality: as agents of truth they have an equivocal 
reality. Thus we can clarify a standard of reality 
by making thought seek its level in the range from 
historical to absolute reality. 

(Epilogue 1, p.1) 

These are the principles which govern and determine the direction 

of Mrs. Jackson's first essay. 'The Idea Of God'. in Epilogue 1, 

and examination of that helps to understand what she means. 

The essay begins with eight questions put by an Epilogue 

contributor, Thomas Matthews. who begins with the most obvious 

question. "Does God exist?". His other questions include: 

"What is God's relation to Man? Does the Devil exist? When 

men say they 'know' God, 'see' God, 'serve' God, what do they 

mean?" The historically conscious mind 'WOuld, perhaps, turn 

to biblical exegesis, or, to the conviction that the world is 

l 
J 
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so 'wonderful' something must have created it, or even, 

perhaps, the converse. All three types of response would be 

historically based and would be expressed in terms of what it 

is 'convenient to know' at the time. Mrs. Jackson answers 

the question in terms of its elementals: 

'God' is the name given to the most 'important' human 
idea. In English, as in other languages, the original 
sense of the word is obscure. But the character of the 
name is the same in all languages: it is a question. 
'God' is the question 'Is there something more important 
than, something besides, Man?' Man would like to feel 
self-sufficient, yet he feels dependent. 'God' states 
the discrepancy between what man would like to feel 
about himself and what he actually feels; but equally 
it represents his attempt to make a compromise between 
what he would like to feel and what he actually feels. 
In 'God' he chooses those meanings for the 'something 
else' which interfere least with what he would like to 
feel about himself. Man says to himself 'I like 
feeling the lord of my world, and yet I cannot help 
feeling that it is not altogether my world.' He feels 
that there is something else, but he does not know it'. 
To know something one must identify oneself with:rt; 
and the result of identifying oneself with it is the 
discovery of one's precise relation to it. Man has a 
repugnance toward knowing what he cannot possess. He 
cannot possess the something else; therefore he does not 
kno~t. He places the something else at a distance where 
it cannot offend his feelings. He does not try to know 
it, only to understand it -- to know it with his feelings. 
But in making this removal a sense of guilt remains. 
Perhaps he has done something untrue something which 
will ultimately be held against him? 

(Epilogue 1,p.6-7) 

This does not question the assumption that God exists or 

argue with the traditionally received notion of God. What 

it seeks is the value of 'God' to man. 'God' is in inverted 

commas because Mrs. Jackson is not assuming actual God to exist 

or not exist but as a reality in the mind. 'God' is, as a word, 

an authoritative index of value. 

Man propitiates the something else, 'God', by placing it 

at a distance and seeking to understand it, not by identifying 

himself with it, and thus removes from himself the sense of 
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'discrepancy', the fault lying not so much in him as in it. 

Mrs. Jackson then moves logically if startlingly to the point 

that woman signifies the same discrepancy: 

Woman is something other than man. She is the contra­
dictory being by whom man attempts both to identify himsel~ 
with the something else, and to exorcise it; and she 
apparently yields to the contradiction. But she is not 
in herself contradictory; she is the answer to man's 
contradictory behaviour towards the something else, which 
is both insulting and propitiatory. She is the answer 
to the question 'Does God exist?' 

Man's behaviour, that is, towards the something else is a con-

tradictory mixture of propitiation and the desire not to know 

it, not to identify himself with it, placing it outside himself 

so that it does not interfere with his sense of lordship. 

His behaviour towards women is the same: 

Man does not willingly think about woman; when he does, 
the result is either obscene (irreverent) or sentimental 
(guilty). He interprets her behaviour either as endear­
inly submissive complaisance or as devilishly inhuman 
caprice. But man's most constant conclusion about woman 
is that she is something not to be understood. 

(~ilogue l,P.7) 

Man, in order to exist comfortably with woman, must treat her 

both obscenely, as an object for his sexual intentions and 

1 sentimentally, as a culturally depicted mystery. She is 

familiar to him in sex and he sentimentally familiarizes himself 

1 For a fuller discussion of the man-woman relation, see 
'The Damned Thing', Anarchism Is Not Enough,pp.187-208 
where man is seen as sexually subjectively engrossed: 
"Man himself is unreal. On woman he gets physical reality. 
She is his nature, the realistic enlargement of his own 
small sexual apparatus. She is the morphological supple­
ment of his phallus." (p.200) And: "The male mind is 
conventional because the male body is a mere convention. 
The female body is unconventional because it is individ­
ualistic: man gets somewhat socially and vaguely just 
children, woman gets personally and precisely ~ child. 
The female mind is therefore unconventional because it 
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with her in marriage, social intimacy, art, while she is also 

something not himself and therefore treated as trivial, 

intuitive, capricious, weak. He does not see that she is not 

a great artist, philosopher, scientist simply because these 

inventions are ~, not hers. Man's behaviour towards woman 

is the same as his behaviour towards God, and she therefore 

provides the answer to the question 'Does God exist?' She 

lI conl!ltitutel!l for man complete experience." (p.15) 

This il!l not to identify woman with God. God remains 

outl!lide of man as the something else of which he is afraid, 

eluding final comprehension. Woman provides the same focul!l 

for thought for man in that she il!l also a mystery, also not 

himself, and is therefore the provider of complete experience. 

Man cannot accomplish this, however, unless and until he ceases 

to be a subjective being, stops attempting to underl!ltand 

subjectively,and begins to understand objectively instead. 

Mrs. Jackson explains this in terms of feeling. There are, 

8he say8, two kind8 of feeling: subjective feeling where man 
ah 

feels convinced of something, as muc~~to say , I feel this or 

that', and objective feeli~where what is felt is outside man, 

beyond his subjective control, so that he is affected strongly 

by it without knowing what it is or being able to incorporate 

it in hil!l understanding. Objective feeling is a threat to man's 

sense of being totally real. Whatever man does he cannot hide 

from himself that there is something else, something which 

is individualistic, that is, because woman is physically 
an individual to a degree which man is not. Therefore 
man is intellectual, woman is intuitional: man is 
unconquerable monotony, woman conquerable variety" 

(p.207) 

'r' 
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is not him, and this is manifest to him in the person of woman 

as well as God. He cannot tolerate the objective fact of 

woman but must try to make her a subjective fact. But the 

most he can do is to treat her obscenely, as merely a lesser 

part of himself, and,with mystical reverence,as an accessible 

something else, as in propitiation God is accessible. 

Because man cultivates subjective feeling at the expense 

of objective feeling to the total suppression of the objective, 

he cannot be more than himself, more than the total sum of 

his subjective mind. This denial of anything but himself is 

the ultimate futility/but he cannot see a way out of it. For 

the futility to stop, and for man to be more than himself, 

his subjectivity must be replaced by objectivity: 

The subjective and the objective cannot exist relatedly 
in the same subjective period of the human mind: the 
objective cannot be incorporated in the subjective. 
But when the mind stops the objective succeeds; and 
only through the objective can the subjective be ordered 
and determined. In feeling objectively man is admitting 
the something else; and when the admission is made by 
him, in his highest degree of self-consciousness, at 
his limit of subjective power, he is saved from the 
suicidalism of mere consciousness, mere life as an end 
in itself. In stopping he is asking a question about 
himself instead of making affirmations; he is asking 
a question about his affirmations. Primitive man's 
personal existence was a dumb question. He required 
no answer because he made no challenging affirmations 
about what he must not want, must not do. Civilized 
man's personal existence consists of challenging affirm­
ations. And the civilized state of the mind is one of 
futile imaginariness unless it admits an end of 
consciousness: unless it anticipates a state in which 
the very affirmations of man's consciousness become a 
question seeking an answer. 

(EpilOgue 1, ~16-17) 

To get beyond the futility of himself man must stop attempting 

to incorporate the something else (everything which is not man) 

in his understanding. What is behind this attempt is the t , 
f 
1 
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desire to be the something else as well as himself, to be 

everything, all things. This desire is rooted in the knowledge 

that he is not everything, that there is something else. Man's 

egoistic despair is that he cannot tolerate the knowledge that 

there exists anything separate from himeelf: that he and he 

alone must be the lord of the universe. 

This is impossible, and woman is the impossibility which 

confronts man. No matter which way he turns he cannot get 

round her. Whether he views her as obscene or sentimental, 

he cannot escape the conclusion that she is there, like God, 

part of himself and yet different from himself: 

Woman constitutes for man complete experience. In her 
the two kinds of feeling are provided for and they may 
operate without interference one by the other. She 
yields to subjective feeling, but in so doing defends 
against human understanding that aspect of her which 
is accessible only to objective feeling. But the more 
intelligent man becomes, the more repugnant does 
objective, non-intelligent feeling become: the more 
insistently does he interpret woman as an element of 
himself, entirely adaptable to his understanding. 

(EpilOgue 1, p.15) 

Man sees this objective quality. in woman as a mystery, whether 

as a flaw or as a strength, and through his reverence for her 

he believes he can identify himself with the something else. 

This is why modern literature is "womanish" mysticism which 

is "most naively propagandized by D. H. Lawrence, and most 

cynically by James Joyce" (p.23). But woman is not accessible 

in this subjective way. She remains different, a source of 

constant irritation to man's self-preoccupation: 

Women are not really comfortable in wearing human person­
ality. They may feel all the human sympathies, be 
humanly knowing and efficient -- but they do not feel 
comfortable. No matter how actively they assume tradit­
ional male roles, they are always something 'different': 
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they are women. And, indeed, they only feel comfortable 
as something different. They were able to endure 
historical nullity as human forces because they were 
not human forces. The cloak of benevolent complaisance 
was a disguise under which they could always feel 
privately 'different', comfortable, fundamentally unreal 
in what they were 'doing' from the human point of view. 

(Epilogue 1, p.2J) 

The only way for man to cease from futility is to desist from 

subjective pre-occupation and relate himself objectively to 

the something else. Primitive man was a part of the mystery. 

Everything he did to sustain himself in life was accompanied 

by an act of propitiation. He could be subjective towards it, 

in that it provided him with the wherewithal to live, and 

objective in that he did not try to make it his own. Practic­

ality and propitiation were one and the same. But as he grew 

more civilized, so he placed the something else at a distance 

from himself and called it 'God'. Ambitiously, he "cleared 

a time-line of progress for his consciousness" (p.8). By 

calling the mystery 'God', he both freed himself from it and 

yet kept it where it was humanly amenable. The more civilized 

his advance, the further he placed God from himself and the 

more he felt he had conquered the ~Btery: subjectively man 

could dupe himself into the belief that there neVer had been 

a mystery other than himself. But he never quite succeeded, 

for there was always that irritating source of otherness, 

woman, the direct challenge which he could only Beek to nullify 

by obscenity and reverence. To see God, therefore, man need 

only see woman, who constitutes for man "complete experience." 

The historical progress of mankind is based on the dis-

tinction man makes between himself and the something else. 

The distinction, which Mrs. Jackson calls the "first distinction" 

(p.J9), is his emotional attitude towards whatever is not 
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himself. Whatever is not himself contains the something else, 

and in order to conquer it man places it in his understanding 

in the attempt to make himself free of it, independent of it, 

50 that eventually he sees nothing else but himself. He does 

not realise that freeing himself from it will not make it 

disappear: he will always know vaguely of its existence, he 

rill always want to be it, to possess the final "vivid reality 

of thought." But instead of being it, which is both himself 

and not himself, man continues in the subjectively chosen 

direction away from it, seemingly more and more free, being 

more and more all the mystery there is. He refuses to see 

that the something else will not go away, that he is not 

independent of it, and that his only possible relation with 

it is one of identity, permitting, as it were, himself to be 

it and it to be himself. He cannot understand, because he is 

subjective and not objective, that it has something to say to 

him as well as he to it, and that the saying is the same (for 

there is only one subject.) If he were able to do this, he 

would mOVe into final truth, for the first distinction forced 

on man is "the irritating quantitative distinction between 

himself and what is not himself", and therefore the final 

distinction must be the creation of order out of this, must 

bring into being a total reconciliation: 

And the final distinction must be an ordering, standard­
izing distinction -- the first distinction as that which 
obtains ultimately and to which other distinctions must 
relate. But if man's first distinction is translated 
into the sentimental possibility of being different from 
himself, quantitatively greater, 'better', freer from 
his given limitations, then he is his own finality --
a tragic or comic finality according to the duration he 
so conceives himself to enjoy; and the secondary 
distinctions of his consciousness degenerate into 



121. 

tragic or comic jargon. Thus contemporary humanistic 
finalities move either in the comic or tragic direction. 
The comic and the tragic both express man's temptation 
to assert himself as finality: either because, any 
other finality escaping him, he feels that he must round 
out the human drama with a mock-finality, or because 
he feels that if he does not assert himself as finality, 
another kind of finality will cut short his egotistic 
fancies -- as the contemporary tragic mood is one of 
egotistic suicidalism. 

(Epilogue 1, p.J9-40) 

The governing principle behind 'The Idea Of God' is the 

knowledge attained by Mrs. Jackson in her study of poetry. In 

order for man to be objective he must be free of the constraints 

of history, and of the society which history creates, as well 

as free of himself. For history, society, is only himself writ 

large as a group protection from the something else and, at 

the same time, an assertion of himself as the only mystery there 

is: a brutal denial that there is anything but himself. But 

man has reached a stage of exhaustion with himself. He is 

stuck on the stage with no more lines to say while the audience 

still expects something more. To get off the stage he must 

see the falsity of his position, and that all the lines worth 

saying have been said. To go on repeating the old theme is 

to move nowhere. To give the old lines a new twist is only 

to be comic or tragic. The only way for him to bring about 

a reconciliation between himself and that which is not himself, 

that which seems beyond him, is to throw off his protective 

mantle and step forward purely as himself, not enjoined in 

the false protective reality of the past but enjoined in the 

immediate reality which is the final reality sitting in 

judgement upon him, waiting for him to come of age. That he 

must come of age is inevitable, for this is the one possible 
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direction of the first distinction (the emotional attitude 

centred in the difference between man and the something else.) 

As Mrs. Jackson said in Experts Are Puzzled, variety opposes 

to itself oneness: "We are endowed with variety. We may 

attain oneness." 

That poetry in Epilogue is the practical standard by 

which other subjects might be related is also obvious from 

the essay-titles, such as 'Philosophy And Poetry', 'Politics 

And Poetry', 'Humour and Poetry As Related Themes.' By taking 

poetry as the ultimate standard by which other disciplines 

could be coherently ordered, Mrs. Jackson showed the final 

values poetry offered. Poetry as an end can be seen to be that 

area of thought the allegiance of which is to truth. Its end 

is not pleasure, philosophy, politics, religion, nor is the 

poem an end in itself or a 'poem-absolute.' These and other 

fields are specialized fields with particular ends. In 'Phil-

osophy And Poetry' (in which she collaborated with Alan Hodge), 

the distinction, for example, between philosophy and poetry 

is made clear: 

The results of poetry are poems; of philosophy 'views'. 
A poem cannot exist, 'hold together', unless it unites 
its elements so firmly that they remain united: it 
attempts to unite only what can be permanently associated. 
It is for this reason that a poem seems to cover a 
narrower field or have a smaller content than a philos­
ophical view. A philosophical view joins many elements 
in loose, temporary association, achieving not unity, 
that is to say permanent and appropriate association, 
but a verbal moderation of their contradictoriness. The 
result in poetry is a result for the elements dealt with 
in the poem; in philosophy for the state of mind of the 
person who holds the philosophical view. The object of 
a philosophical view is to achieve equanimity in the face 
of confusion: this is why its material is 'larger' 
than that of poetry, which deals only with material that 
has a clearly indicated potentiality of unification. 



12). 

Philosophy deals always with an inherited disorganized 
universe, and the philosophic view represents an act 
of possession of this historical totality: the organ­
izing force of philosophy is of a proprietary nature. 
Poetry deals with a purified universe, and the poem 
represents an act of communication between chosen 
elements: the organizing force of poetry is of a critical 
nature. 

, I~"J 
(Epilogue II "~ 148(', J 

Philosophy is concerned with the "human attitude" in that 

it disciplines knowledge "to contemporary standards of intell-

ectual ease" (p.149). The philosopher does not accept that 

what is other than himself can be integrated with the human 

without violence to either. The philosopher is concerned with 

bestowing order on strangeness for the sake of human ease, 

forcing it to come to terms with the human. His instrument 

for this is logic. Philosophy is to be seen as a desire for 

ease accomplished by forcing what is strange to be humanly 

familiar. Poetry commits no such violence against what is 

strange (the something else): it senses what has potential 

unity and by the disciplining away of the will allows it to 

take place. All poems look forward to perfect unity in the 

accumulation of poetry. Philosophy is synthetic: it assembles 

from history, or the self which is in history, that w~ich accords 

to history in the contemporary setting. What in philosophy 

is not in accordance with the human is left out. Poetry, in 

that it operates in the immediacy of thought, leaves nothing 

out. Everything is 'there.' Whatever the circumstances, all 

the material of knowledge is available at any given time. 

Philosophy has to seek out material and then arrange it: 

Truth has order; permanent, intrinsic coherence. 
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Philosophy has logic: temporary, 'created' coherence. 
Poetry confers a benefit of order on material that lends 
itself to order; philosophy imposes logic on recal­
citrant material. 

(Epilogue II, p.150) 

In this sense, poetry co-operates with material, while 

philosophy is antagonistic to it. The poet unites material 

which is ready for unity; the philosopher unites any material, 

ready or not, and his terms are those that "merely match the 

material" (p.152). Poetry, in its co-operation with the 

material, becomes the material. 

Philosophy tries to swallow reality. But there must 

be, always, much which is left out, so that its successes are 

partial successes. This is why one philosophy succeeds another, 

while in poetry there is no succession but a sense of timeless-

ness. Philosophy 

exists always in controversy,~series of partial achieve­
ments which are seized upon, tested and rejected in 
turn. Poems, it is true, are also subject to tests, 
but it is poetry which makes them, and as of all poems 
together; in philosophy one system tests another -­
there is no general standard philosophy. Philosophy 
thus begins with confusion and ends in it; it achieves 
no cumulative entirety, as poetry, by means of poems 
does. 

(Epilogue II, p.154) 

This is because poems do not deal with dead, inert historical 

matter but co-operate with immediate matter -- immediate self 

in the immediate now -- to make immediate and lasting truth. 

Poetry thus has entire scope, while philosophy, because its 

method is induction, has only partial scope: the material is 

made to fit the perceptive temperament of the philosopher. 

It tries to give effect to order but necessarily distorts it 

in making it fit the temperament, which is why it begins and 
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ends in confusion. It does not see potential order in the 

material it views, only disorder which must have logic imposed 

upon it. It refuses to recognize 

the complex processes of organization that have been 
gradually changing the given chaotic universe into a 
significantly ordered arrangement. 

(EpilOgue II, p.156) 

In refusing to recognize the highly complex nature of this 

movement towards significant order, philosophy concentrates 

upon disorder and attempts to wrench it, via logic, into a syste~ 

of simplified order. Poetry observes the disorder but also 

the impulsion towards significant order, and its function is 

to assist order to come into being. 

Poems anticipate final order. Philosophy, in attempting 

to align order with the human temperament, distorts it. Its 

aim is not to seek a relation with order but to impose the 

will upon what it sees as disorder, subordinating what is 

outside to what is inside. For the poet, there is no inside 

and outside, only truth. Poetry "associates things by every 

possible mechanism of association, testing their associability 

in extent, degree of intensity and permanence." The more 

thorough the test, the more genuine the poem, the more value 

it possesses: 

A poem consists of a number of elements each of which 
is significant by its connexion with the others: by 
the interdependent illuminations. The&ements connected 
may derive from the world of temporal experience, but 
the conditions of connexion are in poetry. And there 
is no scientific way of classifying these connexions: 
one can only say that they are poetic connexions -­
which means that there exists a single illumination for 
all the elements represented in the poem. But this 
illumination is not merely the product of these 
interacting connexions. In every poem there is preeent, 
by the poet, a force of singleness informed with a sense 
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of congruent variety. This force answers a potentiality 
of unity in the elements and is identical with them, 
in the poem, to the point where they can no further speak 
as one. It is thus, by poem on poem, that a unity 
intricately aware of the limitations and substance of 
its terrain is built up: that unity comes to be identical 
with the sense of unity. 

(Epilogue II, p.159) 

Perhaps this might be put another way by saying that the poet's 

force of singleness is his unreal self aware of the existence 

all around of variety which is moving towards order. The unreal 

self demands, insists upon, unity, and, sensing the congruence 

of variety, identifies itself with the potential unity of 

variety by sensing the associability of the elements and 

bringing them together as far as possible, beyond which point 

it is not possible to go. 

The difference between the philosopher and the poet is 

the difference of their relation with reality. Philosophy 

admits no relation with reality but sees it as a disorder 

requiring the systematic ordering of logic. Poetry co-

operates with reality, actively seeks relation with it in 

order to allow its potential coherence to emerge. In 'From 

A Private Correspondence On Reality' in Epilogue III, Mrs. 

Jackson defines the nature of reality and explains poetry's 

relation to it. But before turning to this, it is illum~-

ating to place side by side with her thought on philosophy 

her thought on science, and the difference between that and 

religion, in 'The Idea Of God.' 

Thomas Matthews had asked: "What is God's relation to 

Space? To Time?" (EpilOgue I, p.)l), and Mrs. Jackson replied 

that this brings up the "scientific aspects of the general 



problem with which we have been dealing -- the problem of 

human lesserness." Religion, she explains, gets round the 

problem of the temporal nature of man by making time a 

futurized eternity in which a place exists for man. Man may 

die, may lose his portion of reality in death, but a safe 

place is provided futuristically. It is space which confirms 

man in his future expectations: "Space stands for Godhead __ 

universality -- achieved by man; time, for the preservation 

of the human 'I' in this extension" (p.J2.) Space, or we 

might say, the universe, is the domain of God from its lowest 

spiritual point to its highest, and it may be identified as 

a "safeguarded relaxation of energy backwards," while time 
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is "the safeguarded extension of energy forward," both seeking 

to confirm man's s.anse of "accomplished' temporal extension." 

In religion, the eternal reality of man is assured and con-

firmed by space and time. 

For science, however, the solution to the problem that 

human lesserness presents is different. The scientist is not 

interested in placing the human 'I' in ideal contexts but 

tries to "reduce the human 'I' to a degree of extension that 

excludes all dubious 'other' degrees -- degrees difficult 

to sustain": 

His object is to determine the least duration man can 
be sure of, and not as the freakish, remarkable 'I', 
but as the least 'I', the common human factor. Instead 
of the large, generalized human type 'God', there is a 
particularized, immediately discoverable and enactable 
type that is not even called 'human'-- because this 
involves a temptation to synthesis and God-making. 
'Simply', the scientist tries to determine, 'what is the 
most common individual form?' And the answer is the 
atom, or whatever the atom can be made to split up into 
irreducibly. Then there is not 'I' manifold, but 'I' 
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and 'I' and 'I' as an infinite repetition of the common 
type. And at the same time the problem of universality 
is solvedj for the strict economy of energy by which 
existence is an infinite repetition of the most trivial 
degree of existence conceivable excludes the notion of 
extent of consciousness -- in excluding the notion of 
sustenance of consciousness. The scientific individual 
computes its existence only against its own nothingness 
-- not against an ideal duration and scope of existence. 

(Epilogue I, pp.J2-JJ) 

Science is not concerned, that is, with seeing the universe 

as the relation of one thing with another (values), but with 

seeking to determine the one common identifiable form of one 

thing ~ another -- succession, not relation: , 
Science dislikes the burde~of compat.bili ty. It makes ':, \ ",.I 
distinctions with the objedt of proving the unreality of 
any principle of relation: it seeks an absolute of 
distinction, a quality that brings variant forms into 
mechanical interassociation without organizing them 
into 'meanings'. The scientist says, 'Man is the 
absolute equivalent of himself. Man has no relations 
with anything hut himself: he has relauvity not 
relation. ' 

(Epilogue I, p.J) 

In science there is neither space nor time, only repetition. 

Each moment, each position,is the same as the one preceding 

and the one following. For the scientist, the burden of proof 

of human existence falls upon the lowest possible common 

denominator, the smallest possible 'thing', to which the 

human 'I' may refer back. In this universe there is no room 

for ultimate reality of thought, only behaviour, each 'thing' 

acting independently of the next though identical with the 

next: a variation of sameness: 

The individual is merely one of a succession of 
identical events all happening at once. There is var­
iation in that there is a first number of the succession 
and, say, a thousandth; but it would be impossible to 
say which was the first and which was the thousandth 
one could start counting anywhere, and from one to a 
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thousand would only mean that the counting had numbered 
a thousand identical events. Change (time) and position 
(space) are both cancelled as descriptive notions. The 
succession might be described in terms of change, or 
equally in terms of position; but the description would 
have to qualify itself by explaining that the change 
was not really change nor the position really position. 

(Epilogue I, p.JJ) 

The scientist resolves the problem of human lessernese by 

placing it in infinity, a multiple repetition, where it offers 

a counter-security against the dangers of man's "ambition to 

justify himself to a final value." In science he may be "the 

smallest possible, safest self, rather than the largest possible, 

noblest self" (p.J5,ff). If religion arises from the human 

need to place self securely in the universe, giving certainty 

of stability (space) and certainty of the future (time), then 

science is no less motivated by the same need. But instead 

of space and time being seen as extensions of man, ensuring 

him a place in reality, in science space-time is self-cancel-

ling, as the hyphen indicates, and man is computed instead 

against the nothingness of his origins, without extent of 

consciousness, safe in the arms of infinity from being too 

little or too much. Instead of 'meanings', man is offered 

himself as a succession of events. The theory of relativity, 

for instance. actively destroys relation, and offers only 

infinity. Science resolves the problem of human lesserness, 

the human 'I', by the reduction of everything to atoms, or 

molecules, or whatever. Nothing is expected of atoms except 

possibly behaviourAl variation but consisting of a sameness. 

It takes man back to his origins, .his childhood: 

And so the old historical universe cheers itself up by 
saying, 'I was once young, once I started: no one can 



take that away from me.' The scientific universe is 
man's cheering memory of his beginnings translated 
into a perdurable infant universe. 

(Epilogue I p.35) 
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The universe which Mrs. Jackson sees is quite different. 

'From A Private Correspondence On Reality' in Epilogue III 

begins with several paragraphs defining the nature of reality, 

followed by questions seeking further elucidation put by 

Robert Graves. Everything, ~~s. Jackson says, is verified 

by the "flavour of permanence in things known to be imperm-

anent" : 

There is nothing in experience altogether without this 
flavour; it is impossible for anything to be, no matter 
how short its life or inSUbstantial its structure, 
unless it is in some respects 'real'. 

(EpilOgue III, p.l07) 

But things or people which suggest reality are not reality 

itself -- they only indicate reality. In their separate 

existences they, as it were, only reflect reality. Reality 

itself is something else: 

Reality is the finally real existence by which the 
existence of comparatively real things or beings 
derives. Everything which is suggests the existence 
of reality by a flavour of permanence, no matter how 
impermanent it be: everything which is has a relative 
permanence. Reality has an absolute permanence. 

(~logue III, p.l07) 

To have experience of things and p •• ple is not to experience 

reali ty itself. Reality has "a more crucial flavour-the entire 

flavour of the all-real". Its permanence is its "resemblance 

to the universal identity which pervades all existence": 

Its sufficiency is its effort to be -- the strength of 
its desire to 'belong'; its resemblance is the grace 
with which it accepts its own relativeness in the 
totality to which it desires to be. 

(Epilogue III, p.7-B) 
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The all-real may only be experienced by leaving behind the 

"lesser human real.ities." Humanity, so far in its history, 

has l.ooked forward to a final. state of consciousness, but has 

made the possibility of this achievement "conditional. upon 

the survival of the lesser human realities." These lesser 

realities have, as we have seen, reached a point of exhaustion, 

or as ~s. Jackson says further on (p.118), a "spiritual 

stasis": 

And I say this now as an immediate injunction: meaning 
that the l.esser realities have now been articul.ated in 
their possible numbers and that the human mind is on the 
verge of the greater real.ity. If reality itself is not 
now experienced, experience itself will vanish: for it 
al.ways implied such an ultimate experience. This is the 
time of all dangers and all securities. Men have often 
prophesied that on such and such a day the world would 
end. And the worl.d has said, 'By what signs do you know 
this, by what right do you ask our belief in your reading 
of them?' MY signs are no phenom~,but all phenomena, 
that I see them arrested between disintegration and 
integration; and my right is that, from being outside 
of them, so to see them, I have gone among them and 
suffered their paralysis. 

(Epilogue III, p.lo8) 

One must risk the test, she says, of leaving the l.esser human 

realities behind, "for to him who dispenses with a greater 

there can be no lesser." 

The personal authority of this statement is questioned 

by Robert Graves who says, "there does remain, if not for me, 

at least for others, the question of practical authority: 

how is one to be sure that what you say is so?" (p.ll0). 

Mrs. Jackson points out that authority is not something the 

"composite public bestow on others without limit... A government 

may govern, but it is not given "the authority to pronounce 
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upon literature or art or science" (p.lll). So mathematicians 

or philosophers may be authorities in their fields, but "there 

exists a strong self-protective instinct against admitting 

more than a single specific capacity in anyone person, or 

more than a single set of virtues." But there is, she continues 

a capacity which "transcends the specialized field and is 

present, with other capacities which have similarly transcended 

their particular boundaries, in a final generality: there is, 

that is to say, such a generality to be present in," and the 

specialist who transcends the field of his endeavour may be 

called a "poet", as his field is "poetry": 

Poetry is not an extension from other fields: it 
expresses no beyond, but entirety itself. And its truths 
there-fore are not practically applicable, as religious 
truths are -- they are not moral truths ••• 

If the scope assumed is an absolute scope, then the 
truths are spoken in a poetic sense; which means that 
behind whatever is said is a consciousness of what is 
left unsaid, and an implication of ideal completeness, 
by the discontent with which the single statement is 
uttered. A characteristic quality of the poetic state­
ment is this dissatisfaction with itself: it is the 
most that can be said in such and such a context, or in 
such and such circumstances, but it is not sufficient to 
all contexts and to all circumstances. There is a 
striking and unexpected rhetorical difference between 
the religious and the poetic statement -- an odour of 
self-sufficiency in the one, a glow of relativeness in 
the other through which can be felt a burning insistence 
on .!!!2!:!.. 

(Epilogue III, p.114) 

One must return again, here, to understand more fully what 

Mrs. Jackson means, to that first opening paragraph of 

Contemporaries And Snobs where she speaks of that sense of life 

so real which is, "at its clearest, poetry." Poetry is not 

a specialized field but this sense of life, and anyone who 

possesses this sense of life is able to make a poetic statement 

.. 
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no matter what the field is. Poetry is its most direct 

expression, working from the immediate knowledge of this sense 

of life; but others working within specialized fields may transce~~ 

the boundaries of their fields and dwell in the poetic. And one 

must stress that this sense and this transcendence is pure, 

untrammelled by history, without thought of society -- pure 

self, pure, genuine poetry. Its insistence is that there is 

something ~. 

The authority with which Mrs. Jackson speaks, then, is 

not a personal appeal arising from a conviction about held 

ideas or opinions. The authority is that which needs no authority 

and which is given no authority: poetry. Poetry is the immediate 

sense of life which is aware that there is more, and the poetic 

mind has 

a sensitiveness to the existence of the perfect more (or 
'the greater reality') that differentiates the poetic 
mind from other minds. All poetic minds are alike in 
this sensitiveness. They differ in the quantity of 
'moreness' they can make explicit, but all indicate 
moreness; they differ only in energy. You ask me a 
question about my 'authority', and my answer is that the 
term is not appropriate here: because the kLnd of state­
ment that I am making -- and you are making -- is poetic. 

(EpilOgue III, p.115) 

The poetic statement 1s clear of impurities, its energy inhuman 

and without personalistic accent. It is the recognition that 

the merely personal (self-satisfaction) is not all there is, 

that there is 'more'. Those poetic minds which know this 'more' 

are able to verify the existence of 'more' while reCOgnizing 

its necessary incompleteness -- incomplete until all is more. 

The poetic mind has no axe to grind, no fervour of propaganda. 

It recognizes that there is a "perfect more (or 'the greater 

reality')" and makes it explicit. The only difference between 
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herself and others is the quantity of energy, that "there 

is in me, you feel, an unusually concentrated energy of 

moreness" (p.11S). She possesses this, she explains, because 

her energy is not "diffused" by "humanistic considerations." 

Her energy is herself, concentrated in herself, not spread 

among the social energies, and she says what she sayl'J "ia '''' 

answer to a cumulative appeal to an energy, energies, like 

my own." It is, 

besides being my own response, part of something that 
is happening of itself: a self-assertion of reality 
at a certain point in time which, however temporal it 
may seem, automatically evokes a sane finality of 
statement that has a tinge of insanity about it. 

(Epilogue III, p.116) 

History, that is, has exhausted itself and the world has come 

to an end. Science may still proclaim the future, children 

still be born, and nothing may appear to have happened. But 

the world has reached a point of spiritual stasis where 

phenomena are "arrested between disintegration and integ-

ration", where everything appears to be happening and yet 

the spiritual exhaustion of the world shows that nothing 

is happening: 

And this stasis is a deadlock until a movement is found 
which shall replace the lost power of temporal progres­
sion with a power that I can only call, in this context, 
the power of attention. For while the stasis represents 
the reaching of an utmost degree of activity of 
consciousness, the conclusions of the human mind are 
at this point contradictory and indecisive - more 
contradictory and indecisive than ever before; and 
because, while they are the results of mental activity 
in its most profuse condition, they do not compose a 
unique, a finally integrated result. The effective 
sum of the world's experience, as recorded by this 
static moment, is profusion of experience, but not 
reality. And yet reality is 'there'; at a distance, 
however, not to be traversed by the dynamics of the 
will -- namely, by time. The old habit of continuance 
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created the scientific future; but this is a self­
induced, mechanical illusion. The possible continuance 
now is not by the will, only by a power of attention: 
what 'more' there is to be experienced -- the moreness 
which is just fallen short of -- can only be experienced 
by a deliberate receptivity towards the inevitable whole .. 
For the whole is incompletely accessible if the human 
mind depends on volition alone. Of what use has this 
long life of time been if it has not at least taught the 
final limitations of the will that instigated and 
furthered it? 

(Epilogue III, p.118) 

How can one say more except to say 'Is this not so?' To 

bring in the question of her personal authority is necessary, 

for one may not be insensitive to the demands of others for 

proof, but there is no one to give such authority. There 

is only the 'proof' of the poetic mind, the self-reliance 

as defined in Contemporaries And Snobs and elsewhere,which 

recognizes as its authority the supreme sense of life which 

at its highest is poetry. To replace the word 'authority' 

with the word 'energy' fits exactly when the whole of Mrs. 

Jackson's work is brought into view. Evident everywhere in 

her thought is the straining towards the "perfect more", the 

"greater reality." And the appropriateness of what she 

says in her work, the test, is the final correspondence 

between thought and sense: 

The compulsion behind my pursuit of the complete 
immediate perception is no more than the compulsion 
of my senses to measure the time in which I say what 
I say against the finalistic accent of my thought. 
And the result is an ever-decreasing space between 
the time of my mind and the time of my senses: there 
is practically no space between them except that 
which I create, constantly, to satisfy myself that 
I am not in conspiracy with myself. My mind and 
my senses are as it were accidentally alive in the 
same time; my actual perception of the world and 
my evaluations in thought tally immediately, without 
private connivance. 

(EpilOgue III, p.119) 



The "finalistic accent" of her thought is the knowledge of 

the existence of there being something more; the greater 

reality, which is to be achieved, must be achieved if the 
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human mind is to lie at peace and yet at the same time continue. 

And this is to be achieved by the power of attention, the 

"deliberate receptivity towards the inevitable whole," or, 

perhaps, as Lilith Outcome put it in Experts Are Puzzled, 

"a more painstaking romance of perception", where the romantic 

element is self and the perception is of the "inevi table whole," 

inevitable because the human mind makes it inevitable. 

We are now able to begin to understand the significance 

of self, and the significance of reality, and their relation. 

Robert Graves asks Mrs. Jackson what death is, and she replies 

that it is "a simple thing to think about" (p.125). People, 

she says, instinctively believe in death, whereas they quickly 

become confused when they think about reality and are "easily 

led into abstraction and disbelief." Life leads towards 

reality, while death is "the dissolution of the experimental, 

tentative appearance of totality which life involuntarily 

acquires." Life, that is, gives human acquaintance with 

reality,makes the human 'real'; but reality is something more 

than this ."rhythm of human acquaintance with reality." 

Things exist, possess reality, and we are ourselves 'things', 

but we are not all things, we do not possess total reality. 

Death is the "cancellation of the fallacies to which life 

tempts us to adhere." Life gives the appearance, the illusion 

of reality. while death takes the illusion away. It is this 

succession of life and death which is "our original and ess­

ential equipment for knowledge": 
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The more we think -- which i8 to say the le8s we rely 
on the loose, instinctive life-and-death rhythm to redeem 
us from error and chaos -- the more do the life-power 
and the death-power approach simultaneity. Our asser­
tions become more and more qualified by the death-negative­
and it is as this immediacy of thought, thi8 cancellation ~ 
~f temporal delay, that death figures so insistently 
1n poems. The simultaneous combination of the death­
accent with the life-accent makes the voice of the mind 
something besides an instrument of personal utterance: 
it becomes capable of carrying extra-personal inflections, 
of expressing general as well as personal truths. 
Life is the exercise of consciousness in individual 
contexts; death is the critical phase of consciousness 
- the nullification of the merely individualistic 
meanings. To know that the truth of any act or utter­
ance is qualified by the degree to which it is entailed 
in the peculiar circumstances giving rise to it,that 
its application is limited by the nature of the field 
to which it is designed to apply: this is death. 
Criticism is death. 

When death figures in poems, it has critical force: the poet 

is actualizing death, bringing it into the consciousness 

deliberately so that life becomes more real and less temporal. 

But 'more real' does not mean more individualistic, or more 

human, but less, for the consciousness of death "cancels 

itself as a historical incident", making the, as it were, 

physically real, the individualistic and personalistic 

nature of man, of no consequence, so that the poem attains 

universality: 

A consciousness tempered with death -- a critically 
purified consciousness -- is already beyond contradictory 
physical existence; it has drained the self from the 
temporal material by which it asserted itself against 
other selves. The self now stands neither in life nor 
in death, but in reality. In life it exists by a strength 
of opposition to other selves. In death all that is 
contradictory passes into non-existence. In reality 
the self emergese;rh infallible accuracy a8 a demon-
stration of the existence not of itself but of 
reality. 

(EpilOgue III, p.126) 

l , 
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Life is temporal, a surface acquaintance with a reality which 

gives the appearance of order but which is really force of 

circumstance, while death nullifies that temporality, placing 

self in reality. By standing between the two, by tempering 

the consciousness of life with the consciousness of death, 

man stops being individualistic and becomes instead a demon-

stration of reality -- stops, that is, in the words of 'The 

Idea Of God', being subjective and becomes objective: 

For this is how reality is to be experienced: by 
letting reality be oneself. And this is what I meant 
by the power of attention: the lending of one's 
consciousness -- one's minutely sensitive apparatus 
of perception -- to the absolute generality in which 
we are more deeply entailed than in our local circum­
stances. When we think, we are refining our conscious­
ness to this end. 

(EpilOgue III, p.126) 

It is only through recognition and acknowledgementof this 

"absolute generality" that reality can be known, and where 

there is no recognition there is mere being, which is brutish 

and trivial: 

But the right to exist at all depends on a primary act 
of acknowledgement: on the articulation of reality, 
above the articulation of self. If we fail to achieve 
this primary act, because our private purpose steals 
our private energy, our right to exist becomes corrupted 
with vital fallacies, Wi~ temporal delusions. Certainly: 
people die. They are re orbed into undefined something_ 
ness -- mother something ess; or, if you like, father 
nothingness. But if we give ourselves death -- if we 
think death -- then we acquire a self-redeeming aptitude 
for reality. 

(EpilOgue III, p.127) 

It is the falsity of self that it believes itself to be all 

there is, as the expression of this falsity is society which 

is believed to be an end in itself. Man is not a social 

animal, nor a natural animal, but a being whose redemption 

from chance and chaos is the movement from that "undifferent-
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intellectual forms" the ratification of which is the perfect 

coincidence between the mind and the senses. He is anarchic, 

while anarchism is not enough. Man has so far known little 

other than his "local, vital self," a self which, in the end, 

is unsatisfactory since it cannot be all. There must always 

be the something else which, to be known, means relinquishing 

the subjective, self-pre-occupied, self-ish self so that the 

movement of the universe from chaos to order may be accompli!'lhed 

-- and a new beginning made: 

••• how can we speak with awe of nothingness, if by 
somethingness we mean only self-existence? There is no 
one who whimpers at the notion of nothingness who means 
more by it than the disappearance of his local, vital 
self. Fundamental somethingness is not proved or 
disproved by what becomes of each of us, personally. 
It is the implicit source from which our individual 
existence derives; and indeed we disappear, and to petty 
nothingness, if we do not belabour ourselves,without 
mercy to our individualistic obduracies, until we are 
the passionately flexible instruments by which fundament­
al somethingness is transformed from an implicit to an 
explicit reality. 

(Epilo&Ue III, p.127) 

The local and vital personal sense of reality thrives in 

pitting itself against other personal realities, and against 

reality as a whole, personal reality being a mere portion 

of the general reality. Poetry recognizes reality to be 

more than this and annihilates the local self, placing in 

its stead final, absolute reality. Everything which exists 

partakes, is evocative of, if only acquiescently, this 

greater reality. And the more the death-accent is present, 

the more evocative it is, the more insistent is the question-

ing of reality: 
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And if we think death, we make ourselves an instrument 
for the answering of the question about reality we 
personally constitute. We experience reality to the 
degree to which we are at once a question about reality 
and its answer; to the degree, further, to which the 
question that we constitute supplements, confirms or 
intensifies other answers. 

(Epilogue III, p.128) 

We are total experience of reality inasmuch as our existence 

impbes and confirms the whole scope of reality. Once such a 

scope of reality is made actual, there is complete order, 

complete and final reality. Beyond this, says Mrs. Jackson 

(p.128), we may not go, for the rest "is something to happen 

rather than to write about: to write about, I mean, as some-

thing happening rather than as a critical prospect of experience. -I 



PAR T TWO 

THE POE M S 



Chapter 1 

Mythically And Immediately 

As a poet, Mrs. Jackson gives a sense of sharp relief 

against the background of contemporary poetry, then as now. 

Her commitment to poetry did not waver. While T. S. Eliot 

celebrated the demise of poetry, ordering it rigorously with 

a highly developed critical self-consciousness, while W. H. 

Auden placed poetry in the political arena, and Edith Sitwell 

placed it in the world of art, and everywhere there was the 

freakishness and flashing of word-technique, Mrs. Jackson, 

unselfconsciously and without hurry, devoted herself to the 

writing of poems free from the dogmatism of contemporary 

criticism. Although she always worked and collaborated with 

others where she could, enormously generous of her thought 

and time, nevertheless, her achievement in freeing poetry from 

the suffocating constrictions of the plain reader -- from the 

constrictions of criticism, history, society, the world itself 

-- so that it was able to be nothing but itself, seeking to 

evoke the experience of final tr~th, final reality of thought, 

was an unprecedented accomplishment of single-handed effort. 

The period after the 1914-18 war was alive with experiment, 

the poetry of Eliot, Cummings, Marianne Moore, W. B. Yeats, 

Frost, the 'Fugitives', Pound, the various movements and 

manifestos, dazzling and benumbing the poetry-reading public 

and seemingly gathering to itself a great energy of new life 
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and undreamed of respect; while on the prose side came the 

work of Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, D. H. 

Lawrence, the philosophical criticism of T. E. Hulme, and 

the psychological criticism of I. A. Richards. 

Against this varied background, Mrs. Jackson expounded 

the values implicit in the name 'poetry' as final values: 

the immediately achievable ultimate reality of thought. It 

could be achieved because the world had come to an end; 

history and mankind could at last grow up. Intellectually, 

the world had arrived at a stage where every new discovery 

was an anti-climax foreshadowed by all the earlier discover­

ies: there was nothing new to know, only more of the same. 

Physically, the world was well provided for, even though the 

means of distribution were wrong. It was time, she saw, for 

a final ordering. 

The Epilogue volumes comprise the ordering of final 

values, and the standard by which to judge all else was poetry. 

Religion, art, science, philosophy, even reality itself, 

were measured against this one standard, and the confusion 

which had accreted around each one was cleared away, so that 

each could stand in uncluttered relation to the next. Poetry 

was able to do this because it was the least professionalized, 

the most eccentrically human, and its only area of concern 

was truth. All its former responsibilities had been taken 

over by the other professions. It no longer had to deliver 

religion, philosophy, science, or art to the world,but could 

at last concentrate upon what it had always wanted to concen­

trate upon: a final saying, a final knowing -- ultimate 

truth. Mankind had created a history, a general and a critical 

history, which was merely a reflection of his contemporary 
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desires at any given moment, and which bolstered up his asser­

tion of himself as an absolute, an end unto himself, with 

nothing but himself to be known. Once the historical 

(collective real) and the physical (individual real) analogues 

of man were shown as false, then the individual was freed to 

truth, and poetry, as the highest expression of truth, was 

therefore the ultimate measuring-rule, the value-creating 
CJ~ 

Poetry dealt directly with reality, withAthe inter-standard. 

vention of the various branches of knowledge, creating its own 

values as it went, but values which were consistent as the 

poetic mind faced consistently towards the highest aspiration 

-- the rendering of whole reality. 

But, Mrs. Jackson was to see that poetry failed, that 

it led to a point of continual acquiescence in what is humanly 

secure, self-advancing rather than truth-advancing. In DB 

craft, its technique, it, too, turned away from truth's 

finality, falling and relapsing upon itself, upon the sense 

of what it is humanly comfortable to know: the consciously 

ordained circumscription with which humanity restricts itself 

for fear of what is other than human. Poetry defeats the 

very promise of going further that it gives. She saw that to 

go further it was necessary to break with poetry, to go 

beyond poetry to reach what it could never reach in its 

essential self-love. To go beyond the apparent bounds of 

thought, she saw that it is essential to crack open the 

illusion poetry gives of being the most advanced way to truth; 

for while poetry assumes the mantle of truth-giving as its 

vital prerogative, everyone else applauds and does nothing, 
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and truth is no one's prerogative. But although this know-

ledge of the limitation of poetry should not be far from the 

reading of her poems of the years up to 1938, when her collected 

poems, which contain the last poems she wrote, were published, 

it does not diminish the real and actual accomplishment of 

her work during this time. Her work within the field of 

poetry (for it may now be called a field, jostling among the 

other fields for place) still ranks as the highest, and her 

poems are a record of the taking of poetry to its furth~est ~ 

limit. 

Mrs. Jackson began writing poetry at Cornell. The 

earliest published poem of hers that I can discover was 

'Dimensions' • which appeared in The Fugitive, Volume 2, 

August-September 192J(p.124},under her former married name, 

Laura Riding Gottschalk, and which qualified for the magazine's 

Nashville Prize 1 • Her first collection of poetry, The Close 

Chaplet, again under her former name, was published in 1926 

by Hogarth Press (London) and Adelphi (New York), and there-

after she published volumes of her poems regularly until 1938 

when her Collected Poems appeared. Because Collected Poems 

is the mature consideration by Mrs. Jackson of her poetic 

development, this will necessarily be the main text for study 

1 The Fugitive, NashVille, Tennessee, April 1922-December 
1925. The editors named in Vol. 1, No.2, were: Walter 
Clyde Curry, Sidney Mttron Hirsch, John Crowe Ransom, 
Donald Davidson, Stanley Johnson, Alec B. stevenson, 
James M. Frank, Merrill Moore, and Allen Tate. In absentia: 
William Yandell Elliott and William Frierson. The whole 
of The Fugitive was reprinted by Peter Smith, Gloucester, 
Mass. U.S.A., 1967. 
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but it is instructive first to look at one or two of her 

earliest poems, and to note there the distinctiveness which 

characterizes her poetic career throughout. 

'Dimensions' did not win the Nashville Prize, but in 

the following December issue of The Fugitive it was "commended 

for its quality of originality." She was awarded the prize 

later, in the December, 1924 issue, and the editorial comments 

again pick up the word 'originality': 

The NashVille Prize of $100, offered by the ARsociated 
Retailers of NashVille, is awarded to Laura Riding 
Gottschalk, of Louisville, Kentucky. In the minds of 
the members of the group, who were the judges of the 
award, the poetry of Mrs. Gottschalk stands out as the 
discovery of the year, and they deem it a privilege 
to be first in calling attention to the work of a young 
writer who is coming forward as a new figure in American 
poetry. With a diverse play of imagination she combines 
in her poetry a sound intellectuality and a keen irony 
which give her work a substance not often found in 
current American poetry. Her poetry is philosophical 
in trend, yet not divorced from life , but generally 
tense with emotion and concerned with profound issues. 
Furthermore, she has developed her own idiom of express­
ion, -- an idiom which manifests itself in a variety 
of forms, conventional or unconventional, and gives 
her poetry the stamp of an original personality. 

(The Fugitive, Vol. III, Nos.5 and 6, 
December 1924, p.iJo) 

Much later, W. H. Auden was to call Mrs. Jackson's poetry 

'philosophical', and after him Stephen Spender among others, 
¥' 

and it is interesting to note this early occu~ence of the 1 :1\ 

word in 1924 coupled with the emphasis on 'original'. It 

sums up, generally, the common reaction to her work, while it 

also serves to show a quality in her poetry present from the 

earliest to the latest, though its implications, as will be 

seen, are misleading. This quality is present in 'Dimensions', 

which I quote in full: 



Measure me for a burial 
That my low stone may neatly say 
In a precise, Euclidean way 
How I am three-dimensional. 

Yet can life be so thin and small? 
Measure me in time. But time is strange 
And still and knows no rule or change 
But death and death is nothing at all. 

Measure me by beauty. 
But beauty is death's earliest name 
For life, and life's first dying, a flame 
That glimmers, an amaranth that will fade 
And fade again in death's dim shade. 

Measure me not by beauty, that fears strife. 
For beauty makes peace with death, buying 
Dishonour and eternal dying 
That she may keep outliving life. 

Measure me then by love -- yet, no, 
For I remember times when she 
Sought her own measurements in me, 
But fled, afraid I might foreshow 
How broad I was myself and tall 
And deep and manrmeasured, moving 
My scale upon her and thus proving 
That both of us were nothing at all. 

Measure me by myself 
And not by time or love or space 
Or beauty. Give me this last grace: 
That I may be on my low stone 
A gage unto myself alone. 
I would not have these old faiths fall 
To prove that I was nothing at all. 

It is not difficult to see why the editors of The Fugitive 

should see this poem, with its slightly metaphysical air, 

published when Mrs. Jackson was twenty-two, as worthy of 

inclusion in their pages. It possesses, to apply their 

own words, "a sound intellectuality and a keen irony" and is 

"generally tense with emotion". But I believe it possesses 

something more than this, and this something more is char-

acterized by two, possibly more, shifts of emphasis. The 
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first is a shift away from imagination. The poem has imagination, 



in the central idea of the burial and the stone, but it does 

not stay lingeringly in a circumstantial description of, 
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say, a grave, but moves immediately into the "intellectuality" 

of 

In a precise, Euclidean way 
How I am three-dimensional. 

Now, most 'well-known', that is, popular poetry, is to be 

seen as operating in the area of imaginative description, 

with the meaning of the poem held tautly in its embrace, 

unvocalized but 'there', whether implicitly or explicitly. 

The reader does not have to be told, for example, that in 

Yeats~ 'Wild Swans At Coole' the swans are something more to 

the poet than a mere description, indeed, that the wild Swans 

are, in some way, Yeats himself, though in quite what way 

may seen intangible. Poetry makes this connection possible 

by the poet's close identification with the object of the poem, 

not necessarily an elaborate description,but an exact des-

cription dictated according to the perception of the poet, 

so that the object of the poem is made to carry significant 

overtones -- made to carry, that is, symbolic or metaphoric 

implications which by itself it (the object) would not carry 

but which are 'there' by the poet's presence. This descrip-

tive quality is the 'flesh' of the poem, and its presence, 

when faithfully rendered, indicates the inner self of the poem. 

In 'Dimensions', however, we can see that the descriptive 

quality is minimal, and, I hazard, because it is minimal, 

readers of it, not being given what they expect of poetry, 

not being given what they have educated themselves into 

expecting, will go no further with it except, perhaps, to say 



155. 

that ih is a little obscure or difficult to follow. 

The shift away from the potential imaginative aspects 

of the poem leads to a shift towards the intellectual state-

ment of the poem. Instead of imaginative exactitude or elab-

oration, the reader is given,in effect, a gradational under-

standing of three qualities conventionally thought of as 

'important', each of which is rejected in turn -- time, beauty 

and love. Time is strange, infinite, inhuman. Only death 

may change it and death is literally "nothing". Beauty is 

a way of outliving death, but in a dim, not real way, having 

eternity bestowed upon it only after it has died, a memory 

rather than a fact. And finally there is love, which has proved 

itself unequal, the poet discovering, in three memorable and 

moving lines, 

How broad I was myself and tall 
And deep and man-measured, moving 
My scale upon her ••• 

intimating that love was constrained, unable to see her in 

the fullness of her nature. These three qualities, then, are 

not adequate to make up the self, are only "three-dimensional", 

and the only possible measure for herself, the poet says, is 

herself, and she would be remembered that way rather than by 

"these old faith6", which, should they fall, would prove 

that she "was nothing at all." 

I would not argue that 'Dimensions' is on~f the best 

of Mrs. Jackson's poems, but I would argue that it has 

disciplined imagination, a depth of coherency, combined with 

feeling, a strong sense of clear diction, sensitivity to 

rhythm and rhythmical change ,and, above all,lucidity in the 

face of a subject which is difficult to control. But even 

beyond this, perhaps, the author in it has a clear knowledge 



by the end of the poem, carefully worked for, of the reality 

of her person within the complexities of the poem, with the 

reality of the elements of the poem. Her voice is as real 

as the poem is real. The poem is precise in its meanings, 

its logical progression, and the sum of the poem is the 

precision of the author in identification with it. Her 

presence in the poem is undeniable, and yet she does not 

interfere with its movement, make it a vehicle for personal-
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ity, but keeps her attention firmly centred on the poem itself. 

Mrs. Jackson's poems appeared regularly in The Fugitive 

henceforth, and from the March, 1925 issue, until December, 

1925 when The Fugitive came to an end, her name appears with 

the other members of the group which constituted the editor-

ial masthead of the magazine, and she is warmly received as 

"a regular and participating member of the Fugitive group" 

(p.31)1. In ,February, 1924, three poems appearedtone of 

which was 'The Quids', later reprinted in Collected Poems 

(1938) and in several anthology collections. 'The Quids' 

is a good early example of the intellectual and always 

feeling nature of Mrs. Jackson's poems, and helps to 

explain, also, why her poetry is so often described in 

terms more appropriate to philosophy. Here is the first 

1 Louise Cowan in her book The Fugitive Group : A Literary 
Historx, Baton RougeJ Louisiana state Press, 1954, 
p.1B4, states "Her LMrs Jackson''!7 representation in 
the December £192\7 issue was generous, as it was to 
be in all the 1925 numbers. Nevertheless, in her 
connection with the magazine, she functioned only as 
a contributor, not as a real member", Donald Davidson, 
in his introduction to the 1967 Peter Smith reprint 
quotes this passage as "correct", and refers to Mrs. 



part: 

The little quids, t~ million quids, 
The everywhere, eveq'{hing, always quids, /' 
The atoms of the MOhoton --
Each turned three essences where it stood 
And ground a gisty dust from its neighbors' edges 
Until a powdery thoughtfall stormed in and out, 
The cerebration of a slippery quid enterprise. 
Each quid stirred. 
The united quids 
Waved through a sinuous decision. 

The quids, that had never done anything before 
But be, be, be, be, 
The quids resolved to predicate 
And dissipate in a little grammar. 

Oh, the MOnoton didn't care, 
For whatever they did --
The Mbnoton's contributing quids 
The MOnoton would always remain the same. 

The Monoton is the well-head of life from which the quids 

derive their being. It remains unchanging while the quids 

move from primitive being into thinking, progressing from 

mere subjective being to subject - "predicate" being, and so, 

progressing from that into "grammar", "dissipate" their former 

subject-only-being into subject-and-object grammaring, their 

primitive unity splitting into separate units, each unit aware 

of its neighbour and its derivation: divided into distinct 

entities which yet retain, and perhaps divided on account 

of, knowledge of the other entities. Each of these quids is 

in essence exactly the sameJbut they 

Turned inside on themselves 
And came out all dressed, 

Jackson as "a kind of honorary member" (p.iii). A 
little later (p.v), he points out that twenty-seven 
of her poems were published by The Fugitive, "a quantity 
well up to the group-member average." Why, then, does 
he approve Louise Cowan's remark that her representation 
was "generous", and that she"functioned only as a contri­
butor, not as a real member"? This goes against the 
facts as plainly displayed in the pages of The FUgutive 



Each similar quid of the inward same, 
Each similar quid dressed in a different way __ 
The quid's idea of a holiday. 

It is difficult to resist the tendency to explain this in 
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human terms, and, although it detracts somewhat from the poem's 

(in this respect) uncommitted framework, it does, I think, 

little harm. If the quids are thought of as humans, then it 

is clear how they turn inside on themselves and come out 

dressed differently, whether the dress be literally dress 

or language, or perhaps personality and similar diluted 

aspects of the human self. The 'inside' to which they turn 

is possibly the nature of their being coupled with the know-

ledge that they are, somehow, derived from a source, the Mono-

ton. Their holiday is the gaiety of the distinction between 

itself and its source each is able to explore. But: 

The quids could never tell what was happening. 
But the Mbnoton felt itself differently the same 
In its different parts. 
The silly quids upon their rambling exercise 
Never knew, could never tell 
What their pleasure was about, 
What their carnival was like, 
Being in, being in, being always in 
Where they never could get out 
Of the everywhere, everything, always in, 
To derive themselves from the Monoton. 

The quids, to put it another way, never thought to look 

anywhere else but themselves, their inside, and so, unlike the 

Mbnoton, never knew why they were doing what they were doing, 

what they felt themselves compelled to do. They are, we might 

and one must assume that Cowan and Davidson dismissed 
the evidence before their eyes for reasons which might 
only be guessed at. Mrs. Jackson touches on this in 
relation to other matters in her essay 'Some Auto­
biographical Corrections of Literary History' in the 
Winter, 1974 issue of The Denver Quarterly. 



say, wholly subjective beings, and as such can go no further 

than themselves. 

But I know, with a quid inside of me. 
But I know what a quid's disguise is like, 
Being one myself, 
The gymnastic device 
That a quid puts on for exercise. 

And so should the trees, 
And so should the worms, 
And so should you, 
And all the other predicates, 
And all the other accessories 
Of the quid's masquerade. 

There is something more important, then , than the quid'~ 

masquerade. That is all holiday spirit, all show. There 

is an essential sameness to know of each quid: "To derive 

themselves from the Monoton." This is something they are 

aware of, something which,indeed, provides their .J . 
qu"d1shnesI'J , 

but they cannot understand it. 

In Experts Are Puzzled, MOlly Barleywater is asked what 

beauty is. Beauty, she replies, "is to truth as hate is to 

love. In the presence of any difficulty of analysis, 

'beautiful' springs to the mouth instead of 'true'" • 

'The Quids' is a true poem, and its truehess lies in the 

direct clarity of its meaning striking against the reader'. 

sensibilities. It is not a satire, nor is it philosophical. 

It is not eVen intellectual. It is a poem. There are 

concessions to beauty such as the neat 'gisty', the sympath-

etic, punning liaison of 'thoughtfall' with 'thoughtful', and 

the consistency of the quid-imagery as 'slippery', 'sinuous', 
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'squirming', sharply offset by the contrast with 'cerebration', 

'predicate' and 'grammar'. The tone is gentle, reasonable, 

with a hint of laughter, but laugLter at the sad unnecessariness 



of it all, not cruel laughter; and there is even sadness in 

the last two verses, further dispelling any notion of 

satirical purpose. (These two verses are omitted in the 

collected poe~ suggesting their concessional nature and 

irrelevancy as Mrs. Jackson moved towards the later poems.) 

As a poem, it is assuredly a something and not a something 

else -- satire, philosophy, or whatever. It is real; it is 

original in the best sense. 

'The Quids' is an early foreshadowing of her later work. 

The tone is there time and time again, not only in the poems 

but in the stories, too ('The Quids' irresistibly reminds one 

of 'Miss Banquett', a story-world in which both Monoton and 

quids might well feel at home, though Miss Banquett herself 

seems neither, separately, though possibly she is something 

of both with something further added). The diction is strong, 

clear, combining plainness and odd word-pairings ('slippery 

cerebrations'), and the always rhythmically sharp phrasing. 

But in the content itself, in the actual meaning of the poem, 

can be seen the beginnings of a way of looking at things which 

is Mrs. Jackson's particular way, of seeing whole and clear, 

complex and simple, particular and universal. 

Another poem, 'Druids', which appeared in The Fugitive 

in June, 1925, and was again reprinted in the collected poems, 

is also remarkable, like 'The Quids', both in itself and in 

that it provides an instance of Mrs. Jackson's continuity of 

thought: 

Above Druida, below Druida, 
Round Druida when she loved 
The earth and air, 
The grass and clouds, 
Were golden, were laden, 
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Not with love -- oh less ethereal 
Her radiation --
But with him heavily. 

Her truce of him was timeless. 
Her space of him was edgeless. 
But the man heard the minute strike, 
Marked the spot he stood upon. 
When a leaf fell, when the minute struck, 
When a star stopped, when the plot was drawn, 
The man called farewell to Druida. 
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The archaic feminized 'Druid-a' suggests an ancient and lasting 

wisdom placed in the person of the female and lends an air 

of timelessness to the setting of the poem. That the name 

is derived from a male name suggests that she is neither male 

nor female, but something of both, while 'her' emphasizes 

her oppositional role to man. The oppositional nature of 

their roles is further suggested by his love, which is ethereal, 

and hers which is not: her concern is him, while his concern 

is love. The nature of her love is one which is solely 

preoccupied with him, while he catalogues the progress of his 

feelings by observation of the minutiae of the world around 

him, the universe - the subjective experience of love as 

opposed to her benign, almost casual, objective love. 

'Heavily' is premonitional of his subjective preoccupation, 

translating the casualness of her love into physical experience. 

The man thinks this experience is natural to himself, a part 

of himself, not the result of her, and so, instead of turning 

to her, he turns to the world newly made visible to him, newly 

enhanced, as though it were something in him that enhanced it. 

This, he thinks, is his proper concern, the world, with the 

physical hardness of love in it, and Druida as a part of the 

world, not as the cause of his vision of it. And so he 

marks, plots, spaces, records what he sees, and says farewell 



to Druida: 

A hundred huts heard the cry. 
The heavy earth, the heavy air, 
Lightened, melted. 
The man was gone. 
Druida laughed. 
Touched the precious places of transfiguration, 
The head, the heart, 
The earth, the air, 
Felt only four fiery substances 
That burned not but crackled and echoed 
With sparkling departing. 
Follow him, follow him, 
A hundred sisters said. 

In his preoccupation with the world, the man disappears from 

Druida in the sense that her essential nature, her "less 
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ethereal" radiation, is free of him. His presence is no longer 

a burning presence to her, but crackles and sparkles comfort-

ably in departing. She is free of his insistence, his heavy 

demands. The head, heart, air and earth are a part of him, 

not her, though the cause of his seeing them is her loving 

presence. And while Druida is the primary figuration, her 

one hundred sisters are, if not her earthly aspect, we might 

say the female principle, its numberedness represented by the 

notional 'one hundred'. Druida herself is "timel.ess" and 

"edgeless" (not 'ageless' but connoting something more than 

this); the sisters simply there, her myriad person: 

Druida followed. 
Not to bless him, not to curse him, 
Not to bring back the bridegroom, 
But to pass him like a blind bird 
As if heaven were ahead. 

She follows him, she fol.lows him, 
A hundred sisters said, 
Standing at their doors while the man fled by 
And Druida smiled along. 

Druida found the sky. 
Earth was no more native, 
Love was an alienationd the dust, 



Man but a lover not love, 
Woman but a form of faith, 
Yet enduring in a heaven of earthly recantations. 

She has passed him, she has passed him, 
A hundred sisters cried. 
And the man turned back. 
And a hundred passions welcomed him 
In a hundred huts. 
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The irony at the end is quite perfect. After Druida has passed 

the man and, recanting the earth, finds the sky, man turns 

back to her but finds only the hundred sisters and their 

passion. 

Druida is, I think, true reality, the 'something else', 

as it is defined in 'The Idea Of God', which man can find, 

if he wishes, in woman. But man turns his back on Druida: 

she is there but he chooses elsewhere for his looking. 

Woman, being identifiable with his own nature, seemingly a 

part of his nature, does not appear to him as sufficiently 

significant, and he forgets that if she seems not to take an 

active part in his world, it is because it is his world, his 

invention or fiction. Literally, man created his world. But 

he did not create it with a view to including woman. The 

tradition of the male world is to express male attitudes, with 

female attitudes counting for little, if anything at all. She 

is at most recognized as the mysterious figure rocking the 

cradle -- which is both an. acknowledgement of her and a 

diminishing of her as a living force. As Mrs. Jackson 

says in 'The Damned Thing' in Anarchism Is Not Enough(p.205) , 

speaking in the context of art as an "academic sex", it is 

"foolish to point out that there have been very few great women 

artists: why should one look for women artists at all in 

male art?" To man, woman is at once too individual and too 



much a part of him for him to take her seriously, or, on the 

other hand, to ignore her. As an individual (and all women 
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are individuals), constantly challenging his sense of himself 

as self-sufficient, she is a vital irritation; as an adjunct 

to his nature, she does not seem capable of providing answers 

to his questions. In essence, this is the female mystery, 

one to which man turns, as to the hundred sisters, again and 

again, perplexedly, satisfying himself sexually that she is 

no more than he thinks, in order to resume, as quickly as 

possible, his quiddish holiday. Woman aids and abets man 

in this folly. She is the passive critic of his actions. 

She provides an answer to man's problem of what else there 

is to know besides himself, but, for man, her answer is no 

answer, one "not to be traversed by the dynamics of the will" 

(see above p.140), an answer which is, to him, inadequate 

since alien to his experience. And so Druida is always 

ahead of him, as Miss Banquett is always just ahead, always 

patient, a "form of faith" for both of them, waiting for 

man to cease from his pre-occupied busy-ness and become her 

equal. 

In 'Druida', the conventional forms of image, rhythm, 

cadence and emphasis are respected, are, indeed, expertly 

controlled1 , but what is of first importance in the poem is 

not the conventional aspect. If we think of the work of other 

1 In his book on Robert Graves, Swifter Than Reason (1963), 
Douglas Day makes the extraordinary assertion that Mrs. 
Jackson lacks "verbal discipline and rhythmic pattern 
of any kind" (p.120). (Though he is specifically 
referring to'The Rugged Black Of Anger'(!), he uses 
it as a representative example of her poems in general). 
Similarly, in their History Of American PoetrI (New 
York) 1946, Horace Gregory and Marya Zaturenska speak 
of her lack of "verbal discipline, and the presence of 
an ear that could guide the rhythmical progress of a 
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poets writing at the same time as Mrs. Jackson (E. E. Cummings, 

Marianne Moore, Wallace stevens, T. S. Eliot, any of the 

'Fugitives', W. B. Yeats), we perceive an immediate difference 

and a crucial one: Mrs. Jackson is not decorating the poem. 

To her, the poem is a 'thing', but it is not an 'art-thing'; 

it does not rely for its impact on the delicacy or the 

muscularity of imagery, of broad or minutely particularized 

description. Its force lies in its meaning, its laying bare 

truth or truths. It does not evoke a place, a scena, or 

even an experience in the ordinary personal sense. Her poems 

are things which see and things by which to see, and their 

central concern is with vision. The words in the poem do not 

add to the poem but to the thing seen. One thinks, for the 

purpose of contrast, of the poems of Emily Dickinson, each one 

of which represents a challenge to the surface reality of 

what she sees and an assertion against it. Her power is first 

to evoke and then to question the things she sees, the things 

which seem to possess relation. Mrs. Jackson's poems stop 

neither at surface reality nor at questioning, nor at implied 

counter-assertion. Her interest is not in the power of the 

poem to evoke what is known as reality (that flavour which 

things impart) but in the actualization of reality: primary 

meaning in its most unadorned state. 'Druida' is not a poem 

'about' something: it is something. It is not, for inmance, 

'about' a man and a woman but is an uncovering of the meaning 

of the relation between the man and the woman as the univer-- -
sally ~ meaning, a meaning so fundamental that it establishes 

itself as unchallengeable truth. 

poem"(p.J81). The evidence refutes such charges. It is \~t~f.e.s-\i. 
that none of these writers has anything intelligent to 
say of Mrs. Jackson's poetry. 
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Mrs. Jackson's poems are extraordinary not merely in 

their rhythmical compulsions, cadences, phrasing, but in what 

they say. Craftsmanship acts as an adjunct to meaning and 

does not distract from the core or take over from the poems: 

it introduces emphasis where it is absolutely essential and 

not where it is pretty or dramatic. And,throughout, their 

tone is one of gentleness, as in 'Druida', imbued with a 

knowledge which carries them beyond partisan rhetoric or 

the then contemporary, fashionable despair, and even beyond 

the often foolish, if preferable, false optimism of the times. 

Her critics have often claimed that she is 'obscure' (calling 

her philosophical is another way of calling her obscure) or 

'difficult' (obscure) or 'powerful' or 'feminist' (obscure, 

obscure). Her poems do, indeed, present the reader with a 

difficulty: the reader. Few readers, among whom are to be 

counted critics, have been able to see that what her poems 

demand above all is purity of interest, an interest which has 

voided from it all prejudice, all thought which is not proper 

to poetry itself. Very few readers are capable of going to 

poetry with minds entirely free from considerations which are 

other than poetic, and, judging by the public record, in Mrs. 

Jackson's case, there have been only a few, including Robert 

Fitzgerald, the American scholar, poet and translator of Homer, 

and her husband, Schuyler B. Jackson, and apart from these a 

handful of people who have been able to sense her importance 

and have courageously attempted to define what they see 

there. The reason for this failure in her readers is, in a 

way, quite simple: readers approach her poems expecting to 

find what they have always found in poetry, or expecting, at 



most, if they are forewarned, something only slightly in 

advance of what they have always known. They expect, that is, 

some emotional core, some startling imagery, a breathless 

unexpected patterning of words which allows an old subject to 

be seen in a new light; they expect pathos and sympathy, 

anger and despair; and perhaps above all they expect to find 

themselves, in all their nobility and suffering, their grand­

ness and littleness, reflected in the dramatic centre of each 

poem. The reader expects, that is, some affirmation from the 

poem that he or she possesses some dignified reality, that 

there is a common core of emotionally based experience which 

unites humanity,.-d in which all share to Bome degree, and 

in which all are equal. 

It would be wrong to suggest that Mrs. Jackson's poems 

lack in this regard, but it exists in incidental relation to 

the poem, not as its primary functioning, the human self of 

the poem, not the actual meaning of the poem,which is the poem 

itself. The human self is present in both 'The Quids' and 

'Druida' as evidenced by what I have called the 'tone', 

but in both there is something more than self which takes 

the poem beyond the localized experience of self. The human 

self is the formal reality of the poem, while the creative 

self is the residue left when the formal reality is removed. 

This residue is pure self, the unreal self which destroys 

the surface, the immediately apparent reality, in order to 

identify itself with the absolute reality. This is what makes 

the reader's experience of her poems difficult/and it is plain 

that the difficulty is not hers but the poetic education from 

which the reader comes. Mrs. Jackson is quite aware of this, 
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and draws attention to her awareness in the Preface to her 

Collected Poems: 

Not only am I aware of the effect of extreme difficulty 
that my poems have had for the majority of readers, 
but I offer voluntarily the statement that, in one 
sense of difficulty, more difficult poems would be 
difficult to find. 

(Collected Poems (1938) ,p.X)( ) 

And the reason is not that her poems are difficult but that 

the readers' approach to her poems is difficult, extremely 

but not irreVocably so. 

In his review of Mrs. Jackson's Collected Poems in 

the Summer, 1939 issue of The Kenyon Review, Robert Fitz-

gerald said: 

Of all the contemporary poems I know, these seem 
to me the furthE!~st advanced, the most personal and 
the purest. I hope, but hardly believe, that they will 
be assimilated soon into the general consciousness of 
literat1re. t 

The authority, the dignity of truth telling, 
lost by poetry to science, may gradually be regained. 
If it is, these poems should one day be a kind of 
Principia. They argue that the art of language is 
the most fitting instrument with which to press upon 
full reality and make it known. 

(p.34 1) 

And in ~, December 26th, 1938, Schuyler B. Jackson, who 

was later to marry Laura Riding, as her name was then, said: 

Laura Riding's poems are no monologues: they are 
direct communications of personal knowledge from 
herself to the readereThese oems make such unfalt-
ering sense that most attentionwill falter 
before them. ~) 

(p.41) 

Both writers clearly understand that Mrs. Jackson was seeking 

to achieve something quite new and, at the same time, some-

thing quite final in poetry, and that her poems represent 



more than the, we might say, normal or ordinary aspirations 

of poets. The poetry in Collected Poems is a record of this 

achievement and at the same time a record of the failure of 

poetry to fulfil its extraordinary promise of potential 

'tru th telling'. Gradually the poems grow into the realiz-

at ion by the poet that she can get no further in poetry than 

poems, and that poem8 are not enough. The parts into which 

Collected Poems is divided give an indication of the failure 

of poetry, moving from 'Poems of Mythical Occasion', most of 

which were written in America, to 'Poems of Immediate Occ-

asion', mostly written in England, to 'Poems of Final Occasion', 

from her period in Majorca, and then to 'Poems Continual', 

written either in Majorca or in the several different places 

she lived ~ after the Spanish Civil War broke out. The fifth 

and final part, 'Histories', contains three long poems each 

of which is essentially different in character from the main 

body of her poems, while each adds, separately, another 

dimeneion. 

The first poems 1 in the book are a series under the 

sub-title 'Forgotten Girlhood' and deal, playfully and fanci­

fully, with the origins of the author, not autobiographically, 

but as one emerging into thought. In the first poem of the 

series, 'Into Laddery street' (p.l), the capitalized "Old 

Trouble" may be thought of as akin to the Monoton in 'The Quids': 

The stove was grey, the coal was gone. 
In and out of the same room 
One went, one came. 
One turned into nothing. 

1 All future page-number references will be to Collected 
Poems unless otherwise stated. 



One turned into whatever 
Turns into children. 

But remember the coal was gone. 
Old Trouble carried her down 
To her cell~ where the rags were Warm. 

And turned her sooner 
Than had her mother 
Into one of the Laddery children, 
And called her Lida 
For short and for long, 
For long, for long. 

The name of the street, Laddery, suggests society, and the 

rung by rung climbing either up the ladder of ambition or 

towards death, and the fact that "the coal was gone" suggests 
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its bleakness of prospect. Fortunately for Lida, there is the 

strong sense of Old Trouble, the nagging sense or premonition 

that there is something more, and she is carried down to the 

warm rags. The next poem, 'In Laddery street Herself', 

questions the nature of thiR something more: 

I am hands 
And face 
And feet 
And things inside of me 
That I can't see. 

What knows in me? 
Is it only something inside 
That I can't seer 

I 

In her growing-up there is something more, she knows, though 

she is uncertain what it is. Gradually, however, as she 

matures, she at least is certain that there is "something 

inside", though she appears to be confused as to what it is, 

and what she herself is, in the world of people, as though 

she has an instinct for life, which is strong, but is confused 

between what it, the instinct, istand what life is. Even-

tually, therefore, Old Trouble dies and goes "Into the great 
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I 
rag-bag. II This line is taken from the poem 'Toward'" The 

Corner', the title suggesting Lida's movement towards maturer 

thought; and the next poem is 'Around The Corner', where she 

is seen in the company of other children, enjoying herself: 

Home Sparkey, home Dodo, home Henry, home Gring. 
With Dodo I kiss. 
With Henry and Gring 
I go walking and talking. 
With Sparkey I sing. 

But her fun is spoiled by "Mother Damnable", who seems to 

take the place of Old Trouble, though as an authoritarian 

figure: 

But don't call Mother Damnable names. 
The names will come back 
At the end of a nine-tailed Damnable strap. 
Mother Damnable, MOther Damnable, 
Good Mother Damnable. 

And Mother Damnable chases them off for their "disgraceful" 

behaviour. Lida seems, in fact, to have neglected Old Trouble 

in the new guise of Mother Damnable and in her innocence is 

chastised. Her next phase is to fall in love and to think 

that "Love's the only thing", but this is only a "hobby-

horse" and Lida remains intact, a "Lost lady with question-

marks/Allover her nose". She retains, that is, the spirit 

of questioning, even though her next episode, ominously 

called 'All The Way Back', sees her married to "Bill Bubble." 

Fortunately for Lida,however: 

Have you heard about Bubble? 
He was called away 
To fight for his country 
And got stuck in the chimney. 
Then hey, Lida, away 
On a hobby left over from Yesterday. 

And so Lida is saved, off again to be herself, and to understand 

that faults, whether her own or of other making, are "perfect-
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ion's faults,IAnd only perfection matters." 

'Forgotten Childhood' is written with great simplicity 

of rhythm and words but moves on an undercurrent of meaning. 

It establishes the author's sense of herself as someone begin-

ning and moving along a certain path, ordering her early 

experiences in a lively but not autobiographically factual 

way in the conventional sense of the word. It is a 'forgotten' 

childhood, the details omitted and the picture drawn in 

broad sweeps of the pen. The occasion is 'mythical', in the 

words of the section's sub-title. 

But to say of the poems of the first section that they 

are mythical is not to say they are not actual. They are 

more actual, perhaps, than poems which might dwell upon detail. 

For what they record are the movements and discoveries of 

the author, not in physical descriptions or in terms of 

experience-description, but in terms of self and what self 

can make known. The poems are released from the burden of 

personality, and what takes place in them is the advance of 

pure self into hitherto unknown areas of thinking. 'How 

Blind And Bright' (p.11), for example, like 'Druida', with 

an ease which appears the essence of simplicity, flows into 

the knowledge of what it means to see with the eyes, literally, 

and the difference it has made and makes: 

Light, visibility of light, 
Sun, visibility of sun. 
Light, sun and seeing, 
Visibility of men. 

How blind is bright! 
How blind is bright! 

Eyes looking out for eyes 
Meet only seeing, in common faith, 
Visibility and brightness. 



The visibility which the light creates is the world towards 

which men look, is the male domain of seeing and being. 

Men are inevitably drawn to this world, ~tepping from self 

into it, creating all things under the sun quite literally. 

This bright seeing is really blindness, in that they leave 

self behind, but they take comfort in the "common faith" 

that all are as one, that all see in the same way. EVen the 

darkness of night holds no solution: 

Night, invisibility of light, 
No sun, invisibility of sun, 
Eyes in eyes sheltered, 
Night, night and night. 
All light, all fire, all eyes, 
Wrapt in one conference of doubt. 

The eyes are still looking, seeking out other eyes, and, 

even though forced to doubt, they are collectively secure 

"Wrapt in one conference of doubt", the doubt as to whether 

they are real and whether the visible world, and themselves 

as a part of the visible world, is all there is to know. 

And so the eyes create fire to keep the world and the other 

eyes visible, that the sense of togetherness might dispel 

the fear of the knowledge of isolation. The poem then puts 

the alternative: 

Eyes not looking out for eyes 
Look inward and meet sight 
In common loneliness, 
Invisibility and darkness. 

How bright is blind! 
How bright is blind! 

There might be common loneliness, invisibility and darkness 

in this looking inwards, but at least there is real sight, 

at least this is the real place to start from in its acknow-

ledgement of individual isolation and human lesserness. Once 
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the step has been made there is sight, and though it might 

appear blindness, it is only a blindness to the visible world, 

a turning away from the visible world in order to see truly. 

This is why these final lines are imbued with sadness at the 

pain facing those who "look inward" but is then rounded off 

by the celebratory repetition of the last two lines, reversing 

the "How blind is bright:" of the opening. 

One of the peculiar qualities of 'How Blind And Bright' 

is the imaging of eyes, disembodied, as it were, under the 

visibility of light and oddly cat-like at night. This 

quality of imaging is a marked feature in Mrs. Jackson's 

poems but is present not by a fanciful imagination but by a 

literalness in the use of words. 

It is to be seen clearly, for example, in 'Pride Of 

Head' (p .10) : 

If it were set anywhere else but so, 
Rolling in its priVate exact socket 
Like the sun set in a joint on a mountain ••• 
But here, nodding and blowing on my neck, 
Of no precedent in nature 
Or the beauties of architecture, 
Flying my hair like a field of corn 
Chance-sown on the neglected side of a hill, 
My head is at the top of me 
Where I live mostly and most of the time, 
Where my face turns an inner look 
On what's outside of me 
And meets the challenge of other things 
Haughtily, by being What it is. 

From this place of pride, 
Gem of the larger, lazy continent just under it, 
I, the idol of the head, 
An autocrat sitting with my purposes crossed under me, 
Watch and worry benignly over the rest, 
Send all the streams of sense running down 
To explore the savage half-awakened land, 
Tremendous continent of this tiny isle, 
And civilize it as well as they can. 
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This is quite unforced. It has in it the quality which paint-

ing took from poetry and called 'surrealist', but whereas in 

painting the effect of conjoining dissimilar visual imagery 

is to shock, here, in the proper setting of language in which 

words have a figurative diversity, the effect is natural and 

unforced, accuracy, not shock. In poetry, the head does 

nod (or twist, lean, lift, bow, shake, blow, fly), without 

disruption to sense, since the words in a poem are or should 

be continually new and fresh, made so by their new and fresh 

conjunction with other words, and continually advance new 

thought. This is the potential of poetry. 

(p.J4), it is seen even more clearly: 

The fever of afternoon 
Is called afternoon, 
Old sleep uptorn, 
Not yet time for night-time, 
No other name, for no names 
In the afternoon but afternoon. 

Love tries to speak but sounds 
So close in its own ear. 
The clock-ticks hear 
The clock-ticks ticking back. 

In 'Afternoon' 

The fever fills where throats show, 
But nothing in these horrors moves to swallow 
While thirst trails afternoon 
To husky sunset. 

Evening appears with mouths 
When afternoon can talk. 
Supper and bed open and close 
And love makes thinking dark. 
MOre afternoons divide the night, 
New sleep uptorn, 
Wakeful suspension between dream and dream -­
We never knew how long. 
The sun is late by hours of soon and soon 
Then comes the quick fever, called day. 
But the slow fever is called afternoon. 

In what is a poem on a seemingly conventional subject, the 

animalization occurring in the middle section takes on 
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sinister proportions of horrors of throats. swollen, swallowing, 

fever-filled, reinforced by the languour of the rhythm, long 

vowels and heavy, falling cadences, taking the meaning of the 

poem beyond its conventional setting. 

In this poem and in 'Pride Of Head' it is the meaning 

which finally draws the reader's attention. In 'Pride Of' 

Head', for example, the chances are that the reader will have 

a surface impression of the subject-matter of the poem, of 

what the poem is 'about', but will possibly miss the signif-

icance of the lines: 

Where my face turns an inner look 
On what's outside of me 
And meets the challenge of other things 
Haughtily, by being what it is. 

And possibly that of "I, the idol of my head". But this is 

the point upon which the poem turns. In a more conventional 

poem, the subject of the poem would have rested at the 

Adamish dichotomy of mind and body and the sense of conflict 

between the two. In Mrs. Jackson's poem, there is no conflict. 

She is quite certain where she stands. The body is a "savage, 

half-awakened land,/Tremendous continent" over which "I, 

the idol of the head" worries benignly. But this 'I' is a 

distinct entity, an 'idol', functioning, called into existence, 

by its conjunction with the body, and it is not all there is 

of the mind. There is also the face "which turns an inner 

look" which governs the 'I' while at the same time is complete 

in itself, a distinct intellectual quality of more substant-

iality and permanency than the 'I'. 

The poem 'Afternoon' presents a more complicated problem. 

The subject of the poem is afternoon and the problem of def-
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inition of this part of the day. Unlike the other period~of 

the day, it does not have a name unique to it. Morning, 

evening and night are particular names for particular periods 

of the day, but afternoon is only 'after' the 'noon', and its 

characterization in the poem is 'fever', suggestive of confus­

ion of the senses and accompanying fear. Because of this) 

it has "No other name ••• but afternoon" since a proper name 

could not be attached to it. It is not like evening "which 

appears with mouths II, a period in the day of relaxation of 

energy: nor like night when "love makes thinking dark". 

where the feverishness of afternoon disappears in not thinking, 

though it may be disturbed by dreams which are identified 

with 'afternoons' in "More afternoons divide the night". 

Nor is it like "the quick fever. called day", a time of 

activity, a bustling period in which there is a desire to 

get as much done as possible. The essence of afternoon is 

"slow fever ll , filled with the intimacy of sounds, such as the 

clock ticking, where the mind is torn between the desire to 

speak and the impossibility of speaking, 'speaking' used 

here as something true, contrasted with the evening "talk", 

a gossipy form of communication. In the afternoon there is 

a feverish awareness, a heightened though irritable sensib­

ility of life, a period of time in which the mind is aware 

that something ought to be happening and nothing does, a 

sense of timelessness and a corresponding sense of frustration. 

Yet nothing is being done. Everything is waiting, and not 

waiting, as the feverish throats show, and "nothing in these 

horrors moves to swallow" in order to quench the "thirst" 

for something to occur, only the waiting for evening to 
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to appear when the pent-up fever of afternoon can be rel-

eased in mere talk, and this to be followed by night and then 

day once more. The only time of day which is fruitful is night, 

which, between the afternoonish dreams, is a "wakeful sus-

pension", meaning that at night, one is closest to oneself, 

though, ironically, asleep. 

'Afternoon' is a poem to be highly prized. It is quite 

perfect. When read and read again, it does not lose its 

force but discovers new levels of understanding each time. 

It is able to do this because, although it is centred on 

particulars, it mOVes into universals, uncovering an area of 

thought which is true for all, and not just true for its 

author. The experience it is based on is common enough, 

the languour of afternoon; but its implications move ever 

outwards from its base, suggestive of far more than just 

afternoon. Life, too, is the afternoon, feverish, waiting, 

putting off, the consciousness urging that there is something 

to be known, while life, in its easiness, postpones the event, 

"We never knew how long." It holds in itself a mirror of the 

waiting world, impatient of the sun's visibility, always 

"late by hours of soon and soon", and turning its back 

continually upon itself. Speaking of this poem in particular, 

in a recent review of Mrs. Jackson's Selected Poems, Professor 

Michael Kirkham1 , who has published a book on Robert Graves, 

said: 

1 

What I shall say of this poem is characteristic of many 
of her poems. Its plot has three parts: first a cryptic 

'Laura Riding's Poems' 
Cambridge Quarterly, Spring, 
Pp.J02-Jo8. 

by ~tichael Kirkham. The 
1971: Vol. 5, Number~ 
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statement of the thought, using the basic elements of 
the poem's imagery -- like a closed bud; then a gradual 
unfolding of the thought's intricacies; finally, in 
the last three lines, a rounding-back to the original 
general statement, further reduced to its essentials 
and set in a life-context of the widest coverage. 
The imagery is not really metaphorical: it provides, 
rather, particular instances of a general reality, 
and word and thought are more nearly identical. It 
is as though the poet has set out to convince us that 
one word, 'afternoon', contains the central experience 
of the poem, seen within a certain order of meanings 
and values: preliminary statements are made with the 
word; there follow demonstrations of its sense-range; 
and, finally the word is used in a logical fo~ulation 
that makes it -- packed now with all it can say -­
identical with that experience. The imagery is the 
poem, the poem's thought. Its introduction is direct, 
not oblique; correspondences are laid out plainly if 
concisely. It startles by all it manages to say, and 
by the subtlety by which it exposes the internal rel­
ations of the whole thought. 

And a little further on: 

In 'Afternoon', the tight line, tight in rhythm and logic, 
the words circling back on themselves, in the process 
of clarifying the internal relations of the thought, 
give us the choking, claustral quality of the experience 
-- and the need to break its spell. 

Her concern with experience, he says, is "moral, and in its 

scope, and largeness of caring, religious." It is pleasing 

to find oneself in full accord with the intensity of this 

tribute to Mrs. Jackson and its accurate insight. 'Afternoon' 

contains within its grasp everything possible to a poem and 

something more: the actual uncovering of truth, which is an 

integral part of the 'process' (Professor Kirkham's word) of 

the poem as it rises through the initial experience, at once 

an intellectual and a passionately feeling advance of thought 

into the area of truth. 

'Afternoon' is concentratedly intricate. Each word of 

each line is fused with the next word and line, the sense 

playing backwards and forwards illuminatingly. But even after 

saying so much of what the poem is 'about', the reader is left 
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with the sense of not having said all there is to say. In 

the translation from poem into prose there is left behind a 

residue of poetic statement which resists attempts to extricate 

it from the whole, demanding, eventually, that the poem be 

left in its entirety for fullest possible comprehension. There 

is something more durab~e, tougher, pure in the poem which 

prose cannot, fina~~y, render. To say what the poem is 

'about' is to give a description of its physica~ conditions, 

only. Even the account given of the meaning of the poem is 

physical since understanding the meaning means re~easing 

oneself from the poem's integrative energy because one is 

fatigued by the poem's insistence. In any account of a poem, 

whether of its craft or its meaning, the reader is adjusting 

the poem to his or her standards of inte~~ectual understand-

ing. The more the poem is integrated, the greater the sense 

of discomfort the reader feels in giving an account of it: 

there is always something more the integrative reality of 

the poem itself. The poem is not only craft and meaning 

but a facing towards and a participation in final reality, 

absolute reality; and this is a poetic quality not open to 

other demands of proof. In rendering a description of its 

physical aspects, only one side of the poem is given, the 

other side being the poem itse~f. As Mrs. Jackson said in 

Contemporaries And Snobs (pp.J4-J5) 

The end of poetry is not to create a physical condition 
which shall give pleasure to the mind. It appea~s to 
an energy in which no distinction exists between 
physica~ and menta~ conditions. It does not massage, 
soothe, excite or entertain this energy in any way. 
It is this energy in a form of extraordinary strength 
and-rntactness. Poetry is therefore not concentrated 



on an audience but on itself and only produces satis­
faction in the sense that wherever this energy exists 
in a sufficient degree of strength and intactness it 
will be encouraged by poetry in further concentration 
of itself. Poetry appeals only to poetry and begets 
nothing but poetry. 

The poem does not attack the reader but calls forth a poetic 

response which matches the poem in intactness and strength. 

The reader of such a poem would say 'How true', rather than 
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'How beautiful'. This energy is the sense of that real portion 

of self every human being possesses without recourse to history, 

the concrete intelligence, time or other knowledge areas. 

It is for this reason that the majestic 'The Rugged 

Black Of Anger', which is the final poem of the first section 

of Collected Poems, must be left to interpret itself with as 

little interference as possible, as was argued by the authors 

of A Survey Of Modernist Poetry. In its compass it represents 

the difference between poetry and prose even more clearly, 

perhaps, than 'Afternoon'l and of course comment may be made 

on its physically representative qualities. But time and time 

again one returns to this poem invigorated by the knowledge 

that it is plainly itself, will not allow itself to be any-

thing else than what it is -- and in this, I venture, it is 

one among many of the most remarkable poems to have been 

written; 

The rugged black of anger 
Has an uncertain smile-border. 
The transition from one kind to another 
May be love between neighbour and neighbour; 
Or natural death; or discontinuance 
Because, so small is space, 
The extent of kind must be expressed otherwise; 
Or loss of kind when proof of no uniqueness 
Confutes the broadening edge and discourages. 

Therefore and therefore all things have experience 
Of ending and of meeting, 



And of ending that much more 
As self grows faint of self-dissolving 
When more is the intenser self 
That is another too, or nothing. 
And therefore smiles come of least smiling __ 
The gift of nature to necessity 
When relenting grows involuntary. 

This is the account of peace, 
Why the rugged black of anger 
Has an uncertain smile-border, 
Why crashing glass does not announce 
The monstrous petal-advance of flowers, 
Why singleness of heart endures 
The mind coupled with other creatures. 
Room for no more than love in such dim passages 
Where between kinds lie only 
Their own uncertain edges. 

This such precise division of space 
Leaves nothing for walls, nothing but 
Weakening of place, gentlenes~. 
The blacker anger, blacker the less 
As anger greater, angrier grows; 
And least where most, 
Where anger and anger meet as two 
And share one smile-border 
To remain so. 

The generous inclusiveness of this poem repays frequent visits 

until the reader finally feels an honoured guest. And yet to 

give an account of what is there, in all its complexity, is 

182. 

to recognize the process of simplification involved in matching 

it with one's own sensibilities and rendering that in terms 

comprehensible to a third party. The poem is a whole, a com-

plete entity, and response to it must be equally whole and 

complete. At most, one might give clues to a possible reading; 

but, at best, these will mislead. 

It is possible to observe, for example, that the first 

two lines of the poem begin, in the words of the Preface to 

Collected Poems (p.xvii), on "the most elementary plane of 

understanding", the movement from intense anger to involuntary 

smiling, which isa fairly commonplace occur"tnce. But the "f. 
1'" 

poem does not proceed to give or describe an actual instance 
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of this experience as witnessed or imagined but moves, in the 

third line, to an isolation of the experience to its most 

elementary state as 'kind'. By isolating it to 'kind', its 

application becomes immediately universal, so that in line 7 

the generalization "The extent of kind must be expressed 

otherwise" becomes not merely possible but true. Everything 

has limit beyond which it cannot go unless it becomes some-

thing else. It can become something else because there 

are no "walls", only "weakening of place". The crashing of 

glass does not "announce" the growth of flowers: flowering 

adapts to the restriction of glass, "the gift of nature to 

necessity". This is both "the account of peace" and the 

account of love. Peace lies between the softening uncertain 

edges of one anger confronted by another, as love results as 

a possibility when one kind (of person) is confronted by another 

kind (of person) -- there are no 'walls" between kinds, only 

"dim passages", uncertain edges,weakenings of place, where 

there is "Room for no more than love", suggesting that neither 

peace nor love is sufficient. 

The poem is 'about' identity, how and why everything, 

each thing, has identity. Everything has identity because 

"so small is space." How everything has identity is either 

through staying within its limits, or moving beyond those 

limits to become something else, or by disappearing ("natural 

death") as "self grows faint of self-dissolving" when it is 

confronted by the "intenser self/That is another too, or noth­

ing." But though each thing has a force of singleness or 

uniqueness, each kind has a border which it shares with other 

kinds. Thus, there may be anger in opposition to anger, but 



between them lies the smile-border, though in each~nd it 

is "uncertain." And so there is both unique identity ~ 

merging (two angers, one smiling), as there can be, simil­

arly, both "mind coupled with other creatures" ~ the unique 

identity of the "singleness of heart." One remains the same 

while recognizing that there is a point, a border, of mergence 

with others. The problem is that this point or border is 

uncertain. It is a weakness, a relenting, a gift of nature, 

rather than something positive, and cannot be, as it were, 

held or maintained -- it is not a deliberate form. The last 

stanza suggests that only where the identities are maintained 

can there be certainty. Where there is anger maintained 

against anger, then the smile-border may "remain so," may 

become fixed and known. And so the more concentration there 

is upon identity, the more possibility, the more certainty 

there is of establishing sameness, of variety becoming one, 

in opposition to variety and outside of it, as Molly Barley­

water says. The poem answers the problem of singleness of 

identity and the multiplicity of sameness and how the two may 

be reconciled. 

But the poem is not confined to actual persons. It 

reaches out to "Therefore and therefore all things have 

experience/Of ending and of meeting," and one is aware, in 

'explaining' it, of reducing its total meaning. The poem may 

begin in visual imagery, visual imagination of anger and smil-

ing, but it quickly moves from this precise instance to an 

equally precise reality of universal proportion. The poem is 

not written from the point of view of what 'I' might observe 

but from what 'we' know, have human knowledge of: not as a 
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part of experience but as the human experience. This is a 

crucial point. Poetry is not a method for understanding but 

a way to~. The poem is written by the author allowing 

herself to be reality, to be the instrument of it, and it is 

reality which shapes the poem, not the author. And this real­

ity, with the poet in it, cannot be wrong, for it ie What, 

in the universe, is pressing to be associated and come into 

being at any given moment. It is the function of poetry to 

assist things to come into existence and give them form in 

the poem. This is the history of the mind, the huge obstacle 

to its full realization being man's insistence on placing 

reality in society as minde, collectively instead of indiv­

idually. Man, as a subjective being, must understand (feel) 

reality,and therefore creates the correlative reabty to him­

self, society, placing reality not in himself but outside 

himself where it can be 'known' in the sense of conquered. 

He cannot see that to know reality he must be it. 'The 

Rugged Black Of Anger' is reality, its elements moving 

into association the permanency of which is attested to by 

the inability of the poet-reader to break the poem down into 

its constituent parts. One may not argue with the poem on 

one's own terms since the terms are entirely new -- the only 

terms are the terms of the poem and therefore entirely true. 

What is the poem about? It is not 'about' anything. It is. 

And to know what it is one must experience the Whole of the 

poem, meeting it with the force of purity it demands. 

Because the poet is the instrument of the poem, not 

its maker, the words seem to generate themselves, each word 

precisely sympathetic to the next and the next. This is true, 
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in a sense. But the distinction to be made between this poem 

and the poem which is seen as an absolute in itself is that, 

in this poem, word and reality are one. It is not words which 

generate themselves but reality through words and reality 

in words. The poet who sees the poem as an absolute is overly 

preoccupied, as E. E. Cummings was, with critical perfection, 

denying the future, in his careful use of typography, the 

possibility of changing his meanings, but at a cost to his 

creativity. In 'The Rugged Black of Anger' the critical and 

creative aspects are balanced. It contains,in equal strength, 

critical and creative formality, both carefully disciplined 

to interfere as little as possible with the poem as it comes 

into being. The poem is neither creatively (romantically) 

nor critically (classically) dominated. These two faculties 

assist the poem but do not dictate what it will be. It is not 

the words which generate each other, but the poem which gen-

erates the words which generate each other. 

The poem is not a story, an idea, or facts, but "mean-

ing at work in what has no meaning" (Contemporaries And Snobs, 

p.1), each time creating new intellectual forms, new exper-

iences. The difference between new forms and old forms is 

demonstrated in a poem in the next section, 'Poems Of Imm-

ediate Occasion', called 'Footfalling' (p.82): 

A modulation is that footfalling. 
It says and does not say. 
When not walking it is not saying. 
When saying it is not walking. 
When walking it is not saying. 
Between the step and alter.nation 
Breathes the hush of modulation 
Which tars all roads 
To confiding heels and soles and tiptoes. 
Deep from the rostrum of the promenade 



The echo-tongued mouth of motion 
Rolls its vOice, 
And the large throat is heard to~emble 
While the footfalls shuffle. 

It says and does not say. 
When the going is gone 
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There is only fa~y. ') 
Every thought s0t9Ps like a footfall, 
Till a thought like a boot kicks down the wall. 

The 'modulation' is the alternating noise and silence of the 

stepping foot noise ("saying") and silence ("not saying"). 

The saying is the confiding contact of shoe with the road, 

the noise resulting from shoe and road. At the precise 

moment of contact with the road, the shoe is not actually in 

motion and is therefore both saying and not saying. And 

when the shoe is in motion, swinging to the next step, it 

is silent. But the road is the same road, tarring shoes to 

it, perhaps a familiar road with familiar shoes. There is 

no significance in thought, which is the same as the modul-

ation of footfalling, until thought "like a boot kicks down 

the wall." The wall is the obstacle ahead which would cause 

the footfalls to shuffle to a halt. In the silence when the 

voice or the foot stops "saying", there is only "fancy", 

suggesting bemusement or vacancy of real thought, until the 

sound or the voice begins again. Intangibly, in the rhyth~~ 

and falling cadences, is suggested a certain weariness with 

the "modulation" and the "echo-tongued mouth" which irrita-

tingly "trembles." To get beyond this, the author suggests 

there must be the booting power of thought, kicking down all 

barriers to it. The poem itself is the thought. 

'Poems Of Mythical Occasion' were, on the whole, 

speculatively timeless, tending not to be fixed to a particu-



lar thing in a particular moment but trying in their scope 

to reach backwards or to suspend time. Many of the titles, 

such as 'The Quids', 'Lucrece And Nara', 'Goat And Arnalthea', 
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'Helen's Burning' and 'Helen's Faces', indicate thought setting 

itself at a distance from its direct subject in order to give 

the fullest possible account (as in 'The Quids'). In 'Poems 

Of Immediate Occasion' the poems are, as in 'Footfalling', 

rooted in immediate experience but raise this immediacy to a 

level of thought which encompasses all experience. The poe~~ 

comment on both the present (which is really the past) and 

the immediate (what is happening as opposed to what has 

happened). The poem 'Ding-Donging' (p.96) is similar to 

'Footfalling' in this: 

With old hours all belfry heads 
Are filled, as with thoughts. 
With old hours ring the new hours 
Between their bells. 
And this hour-long ding-donging 
So much employs the hour-long silences, 
That bells hang thinking when not striking, 
When striking think of nothin~ 
Chimes of forgotten hours " 
More and more are played 
~lile bells stare into space, 
And more and more space wears 
A look of having heard 
But hearing not: 
Forgotten hours chime louder 
In the meantime, as if always, 
And spread ding-donging back 
MOre and more to yesterdays. 

The imagery is familiar and immediate, but again there is 

the sudden yet naturally executed shift into thought, made 

way for in the very first line here with "belfry heads." 

Inside the 'heads' ring the bells, and then, hanging silently, 

the echoing of their ringing continues. Before the echoes have 

died down, the "new hours" are rung, so that old and new 



189. 

exist side by side, so much preoccupying the mind that, even 

when they have cea~ed, they seem to be thinking, and when they 

begin once more, think of nothing. Both the bells and lrind 

are of one accord, the imagery of the first including the 

second perfectly naturally. 

In the latter half of the poem, the sound of the bells 

seems to ring on "More and more" even though the bells are 

still, like the mind remembering. In the mind, as in the bells, 

there is an ancient chord which calls the attention to it as 

something of central importance. And because of the know-

ledge of the importance, the vacancy, the hosality, perhaps, 

of space seems as though it should take on meaning, is some-

how more friendly, while, in fact, it continues blankly, 

"hearing not". And so the mind-bells chime louder and more 

inSistently, ignoring the blankness of space and insisting 

on the presence of deeper, older memories, but "When striking 

think of nothing", so suggesting the tyranny of the old oVer 

the new, thought as arising from history and returning to 

history instead of advancing. Alternatively, the last four 

lines might suggest the maturing sense of origins which have 

been forgotten, a knowledge of original purpose dimly rem-

embered but which persis~ 

The poem is not so much an idea as a process of though~ 

itself: the bells are identifiable as thought, and the poem 

is identifiable as bells and thought. In, for example, the 

two lines 

That bells hang thinking when not striking, 
When striking think of nothing 

the slowness of the first line, broken by the hesitancy of 
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'hang' and the cae sura after 'thinking', matches the sense of 

the line eXactly, while the quick, throwaway flatness of the 

second line accords perfectly with the sense of 'striking' 

and the emphaticness of the conclusive irony. Sound echoes 

sense, but sense equally echoes sound, the movement of the 

first line making the second inevitable, as though there were 

nothing more natural than that bells should think of nothing 

when striking, which is indeed natural in the context of the 

poem. 

Like 'Footfalling' and 'The Rugged Black Of Anger', 

the perfect, matter-of-fact balance of meaning in 'Ding-Dong-

ing' forbids didactic interpretation. The poem means some-

thing, but it does not fall heavily upon one idea as opposed 

to another. The poem makes its own meaning as it goes along, 

a new, not a preconceived meaning, concerning the nature of 

thought as something happening rather than something to 

happen. The poem is not political, religious or philosophic; 

it doesn't even 'draw' from Mrs. Jackson's 'theories' in her 

other work: her other work, if anything, draws from the poems, 

from what is discovered in the poems (or, to put it a better 

way, what is uncovered by the poems). 

Other poems which demonstrate Mrs. Jackson's sureness 

of touch and exhibit the qualities of the 'immediacy' of the 

section's title might be found in 'Echoes', made up of twenty-

six numbered poems (p.80) 

- 6 -
If there are heroes anywhere 
Unarm them quickly and give them 
Medals and fine burials 
And history to look back on 
As weathermen point with pride to rain. 



- 11 -

'I shall mem it,' I say, 
Whenever something breaks, 
'By tying the beginning to the end.' 

Then with my hands washed clean 
And fingers piano-playing 
And arms bare to go elbow-in, 
I come to an empty table always. 
The broken pieces do not wait 
On rolling up of sleeves. 
I come in late always 
Saying, 'I shall mend it.' 

Small,cautionary poems, these, of moral value, but reaching 

out towards a wider compass of meaning as well as showing the 
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poet's ability with words. Or there is 'All Nothing, Nothing' 

1 
(p.100) , a long poem which, in its form, is similar to 

'Footfalling' and 'Ding-Donging', having as its starting point 

the immediately observable)but which rises to an agonized 

pitch. Here are the opening lines: 

The standing-stillness, 
The from foot-to-foot, 
Is no real illness, 
Is no true fever, 
Is no deep shiver; 
The slow impatience 
Is no sly conscience; 
The covered cough bodes nothing, 
Nor the covered laugh, 
Nor the eye-to~ye shifting 
Of the foot-to-foot lifting, 
Nor the hands under-over, 
Nor the neck and the waist 
Twisting loose and then tight, 
Right, left and right, 
Nor the mind up and down 
The long body column 
With a know-not-why passion 
And a can't-stop motion: 
All nothing, nothing. 

1 'All Nothing, Nothing' is one of several plagiarized 
by W. H. Auden. 



They will not walk away, which "were a disgrace": 

For none may walk away 
Who go, they stay, 
And this is plain 
In being general. 

Nor are they pretending yet, with their "Silly-faces/And love 

of ghastliness", which would be a "troublesome/Hypocrisy"; 

No, the twisting does not turn, 
The stamping does not steam, 
Nor the impatience burn, 
Nor the tossing hearts scream, 
Nor the bones fall apart 
By the tossing of the heart, 
Nor the heads roll off 
With laugh-cough, laugh-cough, 
Nor the backs crack with terror 

Nothing stirs in this "stirring and standstill" except, 

perhaps, the "sweltering and shivering/Between one minute 

and the next". Nothing arises from the feverishness of move­

ment except more concealment of the distress felt at trying 

to be natural, which only serves to increase the sense of 

being ill-at-ease, and all is the result of the "least 

purposeful/Pos~Jible purpose." That is to say, there is a pur-

pose, but it is irresolute, even to the point of denying 

purpose. 

'All Nothing, Nothing' is a powerfully accomplished 

poem of great force and strength which, with the other poems 

I have quoted, rank with the best poems of this century, and, 
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if taken in the general scope of the collected poems,are better.BQl 

Mrs. Jackson was never one to rest at accomplishment in this con-

ventional sense of being as good as or better than her contemp-

oraries. Her eye is always on the page, on the words, always 

trying to do more there, not disregardful of the public, but 

not weakening the force of what she has to say by writing down 

to it. Everywhere her work is imbued with tenderness for her 
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fellowR, but one which is concerned that they should stand up 

straight -- at once a great compassion and a great severity 

towards them. All the poems quoted above combine these two 

qualities. 

Another quality evident in 'All Nothing, Nothing', 

and elsewhere in 'Poems Of Immediate Occasion', is urgency, 

directed, on the surface at least, at people, herself 

included among them, in general. It is true that Mrs. 

Jackson is, as a writer, the most painstaking, never hurrying 

her subject, never impatient with it. But there is a presence 

in these poems of the knowledge that there is further to go, 

a contained excitedness in which the author leans forward. 

This excitedness is in part created by the insistence of the 

fhyme and half-rhyme ,which, as the line"! lengthen, becomes more 

emphatic. In 'Life-Size Is Too Large' (p.80), there is also 

a sense of this urgency. 

To the microscopy of thinking small 
(To have room enoughtb think at all) 
I said, 'Cramped mirror, faithful con1'ltriction, 
Break, be as large as I.' 

Then I heard little leaves in my ears rustling 
And a little wind like a leaf blowing 
My mind into a corner of my mind, 
Where wind over empty ground went blowing 
And a large dwarf picked and picked up nothing. 

There seems to be here both desire and warning: a desire 

for wholeness of vision, and a warning against ambition. 

In 'Celebration Of Failure' (p.135), the lesson seems to have 

been taken to heart: 

Through pain the land of pain, 
Through tender exiguity, 
Through cruel self-suspicion: 



Thus carne I to this inch of wholeness. 

It was a promise. 
After pain, I said, 
An inch will be what never a boasted mile. 

And haughty judgement, 
That frowned upon a faultless plan, 
Now smiles upon this crippled execution, 
And my dashed beauty praises me. 

This seems to be one of the few moments in Mrs. Jackson's 

writing when reference is made to autobiographical incident, 

but one ought not to be misled by that. The poem records a 

movement from doubt to certainty, from "self-suspicion", 

through "judgement" to poised confidence that her "dashed 

beauty praises" her. Instead of reaching for too much in 

her "faultless plan", upon which her haughty judgement throws 

doubt, she accepts the value of an inch as being better 

than a mile, as holding more potential, and her ambition is 

discarded, a "crippled execution". 

'Celebration Of Failure' closes serenely enough, but 

between this and 'Life-Size Is Too Large' (between, that 

is, page 80 and page 135) are a number of poems taut with 

feeling. The long 'Elegy In A Spider'~ Web', for instance, 

on page 86, is full of intensity. Here is the beginning: 

What to say when the spider 
Say when the spider what 
When the spider the spider what 
The spider does what 
Does does dies does it not 
Not live and then not 
Legs legs then none 
When the spider does dies 
Death spider death 
Or not the spider or 
What to !BY when 
To say always 
Death always 
The dying of always 
To alive or dead 
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What to say when I 
When I or the spider 
No I and I what 
Does what does dies ••• 

The elegiac quality of rumination is there, but tightened 

by the insistence of the questioning. 
h 

This built upfor over 
1\ 
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a hundred lines, the concentration upon death, the spider and 

the 'I' seeking out the possible associations and meanings, 

moving by the change of a vowel from 'does' to 'dies', or in 

a shift of emphasis from 'I' to the lower-case 'i' of the 

echoic 'genii', small, bedevilled and misplaced. How, asks 

the poem, are these related in time: 

What to say when the spider 
When I say 
When I or the spider 
Dead or alive the dying of 
Who cannot cease to know 
Who in death who I 
The spider who when 
What to say when 
Who cannot cease 
Who cannot 
Cannot cease 
Cease 
Cannot 
The spider 
Death 
I 
We 
The genii ••• 

And what is to be done about the knowing: 

The knowing always 
Who these this space 
Before after here 
Life now my face 
The face love the 
The legs real when 
What time death always 
What to say then 
What time the spider 

A seeming nightmare runs with the lines. In death the spider 

is mere legs, and yet the human 'I' knows an "always" while 

being in the spider's web of the title. The poem, I think 
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Poses the question 'What?' and looks for the preci~e answer. 

The poems generally in this section share, I think, a 

dividedness of waiting and wholeness. They arise from the 

poet's circumstances rooted in everyday experience but move 

beyond that experience, extending its appearance into an 

all-time reality in the poem. The author is unsure of 

completion, aware of the division of being all too human, 

inextricably a part of the world and subject to its pressures, 

and desiring a wholeness of knowing, of vision, passionately 

looked for but not yet achieved. The poem 'Nearly' seems to 

bear this out (p.116): 

Nearly expressed obscurity 
That neVer was yet but always 
Was to be next and next when 
The lapse of to-morrow into yesterday 
Should be repaired at least till now, 
At least till now, till yesterday 
Nearly recaptured chaos 
That truth, as for a second time, 
Has not yet risen or fallen to -­
What news? And which? 
You that never were yet 
Or I that never am until? 

The obscurity, the haunting memory of something more, is not 

yet, has not yet been accomplished, and until it is, she is 

never. The author is waiting, and the cause of the waiting 

is the lack of reconciliation between herself as of the world, 

and herself as not of the world. There seems to be not a 

conflict but a consciousness of the two as separate, and this 

makes for a disparity. On the one side there is some doubt, 

while on the other is a sure,dignified certainty. There is 

the plea for wholeness, for example, in 'Come, Words, Away' 

(p.137), in which the following extract falls towards the end 

(irresistibly calling to mind, in its use of 'telling', the 

later, post-1940 work): 



But never shall truth circle so 
Till words prove language is 
How words come from far sound away 
Through stages of immensity's small 
Centering the utter telling 
In truth's first soundlessness. 

Rather than plea, perhaps, this is a demand for the words 

to come, the author satisfied with nothing less: 

I am a conscience of you 
Not to be held unanswered past 
The perfect number of betrayal. 

The words are not there ~, but in the knowledge that they 

~, that they exist, they can be made to come. 

Though there is this feeling of waiting, there is 

197. 

also, beside it, the alternation of certainty. She has learned 

much. She knows what is false and what leads nowhere. 

shows her contempt of the self-renewing man-made world, 

for example, in the epigrammatic 'Finally' (p.llO): 

Finally bigness turned into the sun. 
Hotter and hotter then made man. 
Bigness reduced itself to someone: 
The little giant with the big mind, 
The sage who finally. 

The big dunce with the little sieve 
Whose passion is to sift and sift 
Until triumphant he can stand 
With an empty sieve in his hand. 

She 

She Can see that this world is ended, and she notes its passing 

in the adjacent poem, 'World's End': 

The tympanum is worn thin. 
The iris is become transparent. 
The sense has overlasted. 
Sense itself is transparent. 
Speed has caught up with speed. 
Earth rounds out earth. 
The mind puts the mind by. 
Clear spectacle: where is the eye? 

All is lost, no danger 
Forces the heroic hand. 
No bodies in bodies stand 



Oppositely. The complete world 
Is likeness in every corner. 
The names of contrast fall 
Into the widening centre. 
A dry sea extends the universal. 

No suit and no denial 
Disturb the general proof. 
Logic has logic, they remain 
Locked in each other's arms, 
Or were otherwise insane, 
With all lost and nothing to prove 
That even nothing can live through love. 

She sees this quite as a matter of fact. Mankind's world has 
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exhausted itself of possibilities, even though it might linger 

on for a while, and in its place is a different world the 

values of which are of the mind, and therefore cannot be 

disputed or overthrown by logic. These values derive from 

exactly the same base man started from, the gap between his 

consciousness of himself and everything else about and around 

him, from which base he proceeded to build him a world the 

centre of which was himself, until he was all, himself and 

everything else. It is not by chance that the person to 

challenge this is a woman, and that her values are formed 

not by the desire to dominate but to reconcile the conscious-

ness of self and the consciousness of reality. In this way, 

opposites are cancelled and the "complete world/Is likeness 

in every corner." 

Because of the certain knowledge of what is wrong and 

the waiting for something more (the conviction of something 

more, until this point known but not known in finality), the 

poems are polarized. It was possibly the strain of this 

which prompted the note of horror and anguish of 'Throe Of 

Apocalypse' (p.122): 



And in that shrill antithesis of calm 
The goaded brain is struck with ague, 
By a full moon of waste sublimely sweats. 

Relent not, divine hatred, 
In this convulsive prime. 
You are enchanted against death 
By that you are but death 
And nothing but death can love or know. 
Nor yet can mourn, except by mocking, 
Crushed zeal, tired verse, bruised decoration, 
Or any agony of blemish --
Except by vengeful imitation. 

This is uttered as though through clenched teeth, a real pain 

which is permitted to overflow. At the core, I should say, 

it is emotional, which is rare in Mrs. Jackson's poetry. 

Everywhere there is the strongest feeling in her work, but 

its nature is that of passion, passionate concern and com-

passionate worry, but never emotion for its own sake. It 

seems a desperate poem. 

It is possible that the cause of this desperation was 

also the cause of Mrs. Jackson's attempt to kill herself 

when she fell from the third-storey window of her flat in 

Hammersmith to the basement area below and broke her back. 

I have no wish to make much of this as an incident. But it 

does seem relevant at this point as it impinges upon,as ik ;~ 

linked to the poems. For, although the dating of poems 

may never be certain, the poem which follows =e. + .... ,,~ seems 

to refer to this incident, and in it occurs a sar'ailj 

resolution of great strength which the poems that follow seem 

to bear out in their consistency. The poem is called 'Re-

joice, Liars' (p.130). The date of Mrs. Jackson's fall was 

April 29, 1929, and this poem first appeared in Poems~A Joking 
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~, page 15), published by Jonath~ Cape in 1930. Though :r-/ 
i 



its title there is 'Rejoice, Simple', it does not differ 

substantially from the later version in Collected Poems 

Rejoice, the witch of truth has perished 
Of her own will --
Falling to earth humanly 
And rising in petty pain. 

It was the last grandeur, 
When the witch crashed 
And had a mortal laming. 

And quick heart turned to blood 
Those fires of speculation 
Where she burned long and coldly. 

Away, flattery, she has lost pride. 
Away, book-love, she has a body. 
Away, body-love, she has a death 
To be born into, an end to make 
Of that eternity and grandeur 
In which a legend pines till it comes true -­
When fawning devil boasts belief 
And the witch, for her own honour, 
Takes on substance, shedding phantomness. 

This is somehow conclusive, somehow an end has been made, as 

a dividedness come together. A line from a later poem might 

almost be a comment on this: "Whole il't by breaking and by 

mending." The poetry becomes more direct now, more self-

intense, tending to a greater length and more careful search-

ing for meaning, if that is possible. Outwardly, in the 

poetic forms and imagery, the change is not great. But at 

the heart of the poems there lies the conviction of no more 

change. 
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Chapter 2 

Finally And Continually 

Yes, there has been an interval 
Generally described as death. 
Thank you, I am now as I was. 
Perhaps you are not really interested, 
Since it was really only a brief illness. 
But I think it right to tell you 
That nothing worse can happen now 
It was the worst, and thank you. 
Then follows the old routine 
Of being, thank you, not ill. 
Perhaps indeed, like God, 
You had better be going, 
Instead of tears, a bored expression, 
It having been made clear to you 
That no more news will come from me 
Than that I am, as usual, not ill. 
Think of me, if you like, as dead, 
And no description following. 

This is from 'Then Follows' (p.174),in the section 'Poems 

Of Final Occasion. ' It is very clear and very simple: the 

poet has gone. She will always be there, polite, caring, 

concerned, with no outward visible change. There is still 

love, anger, feeling, the poems still startle and flash, but, 

most definitely, there has been a final resolve, a final 

dedication of herself, and hardly, even, a dedication -

more an inevitable fulfilment, prefigured in many of the 

earlier poems: 

This resolve: with trouble's brow 
To forswear trouble and keep 
A surface innocence and sleep 
To smooth the mirror 
With never, never, 
And now, now. 

('An Ageless Brow', p.72). But this was a conscious resolve, 

a future promise. Before the promise became fact, something 

had to happen, and what happened was cataclysmic. In the 
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poem 'And I', (p.156), the third poem in 'Poems Of Final 

Occasion', she looks back upon herself, and forward again to 

what she is now, to see what remains to be done: 

And I, 
And do I ask, 
How long this pain? 
Do I not show myself in every way 
To be happy in what most ravages? 

When I have grown old in these delights, 
Then usedness and not exclaiming 
May well seem unenthusiasm. 
But now, in what am I remiss? 
Wherein do I prefer 
The better to the worse? 

I will tell you. 
There is a passing fault in her: 
To be mild in my very fury. 
And 'Beloved' she is called, 
And pain I hunt alone 
While she hangs back to smile, 
Letting flattery crowd her round 
As if I hunted insult not true love. 

But how may I be hated 
Unto true love's all of me? 
I will tell you. 
The fury will grow into calm 
As I grow into her 
And, smiling always, 
She looks serenely on her death-struggle, 
HaVing looked serenely on mine. 

Here was the division, the 'my' and the 'her', with 'her' 

seemingly betraying the 'my', making it appear to others 

what it was not, allowing flattery to crowd round, implying 

an attraction to it. It is not, hoever, a question of how to 

keep self pure -- not only this, at least -- but how she might 

become accurately and precisely herself for others, too, how 

she might present in her person a singleness from which she 

and anyone else might learn, which she any anyone else could 

not mistake for what it is not. If this is clear, in its 

singleness, then all else would follow. Others could not 
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mistake her, and she could not mistake herself. Thus it is 

that .she might be "hated/Unto true love's all of me." Self 

and the other self, 'her', are cancelled out in the death-

struggle, so that no discrepancy exists. 'Her' is schooled 

into 'my' which has already, as the deeper part of herself, 

undergone the death-struggle and become whole (or, the same 

thing, Nothing). 'Her' persisted, rose in 'petty pain', 

had only a 'mortal laming'. Now both will be reconciled in 

cancellation. This is not a psychological description, but 

an account of the division in every self, between the self 

that watches and the self watched: one self, but two roles. 

One self moves away from nature, the other clings to it. The 

two are united in the recognition of the distinction. There 

is ever one subject only and Mrs. Jackson united herself to 

it. The result is of a practical, not a mystical or psycho-

logical nature. 

It is a result, not the result -- a step forward, not 

a final step. Mrs. Jackson, that is,~. There was no more 

room for doubt, only for work. Whatever she did, she could 

not be wrong. She recorded this, at about this time (1930), 

in 'Obsession' in Experts Are Puzzled (p.l09): 

Perhaps or somewhat a turn. Or more deliberately not 
a turn. Whatever, and the same story. At any rate, 
always at any rate, always the impossibility of sham 
because always at any rate. Of course I mean the 
impossibility to me, for I do not, conspire, I attend ••• 
But with Laura goes Laura, always at any rate the 
impossibility of sham unless Laura of Laura, which 
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is to say ultimately. Life, progression and ultimately. 
Life -- endless security of endless chance. Progression 
-- dangerous advance of right calculation. And ultimately. 
Ultimately the centre from which endless security of 
endless chance, to which dangerous advance of right 
calculation, in which at any rate nowhere else Laura, 
always at any rate the impossibility of sham. 



She is in the ultimate centre, nowhere else. She puts it 

another way in the poem 'The World And I' (p.198): 

This is not exactly what I mean 
AnJbore than the sun is the sun. 
Bu~ how to mean more closely 
If the sun shines but approximately? 
What a world of awkwardness! 
What hostile implements of sensel 
Perhaps this is as close a meaning 
As perhaps becomes such knowing. 
Else I think the world and I 
Must live together as strangers and die -­
A sour love, each doubtful whether 
Was eVer a thing to love the other. 
No, better for both to be nearly sure 
Each of each -- exactly where 
EXactly I and exactly the world 
Fail to meet by a moment, and a word. 

With an almost unbelievable courage she took upon herself 

the infallibility of accuracy in recording at least the 

discrepancy of the world and herself, so that both might be 

seen exactly. This "at any rate" and no possibility of sham, 

for where the discrepancy is shown, that is so much knowledge 

gained, and with no possibility of mistake. 

This is the 'final' of 'Poems Of Final Occasion': the 

utter commitment to final truth undertaken in the knowledge 

that at least this way she could not be wrong. It has all 

the simplicity of genius, and yet how impossible-seeming it 

is! Little wonder that Mrs. Jackson had to write in the 

Preface to Collected Poems (p.xx): 
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I have learned from my poems what, completely and preCisely, 
the scope of poetry is; and any reader may learn the same. 
Is this to claim too much? If you feel so, it will be 
either because, having read my poems and gone with me 
as far as I go, you find that there is still much to 
learn about the complete and precise scope of poetry --
in which case I should agree with you; or because you 
are instinctively antagonized by anyone's taking upon 
herself voluntarily a large share of the work of the 
world, or of poetry. Even with the people who govern 
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YOU, there must be the pretence that the work is being 
urged upon them, and that it is only by the weight of 
mass persuasion that their natural delicacy is overcome. 
The most arrant dictator does not quite dare to do 
without this sort of pretence. 

Antagonism to the large claim is generally of an 
animal kind, bearing no relation to evidence of capacity 
or to the need for someone capable of assuming a large 
share of the work; and a civilized pretence of delicacy 
is necessary where the large share is seized from animal 
greed -- the gluttons for work must humanize their 
animal greed in order to tame animal antagonism. It 
becomes me to do no more, in answer to any feeling you 
may have that I am claiming too much, than to agree with 
you that there is still much to learn about the complete 
and precise scope of poetry. 

But you may, on the contrary, say that the end 
of learning the complete and precise scope of poetry 
is an insufficient poetic end. Very likely you will 
say this rather than the other: that such an end is 
dry and narrow and becomes the critic rather than the 
poet. To which I should reply that the study of the 
SCOpe of poetry is poetry, and requires all the reasons 
of poetry for itS-pursuit. To explore reality as a whole, 
to be not merely somewhere but precisely somewhere in 
precisely everywhere: this is a study in scope, and 
at the same time an achievement of scope, and that level 
of existence which is poetry. And in order to achieve 
poetic scope, and poetic existence, one must have all 
the reasons of poetry in one's heart, as well as in 
one's mind the realization that there is such an end 
to attain. 

To be "precisely somewhere in precisely everywhere" is 

precisely what her poems demonstrate. The scope of poetry 

is the ability to perform this. To achieve this scope the 

conviction of its possibility must spring from the heart and 

be matched by the realization of the mind -- the total 

commitment. If she appears to take on too much, that is as 

may be: to take on less would be to fail. 

Combined with this unity of being is the consciousness 

of herself as a woman, and, as a woman-poet, one at work in 

a field wholly the province of men-poets, with women, as it 

were, only allowed in if their work was recognizably poetry 
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of the traditional kind -- that is, of the male kind, which 

is no more than to say it must be recognizable. She made 

this clear in a contribution to New Verse 1 in response to 

questions put to her and other poets. There were six questions, 

the last of which was "As a poet what distinguishes you, do 

you think, from an ordinary man?" One sensesfa trace of 

amusement in her reply, but she treats the question with 

seriousness: 

As a poet, I am distinguished from ordinary men, first, 
in that I am a woman; second, in that as a woman I am 

actively and minutely aware of the fundamental 
distinctions in life (the distinction between man and 
woman being the most absolute of these) which as a 
poet it is my function to organize into unities. By 
the same rule, I am distinguished from men poets by 
being, as a woman, more immediate in my sense of 
distinction and more practical in my sense of unity 
by imaginative construction, futuristically. Women 
poets are for the most part distinguished from one 
another by the literary mannerisms they assume in being 
as-it-were-men. For poetry has been a male cult -­
where the mysteries were verse-rehearsals in sublimity. 
Those practice days are, however, over: poetry is now 
a direct matter. And if women are ineffectual when 
they assume the rehearsal-manners of men, it is because 
they are spontaneous voices, if voices at all; and even 
men must now leave off their rehearsal-manners. Where 
are these other-than-male voices, without wqich the 
true-first and final performance is not a ~mmunication? 
I am aware of no explicit others; I say this without any 
personalistic pleasure in being 'alone'. But one 
woman goes a long way -- in any capacity. 

The knowledge of herself as a woman-poet distinct from a man-

poet,and of her capacity, as a woman, for unity,is frequently 

referred to in the poems which make up 'Poems Of Final Occasion' 

and 'Poems Continual.' In 'The Biography Of A Myth' (p.188) 

1 'Answers To An Enquiry', New Verse, 11, October, 
1934, pp.3-5. Reprinted by Kraus Reprint Corporation, 
New York, 1966. 
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for instance, which also recalls 'Miss Banquett', woman is 

seen first in her traditional role as something less than 

man, and then as she actually is. At first, the "showing of 

herself was foolish,/And to fools." As someone "singing high" 

and "delivering beauty", she is seen as on a stage: 

Then they went home, grinning at otherness, 
And she to lour in shame, out of which night 
She rose unseen, absent in counted presence: 
The one more wanting from the swollen streets 
And overpeopled books and commonrooms. 

The "shame" which is the "night" forces the issue, so that 

she knows herself for what she truly is. Knowing that she 

is not what "they" think she is, she waits: 

••• 'She whom they did not see though saw 
Myself now am, hidden all away in her 
Inward from her confiding mouth and face 
To deep discretion, this other-person mind. ' 

Although she has a face and mouth, worshipped by others, the 

real part of her "grew dead" and "Invisibly she spoke, mutely 

she walked--/Known of but unknown, an imminence deferred." 

History has proven to lead nowhere and "following fails." 

Man may have looked for her, may even have thought he found 

her, but this is only an "earthly voice and posture": 

A world of death after a world of time comes, 
But history goes no further than history -­
The final scene reads dim, its sense senseless. 
And mythically she haunts, a proven truth 
So long she is no measured, proven seeming, 
But, soon as real, to vanish of being real, 
And beyond passion as beyond seeming dwell. 
For they who loved and reasoned long and fine 
Meant only to contrive with shortest arts 
An afterwards to hold tomorrow off ••• 

She is mythically true, the something else deferred. But, 

like 'Miss Banquett', she cannot be known or understood in any 

sense until she is known on her own ground, until the subjective 



208. 

'passion' stops: she, as the experience identifiable with the 

something else, o~ God, may only be understood objectively, 

which involves such an utter change of direction of traditional 

thought-habit as to be hardly conceivable by man. As soon 

as she is made 'real', she vanishes, for in the world's sense 

of the word 'real' she is not real. When mankind attempts to 

grasp the truth of her, as in legend or story or poetry, 

dimly apprehending that without her there is no finality of 

thought, their apprehension of her being a "proven truth" 

of the fact of her, she goes, for she cannot be understood 

in that way, the way of history. There is only "an after-

wards to hold to-morrow off", as God is· they desire her as 

a fulfilled prediction of their own, as though incorporated 

in their dreams, and no allowance given for her separate 

reality. 

Much later, in 1972, Mrs. Jackson, in a poetry-reading 

given at Harvard 1 , was to say of her figuring of women in her 

poems : 

My use was literal on a large scale. I meant the 
common identity, woman, of women. I conceived of women 
under this identity as agency of the intrinsic unity­
nature of being, and knew myself as of the personality 
of woman -- as of this identity; and I endeavoured to 
make poems include expressly the sense of this as it 
was actively present in me. 

So, in the poem 'After Smiling' (p.196), she records her 

resolution, as one knowing herself as of the personality of 

1 From a transcript of a recording made for a Harvard 
poetry reading on January 18, 1972, a copy of which 
Mrs. Jackson sent to the author. Cor'j.i3~ v-~SVil.t'~ tv 
+hi!. ~1·'~e..rt4t::"LOII\.. 



women, to be true to her nature in opposition to the nature 

of man: 

Now not to smile again. 
Tho~e years of softening 
To this one and to that one 
Because the body has a meaning 
Of defeat and dread unless 
It advertises cheerfulness --
Those years of life-feigning are done. 

Now is my smile pursed smooth 
Into a stillest anger on 
All flesh convivial 
To my convivial flesh 
Like scattered selves of me 
Insisting right of scatteredness 
And homed identity both --
A~ if by smiling promised. 

Man, world, beloved even! 
To be I, that other I than you, 
Dearer than self to you by test 
Of pride-shattering desire, 
Needs more than coveting 
And minding me I was once woman, 
Of such and such complaisance. 

She will no longer play the part mankind forced upon her and 

which she strategically accepted. The time has come to be 

what she is, what mankind, in its legendary accounts of her, 

and the "pride-shattering" consequences of his encounters 

with her, had always shown her to be, but the full knowing 

of which had been delayed again and again: she would be 

herself, but a self quite unimaginable to man as man is 

wont to imagine her. She must face man in opposition now, 

not in conflict with him, but as one who stands apart in 

absolute difference, as a fulfilment of herself and an 

incidental challenge to him, because he has: 

••• grown to greed immortal 
Of contradiction, to be the else 
You made kinged state against, 
To be more world, kinghood of not-you. 
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By thinking himself all there is, himself and the Romething 

else, by making the concrete intelligence an absolute, man 

gives her no alternative, as she is identifiable with the 

something else, but to be herself, to refuse man her com-

placency in this, his last tyranically ambitious objective, 

for otherwise she would be, like everything else, subjugated 

to being merely a thing in his mind, subject to his under-

standing of it. By withdrawing herself to her true self, she 

could create peace for herself, the possibility of peace for 

man, and at the same time challenge the horror of this final 

spiritual vanity: 

Now not to smile again: 
Be greeted here, having come 
Like Rome to sit you down 
Upon eternal Rome. Eternity 

In my look, celebration 
Loud in yours, we'll partner glory 
And visit empire on each other 
Disputedly, of which, long death, decide! 

There is probably an echo here of Anthony And Cleopatra which 

would be an acknowledgement paid to that playas Shakespeare's 

coming somewhere near, however ambiguous the final scenes, 

understanding the force of Cleopatra as alternating between 

womanishness and unyielding contradiction. 

The poems of 'Poems Of Final Occasion' are generally 

tense with feeling, sometimes angrily, as in 'The Talking 

World' (p.20J), a long poem which ends on a note of rebuke to 

mankind: 
But complain no more. 
Look, I am gone from you, 
From your immunity to death and listening. 
May you forever not know nor weather cease 
Wherein to die in your own colours, 
With other banners flying than the black. 
May you not lose the sun too soon --



Blindness and noise by which you stand 
Between yourselves and yourselves. 
May you not know how never more you were 
Than such and such mistalking, 
o talking word that says and forgets. 

And again in 'Concerning Food' (p.212): 

And the bones, the sceptic corpse 
That you stood up from doom-dumb stone? 
They grind the death of vanity, 
Begun in starkest long-ago, 
And have not death to think of now: 
Let them to earth again like roots torn up 
With flower along, that never dreamed of vase. 

There is increasingly the effort to say more, to render her 

vision as clearly as possible, and in doing so the poems 

grow longer, the hand descending on the page more emphati­

cally, the words hard and precise, fulfilling the earlier 

promise she had made to herself in 'Come, Words, Away': 

I know a way, unwild we'll mercy 
And spread the largest news 
Where never a folded ear dare make 
A deaf division of entirety. 

At times it was even necessary to write in 'prose' in order 

to break through to the reader to explain that she is not 

a poet in the traditional sense, as in 'Poet: A Lying Word' 

(p.234) : 

You have now come with me, I have now come with 
you, to the season that should be winter, and is not: 
we have not come back. 

We have not come back: we have not come round: we 
have not moved. I have taken you, you have taken me, 
to the next and next span, and the last -- and it is 
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the last. Stand against me then and stare well through 
me then. It is a wall not to be scaled and left behind 
like the old seasons, like the poets who were the seasons. 

Stand against me then and stare well through me then. 
I am no poet as you have span by span leapt the high 
words to the next depth and season, the next season 
always, the last always, and the next. I am a true wall: 
you may but stare me through. 



It is a false wall, a poet: it is a lying word. 
It is a wall that closes and does not. 

Her poems do not linger in time, recounting experiences, but 
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press urgently forward in ~eeing and saying what is. The old 

time is gone. There is no more time. The reader may no 

longer go from one poem to another, each poem a looked-for 

final poem, final experience, but each a wall over which to 

step to the next final poem and the next, each a statistical 

experience in the progression of the poet's life. Her poems 

are immediate and final: 

And the tale is no more of the going: no 
poet's tale of a going false-like to a seeing. 
is of a seeing true-like to a knowing: there'~ 
stare the wall through now, well through. 

more a 
The tale 

but to 

Her poems are a "written edge of time", and she has accompanied 

the reader to "your last turn and season," but she can go no 

further. Now the reader is alone. If he steps across, he 

"Into my mouth, my eyes" shall fall, and the knowing and seeing 

will be hers, not his. He may only "look well through" her 

and "await the sight", separate but the same. In this way, 

death will pass like an old season, no longer to be feared 

but a way to learn: 

Death is a very wall. The going over walls, against 
walls, is a dying and a learning. Death is a knowing­
death. Known death is truth sighted at the halt. The 
name of death passes. The mouth that moves with death 
forgets the word. 

Death accents reality: where all is death, all is reality. 

"Death, the final image," as she says in a slightly earlier 

poem 'With The Face' (187). 

Other poems are full of sadness, as at a leave-taking, 

gentle but firm in parting. This is from 'It Is Not Sad' (p.225) 



And it is not sad: 
No graves divide here the single scene 
On which my tears fall as rain 
~ght upon nowhere spill, from nowhere, 
To prove the meaning natural, 
Unsudden fast succeeding 
Of the familiar by the forgotten-­
To prove me any woman once, 
Whose human griefs now gathered in 
Compose a heart as then, a sadness of 
Nothing to weep, no one to laugh with 
Of having laughed once with weeping. 
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This again is a fairly long poem of more than a hundred lines, 

sad at her companions, and through them the larger world, 

for staying where they are) "Like dreamers in a closed cafel 

At their next cups--/'Until the others go. '" And so, in another 

long poem, 'Benedictory' (p.2~J), the next but last poem in 

'Poems Of Final Occasion': 

But: 

Now comes a blessing on us, 
Close all our eyes on us 
And let us bless us thankfully 
That we have been and are not. 

I have seen and I am off: 
I hurry to the Cause of it. 
You have seen and wait slowly 
The forgotten cause of it. 

The mystery is no more a mystery. It was made a mystery 

by not looking at it, by postponing it: 

You made that which could not be made. 
A way is not to be made, nor a world. 
You made no way and no world. 
You made a mystery because you made • 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 
The cause of the mystery 
Was the full sense thereof. 
You wished to see fully: 
A world is not to be held in an eye. 

A world is an eye. 
An eye is not to be held in an eye. 
A way is an only way. 
It is not to be tracked through itself. 
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Once more this is intended literally. She had in a previou~ 

poem, 'With The Face' (p.18?), referred to the nature of seeing 

with the eye where the world presents itself as a mirror. As 

a mirror goes with a face, so the world goes with the mind, 

but between the mind and the mirror-world is the eye. The 

mirror-world reassures that "strangeness is not strange", 

that there is nothing to be concerned about. Both mirror and 

world, like history, reaffirm to the individual that all is 

well. But when "Forebeing grows of age", when, that is, the 

actuality of being as it was and is emerges from the securities 

of such continual self-affirmation, then: 

The mirror mixes with the eye. 
Soon will it be the very eye. 
Soon will the eye that was 
The very mirror be. 
Death, the final image, will shine 
Transparently not otherwise 
Than as the dark sun described 
With such faint brightnesses. 

To let oneself be reality, and reality be oneself, she had 

said,both in Epilogue, in the correspondence on reality, and 

in the continuation of 'A Last Lesson In Geography. ' 

The sun-image is not metaphoric or symbolic. In an 

earlier poem, 'All Things' (p.159), she saw that the sun was 

an origin for mankind, that "All things once sun were" --

not a scientific fact but a poetic truth -- and that the sun 

and all things were "Deathless, all-instantaneous", and there-

fore "Death's too proud enemy." Because of this pride: 

All things enjoy to watch 
The pride that could not be, 
The largeness against death -
All things enjoy to watch this 
From death where life is 
As lasting as it little is. 
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The sun creates consciousness of the possibility of oppo~it-

ion to death. It 0 t b 1 0 f b t 0 l.S no a sym 0 l.C orce u sornethl.ng which 

actually governs and influences the course of thought, is 

actually a way of seeing, as the moon, in its unpredictability, 

and the night which goes with the moon, presents an alternative 

way of seeing and thinking. These two stellar bodies are 

the primary directive source of thought and sight. And the 

sun is dominant in that it seems to hold the greater potential 

in holding off death. Thus, the poem continues, souls are 

"Like little suns away toward/Dreams of pride that could not 

be" -- could not be since the sun is not a state of being, 

is not in opposition to death, but simply deathless. It is 

a mistaken pride in mankind to align itself with the sun, 

to be sun-wise. To deny death is to deny reality. It is 

necessary, as another, slightly later poem, 'The Signs Of 

Knowledge' (p.229), puts it, to have "moon-senRe". To know 

that you see, says the poem, there must first be two signs; 

The first sign of the two signs 
Shall be unlove of the sun. 
The second sign of the two signs 
Shall be unlife of the earth. 
And the first with the second sign locked 
Shall be undeath of the moon. 

The sun "is an old sore, the first sore,/It is all the sores --

the sun!" Only when this lesson is learned can one "see whole": 

Undeath of moon has come on you, 
The moon-grail clears and wholes, 
And emptiness whole-shines at eye-thought. 

Sun-seeing is humanity's proud opposition to death, a turning 

of the back on death in the pretence that death is a lie and 

that life is all. To see by the moon is to relax towards death, 



as the moon relaxes into night's nothingness, and so become 

death, with death give life the finalistic accent, forcing 

consciousness into that vivid reality whereby, not only is 

all known, but more is known of. 

'The Signs Of Knowledge' is not a sad poem but one of 

knowledge that the world grows tired of itself and will not 

be much longer at arriving at the place of starting. In 

'Disclaimer Of The Person' (p.251), which is the last poem 

in 'Poems Of Final Occasion', Mrs. Jackson knows this to be 

true as she knows herself, and as she knows herself to be as 

true as any other might be true. This poem is the final 

insistence (though there are yet 'Poems Continual' and 

'Histories') upon herself as being no other than herself, 

and of there being no other path than the path which she is 

on (which is no path really but being -- not an ecstasy or 

a mysticism but a seeing true, a thinking whole in a place 

which is edgeless, with time, history, the world on one side, 

and on the other the continually and ever-new discovery and 

creation of final truth: truth because the constriction of 

time which held truth has gone, and now there can be nothing 

but truth, nothing but what is, as the mind brings the whole 

together; and final because this is the awaited for, truth's 

moment, final reality of thought ••• ): 

I say myself. 
The beginning was that no saying was. 
There was no beginning. 
There is an end and there was no beginning. 
There is a saying and there was no saying. 
In the beginning God did not create. 
There was no creation. 
There was no God. 
There was that I did not say. 
I did not say because I could not say. 
I could not say because I was not. 
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I was not because I am. 
I am because I say. 
I say myself. 
Myself is all that was not said, 
That never could be said, 
Until I said 'I say.' 
I say. 
I say myself. 
How am I now who was not, 
Yet who never was not? 
What is now? 
When is now? 
What am I? 
Who am I? 
Where is now? 
Where am 11 
I am, I never have not been, 
Words of agreement thing with thing. 
Never Was there not 
Final agreement thing with thing. 
I say final agreement thing with thing. 
I say myself. 

One £eels,in the short lines, the repetitions, the reversals 

of syntax countering syntax, the intense conviction of the 

author. One grasps at the sense of the poem: that to say 

is to speak and to have words; to s~is to know that in self 

is the origin of all things; that by saying self one is the 

origin; that thing with thing agrees as word with word agrees. 

It may help to understand Mrs. Jackson's meaning to look at 

a later B.B.C. statement of hers which appeared in the 

AmericmMagazine Chelsea in 19621: 

I conceive language to be the peculiar equipment 
of beings for whom being is an indivisible experience 
a resource issuing from their nature as beings of such 
a kind. I see every languaged being as centered to a 
principle of unity of being, which is no mere social 
postulate or religious generalization but is the internal 
fact of human life; I see every language as concentric 

1 'Introduction For A Broadcast'; 'Continued For Chelsea', 
Chelsea, ~, September, 1962, pp.J-9. 
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with every other (whatever its indigenous idiosyncras­
ies) in its being a manifestation of human identity. 
I see human identity as apprehended, and exercised, 
through language. 
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Human identity comes -- to carry my theme a little 
further -- of being more than oneself, more than one is 
within the restriction of individuality. Human nature 
provides extensity of being: the language answers to 
this extensity. Where in the use of words a purity of 
human personality is maintained, the speaking expresses 
not just the forces and qualities of individual being, 
but those of being in the whole. Where such a purity 
is not maintained, the speaking is impure, is 'selfish'. 

'Disclaimer 0Werson, is attempting to express this: the 

app h . f th . t f b' 1 Th ., .. 1 re enS10n 0 e un1 y 0 e1ng. 1S 1S a pr1nC1p e 

of cosmic scope of which human beings are the final stage in 

their apprehension and expression of it through words. The 

whole movement of the universe is towards this final agreement 

of thing with thing, from nothingness to somethingness, from 

not-being to being. And, the poem is saying, we have carried 

this principle with us, unspoken, since before time, since, in 

fact, before. Now, the poems cry, is the time to speak: 

No~is final agreement thing with thing, 
Which never has been not. 
Now is all things one thing. 
What is a thing? 
It is that which, being not myself, 
Is as myself in being not myself. 
What is one thing? 
It is all things myself 
And each as myself 
And none myself. 
For I alone say. 

1 It cannot finally express it, as poetry in general can­
not express it. The continuation of the above quotation 
from Chelsea reads: "The poetic standard of purity is 
a standard exclusively of art. The speaking of purity 
has all the sublimated selfishness of art in it; 8enS­
uous satisfaction in the words is the given, imposed, 
first interest." 



I alone say myself. 
I say myself only. 
There is myself to say only. 

There is one thing to say only. 
There is one thing only. 
Myself is the one thing only ••• 

I am a woman. 
A am not the sun which multiplied, 
I am the moon which singled. 
I am not the moon but a singling. 
I am I. 
I am my name. 
My name is not my name, 
It is the name of what I say. 
My name is what is said. 
I alone say. 
I alone am not I. 
I am my name. 
My name is not my name, 
My name is the name. 
The name is the one word only. 
The one word only is the one thing only. 
The one thing only is the word which says. 
The word which says is no word. 
The one word only is no word. 
The one word only is agreement 
Word with word finally. 

The apparent paradoxes make complete sense. She is not the 

sun which seems to stand in opposition to death and which man 

in his multiplicity worships rather than face death, but the 

moon which heralds death, not life - death, the honing edge 

of life's reality, not life which blunts. And "single" 

because the moon separates fellow from fellow in the dark 

in which words are at once more intimate and true, each a 

sounding in the ear distinct and meaningful. And each word 

is the naming of what she says, the naming of what Rhe is and 

says--she is her name, and her name is a word which is a 

thing, like other things, but not alone but "in agreement, 

thing with thing, word with word: 

Never was there not 
Final agreement thing with thing. 
Agreement thing with thing is to say. 
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One begins to see what the 'obsession' is in the essay of 

that name in Experts Are Puzzled, as in the following extract 

(p.l07, see, as well, page 144, above): 

The game which is no game is up, the real business is 
at hand. What real business? Real business is how 
Science says business. The business. What business? 
Am I a mystic? No, I am not a mystic. I am Laura. 
What business? Laura. How can Laura be a business? 
How can she not? Complete obsession. Never before, 
now at last. Until now, delusion of completeness, 
unavowed delusion. Now, complete obsession, avowed 
completeness, now Laura. 

The first part of the poem rhythmically insists upon the known 

truth, that she is herself, her name, and her name is what she 

says. The second part extends this, biographical, though no 

'facts' are recorded, and relates how she has arrived at the 

certain knowledge of herself as all and yet alone, all because 

alone. She is a thing, a thing which she can name, and in the 

naming of the thing is what she is; and in that she is the 

name which she says, she is of the agreement of thing with 

thing, word with word. She, everyone, is of reality, as 

reality is everyone and she, as all things are everything 

and one thing. The word is the thing, and where there is 

an associabilityd words there is associability of things into 

unity, and languaged being is "centred to a principle of unity." 

She, like others, began with reasoning, which is~spicious of 

anything but fact: 

Suspicion like the earth is hard 
And like the earth opposes 
Dense fact to the doubtable: 
Which therefore like the air surrenders 
Semblance to the bolder sights. 
I have surrendered place 
To many solid miles of brain-rote, 
To the just so many matters and no more 



That reason, grudging prodigal, 
Allows numerous, consecutive. 
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In reasoning, she, the name she says, was "fanci ful ff, not real, 

standing in incidental re\~tion to the god Reason. But 

reason is of time, and time grows bored with itself, exhausts 

itself in its consecutive and statistical knowledge, and so 

"The natural conscience snapped in me--/And 10: 

Into the sceptic fog that mists 
Infraction from the chronic rule 
Stumbles intelligence a-rage 
To find the unthought wanton thought 
And, self-confounding, think it. 

I was, I am": 

That fog cannot be pierced by reason, the "chronic rule", 

suggests both time and sickness. It may be sensed, and is 

sensed, as something there, a"further which grows spatial", 

extending beyond visibility, a "dark increase/Of the gregarious 

light", but this divides reality into two,the known and the 

unknown looked-for. And this is the division in human beings: 

the known world of reason and the something else which it 

knows of but refuses to face: 

Thus is reality divided 
Against itself, into domestic axiom 
And recondite surmise; 
And joins, when near to uttermost, 
When plain to covert leaps, 
In one extreme of here-to-here. 

The leap is an extreme one, from the near, known reality 

to the uttermost far reality, but joins them in a here-to-

here, making them not a one, but a duality in which both are 

known. She, like others, is of both, knows of both, but 

takes the crucial step from one to the other, from near to 

uttermost: 

At first there's daze, habit's reluctance. 
Then quivers new that which long loured archaic 



the archaic memory which impels the mind to knowledge of 

more. And what, she asks, is this which knows~ Is it the 

"I . t . ~n er~or" which is pure, or the "outer stranger" which is 

only "truth-proud", impure? 

This is I, I: the I-thing. 

And a little further on: 

This is that latest all-risk: 
An I which mine is for the courage 
No other to be, if not danger's self. 

As woman, she has played both parts "Between the lover and 
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beloved", was both herself and not herself, and knew distinctly 

the two parts of her nature: that which the world demands 

of her, and that which she is, which belongs to her archaic 

nature. This is the dividedness of woman, women, beset by 

reason and faithful to themselves. In the faith of herself, 

her words are her own, the complete obsession. They are not 

impure from being others' words, herself as others, but issue 

direct from self's purity, not mixed in the confused tangle 

of reason, "Suspicion's devilish shadow/Which the lies are 

made of": 

If I my words am, 
If the footed head which frowns them 
And the handed heart which smiles them 
Are the very writing, table, chair, 
The paper, pen, self, taut community 
Wherein enigma's orb is word-constrained, 
Does myself upon the page meet, 
Does the thronging firm a name 
To nod my own -- witnessing 
I write or am this, it is written? 
What thinks the world? 
Has here the time-eclipsed occasion 
Grown language-present? 
Or does the world demand, 
And what think I? 
The world in me which fleet to disavow 
Ordains perpetual reiteration? 
And these the words ensuing. 



There can be no answer to the question, no proof, no fact, 

only the words ensuing in the attempt to match author, her 

real being, with "enigma's orb", the author's words. 
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Chapter J 

The Failure Of Poetry 

~ 
'Disclaimer Ofl'Person' courageously attempts to put 

into a poem all that might be possible. In one sense it 

succeeds, in that nothing more can go into the poem: as a 

poem it is a magnificent achievement, the voice sustainedly 

speaking true within the poetic form. All that Mrs. Jackson 

has learned, uncovered, discovered, felt and known is within 

this poem at this point, and it is fittingly the final poem 

of 'Poems Of Final Occasion.' The commitment is fully made, 

and now there is only left to continue to fulfil the commit-

mente 

But, already, there are signs, in the increasing length 

of the poems, but particularly in the intensity of some of 

the lines in which the meaning is so compacted that rhythm 

breaks, that the poetic form is beginning to yield to the 

voice. MOre is being said, almost, than poetry can bear 

an~emain poetry. A little of this can be seen in 'Disclaimer 

OfAperson' where the subtleties of meaning must be followed 

very closely to be understood, both generally, throughout 

the poem, and in particular: lines such as, "Infraction from 

the chronic rule" where 'infraction' has to bear considerable 

weight of meaning, so much 80 that the preposition 'from' 

appears grammatically strange while being correct; and another 

example is "Wherein enigma's orb is word-constrained." A 

paraphrase of this might be that the enigma is the mystery, 
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the something else, and the orb is the world, so that the 

reading might be, 'The mystery of the world is or can be 

solved ("word-constrained") by language.' But it is 

immediately apparent what damage this does. It is not the 

world she is speaking of but 'enigma's orb', the mystery 

before the world; and not 'mystery' but the 'enigma' which 

is what mankind has made of the mystery, not the mystery itself; 

and 'orb' suggests as well something of royal, commanding 

persuasion, the power of authority vested in the words of self, 

outside self, as language, but also something which commands 

attention inside the head (orb). 'Word-constrained' means 

nothing but what it says, but it also matches perfectly the 

'constraint' which 'orb', in its hard, heavy, constrained shape, 

suggests. 

The concentration of meaing upon meaning, meaning within 

meaning, wrenching syntax into new meanings, pulls a poem on 

occasion hard round to confront itself, as, for example, in 

'It Is Not Sad', part of which I have already quoted (above 

p.213): 

In the same chairs you sit talking, 
At the same hour -- and of me 
A fondness as of none absent 
Fills your ears. But never did I sit so. 
I cry with those supposed eyes mine, 
And it is not sad, or I would laugh 
In mourning of once having laughled, 
Sitting with you in laughing death-talk. 
But you had not death in your hearts, 
More love only: a backwardness to keep 
Knowledge beyond the time of knowing 
Until too late, too late always. 

The ninth line ('But you had not death ••• ,) breaks the rhythm 

with the other lines and disrupts the reverie, acting as it 

were as a check upon the lyric voice. It seems deliberately 



left there to do this, for the line could easily be ~moothed 

(try 'But no death was there in your hearts', which would be 

not only more harmonious but more 'poetic'), but if smoothed 

would lose force and meaning. And then, as a final example, 

226. 

in 'The Signs Of Knowledge' (p.229) the lines are like broken 

shards of glass, where meaning shines through but cuts the 

hand that touches. It is both poem and meaning, where each 

somehow jostle against the other, enriching poetic effect yet 

sharpening poetic meaning: 

Most world it is when quiets world 
Into a listening and a thinking on 
~bat world it was, into learning of 
What language in extreme 
Makes full the famished grail 
That never rose to brim 
With the world's eked wine. 

By one sign shall you know the end, 
The rising to the destined brim, 
The last succession, the words enough. 
By one sign shall there be a world 
MOre like to whole-world than your world 
More like to mere-world. 
By one sign shall you first know All, 
See more than world of much contains: 
The sign of emptiness, 
An empty grail, an empty world 
Of world drained to be world-full. 

The reading eye does not know where to fall at first. Then, 

as meaning clears in the re-reading, the poem clears. What 

seemed to stand too sharply from the page, as with the 

stressed 'eked', falls more naturally as the significance 

of the meaning emerges -- plain seriousness of meaning 

expressed through the nuances of poetic feeling, edged sever-

ity of word softened with meaning's clarity, the two together 

and yet apart. It is the separation of these two qualities 

which makes the poem so memorable, and at the same time 

indicates a degree of strain: the strain of poetic form and 



poetic meaning striving for place and locked in struggle. 

In the final verse, which falls under the subtitle 'Rubric 

For The Eye' and is printed in italics, the two seem recon-

ciled in a rising serentiy of voice: 

See sun-wide, world-long, air-high; 
See water-deep and earth-round. 
Then let the eye look whole-impossible, 
Look wider, longer, higher, deeper, rounder. 
Let the thought sharpen as the eye dulls. 
Let the thought see, let moon undazzle sun. 
Sun of world, moon of word, 
Eye-spilling live of eye, undeath of mind-sight 
Moon-clearly, emptily, full grail aspeak. 

But the reconciliation is a compromise. The poem ends on 

a note of hope and love, of loving hope, that what is urged 

will come to be, and also the conviction that it can be, 

that it is possible. This is indeed a great deal, and I 

believe Mrs. Jackson's poetry goes further than any other in 

making the possibility a fact. But the poem cannot, finally, 

get beyond this point: it cannot tell what there is yet to 

tell. In the Preface to her Selected Poen~ which appeared 

in 1970 1 , in which she speaks at length on the failure of 

poetry, she points to poetry's "taint of complaisance" (p .14) 

and its possibilities of perfectedness (p.15; it is interest-

ing to compare this with Eliot's "the pattern is the action" 

as a statement of opposition to his accepted concerns): 

Let us think what can be learned by examining 
the pattern of perfection to which poetry conforms. 
Where is the faultiness? It is, that the perfection is 

1 Selected Poems: in Five Sets by Laura Riding. 
London: Faber, 1970; New York: Norton, 1973. The 
Preface is signed 'Laura (Riding) Jackson' and as 
such presents her authorial later self. 
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the perfection of a pattern. The address of poetry 
is a closed circuit. It returns to itself. It plaYR 
the part of both address and audience. Much is written 
on the function of the poem of producing effects on 
the reader or listener as its audience. But the reader 
or listener is drawn into the closed circuit, loses 
existence in the identification of address and audience. 
The only element in this pattern that can countervail 
the magnetic attraction of it to itself is a generosity 
in the poet laboring outwards towards the reader or 
listener that the poem is drawing inwards into its 
circuit of address. This element gives to poems a 
virtue above their perfection as patterned utterance, 
causes something of human perfection to be present in 
the poem. The addition, which is almost secretly made, 
cannot break the human faulty enclosedness of the poem 
in itself. But what real touches of perfection a poem 
may have are the ~ft of this element. Nor easily does 
the gift make itself at home there. 

This might serve as a valuable comment on 'The Signs Of Know-

ledge', as well as many another poem of Mrs. Jackson's making, 

where she can be seen to be constantly striving outwards to 

the reader to bring the reader into the poem's ~ope of vision 

(rarely does she use the first person, the 'I' figure, in 

her poems without intending a broader reference of identity, 

either, as we have seen, to herself as partaking of the 

collective identity of woman, women, or to include the reader 

or to include humanity, herself as humanly a part.) 

'Poems Continual', the next and penultimate section of 

the collected poems, is less intense than 'Poems Of Final 

Occasion' and provides a certain relief. In general, the 

poems are now tender and cheerful, possessing an equanimity 

of tone and, perhaps, a little sadness at having come so far 

and yet not quite far enough. Perhaps because of the relaxa-

tion of tension, one of the finest poems Mrs. Jackson has 

written, 'Auspice Of Jewels' (p.277), occurs in this section. 

It is a glorious example of her ability to see, in the little, 



the large, with perfect fidelity to both. Its subject is 

the romantic adornment of women by man, and it sums up, in 

essence, how she sees the man-woman relationship, while 

extending beyond this to the nature of seeing, from the 

male Viewpoint, and how it might be countered. It is a 

longish poem, of some sixty lines, but in order to do 

justice to it, I print it in full: 

They have connived atthose jewelled fascinations 
That to our hands and arms and ears 
And heads and necks and feet 
And all the winding stalk 
Extended the mute spell of the face. 

They have endowed the whole of us 
With such a solemn gleaming 
As in the dark of flesh-love 
But the face at first did have. 
We are studded with wide brilliance 
As the world with towns and cities -­
The travelling look builds capitals 
Where the evasive eye may rest 
Safe from the too immediate lodgement. 

Obscure and bright these forms 
Which as the women of their lingering thought 
In slow translucence we have worn. 
And the silent given glitter locks us 
In a not false unplainness: 
Have we ourselves been sure 
What steady countenance to turn them? 

Until now--when this passionate neglect 
Of theirs, and our twinkling reluctance, 
Are like the reader and the book 
Whose fingers and whose pages have confided 
But whose sight and sense 
Meet in a chilly time of strangeness; 
And it is once more early, anxious, 
And so late, it is intolerably the same 
Not speaking coruscation 
That both we and they made endless, dream-long, 
Lest be cruel to so much love 
The closer shine of waking, 
And what be said sound colder 
Than the ghastly love-lisp. 

Until now--when to go jewelled 
We must despoil the drowsy masquerade 
Where gloom of silk and gold 
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And glossy dazed adornments 
Keep safe from flagrant realness 
The forgeries of ourselves we were-­
When to be alive as love feigned us 
We must steal death and its wan splendours 
From the women of their sighs we were. 

For we are now otherwise luminous. 
The light which was spent in jewels 
Has performed upon the face 
A gradual eclipse of recognition. 
We have passed from plaintive visibility 
Into total rareness, 
And from this reunion of ourselves and them 
Under the snuffed lantern of time 
Comes an astonished flash like truth 
Or the unseen-unheard entrance of someone 
Whom eyes and ears in their dotage 
Have forgotten for dead or lost. 

(And hurrying towards distracted glory, 
Gemmed lady-pageants, bells on their hearts, 
By restless knights attended 
Whose maudlin plumes and pommels 
Urge the adventure past return.) 

Here is the true voice speaking clearly from the position of 

one who has worked hard and courageously to speak from the 

centre, not ranc~rous nor bitter, as the subject of the poem 
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might be in other hands, but in open astonishment and happiness 

at the words' falling true. One can see mit, thanks to 

her later pointing it out as one of poetry's flaws, the 

"taint of complaisance" and the "closed circuit" nature of 

a poem, and yet, surely, this is as true and as perfect as 

a ~oem might be. The subject is old in so far as it deals 

with the relationship between man and woman, woman and man, 

and is part of the central theme of her poetry, but the 

meaning is once more new and fresh in bringing together the 

decoration of women and the decoration of the world with towns 

and cities as born of the same impulse, and the adornment of 

women as a strategic move towards safety and away from reality. 



The poem's tone is inclusive. Mrs. Jackson is not 

apeaking of herself as an isolated one among many, as one 

alone among many, though as far as can be seen from the pub-
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lished record she is alone in what she says. The poem speaks 

of: 'we', not 'I', and I think by the use of 'we' she means that, 

even if she is 'alone' in what she says, what she says, as 

it constitutes a direct challenge, cannot be altered: once 

the habitual, conventional and traditional courses of thought 

have been challenged by a thought which is opposing and which 

itself cannot be challenged, then the old course of things 

is immediately false and will never hold the same sway as 

before. Truth is quiet but enduring. Once established, it 

cannot be altered. However 'alone' Mrs. Jackson may seem, 

however her thought may be in "single-handed conflict with 

the time-community", as Contemporaries And Snobs put it, and 

so much the obverse of what is conceived as traditionally 

acceptable, truth once stated must prevail, for where truth 

exists it is of such unity and strength that it cannot be 

split, and, in uniting truth, it is not for oneself but for 

all •. To use 'we' and not 'I' is not a fancy nor sentiment 

but certainty. In establishing the nature of truth, and in 

retrieving it from the confusion of uses to which it has been 

put, Mrs. Jackson also put it within the reach of the deter-

mination of others. 

Mrs. Jackson acknowledges in the next poem, 'Memories 

Of Mortalities' (p.280), that her path necessarily diverges 

from the common path. This again is written from the vantage 

of herself as a woman who is of the general identity woman, 



232. 

women, and it traces the spiritual woman-identity as it exists 

in life. Beginning on a mythical note, it goes back to her 

origins when her mother "was a snake" and her father a fox, 

but the time is of "such lateness", and her birth occurs, not 

as at the beginning of creation, but at "laterness than Time", 

that is, when time, history, is at an end: 

I, Spirit which at End 
Greets remnant Now, to make 
Beginning, in this prompt decline, 
Of death's all-soon respited day, 
Which, dawning infinite from death 
Like night from night, encompasses 
Entirety in its utter light ••• 

Her mother is but a kind of memory, and she herself is new, 

a combining of spirit and mind and flesh, where flesh is the 

"prophet of myself", the "stuttering slow grammaring of self." 

She is woman come-of-age, and her mother is woman as was, 

containing the seeds of later woman as yet unborn. The fox 

her father,on the other hand, is man, preaching a philosophy 

of despair and cynicism, "Driving that unlaughed laughter to 

hard grief,/A bigot brooding," but who, in this later time, 

comes '~into humaneness" with "smile lees pround than anciently." 

But he is her father in that she "took a fox to father" 

rather than by fatherly prerogative, as though lending herself 

to him, pliant to his ways, but remaining separate. Between 

the two, snake and fox, she alternates, neither one nor the 

other nor yet herself, though coming into being. Then, in 

the third section (the first recounting the story of the snake, 
~hc. 

the second of the fox») recounts , in the words of the subtitle, 

her days of 'Sickness And Schooling' when a nightmare is 

"no nightmare, but a realness" and which in her later life 

is accepted, she "grown kind to pain." At school she is 



taught to be conformist to the world's ways: 

Oh) we have learnt. 
Not one has never been to school, 
Not come away a tearless devil 
Whom the world has won to membership 
In cordial hellishness. 
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The poem then seems to break upon personal ground, speaking 

directly from the heart of experience, but an experience shared 

by many, a common experience, not merely autobiographical: 

I have been to school, as all. 
I was apprenticed to my time 
And in the craft of contemporaneity 
Grew accurate, and by the rule 
Of then-and-now I babbled 
The abrupt opinion, shuffled 
Between what was and is 
Like any nonchal~t of taught experience. 

'Know!' they said 
And I knew. 

She learned her lessons and for them received "A plaster 

Dante and a leather Br~ng", and, as a good student does, 

she"feigned astuteness", not in craftiness but because it 

was expected. But fuose days are gone, now. From going "like 

a leper in a wodd of lepers" and becoming "expert in equivo-

cation". as she had been taught, she at last knew the 

two sides of herself, the sociable being and the immutable 

self. What, she wonders, will they write of her, as one 

who is the same as others? "They wrote nothing different. 

of course." And she sees that she must write her story 

herself: 

I fell forgetful. 
I had learnt to be silent 
And yet to be. 
I had learnt how the world speaks. 
I fell forgetful of speaking. 
But had I continued to say nothing. 
Nothing different, I should have died: 



They would have written nothing different. 
So I began to live. 
It was outrageous, 
I made mortal mistakes, 
I did not mean to live so mortally. 
But something must be written about me, 
And not by them. 
So I began those mistold confidences 
Which now read like profanity of self 
To my internal eye 
And which my critic hand erases 
As the story grows too different to speak of 
In the way the world speaks. 

And so she began her own story (a story which is anyone's, 

each story the same, though each story different, and this 

without paradox), so different that it caused her to be 

called obscure by those critics who, fixed in time, were 

more obscure than she ever was. Several of the poems now 

seem to become more personal in tone and explicit in refer-

ence, some of them speaking of love, as in 'Wishing More 

Dear' (p. )09) : 

Can this finding your presence dear, 
And also wishing mine found dear, 
And hoarding under courtesy 
Fancied minutiae of affection--
Can this be made somewhat of lust 
That, clamorous for loving signs, 
My heart so piously disowns 
Thought of the usual embraces? 

The morning's memory of lust 
Is bashful and the naked dream 
Clothed with denial in its telling. 
What lewd unspeakable confession 
Holds up the honesty between us 
Like dream which better had been told, 
That, risking candours horrid blush, 
I greet you with too fond a look? 

The poem seems to intimate a moment of perplexity in which 

the author is waiting for, or trying to make, a resolution 

between "somewhat of lust" and "loving signs", a little appre-

hensive that lust should cause a moment of difficulty. Why 
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the discrepancy, the poem asks, and the implicit answer 

~ the question seems to be that there is no discrepancy, that 

love is followed by lust, and that can be quite natural 

(though not, the suggestion is, the other way round). 

The poems in this later phase seem to become more 

'homely' in a sense. That is, the voice of the author, and 

the sCope of vision of the poems, seems to be of more intimate 

presence in a simple personal and domestic way. In the 

Harvard recording of her poe~~ in 1972 she said: 

Past the half-way mark, historically, in my poems, 
and up to a last phase, I am much preoccupied with 
the effort to make personally explicit the identity 
of myself poet and myself one moved to try to speak 
with voiced consciousness of the linguistic and human 
unities of speaking: I am restive insofar as this 
identity is only an implicit principle in my poetic 
speaking. There is also at work at the same time 
an effort to intensify in specificness the compre­
hensive reference I intended generally that my poems 
should have. The two heightened impulsions, working 
to bring within the poetic frame an explicitness and 
a specificness that it cannot contain and to which 
it cannot expand, produced within the poems themselves 
a struggle between compression and completedness of 
utterance. 

This we have seen in such poems as 'The Signs Of Knowledge' 

and, particularly, 'Disclaimer Of'terson " where the need for 

specificness forms an intense struggle. Those poems have 

in common the desire to get herself into her words as completely 

as possible. In the Preface to the Selected Poems she also 

says: 

In a book on language by my husband and myself 
(long in the making, still a third short of comple­
tion when he died, July 4th, 1968), we speak of poetry, 
and make reference to my poetic work. 'Her objective 
in poetry may be said to have gone beyond the poetic 
as a literary category and reached into the field of 
the general human ideal in speaking ••• She tried to 
find in poetry the key to a way of speaking that would 
realize this spiritual ideal ••• looking to an eventual 



Rolution in poetry of the universal problem of how 
to make words fulfil the human being and the human 
being fulfil words. ' 

The intensity of this relaxes in 'Poems Continual' to a 

certain degree, the syntax of the poems less concentrated 

than before, so that emphasis falls on the poet's personal 

self as one humanly alive in what she says: not as one 

speaking mysteries but as one who, in shared human identity, 

is in the very essence of what iR commonly thought of as 

'mysteries'. This had always been implicitly and explicitly 

present in the poems, either in the general qualities of 

feeling, in the convictions of the heart, or in direct 

statement (IIThiR is I, I: the I-thing", in 'Disclaimer Of 

Person', demands to be met on the personal level.) The 

relaxed quality of the later poems sugges~that Mrs. Jackson 
f 

was becoming aware that she could get no further in her ideals 

in poetry, while at the same time they show her to be moving 
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towards a position where she can speak without the constrictions 

poetry places on speaking. Love as the theme of several of 

the last poems suggests her movement away from the poet-role 

which, in its privileged position, feels generously able to 

include all others, to a position where she includes herself 

as privileged to be with others in love, under love's sign. 

. t t .t/ 
~ s prac loaners ,'-, 

Poetry, that is, assumes a benignancy in 

towards everything, but it is a benignancy which makes of poets 

a group which extends towards others the knowledge a poem may 

give, but it does not include the poet as of one with the 

audience of the poem : the poet speaks always from the point 

of vantage, bestowing knowledge upon the audience, and does not 
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expect the audience itself to be capable of poetic-thought. 

Working against Hrs. Jackson's earlier belief that the poet 

is disintere stedly individualistic, self-re/liant, anarchic, 

and that the poem was supreme, above persons, judging rather 

than judged, was the fact that the poem is held as an 

authority, if only by the audience which sits in docility await-

ing its wisdom. For human beings to come to a perfect state 

of unity, there can be no one group which does all the thinking, 

or even pleading: all must be of one purpose. Poets do not 

urge others to think and to know, to strive with all their 

being to say their uttermost, but assume such thinking and 

knowing as a prerogative of poetry. Poet and audience might 

be as one in the intimacy of the poem, but the poet is always 

the master of ceremonies, always dictating the terms of 

meeting. 

Something of this is Mrs. Jackson's later view of 

poetry which is discussed in the next section. The point 

is, in 'Poems Continual', there is a discernible shift as the 

poet moves from the ground of speaking which is professionally 

poetic to that which is, as she is later to characterize it, 

the "lay-position." In thi,g growing consciousness of there 

being a stage beyond which poetry cannot pass, the poems 

continue, but the face that they present to the reader is one 

of human reassurance (as well as being, I thiru~, one of 

self-reassurance), human conversability, with sense of the 

poet-role diminishing and, instead, sense of the poet as 

speaking from the common ground of humanity taking over. 

The poems continue the same, still look to putting into words 

what hitherto they have failed to make explicit, but the inten-

J 
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sity is weakened as she tries to find a way to make the poem 

more fitting. The poems are beginning to show in their 

per~onalistic mode the possibility that not poets alone but 

all people must bestir themselves to become aware of the 
'./ 

possibilit~s of what she has already seen in her poetry,and 
'1\ 
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must act with her and others, each and each, not as bystanders 

but participants by virtue of language, sharing alike one 

end. 

'The Wages Of Eloquence' (p.315) suggests a recognition 

of this inclusion of others as having necessarily an active 

and not a passive purpose in being. Why, the poem asks, 

are we so amazed when we meet someone who fulfils all our 

expectations: 

Or think we never then to hail, 
Save in Ghimerical apostrophe, 
The subjects of our chronic fervours: 
Think we then never, none, to see 
Eye-wonted what we most have affirmed? 

It is a sorry rhetoric 
That thus pairs the note of tribute 
With the marvelling look and mind, 
And calls the recognition mute 
Which cannot gasp. 

And we are sorry swains of parlance 
If but the metaphor with ghostly face 
Invites the generous word 
And all must go in rational disgrace 
Whom verity has made familiar. 

The vision of the poem remains unchanged, but where this 

poem differs from the earlier poems is in the focus of 

attention. There is no need to be amazed by the presence 

of one who, in the words of the unquoted first verse, is 

a "taste of revelation"/To our understanding's pious palate." 

There must be such if she and others have thought of such, 
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and are these not representative of "How the swell of universal 

pride/Is with our social heart incorporate? The world itself, 

this suggests, is, in its development, a proof of the one 

eventuality towards which poetry points. One should not marvel 

if Some are met who are "what we most have affirmed", for 

even the world itself moves, however tenuously, in the same 

direction. 

Mrs. Jackson explicitly, time and time again, included 

everyone in what she wrote, whether poetry or prose. But 

this poem records, I think, a more immediate inclusion, 

a more intimate knowledge that she cannot be alone. There 

is just the merest hint of this in the poem, which is, in 

any case extremely subtle in its feelings. But it seems 

to be borne out by the poems which follow. 'On A New Gener-

ation' (P.316), for example, on the next page, is again on 

a 'homely' subject and expresses the wish that the new 

generation may not be the same as its parents, merely "Of 

advance in irresolution or perplexity", but be, instead, free 

of "nature" and all that that implies in Mrs. Jackson's work: 

Yet the new girl more shines with herself, 
And latest boy has a light in his head. 
Not unlikely they will speak to each other 
In a peculiar way and forget nature, 
Then to fall quiet like a houRe no more haunted. 
And in such silence may enough centuries fade 
For all the loud births to be eloquently unmade. 

Personal faith and optimism in love as the unifying element 

are the keynotes here, but a love which is beyond what is 

conventionally thought of as love. This love is serene and 

steadfast. As 'Eventual Love' (p.327) puts it, this is 

The love subsequent to love, 
Less than the premature desire 
Though than love not less ••• 



The old kind of love is in the past and is not to be regretted, 

neither for having existed at all, nor for having now dis-

appeared: 

Remember kissing: did lips truly touch? 
Or what were lips, if touching? 
And what the love, if we loved? 
If it was lips and loving, what were we? 
Let us not think of that. 
To read the greying story backwards 
Brings tears of youth from eyes already dry-­
A loss of eyes and sight, such moisture. 
Let us not look, 
wbo in the aged chapters have 
An obligation to death dawning 
Of not pretending yet to have lived. 

Such loving, with lips and touches, was something, but it 

stopped short, the self lost in the embrace and hope unful-

filled. It means to be everything, and is therefore not to 

be regretted, but it has not stepped beyond itself. Only 

words may do this, as a slightly earlier poem, 'How Now We 

Talk' (p • )17 ), says: 

Naked now are the words of anticipation, 
And stilled the heaving of invention 
By the hush of truth in communion 
With the very priests of fiction 
Who first wrote the words, and without fear 
For the final sense, or that truth might hear, 
And who now must make meaning with care 
Lest the words with the words interfere. 

For what we now talk of is all true 
Or all false, since all is words, no doing to do 
Or prospect to wage or more going to go 
Or grief to be old or delight to be new. 

That love and the words which serve love are now a part of 

history, not to be emulated in these later times, is touched 

on in 'The Readers' (p.))1) in which: 

I exhort myself. 
To love? 
A little less of it, I think, 
Would cool the anger in my grief. 



The poem ends: 

I do not exhort you to know. 
Even, I exhort you to go 
If staying seems more valedictory--
The bible and the other books beneath your arms, 
Safe in your reading from all knowledge harms. 

Finally, in 'When Love Becomes Words' (p.346), the two 

themes are brought together in a poem which is serenely 

sustained over seven pages, a poem which is as beautiful 
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as anything Mrs. Jackson ever wrote, the voice clear, resonant 

with conviction and purpose, with sadness, as at a leave-

taking, mixed with the sure knowledge that this has to be. 

We expect, she says, everything of each other, not in 

action but in words, not noisily but in quietness and repose, 

"Without the historic sword-flash": 

And I shall say to you, 'There iR needed now 
A poem upon love, to forget the kiss by 
And be more love than kiss to the lips. 
Or, failing your heart's talkativeness, 
I shall write this spoken kiss myself, 
Imprinting it on the n~uth of time 
Perhaps too finally, but slowly, 
Since execution now is prudent 
With the ref\ective sleep the tongue takes 
Between thought and said. 

And then, in a passage which again looks forward to the time 

when words and the self fulfil each other, adumbrating the 

future course: 

Thus, at last, to instruct ourselves 
In the nothing we are now doing. 
These unnatural days of inaction, 
By telling the thing in a natural tone. 
We must be brave: 
Daring the sedentary future 
With no other hope of passion than words, 
And finding what we feel in what we think, 
And finding the rebated sentiment 
For the wiser age of a once foolish deed. 

We can see here, I think, the end of poetry for Mrs. Jackson. 
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Movement is suspended in the lines, in the way that they fall. 

She is waiting, waiting in an unnatural inaction, speaking 

of this and other things in a "natural tone" but one which is 

almost over-flowing with sadnes!Of in the patience of the waiting. 

Poetry, the poem, begins to break, and one Can sense it in 

the tremulousness of the lines: 

As to say, where I once might have risen, 
Bent to a kiss like a blind wind searching 
For a firm mouth to discover its own, 
I now sit sociably in the chair of love, 
Happy to have you or someone facing 
At the distance bought by the lean of my head; 
And then, if I may, go to my other room 
And write of a matter touching all matters 
With a compact pressure of room 
Crowding the w·orld between my elbows ••• 

Love has not gone but it is 'sociable' now, not leaping up 

but calm, certain. And if there is sadness in the poem this 

is counterbalanced by the knowing that nothing can now go 

wrong, that "We cannot now but match our words/With a united 

nod of recognition," and, in the simplicity of a ghort line, 

"We are happy." Love came first, but like "omens" which are 

followed by "the thing we mean" rather than merely as an end 

in itself -- a kind of prelude to meaning. There might be 

less to "tell of later/But more to say": 

Think not that I am stern 
To banish now the kiss, ancient, 
Or how our hands or cheeks may brush 
When our thoughts have a love and a stir 
Short of writable and a grace 
Of not altogether verbal promptness. 
To be loving is to lift the pen 
And use it both, and the advance 
From dumb resolve to the delight 
Of finding ourselves not merely fluent 
But ligatured in the embracing words 
Is by the metaphor of love, 
And still a cause of kiss among us, 
Though kiss we do not -- or so knowingly, 
The taste is lost in the taste of the thought. 



Let us not think, in being so protested 
To the later language and condition, 
That we have ceaseu to love. 
We have ceased only to become -- and are ••• 

We raise our eyes to greet ourselves 
IVi th a conviction that none is absent 
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Or none should be, from the domestic script of words 
That reads out welcome to all who we are. 

Love can now be made "miraculous", not by the touch and the kisA 

of the body which, in its fumbling blindness, spells "disunion", 

but by: 

••• joining thought with thought and a next, 
Which is done not by crossing over 
But by knowing the words for what we mean. 

But the words and the meaning are not finally known yet. 

To know them truly, Mrs. Jackson had to renounce poetry, not 

many years after this poem was completed, and begin anew in 

the study of language. She had taken poetry as far as it 

could go in her attempt to put into words her knowledge that 

there was further to go, further to say, but the hope which 

poetry promised was a false hope. In the end, poetry closed 

ceaselessly upon itself when it came to that very point at 

which it should have moved forward. The last but one poem 

of 'Poems Continual' is called 'Nothing So Far' (p.J6J) and 

records Mrs. Jackson's sense of the unfulfilled promise of 

poetry, her more-than-premonition that something, that much, 

remains to be said. It is appropriate that it should come 

almost at the end of the Collected Poems. The 'Histories', 

of which there are three ('The Vain Life Of Voltaire', first 

printed by the Hogarth Press in 1927 as _V_o_l_t_a __ i_r_e_: ___ A~~B_i_o~g~r __ a~p_h_i_-

cal Fantasy; 'Laura And Francisca', originally a limited 

edition of 200 signed copies from Seizin Press, 1928; and 

'The Life Of The Dead' with illustrations by John Aldridge, 



again 200 signed copies in its first printing by Barker, 

London, in 1933), are placed at the end, though they pre-date 

the later poems of 'Poems Continual.' In the Harvard Record-

ing, Mrs. Jackson speaks of them as "prides of the workshop, 

rightly so, I think -- placed diffidently apart, rightly RO, 

I am sure." So, in a real sense, 'Nothing So Far', and its 

neighbour, 'Christmas, 1937', may be said to be the last of the 

poems, though Mrs. Jackson did not formally give up poetry 

until a little later. It is also placed, unaltered, at the 

very end of her selection of poems for Faber in 1970: 

Nothing so far but moonlight 
Where the mind is; 
Nothing in that place, this hold, 
To hold; 
Only their faceless shadows to announce 
Perhaps they come--
Nor eVen do they know 
Whereto they cast them. 

Yet here, all that remains 
When each has been the universe: 
No universe, but each, or nothing. 
Here is the future swell curved round 
To all that was. 

~lat were we, then, 
Before the beginning of ourselves began? 
Nothing so far but strangeness 
Where the moments of the mind return. 
Nearly, the place was lost 
In that we went to stranger places. 

Nothing so far but nearly 
The long familiar pang 
Of never having gone; 
And words below a whisper which 
If tended as the gravesoc live men should be 
May bring their names and faces home. 

It makes a loving promise to itself, 
Womanly,that there 
More presences are promised 
Than by the difficult light appear. 
Nothing appears but moonlight's morning­
By which to count were as to strew 
The look of day with last night's rid of moths. 



It can be seen from this how perfectly the various themes of 

Mrs. Jackson's thought are to be found within the confines 

of one poem. The "faceless shadows", each of which has been 

the universe, continue as the 'concrete intelligence' of 

Contemporaries And Snobs, putting off the knowledge that, 

sooner or later, they must arrive "here." The questioning of, 

not our origins, but what there was before the being of our 

origin, of wh~t it is which has shaped the universe in which 

humanity stands to the fore as beings of language constantly 

striving after perfect knowledge. And if this seeking is 

denied in the shaping sweep of time, no more proof is needed 

than the present world provides. Aliveness to this pang is 

the aliveness of the poetic mind in its always reaching forward, 

the sense of life which introduces the principle of selection 
'tf 

in the undifferentiating quan~tive appetite and creates 

intellectual forms -- at its highest poetry, the "words 

below a whisper" ,,,,hich, if tended properly, with the heart and 

all the reasons of the mind, may bring mankind, the faceless 

shadows, home. And, finally, the promise, ",,,,omanly" for all 

the reasons that Mrs. Jackson has given in the past, and which 

in the male-minded domain of the light of day appears difficult 

if not impossible, is associated unsymbolically with the clear 

morning of moonlight. To tell of ("count") this womanly 

promise by the rational light of morning,to use the terms and 

the 'ltnowledge' of the rational world, would be futile, like 

last night's rid of moths. 

There is nothing so far and the mind waits. The promise 

is there, known, not a mystical experience but the mind and the 



senses at one, verifying the knowledge. "I speak as if in 

recent knowledge", says 'Christmas, 1937': 

These things are not yet tellable 
In the tone of long-ago I would wish: 
Christmas again confounds my mouth. 

To find the tone, Mrs. Jackson left poetry behind. 



P A H T I I I 

THE L ATE R PRO S E 



Chapter 1 

Beyond Poetry 

In April, 1939, Mrs. Jackson left Europe for America, 

Robert Graves and Alan Hodge going with her, to begin work on 

a book on language. Words and their meaning!'! had 

become of prime importancE; to her. This was already a notable 

feature both of her poetry and prose, in the principles govern-

ing the Seizin Press and those of the Epilogue volumes in which 

there are, besides the principles laid down in the introduct-

ion of Epilogue I, several pages devoted to the sympathetic 

associations of words in 'The Idea Of God', and an essay in 

Epilogue II on 'The Exercise Of English,l. Graves and Hodge 

shortly returned to England, failing in their purpose to 

collaborate with Mrs. Jackson on the book on language, though, 

as I have mentioned, later produced The Reader Over Your Shoul-

ere In 1941, Mrs. Jackson married Schuyler B. Jackson whom 

she had corresponded w"i th and met while still in Europe. He 

was a poet, farmer and a contributing editor of Time. Later, 

when Thomas l-1atthews, a contributor to Epilogue through whom 

they first came into contact, became literary editor of Time, 

Mr. Jackson became the poetry editor. In November, 1942, they 

published an article entitled 'The Latest In Synonymy' in 

Wilson Library Bulletin, 12, but apart from that, the occa~ional 

1 Given on the contents page as by "Laura Riding and 
Robert Graves", but the essay is in two parts, each 
initialled by one author, hers the first part and his 
the second, his being an expansion upon and continuation 
of the working method she lays down. 



appearance of her poems in several anthologies and autobiograph-

ical notes and comments in biographical dictionaries, ~he 

pUblished nothing more until 1962, twenty years later. 

This long public silence seems to me a loud one. Fronl 

1926, when her first book of poems, The Close Chaplet, appeared, 

until 1939 when at the age of thirty-eight her last novel, 

Lives Of Wive.!'!, was publi.!'!hed, !>irs. Jackson's writing and 

publishing activities were tremendou.!'!, both in quantity and 

quality. There were thirteen books of poems, four collabor-

ations, nine prose works and several pamphlets, two trans-

lations, the E.pilogue volumes, the work which came from the 

Seizin Press or was contributed to other magazines, as well 

as the editing of a magazine called Focus, of which there were 

four issues, and Everybody's Letters. And the quality of all 

was of the highest. It is a period of the intensest hard work 

and dedication, both for herself and, generously 80, for others 

with whom she worked 1 • One cannot but feel that the silence 

which follows this is heavy with meaning. 

She makes clear what happened in an autobiographical 

article published in the First Supplement to Twentieth Century 

Authors 2 in 1963. She tells of her time as a poet and her 

gradual approach to "the end of my ability to endure in a 

position of hope alone, with living truth a continuously 

1 Apart from the obvious evidence of her hand in collaborativ~ 
works and editing, Robert Graves concludes the Foreword 

2 

to his Collected Poems (1938) with:"I have to thank Laura 
Riding for her constructive and detailed criticism of my 
poems in various stages of composition -- a generosity 
from which so many contemporary poets besides myself have 
benefited." (p.xxiii) 

Twentieth Century Authors, First Supplement. Edited by 
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suspended activity." By this road, she says, she travelled 

towards the making of a dictionary, her husband reaching the 

same decision by a road of his own; 

We knew that in the task we set ourselves (we are 
speaking of it jointly) we would have to break with 
lexicographical tradition--to what extent was not at 
first clear to us. Existing dictionaries and word-books 
define words by suggestive generalizations that corres­
pond with the indefinite ideas of words' meanings 
entertained at large: we would have to define them 
with orderliness and exactness, holding them to the 
internal consistency of the language. For long, 
however, we found words resistant to such treatment. 
We did not fully understand the character of the mental 
operation required for defiqi~ions of the kind we 
wished to make until we per~ved that we must liberate 
our minds entirely from the confused associations of 
usage in which the meanings of words are entangled -­
and that, for us, the act of definition must involve 
a total reconstituting of words' meanings. MUch of 
our work has been done upon our minds, rather than upon 
words directly: and we have proceeded very slowly, 
in consequence. We know now that slown/ss was inevit­
able, probably,was our inability to fo~ee this --
but we regret, nevertheless, the expectations of early 
completion of our work we excited during its early 
stages. It is still far from completion, but we must 
leave the matter o£ time to nature ••• Personally, 
we are resigned to continuing slowness and difficul~ 
as our portion of the mental punishment all must in 
one manner or another suffer for the common sin of 
tolerating confusion in language. 

This was the problem, though another aspect of it was the 

difficult but imperative necessity to turn away from the 

practice of poetry to which she had pledged herself so 

utterly, and in which she put so much hope as a means to 

truth. Even though to poets the whole substance of poetry, 

and the faith in poetry, is words and their good usage, and 

even though Mrs. Jackson's knowledge o~ andsensitivity towards 

Stanley J. Kunitz and Howard Haycraft. Wilson Company, 
U.S.A.: 196), (pp.482-J). This is a rewriting 01 
her entry for the earlier edition of 1942. 
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words was of the keenest, still she is able to say of herself 

in those years that, "My words were still, however, the words 

of a careless tradition of speech, and their intractability 

as such drew me ever closer to the crux of the human problem: 

the question of the validity of words." Poetry could not give 

the aneW-er to the question, even though "Poetry was for me a 

form of living, a state of being in which the redemption of 

human life from its deadly disorder by truth could be looked 

forward to" -- looked forward to, but not accomplished. The 

strength of her belief in poetry as a way of leading her and 

~ 
all others out of the human quanl\'y and into the time of truth 

is evident everywhere in her work before 1940, but perhaps 

nowhere is the appeal to reason made so directly as in the 

Preface to Collected Poems. Speaking of poetry as the means 

to "the good existence which is immediately possible" she 

says (p.xxvii): 

Literally I mean: our own proper immediacies are 
positive incidents in the good existence which is 
poetry. To live in, by, for the reasons of, poems 
is to habituate oneself to the good existence. When 
we are so continuously habituated that there il'! no 
temporal interruption between one poetic incident 
(poem) and another, then we have not merely poems 

we have poetry; we have not merely the immediacies 
-- we have finality. Literally. 

And, quoting Francis of Assisi, she adds, "literally, literally, 

literally, without gloss, without gloss." Indeed, the Whole 

of the Preface is a reasoned testament to her belief in poetry, 

as well as being one of the best, if not the best, accounts 

on record of why anyone should read poetry. Possibly, the 

Preface is a source of regret for Mrs. Jackson in so far as 

it might excite, in its eloquent clarity, zeal in the practise 
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of poetry; but it also imparts how strong was her devotion 

to it. Having, so to speak, lifted herself out of the confu8-

ions of the world into a better understanding of truth by her 

full-hearted and full-minded co~nitment to poetry, after 1940 

she had to find a way to go forward which again involved the 

rejection of false values, but this time it was the rejection 

of poetry, of which she had been the most earnest practitioner. 

Loyalty to poetry's flag is of the fiercest. Those who 

have their orientations in poetry face a severe, even a terri-

fying ordeal when cha.llenged on their own ground by one of their 

ex-members, especially a distinguished one. However great the 

sense of humility, poets generally are possessed by the 

conViction, religious in force, that poetry, the unacknow-

ledged legislator of the world, offers the highest attainment 

in human knowledge. It is not hard to understand the jolt 

felt by a poet when confronted with Mrs. Jackson's statement 

in her 'Introduction For A Broadcast' of 1962 that,"for the 

practice of the style of truth to become a thing of the 

present, 
1 

poetry nrust become a thing of the past" : 

How did I make the mistake of assuming that, from the 
art of poetry, the reality of live, personal truth 
could be precipitated? The time had come for someone 
to make the mistake. Poetry gradually appropriated 
the house -- the haunted but never occupied house 
that language had built for the speech of truth: the 
time had come for someone to put the occupancy to the 
test by treating it in good faith as legitimate. 
Through my mistake, I learned things I could not have 
learned, or learned so well, otherwise. I have not 
learned them just for myself. I see them as part of the 
equipment needed for our giving ourselves a new 
linguistic dispensation. 

(Chelsea, g, p.4) 

1 'Introduction For A Broadcast'; Continued For Chelsea', 
~helsea, ~, September, 1962, pp.3-9. 



As !';he and GraveR had pointed out in A Survey Of Moderni!';t 

Poetry, poetry had come of age in the twentieth century and 

Was free to be whatever it wanted to be in it~ liberation 

from its past servitude 2+2, they agreed with Cumming~, 

Is5. It was time to put poetry to the test, and it failed. 

To find a new way forward must have involved her in a great 

struggle, and to relate to others what she had discovered 

of poetry's failure was equally arduous: 

It has been hard for me to learn such things, and 
harder still to reconceive my working course in the 
light of them; and even harder to communicate what I 
have learned. Among my problems, when I endeavour 
to recount my findings, that of offence raises its 
head menacingly. I am aware that my animadversions 
on poetry will excite not only disagreement where 
there is esteem of poetry, but personal resentment 
beSides, since esteem of poetry and self-esteem tend 
to become intertwined -- as I have reason to know. 
I take this problem seriously: any offence felt can 
be presumed a thing I would have averted, could I 
have done so. 

(Chelsea, g, p.5) 

The long public silence, then, is little to be wondered at. 

It took until 1962 for her to reach the stage in her work 

when her view of poetry had "matured to a point at which it 

can Usefully illuminate, and be u!';efully illulrlnated by, my 

poems. " 

Her criticism of poetry may seem sudden tothe reader 

who chances upon these later remarks in ignorance of what 

preceded them, whose sceptical eye refuses the seriousness 

of her words in favour of his or her own devotion to poetry 

and its cause, and one should pause to consider those twenty 

years of silence __ they are not sudden but long, and the 

way hard won. 

In Collected Poem1'l (1938) she had said that a "poem 
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is an uncovering of truth of so fundamental and general a 

kind that no other name besides poetry is adequate except 

truth" (p.xviii). In the much later broadcast of 1962 she 

was able to say: 

I have learned, for instance, that poetA, to be poets, 
must function as if they were people who were on the 
inside track of linguistic expression, people endowed 
with the highest language powers; that, in functioning 
so, they not only block the discovery that everyone 

254. 

is on this inside track, but confuse themselves and 
others as to the value of their linguistic performances; 
that the novelties of expression achieved in poetry 
leave ordinary speech, and its literary counterpart, 
prose, sunk in their essential monotony and unaspir­
ingness; that there is no vital connection between the 
verbal successes of poetry and our actual speaking 
needs -- they are no more than dramatic effects pro­
duced with words. I have learned that language does 
not lend itself naturally to the poetic style, but is 
warped in being fitted to it; that the only style that 
can yield a natural and happy use of words is the 
style of truth, a rule of trueness of voice and mind 
sustained in every morsel of one's speech; that for 
the practice of the style of truth to become a thing 
of the present, poetry must become a thing of the past. 

(Chelsea, ~, pp.4-5) 

The emphasis here is on the stolen glory of poets who pluck 

from others' mouths the need to speal{ and jealously carry it 

with them as their special function, whereas it is not theirs 

but belongs to all, since all are entailed in the problem 

of making words and meanings identical, self and word as one. 

The root of the problem lies in the history of poetry which 

has leaped from the "medicine-man mysticiRm of charm-speaking" 

to its later stages of sophistication of operating under the 

banner of truth. People have always assumed poets to be 

impartial speakers of what is true, and they go to it because 

there is nowhere else to go for speaking on matters more than 

ordinary, matters of the soul and spirit, unless it be religion, 

and many find religion inadequate for their needs. There seems 
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nowhere else to go, for "open-souled speaking", for the 

meeting of one with another in human immediacy of thought, 

but to poetry -- nowhere else, anyway, where so much is 

promised, so much iR hoped for. Whatever poets do, however 

good or bad they are, they work in a hallowed tradition, 

one revered for its directness of conununication, its loving-

ness, its hope, its pathos -- perhaps above all, its pathos. 

For poetry is of an unusual frankness of mind, speaking of 

things which were otherwise an embarrassment to the as.~orted 

audience which collects to listen. Even religion nust be 

confined to a vocabularistic code of confession spoken 

beneath the weight of divinity. Only poetry speaks without 

code and without guidance, speaks with words, only, as they 

issue from the heart and mind. Or so it seems. 

The desire to speak from the heart and the mind is in 

many poets -- they are poets of great seriousness and purpose. 

But, however strong their desire might be, they cast their 

words into poems, as though there were nothing but poems. 

And, even when writing on other matters, poetry is there, as 

it were, to prompt the writing hand. The problem of poetry 

can be seen in the linguistic nature of the poem, which is 

too frail a vessel to carryall its charge, and, in clinging 

to it, the poet, too, can be seen as willing to perpetuate 

its failure and continue in it: 

Poetry depends too much on powers of enlarging upon 
and exploiting the physical features of words to allow 
of fulfilment of the function of language -- as I con­
ceive language. Poetry is linguistically freakish; 
and it is not, in its freakishness, the natural spirit­
ual intensity. It does not, actually, transmute our 
private, bodily selfhood, but borrows language graces 
for it from the soul. It leaves one as one was, knowing 
even less how to speak from one's soul. 

(Chelsea, ~, p.S) 
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One must take to heart the seriousness of this. Mrs. Jack!-;on 

might often be thought of as over-serious, and here and there, 

in reviews of her work, this has quite often either been said 

or implied. But can one be over-serious in such a subject? 

To lecm to "speak from one's soul" is the subject of subjects, 

the central concern, if it be admitted, of everyone, and to 

be anything less than totally serious is to fail by degrees. 

The word 'soul' here falls without self-consciousness in 

the passage at a point which lifts it from nruddied miscon­

ceptions. There is no personal hesitation in the employment 

of the word as indicating something 'there'; nor is it 

accompanied by the breath of clouded mystical discernment 

of there being something 'there'. To the writer, it !!, 

and the backward shadow of doubt in syntax does not exist. 

It exists so in poetry, for the most part. The soul, our 

souls, might often be alluded to or spoken of in poetry, 

but with no clear conception of what the author means after 

the reading of it, however much the reader is stimulated into 

belief of it. Poets content themselves at the evocation, and 

allow their desire to know more to come to a rest, as though 

the evocation were enough. The poet in the poem is engrossed 

in fleSh-making words, not with the problems of definition 

and explanation. Whatever knowledge teaches of what there is 

to further know, the poet leaves it and turns to the physically 

more immediate problem of the poem's shape, form, expressive 

feliCity, newness and strangene!-;s, shock, surprise, so that 

the poem-face bears, not just the mind-face of the poet, but 

a dramatic representation of it in an exaggerated pathos of 

the human self, recording dramatic instances of the smallness 
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of human experience instead of its linguistic largeness. This 

dramatic quality of poetry is the knowledge that there yet 

remains something to be said, while the pathos acknowledges 

that the poor human has done his or her best in rising to 

starry heights, then to fall away to the next poem. There 

is a sense of the impossible being attained while yet remaining 

unattainable, both achieved and not achieved. Mrs. Jackson 

speaks of this dual quality in poetry in Chelsea, 14 (Jan-

uary, 1964, pp.38-47), some two years later: 

Indeed, truth in poetry seems capable of being both 
truth and not truth, that which can be there attained, 
but that which is substantially unattainable. The 
ambiguity of the sense in which truth is assumed to be 
native to poetry is bound up with its symbolizing the 
perfection that is truth (a goodness of words amounting 
to goodness of being) and passing for the reality, in 
the careless raptures of exaltation it induces. 

This is the call of poetry, and around this the audience gathers, 

not to speak but to listen. After the poem is done, audience 

and poet, momentarily satisfied, pleased or otherwise with 

the performance, leave for home, the exaltation passed, per-

haps a poem or a line or two or a phrase left in the memory --

which is a part, a large part of the irremediality of poetry, 

in that what it teaches is ~ in the memory, to be called 

up at moments of spiritual or emotional crisis as 'fitting', 

but never taken as the point of departure for one's own speak-

ing, for speaking utterly. Both poet and audience fall mute, 

in the poetic spell, as each approaches the critical point 

of speaking, turning away from it and back to the poem with 

a shrug, the ideal unrealized: 

Implicit in the tradition in the very existence --
of poetry is a dividing-line between the ideal and the 
realization of it. The attempt to cross the line ends 
in the sacrificial death of the hope of an immediate 



reality of truth -- and ghostly suggestion of an 
ultimately immediate one. This is what has been laid 
out for poetry. The poet is not free to ue effectual 
in the effort to attain the perfection of truth in the 
poem, though morally committed to the effort. The 
obstacles to effectuality are built into poetry, for 
it has evolved as a substitute fur the reality, some­
thing to be done in token of something expected to 
remain undone for all practical time: the moral 
commitment i!'! transformed into an aesthetic commit­
ment having putatively an ideal equivalence to it. 

(Chelsea, 1!, pp.J9-40) 

It is this dividing-line which Mrs. Jackson reached in her 

Own poetry: she knew the ideal but could not realise it. 

In most authentic poetry this ideal is at least touched upon; 

but it does not occur to poets that there is a way across and 
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that poetry must be left behind in the crol';!';ing. Poet!'; either 

fall silent or continue in poetry, perfecting the craft and 

so giving a semblance of mastery over their subject, but 

leaving the matter where it is. This is because the trad-

ition of poetry, its being known as an art which deall'l with 

ultimately final things, l'lustains the poet in the conviction 

that there can be no other way, while at the same time the 

craft of poetry becomes an end in itself. The tradition of 

poetry and what is hoped for from poetry are really two 

separate issues in which the first dominates the second. 

The reason for Mrs. Jackson's ability to find the dividing-line, 

the breaking-point, of' poetry, l\'"as that her poetry was not 

of the tradition, at least, not wholly of the tradition. She 

knew both the tradition, and she knew the promise of poetry 

as a living reality, and, for her, the promise far out-weighed 

the tradition. In looking at all times on the promise of 

poetry as a realisable potential, she was able to see 
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the falseness of the tradition from the very beginning of 

her career. For her, poetry was not a way to enhance life, 

to make the experience of life more bearable, or, in beautify­

ing it, lend it more dignity, or a vehicle for emotion or 

sentiment. For her, poetry ~ life, leading to fulfilment. 

So we find her writing in The Reviewer of April, 1925 (Vol. 

V, No.2, pp. 1-7), in what I believe to be her firs t pub-

lished essay, 'A Prophecy or a Plea', under her earlier married 

name of Laura Riding Gottschalk: 

The most moving and at o~ distressing event in the 
life of a human being is,nis discovery that he is alive. 
From that moment to his death the fact of life is a 
constant white glare over him, an unsetting and shadow­
less sun. For darkness, for repose, for a quiet eXam­
ination of the conditions of existence, for the exper­
ience of appreciation and pleasure, it is found neces­
sary to close the eyes, to create an interior where 
life is a dim infiltration through the heavy curtains 
of the flesh into this dark room of the soul and where, 
sO seen, through eyes reopened in a more endurable light, 
it appears lovely, describable. Art has become an 
evocation of the shadows. 

What has happened? We have been blinded by life, 
so we turn our senses inward, against it; and the utter­
ance of relief is made in pride, the cry of cowardice 
becomes the authentic act of art. The tradition of art, 
of poetry especially, as a catharsis)has so legitim­
ized this process that it is almost impossible to attack 
it. It is not a question of proving another method more 
legitimate. There is no other method. For if the 
matter be examined more closely it will be seen that the 
quarrel must be made not with the way we write but with 
the way we live. For art is the way we live, while 
aesthetics, in divorcing art from life, sets the seal 
of approval upon the philosophy of escape. We live 
life by avoiding it. Art then as the strategy of this 
philosophy is no more than an inversion, and, as an 
inversion, is barren. It is not, as it should be, the 
conduct of life itself, but merely an abnormality of 
conduct. 

Art is not the reflection of life but its "conduct", identi-

fying the "ideational world of man, that begins with him, 

with the presumably impersonal world, that ends with him" (p.7). 



Poets, she said then , are "still worshipping that old god, 

Experience lr (p.5) but "Development comes through self-exer­

cise, not through being hammered upon." To all such poets, 

"life is an unquestionable first premise of which all their 

wisdom is a deduction" (p.6): 

But the function of the poet, of the poetic mind, is 
inductive rather than deductive. Life needs proving 
in poetry as well as in science. Philosophy is but 
a con~romise between fact and fancy. The poet of a 
new spiritual activity admits neither. He, the human 
impulse, is the first premise. He is the potter. He 
is the maker of beauty, since all form originates in 
him, and of meaning, since he names the content. 
Life is create with him. 

Mrs. Jackson did not look to the god, Experience, as upon 

a muse, but to herself, as the maker of beauty and meaning. 

In this she is different from poets either before her or 

after her, and those who cannot do without the old god call 

her 'obscure'. She knew the poetic tradition, and she knew 

it well, but she was not of it in her time as a poet. Because 

she was not of the tradition, and because .c:;he kept faith wi th 

the promise of poetry, she was able to bring poetry to the 

point beyond which it could not pass. 

Nevertheless, there was one 'tradition' of poetry from 

which she could not move, and that was poetry it!'!elf. What-

ever she did, she had to cast her words into the poetic mould. 

In her poems she brought the promise of poetry into the open, 

where it could, at last be seen. None before her had !'!o 

consciously and consistently achieved this. But poetry, 

finally, could not give expression to what she knew was there 

to speak. Whatever one does in poetry, poems, one cannot 

get through the word-trap other than by leaving poetry behind, 

by ceasing to be a poet, for the poem cannot contain poetry's 
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O"Wll promise, which il'l the promi.se to be more, speak 

than is oneself that is left in poetry'!'I care. 

more 

This doe.!'! not mean to say that Mrs. Jackson reject."! 

her own poems and her poetic experience as worthless. In 

the Harvard recording she says: 
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A word on my feelings towards my poems. They are not 
either stand-offish or neutral. I honor them for their 
happiness in the words they are, and for their never 
stealing themselves from me to be strangers. We are 
friends as far as we went. And I did not renounce them" 

d -' an , as I was their breath, they did not renounce me. 
For them, as for me, it i~ now, !'limply, later. 

Conceivably, without her passionately held faith in poetry, 

she might have moved faster. But someone had to try poetry, 

to put it to the test as an institution which promiseI'; nRlch. 

Whichever way she went, as a poet or not, she would have 

had to have faced poetry and the problem it present!'! sooner 

or later, to demonstrate its failure and presumption. In the 

1 Preface to her Selected Poems she speaks of two exceptions 

to the "impossibility of anyone's functioning with consistency 

in the character of poet": 

There is a formal consistency possible in ever-prolonged 
evasion of the challenge to honor with which poetry con­
fronts its practising devotees, and there is an organic 
consistency up to a point, the point in consistent end­
eavour to meet the challenge where awareness comes (as 
come it must, in such endeavour) of an ultimate imposs­
ibility of meeting it and remaining a poet. 

<Selected Poems, p.11-12) 

Her own poems are organically consistent up to the point where 

she knew that poetry had reached its limit for her as she 

1 Selected Poems: In Five Sets - London: Faber, 1970; 
New York: Norton, 1973. 
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l'!trove with the complexities of realising truth. 

In the Preface to the Se .. lected Poem ... , ~·Ir.~. Jack'" n . • ." l' ., • .,o~!'! , 

to use her own words, able to make "only a meagre identii'i-

cation of the challenge poetry hold~". She characterizes the 

challenge as "a discrepancy, deep-reaching, between what I 

call the creed and the craft of poetry -- which I might other-

wise describe as its religious and ritualistic aspect."!": 

•••• what compatibility can there be between the creed 
offering hope of a way of speaking beyond the ordinary, 
touching perfection, a complex perfection associable 
with nothing less complex than truth, and the craft tying 
the hope to verbal rituals that court sensuosity as if 
it were the judge of truth? 

(Selected Poems, p.12) 

The creed of poetry is given extended treatment in Chelsea, 

.!i, where she describes it as the "Removed Ideal of Platonic 

bequest with which human beings have for long civilized time 

part nourished, part starved, themselves" (p.39). Poetry, 

she continues there, is the "endeavour to realize the Good," 

of which idea "Plato was the patron": 

The idea of the Good, whatever the conventional or 
institutional attitudes to it be, is irremovably there, 
in human-being. You cannot remove it, only the attemp­
ted, the reputed, form of the Good of which it ha.CJ been 
the inspiration. It is the pattern-of-being delineated 
in human nature to which we cannot cease trying to give 
expression -- and right expression. If you declare 
tabula rasa against existing institutional symbols of 
the Good, and gain your objective, you will not have 
tabula rasa for long: you will have what you consider 
genuine forms of the Good, or something you believe to 
be the Good purely. You can't get rid of the idea of 
the Good. Whatever you say against it is said against 
it as connoting this or this. There is no diabolic 
counterpart to it, no primary idea of evil. There is 
only the one primary idea, the idea of the Good; every 
other idea of towering stature merges into it. It 
must have been the First Idea ••• was likely co-original 
with language. 

(Chelsea, li, p.45) 
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Plato, in his time, took the intuition of Good and gave it 

the "practical per~pecti ve of hope II even though it was .c; till 

"distant." It wal'!, in other wordc;, attainable and at once 

removed as an ideal. One can see clearly, in Plato, the 

practicality, in his perfect Republic, of attaining the Good, 

l"hich gave to people an understanding of what the Good i!" in 

concrete terms, while at the same time he Inade it something 

to be aspired to, the "Hemoved Ideal." In giving the idea 

of the Good direct applicability, Plato revised "far-reachingly 

the rUdimentary philosophic rationale with which religion and 

poetry had been endowed, in that world." Instead of being 

instinctive with life in its varied institutional expresl'!ions, 

the Good took on explicit value as an idea under the bcumer 

of which religion and poetry could make their way, drawing 

converts as they went: 

Plato's thinking had the effect of creating, for poetry, 
the standard of institutional goodness: what seems by 
the light of the idea of the Good to be on its way to 
the final state is credited with the whole journey in 
so seeming. This is the sole intellectual principle 
that poetry (from its magic-making inception to its 
full literary maturity) has had to rest on. 

(Chelsea, 14, p.l!G) 

This "Platonic principle on which poetry rests iR more than 

a rationale: it is a morale." Poetry is the caretaker of 

the Platonic idea of the Good, as it were, keeping the house 

habitable for future occupants, while, simultaneously, it seems 

to occupy the house itself, so that others think it is taken. 

But poetry cannot, in fact, occupy the house since the 

"pretension and the apparatus are incongruous with each other." 

Poetry seems to be sO 'good' in this sense that it continues 

unchallenged for the mORt part, and what challenges are made 
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come generally from outside the poetic field and therefore 

appear to those inside the field to be irrelevant. If poetry 

continues in its hoped-for achievement of truth, ever falling 

short of it, then others as well as poets will abide, hoping 

(against hope) that it will perfect itself, and reali~able 

truth will become not unlike the heavens -- something to 

come, but always afterwards. 

The craft of poetry, and quite how it conflicts with 

and fails the creed, is more difficult to discu~s other than 

in the terms of Mrs. Jackson's own poetry or her later prose. 

Mrs. Jackson recognizes the lack of critical precedent in 

this regard; 

The touchstone by which to know finally what is achieved 
in poetry i~ linguistic principle: how doe!'; the poem 
look when fundamental standards of linguistic goodness 
are applied irrespectively of poetic considerations? 
But there is no precedent for straight linguistic 
scrutiny of poetic utterance. The poetic proce.'!s seems 
too grand a thing to be judged simply as a language­
process -- though it cannot be judged with rational 
seriousness except as that. 

(Chelsea, .!i, p.4o) 

Linguistic goodness is not a fundamental principle in any 

branch of human knowledge so far. Knowledge may stem from 

religion, science or art, and it may, generally does, aspire 

to goodness; but the linguistic principle, where it is present, 

is that of correctness, that is, good usage, not the linguisti-

cally good in words. None, except Mrs. Jackson and her husband, 

has seen that words, as they are identical with self, as they 

are capable of fulfilling the human being and the human being 

fulfilling them, as she says in the Selected Poems' Preface, 

possess a standard of goodness corresponding perfectly to the 



human desire for goodness. Words are not merely in!'ltruments, 

cyphers or symbols: words ~ thought, and as such are the 

most intimate part of ourselves, as language is the cOlOmon-

pool from which we draw so as to make it ourselves in order 

to instruct ourselves, and ourselves it. 

In 1974, in the sUlllmer iS1'Iue of Denver Quarterly 

(Vol.9, No.2, pp.1-13), J'.lrs. Jackson demon."Itrated the failure 

of poetry in an essay called 'What If Not A Poem, Poems?', 

with a poem of her own, nru.ch anthologised (of'ten without 

permission from her), called 'Lucrece And Nara', to be found 

in both the collected and the selected poems. The poem, 

which is an early one, is printed stanza by stanza with her 

comments falling between each one, but I quote it here, for 

reasons of space, in full: 

Astonished stood Lucrece and Nara, 
Face flat to face, one sense and smoothness. 
'Love, i1'l this face or flesh, 
Love, is this you?' 
One breath drew the dear lips close 
And whispered, 
'Nara, is there a miracle can last?' 
'Lucrece, is there a simple thing can stay?' 

Unnoticed as a single raindrop 
Broke each dawn until 
Blindness as the same day fell. 
'How is the opalescence of my white hand, Nara? 
Is it still pearly-cool?' 
'How is the faintness of my neck, Lucrece? 
Is it blood shy with warmth as always?' 

Ghostly they clung and questioned 
A thousand years, not yet eternal, 
True to their fading, 
Through their long watch defying 
To make them whole, to part them. 

A gentle clasp and fragrance played and hung 
A thousand years and more 
Around earth closely. 
'Earth will be long enough, 

Love has no elsewhere.' 



And when earth ended, was devoured 
One ~hivering midsummer 
At the dissolving border, 
A sound of light was felt. 
'Nara, is it you, the dark?' 
'Lucrece, is it you, the quiet?' 
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In critical terms this is a good poem, its theme of love age-

long in literature. The rhythms flow, the pause!'! occur at 

line-breaks naturally, and the whole is harmonious and 

memorable. Certain phrases and words, in their freshneRs, 

such as "the opalescence of my white hand" and a "gentle 

clasp and fragrance," stay in the mind when the poem is put 

down, and the general image of the two lovers, "Face flat to 

face," is clear and lingers. Generally, the poem imparts a 

sense of mistiness, suggestive of the particular quality of 

sadness, as well as, in the paradoxes of the final lines, 

a certain happiness, in the love which outlasts time. The 

reader will feel satisfied with the course the poem follows, 

and will leave it with a sense of there having been some-

thing experienced, some kind of end reached in the warmth of 

the poem's feelings, though quite what has been accomplished 

may, probably will, remain unclear. Possibly, there may be 

pUZZlement at the poem's conclusion, but this will take the 

form of agreeable quizzical thought rather than serious 

challenge of the poem's verities. One accepts the prima 

facie experience offered, and because one accepts it, one al!'!o 

accepts the poetic vision of love, presented as the unifying 

and elevated force which brings the two figures together, 

holding them there through time and space. 

The name 'Lucrece' is an oldish name, suggestive of 

literary genesis, as in 'The Rape Of Lucrece', and lends the 



poem the air of literary timelessnes!'!. The name Nara, which 

designates the male figure of the poem, perhaps by sympathetic 

a!"l!'lociation wi th such names as 'Clara' and 'Nora', .c;eem."1 

slightly feminine in its make-up. It could have been 'mascu-

linised', for example, by having a hard consonant added, as 

in, say, 'Narae'. However, in opposition to Lucrece, Nara 

is masculine enough. Perhaps the feminine form of the name 

is only intended to soften the harder outline!'! of male striving. 

Mr."'. Jack.",on says of the two names (p .10) that Lucrece "is 

an impersonal projection of the identity of the author of 

the poem; it is a known name, but there is formality and 

distance in its use." Nara, she says, is "an anticipated, 

not known, being, and so the name strikes a note of mystery, 

with its initial 'N' -- but the other three letter!'! give the 

name familiarness." This, she continues, "conforms to the 

personal facts." 

The reality of the two figur~in the poem is expre!"lc;ed 

by two qualities, with a possible third subRumable in them: 

there is first their physical presence, emphasised by concen­

tration upon 'face', '£'lesh', 'smoothness', 'whi te hand', 

'pearly- cool', 'neck', 'warmth' and so on; the second is their 

spiritual presence, suggested by dawn being as a 'single 

raindrop', 'blindness', 'opalescence', and the pleasant 

paradoxes of the second stanza altogether, and, of course, 

words such as 'ghostly' and the long period of time the 

lovers cling together; the third quality is literary, not in 

the immediate sense of a given literary style, but in the 

general form of the story of two loves bound together eternally 



until such time as earth ends. The sense a[ the I'ltory's 

literary setting places it in the context of fable, with the 
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factual and fictive quali tie.", which fable conveys: the eter-

nal story which, whether it happened or not, iFl true. Now, 

and for long, these two lovers, in whatever disguise, are 

emblem!'O of the enduring nature of love and the hope which 

love brings of transcending mortality. 

The poem relates the author's knowledge of the divil'l-

ion that exists between lIIan and woman, in their respective 

physical natures, coming together in unity under the sign of 

love, transcending the merely physical and bodily apprehensions 

in a spiritual unity -- a commonplace of del'lire in human 

experience. As ~~s. Jackson tells it: 

Who are Lucrece and Nara? -- whom do they represent, 
if anyone, in my poem-story? They are personifications 
of the woman-man forms of being into which, to my 
notion (of now as of then), Being resolves itself 
almost finally. The poem, with this l'ltory of Two in 
which human existence is tenuously idealized, presents 
love's part in the problem of the sexual duality of 
human identity. It leans towards a purification by 
love of the state of being Two into a state of being 
One -- of one person-kind, the same kind purely. Yet 
there is a clinging to the physical sense of the other, 
which is merged confusedly with the idea -- the hO}le 

of perfect unity: not to be, as before, each 'whole' 
in the mortal way of differentiated physicality. 

(Denver Quarterly, pp.5-6) 

The fault in the poem lies in its seeming to present a unity 

of two as accomplished historically in the poem, whereas, 

in fact, it is anchored to its physically sensuous detail, 

which, though it gradually becomes weaker as the poem pro-

gresses, is still the concluding point: 

'Nara, is it you, the dark?' 
'Lucrece, is it you, the quiet?' 

The two are presented, faintly, as dark and quiet, and the 
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poem has not moved from its beginnings: "What have we but a 

tale of gradual extinction, one in which the telling is all 

of the perpetuation by a certain two of consciousness of each 

other in bodily sense extended to attenuation's finest'?" 

Mrs. Jackson asks. The poem poses the problem, not a particu­

larly mystical or rare problem, and then reassuringly manages, 

or seems to manage, to give a satisfactory solution by the 

apparent fining away of the physical aspects in favour of 

the spiritual, but not crossing over the spiritual. Be-

cause the poem resides in the spiritual domain, speaking of 

a humanly important matter, the poem has an authenticity which 

gives it a satisfactory air, but the only solution offered is 

a physical solution of earth's coming to an end, which is a 

poetic solution imposed by the sensuosity of the craft, while 

the spiritual problem, which begs to be answered, is looked 

at from afar, as across a void. There is no room in the poem, 

Mrs. Jackson says, "and because it is a poem -- for a specific 

raising of the question that is, essentially, at issue here: 

what is the nature of the new unity of being, the mortal 

state of pining proximity, in identity, having been transcend­

ed?' (p.l0). Poetry cannot map out the potential unity of 

being, the desired unity of all which surges beneath the 

language of all, because the end of poetry is poetry, not unity, 

the looked-for unity in it being hope-of-unity, fallen short 

of, or taken to the tragic length of silence, but always locked 

beneath poetry's tongue to give the image but not the fact. 

What is the unity transcending the physical division 

which exists between the two lovers in the poem, what is the 
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finality which can be envi!'laged? Mrl'J. Jackson an~wers her own 

question both as she was a poet and as she is now: 

I have ever taken to be implied in the human quality of 
being a pure form of being in which one is unEeculiarly. 
One experiences being at first, and for long, as if 
unendingly, in terms of sexual identity -- in terms of 
divi1'lion; but one feels secreted in one's human nature 
an unpartial identity, to be by which is wholly to be. 
Yet the transcendence of sexuality~ not by love that 
over and over returns being to sexuality: love itself 
must be lifted out of the pull of the identity-division 
-- and of the difficult particular moments of happiness, 
locked in time, that this affords ••••• We know, all, 
the feel of a purer selfhood than that in which we are 
seated in our man or woman bodiliness. Our very 
physicality gives us information aboutit as a state of 
being within thinking-distance -- teaching us how 
arduous has been the travel through all the pre-human 
conditions to the mere point ~}ere purity can be 
thought of. One is as if armed by bodily knowledge 
against treating the transcendence of the physical 
absolute of difference expressed in sexuality as les~ 
than nearly impossible. One leat"ns how far comprehen­
sion must go for love to make perfect being be: the 
distance seems almost out of love's reach -- love's 
fragmentary realizations of the Perfect, imperfect 
in the fragmentariness, reveal how love, like compre­
hension, is behind and ahead of itself. Almost between 
what we are, and what we fail to be, we are not; and 
the plight doubles our sensitivitie.cJ, so that we know 
lOVe and love, comprehension and comprehension, being 
and being. 

(Denver Quarterly, p.6-7) 

'Lucrece And Nara' fails in the spiritual domain because the 

author is divided between two comprehen.cJions of the human 

being as seated in an "identity-difference", which is a source 

of private happiness, and the desire to transcend the identity-

difference "for the sake of a happiness absolutely good, un-

tainted with self-tender reservations." Because of poetry'1'\' 

formal demands, and her allegiance to these as a poet, she 

was bound to stay divided, because poetry is ultimately humanly 

weak, staying within the self-tender identity-difference while 

comprehending the absolute good: 
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The lure of poetry cannot but attract lruman beings in 
whom the facultieR of further comprehen~ion and express­
ion, the capabili tes of' going beyond the broken physi­
cal knowledge and statement of 'things', are exception­
ally keen. But poetry necessitates a certain degree 
of Suspension of these faculties, these capabilites: 
poetry imposes a bar to their total exercise, ordains 
an irreducible obtundity in the most important area 
of human thought and utterance. This area is also the 
peculiar haunt of philosophers and theologians, who 
tread there in specially marked-out roads, in which lay 
folk may conveniently follow, and in large part have 
so done -- some, however, stumbling about in proud 
independence, making their way there priVately, inco­
herently. Thus, human beings are gripped in the 
linguil'!tic dilemma of a potential in utmost expre!'!sion 
divided between poetry on the one hand and philosophy 
and theology on the other (with political and sociolog­
ical possibilities in-between that could not constitute 
a linguistic choice). The dilemma has never been 
distinctly felt; but it is the most serious human 
dilemma. So long as its grip remains unbroken, human 
beings l..1ll not comprehend what there is still to be 
said, and what they have still to do about and with 
themselves. 

(Denver Quarterly, p.9) 

These two statements, speaking from the linguistic ground, 

offer an in~licit challenge to the rightness which poetry, 

philosophy and religion assume, each, as their own. Here, in 

an all-comprehensive aspiration to perfection ''ii thin language-

reach, from the centre of what it is to be human, Mrs. Jackson 

offers at once a solution, in her speaking words (words which 

seek to fulfil that of which she she speaks), and a way for-

ward through the self-erected barriers of institutionalised 

human understanding. In her earlier work, the ground from which 

she spoke, as it offered hope of perfection, wa~ poetry; now, 

the ground from which she speaks is language -- the ground of 

being. 

The failure of 'Lucrece And Nara' a1'l a poem is not a 

failure of poetic quality -- as a poem it is a~ near perfection 

and as far away from it as any other given poem: it is a 
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failure of Eoetr~> and a failure of the poet, and All who go 

to poetry, a1'l human beingl'J entailed in the circum~tancc.~ which 

go to make up poetry, from its first inception to its mo~t 

recent civilized l'Jtage. Poetry temporises with truth as a 

Platonic Hemoved Ideal, not as !'lomething which can be marIe 

actual. As a knowledge area of human and hUlilane con.qideration, 

it exerts a tidal-pull upon the minds of those who ~ee similar 

areal'J of knowledge, such as philosophy and religion, AS 

uninviting becau!'le not speaking from the independence of the 

human centre, not requiring whole mind and spirit and soul, 

free from colllpunctions of dogma, in their outward reaching. 

In that poetry functions through words, it invites complete 

commitment to intellect, sense, feeling, locked in one striving, 

and, as such, its force is as utterly felt as the religious 

force, and its effects are, more than po.'!sibly, far wider, 

if only because poetry is unofficial. Poetry commands belief: 

I believed in the transcendence of the man-woman, 
woman-man, identity-split. I believed the ultimate 
of love, and of the human state itself, to be some­
thing more than a ghostly after-life, itself a shadow 
of the mortal. Poetry is about belief, is because of 
belief; the poets who do not 'believe' II1USt assiduously 
imitate belief. Poetry is a means of giving belief a 
free immediacy of expression: there are no laws, no 
rules, except that belief must stay within the bounds 
of the poem. That is, no extravagance of taking belief 
-- faith put into words -- to the live proof. Not it, 
but the poem only, is allowed to attain completion, 
perfection; there may be some extravagance within the 
poem, but this is, strictly, for the forcefulness of 
the in~ressions it is designed to excite, to meet the 
demands of artistic necessity. 

(Denver Quarterly, pp.11-12) 

Followers and practitioners of poetry believe poetry to be 

more than an art, more than mere word-images or emotional 

experience or just plain fun. School-children breathe it in 
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from first to last; university facultie~ and departments are 

built upon iti books written from every conceivable ideological 

stance accrete around it; and poets, hallowed, are excused 

from normal modes of social behaviour -- even the unrecog-

nized poet still has a full measure of pride. 

The challenge to poetry iR a challenge to poetry "~ 

words: do they tell enough?" No poem, Mrs. Jackson continues, 

II' 
15 pure truth, no poem tells all, yet poems enjoy the status 

of the best that is do-able in language." During her years 

as a poet she discovered in her own poems the failure of 

poetry to reach across the divide. It is inconceivable 

that a poet could have done more than she did. And her answer 

to 'What, If Not A Poem, Poems?'; 

Is there not our human reality, to penetrate, comprehend 
beyond its broken appearance, its pieced together sur­
face? have we not it to live further, to its ndemptive 
meaning of One, which we anticipate in love? What le1'ls 
is there that can fully employ the virtue of words? Ii' 
we put away our poems, we shall lose our Lucrece and 
Nara, and many another pair of lovers, of a beautiful 
unrealness, that makes us feel (while with them, in 
their story) we know what realness is. But we shall 
have our powers of comprehension, then, freed from 
the draw of poetry, of' its benumbing enchantment. We 
shall have better strength for learning how to advance, 
by love, belovedness, into the death-proof further of 
ourselves. Our powers of belief, released from the 
beguiling entertainment of poetry, can, then, increase 
in unerringness -- so that, discovering our ~lole 
reality in this further, we shall be emboldened by 
them to own it, and to speak it. 

(Denver Quarterly, p. i) 

And, she adds, in her final sentence, "do we not at least 

someWhat know that we have delayed almost too long?" 

Mrs. Jackson learned a great deal during her time as a 

poet, and, though she could see later that poetry could not 

take meaning to i ts furth~st testing point, that is not to :;., 



say that what she learned while a poet iR rejected. Far from 

it. The essence of her view of later time, though it includes 

the cessation of poetry, is not much different from that of 

her early time. Speaking of her recent work The Telling in 

the recording she made at Harvard in 1972, she says: 

My meanings have not changed there, f'undamentally, 
from what they were in my poems. But, freed f'rom the 
constrictions and the imposed ingenuities of poetic 
word-use, and looking to language's natural devices 
alone for a mode of expression more faithful to one'~ 
meanings than the mode called 'ordinary', I attained 
there, I believe, to degrees of personal explicitness, 
and of specificness combined with comprehensiveness of 
reference, in the verbal delivery of meanings, that 
poetry closes out. The attractive ingenuity of poetic 
devices obscures the fact that they serve an eloquence 
that does not allow expression to exceed, much, the 
Bugges ti ve. 

Her later views are, of course, wider in the sense of her 

maturer knowledge of the function of language (though her 

earlier views were never, as we have seen, 'narrow' in any 

sense of the words, but always tending to outstrip her 

literary concerns right from the beginning); but they are 

also much deeper, deeper, even, than before, because she is 

free from poetic considerations. So, for example, in an 

essay of 1963 that fell under the general heading 'The Sex 

Factor In Social Progress ,1 that included, in response to 

a questionnaire, contributions from several outhorR as well 

as herself, her view of the man-woman, woman-man relations 

is basically unchanged, though the account she giveR of 

her view spans wider and deeper reaches of thought. The prob-

lem for her was always, not how woman may become the equal of 

1 'The Sex ¥actor In Social Progress', CiVil~t1'uelle 
Macchine, Anno XI, No.4, Rome, July-Augus , 196], 
pp.22-25. Reprinted in Chelsea, 1£, March, 1965, 
pp.114-122. 
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man, but how woman may bring into the total picture of human­

ity the neglected other-nature of her~elf, contribute some­

thing new to, not ~ociety especially, but humanity. Woman 

as such is not new, but what l.roman is, i~ new, in that woman 

has been for long left out of the total picture as merely a 

part, a different and lesser part, of man. ~~s. Jackson saw, 

sees, woman as abettor to man's purposes, but unwillingly, 

while remaining herself essentially intact in womanness, in 

her nature which is other-than-man, which represents the 

incomplete half of man and, at the same time, i~ the whole 

which man puts off. In the terms of Epilogue I (see above, 

P·120, ff.), mankind, not humanity, is the result of man's 

subjective nature, restricting his vision to those things 

in reality which are, or potentially are, a part of his 

nature, while woman in her objective nature is unrestricted. 

If woman asserted her right to equality not in social terms, 

which is merely to gain recognition from men, but as a being, 

different in identity to man, then there would be real 

humanity, and a considerable portion of the work to be done 

would be accomplished, though there be tnuch more to £"ollOlv. 

Speaking in Civilltg Delle Macchine of present (196) 

society, Mrs. Jackson remarks: 

Society, as we have society, is not an all-inclusive 
pattern of human functioning. It is a pattern con­
ceived and developed by men, a vehicle and instrument 
of objectives and ambitions arising from out the 
masculine personality. Women are of it (!'Iociety a I:; 
we have it) in the main subordinately and in neuter 
numericalness despite their increa.c;ed participation in 
its processes. 

Women are, as it were, honorary members and must observe 

the ruleR. Equality, Mrs. Jackson notes, has not "quickened 

in women any internal development making them more capable of 



contributing sOI:lething new, sizable, con!"truc ti ve, to the 

total human situation." Society for mcn il'l an extenl'lion of 

themselves in which they can reside for part of the time. 

Hen choose to live in it, rather than in thell1!';elves and in 

those matters concerning intellect, morality and spiritual 

affairs. To men, society is an actual thing (the'concret~ 

intelligence' which is an end in itself of Contemporaries And 

Snobs)to which they affiliate themselves and in which they 

can observe the practical results of their intelligence: 

Contemporary civilization is a phase of a continuous 
experiment in the social organization of human life 
centered in and conditioned by masculine capabilities 
of social imagination. This continuum carries self­
deadening limi ts wi thin its elf', that cannot be transc­
ended by mere progress in the direction in which it is 
pointed. Political and econondc revolution emanates 
from masculine mentality and emotionalism, works 
changes in society as of a membership of men, with, 
at best, women counted in numerically in a human total 
thought of as consti tuting "man": one cannot, by ,Cluch 
revolution, get beyond the range of its values. Scient­
ific and technological reVolution binds its beneficiar­
ies even more tightly to its value-milieu, which, for 
all its sophistication of detail, is a domain of 
primitive interest in the control of material actuali­
ties, one in which values of pure power, elementary 
mastery, rule. The domain has a natural attraction 1'01' 

men as seeming to oft'er infinite opportuni ty for the 
exercise of' the intelligence without impingement on 
questions of general value, on the moral and spiritual 
intangibles: there seems perfect safety in it 1'or morn] 
and spiritual error -- all achievement in it seems 
sheer gain. 

""" ' (qivilit~ Delle Macchine, pp.24-25) 

In society, men would seem to be working for unity, seelll to 

be striving to bring men and women as they exist in society 

to a perfect stage: civilization wear1=! an impo1=!ing look when 

considered as progress. But: 

Spiritually, the society we have is the society of men 
with women present only in adjunctive relation to them, 
not the society of men and women in reciprocal relation. 

27(i. 
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We do not have the soc~ety of human beings. For society 
to be that there will have to be a totally new concept 
of society, one that is a concept of human relationship 
in the large. The existing pattern of human relationship 
called society is pinned to a general concept of the 
human being as a man is a concept of men-to-men 
relationship. It is no freak of language that the human 
being is generalized as "man": this corresponds with 
the conceptual actuality. 

/f" (Ci Vil';- t~ Della Nacchine, p. 23) 

All the existing institutionalized areas of thought, whether 

philosophy, theology or poetry, or any other, are products of 

the masculine mind, the deep-seated dualislII of which has long 

been recognized (Mrs. Jackson refers to this popular concept 

as "ingeniously expounded" by Dr. Tillich in America) as 

occupying at the sallie time a social and a sexual world. 

Society is simultaneously a reflection of the male sexual ego 

and a vehicle by lIIeans of which he seeks perfection. Society 

represents the grosser instincts and the better instincts of 

the male self, but with the latter playing a subordinate role. 

Sex is the physical basis from which man worships spiritual 

things, and is why he refuses to go further than the comfort-

able limitations of himself; as it is also the basis for his 

subjective nature, his need to control everything that is not 

himself. Man's abstract nature is, in fact, a refusal to 

identify himself with anything, but to make anything and every-

thing a part of himself. Woman, by contrast, is able to 

identify with anything because of her intrinsic nature (in 

the words of Anarchislll Is Not Enough, a woman has a child, 

lIIen have children): 

Women are unitarian: they are made into divided beings 
in their functioning in society (as we have society), 
but suffer this as an injury, do not by their own design 
dualistically occupy a social world and a sexual world 
as llIen do. They are cosmically orientated beings 
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reduced by the state of men-women relations to a 
negative spiritual importance. The dualistic, lnasruline 
version of human nature to which society if; fitted in 
its functioning and objectives crippleR and stultifies 
them, as a standard of personality that does not refer 
to them personally. 

n" 
(Civilita Delle Macchine. p.25) 

Mrs. Jackson showed, in Epilogue I, that men view women in 

a way which is either irreverent or sentimental as they 

represent something which is different from themselves. 

either to be sexually 'known' or to be placed at a distance 

as not affecting them, not acting as an immediate criticism 

of male action; and she saw women, in the man-woman relation, 

as containing for men all there is to know and experiencp if 

men would only see. But she had already, earlier, seen the 

unitary nature of women in her essay on sex, 'The Damned Thing, ' 

in Anarchism Is Not Enou~h (p.205-6 ): 

By man's abstractness of mind is meant his personal 
anonymity; he is a public creature, only mathematically 
exiRtent. By woman's concreteness of mind is meant 
the individuality (man calls it 'reality') he recognizes 
in her and which he attempts, under cover of love. to 
steal. lvoman wears clothe,':;, man wears a social uniform. 
Woman is individual-power (brain); man is mass-power 
(brawn). Therefore man, though individually a negative 
force, is as a unit a positive force; defeating woman 
as a unit since the fact that she is individually a 
positive force makes her collectively a negative force. 

And we recall the passage from 'Molly Barley'W"ater' in Experts 

Are Puzzled (p.21; and see above, p.87) about variety and 

oneness, to which I now add the related paragraphs: 

I remember the last conversation I had with you. 
You said: 'All is variety. And variety at its full­
est opposes to itself a oneness ~lich. because it is 
in oppoSition to variety, is outside of it. We are 
endowed with variety. We may attain oneness.' 'And 
you would add, I suppose,' I suggested. 'that men are 
in variety, women in oneness.' 'Yes. I she said. 
'Variety is the male making, oneness is the female 
consistency of the making. Oneness iR the progressive 
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itself, arriving at and recoiling again and again 
from onenes 5.' 
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'There is hostility then between the two?' I asked. 
'Oh yes,' she replied, 'co-operative hostility.' 
'From your earnestness and high feeling, dear Molly, 
I should say that you were really talking about love, ' 
I teased. 'Indeed I am,' said Holly good-naturedly. 
'For love amounts to the Rame thing -- partner.c'lhip and 
suspense.' 'Tell me about it,' I said. 'Well,' I'Ihe 
said, 'suppose love is you and me. We explore each 
other to the limit of exploration, we employ each 
other to the limit of employment, we vary each other 
to the limit of variety. This is partnership. It goes 
on and on, it is repetition, it keeps reaching a limit, 
beyond the limit is what? oneness, RURpenl'le. You and 
me becomes we, we becomes I, and I is beyond, it is 
Suspense, oneness.' 

And in a little essay-story called 'Sex, Too' (p.2 If), which 

follows 'Molly Barleywater', Mrs. Jackson said, "Women are 

the roundabout point, men are the roundabout way.' 

We are endowed with man's variety. The primary nature 

of woman, women,though overlaid with variety of the male 

making, is the need to bring into accord with the inner what 

is outer. Women do not need to go out of themselves to what 

is, but stay at their centre, bringing what is outside to 

What i." inside. Everything, all there is of imaginative 

venture imposed upon the world, derives its existence, I'Iprings 

from, what is inside; but wandering man ha!'l little if any 

instinct for the unity of this, while woman knows it as a part 

of her being. The old story of Ulysses adventuring abroad 

while Penelope waited at home tl1USt revert to: 'Penelope 

remained with herself when UlYRl'les deserted her. ' Women 

have intimate knowledge of the progressive suspense of oneness. 

In the historical world, all begins in variety in which and 

from which men ply themselVes, man's nature create ,,,ith variety. 

\"roman is the principle of onenesl'! in opposition to the variety 
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of man, as the emergence of being, forming i t ,"l eLf R lowly into 

human being, from the inchoate uni ver~e of variety, i!'! tIle 

principle of oneness wllich variety opposeR to it~elf • 
./?\'\ 

In Civilf.-tt,\ Dell~ Hacchi~ (p.25), Mrs. Jack!';on'~ later 

view of the man-woman relation it=! unchanged in i t.e; fundamental 

thesis, but the speaking now is outright. \1I1ere the character-

i~tic quality of 'Molly Barleywater I is a delicious :C!en~e 01' 

fun accompanying the seriou!'!ness of meaning, veiling it a 

little, the quality of this later time is whole !'!eriousness: 

The essence of my view of the human situation in 
regard to women (that is, men and women) is that the 
content of the human reality (by which I mean that 
interrelated being which human beings have in having 
human nature) is of cosmic dimensions, and that only 
when seen in its cosmic frame -- the cosmic frallIe as 
against the frame we call "society" -- can it be 
cOlllprehended and talked about as a whole. The actual 
relations of men and women are seeable in thA cosmic 
setting a~ survivals of a play of opposite forces a~ 

old as primordial creation in beings whom the forces 
of universal unity claim for their own. In this 
setting, human being.,,! a!'l women Bhow them:c:;elves to 
have the part of guardianship o:f the human reality 
against the divisive dispositions that preposses5 
human beings as men, the instinctive antagonism 
to the cosmic uni tie.s -- and, indeed, to the human 
reality itBelf. 

The reach and feel of thiR iR greater than that 0:[ 'Holly 

Barleywater' or that of the Epilogue es.<!aYR. Here, one 

feels, there is nothing standing between herself and ~lat 

she is saying. ThiB an immediate telling without deviation 

from what is knownto be there, and wherever the eye looks it 

meets confirmation. One cannot (a lesson to be learned early) 

categorize by subsulOmation the essential nature of this 

thought by placing it under the headings of various humane 

studies such as logic, philosophy, humanism, metaphysics: the 

quality of Mrs. Jackson's thought lies outside the boundary-
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limits of categorization. It i,~ natural that her thought 

should share common properties with specific categories 

of thinking -- it would be strange if it didn't, indeed. 

h'ha t Hrs. Jackson speaks of is of' ancient heritage, sCClt tered 

and stranded everywhere amidst historied thought. H(~nce, 

critics of her, past and present, range in their characteri-

sations of her work across philosophical, metaphysical, 

mystical, humanistic, and, in carelessness or ignorance, 

'abstract', 'dif'ficult' and 'obscure' categori1'!ution!'l. The 

nub of this, whether well- or ill-intentioned, is to reduce 

her work to less bewildering proportions in which the reader 

may feel safe to venture at will without straining the will 

to venture outside self. Mrs. Jackson's work is bound to 

coincide with that of others ~lere the focus of attention 

falls upon this ~ -- subject: such coincidences indicate 

the strength of her sanity, while the !'ltrength of her work 

is indicated by its uncategorisable (except on her own terms) 

~fference. Mrs. Jackson's work, and Mrs. Jackson in her 

work,is devoted to the realisation and expression of whole 

reality as it is rooted in human being, and further than that, 

even, being itself, of which human being is a manifestation. 

One may not call this a category, nor reas.~emble it beneath 

a categorical heading, since the mind which makes categories 

cannot itself fall into one. This is why, in the words ot' A 

Survey Of 1-1odernist Poetry, a poem may be anything it!'! author 

chooses, even contradictory, since each poem presents a new 

category of thought. In a poem called 'All Things' in 

Collected Poems (p.159) she puts it thi~ way: 

All things that wake enjoy the ~un 
All things but one --



All things except the sun 
The sun because the sun. 

And in The Telling (p.32) she is to put it another way: 

I do not bar the way with Incontrovertibles; there is 
room in what I say for going onward -- whether it be 
taken to mind or not. And I split Incontrovertibles 
barring the way, to make onward passages in them -­
admitting no necessity of turning aside. 
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Chapter 2 

The Telling 

The Telling first appeared in the magazine Chel~ 

in Hay, 1967 (issue 20/21), and was republished by The 

Athlone Press (London) in 1972, with the additional inclu~ion 

of two specially written sections. A year later it was 

published in America (New York) by Harper and How. The Telling 

proper consi",ts of sixty-two numbered pa",,,,ages, each themati-

cally linked\and is preceded by, first1a 'Nonce Preface' in 

which, "for congeniality's sake", Nrs. Jackson explains to 

readers of Chelsea her appearance in a magazine that, for 

that particular issue, was devoted to the consideration of 

science; and, second, a brief 'Outline' of the reason that 

brought The Telling into existence and in which it dwells. 

'Outline' is accorded separate chapter-status on the contents-

page, and I give it here in f'ull; 

Life of the human kind has been lived preponderately 
so far according to the needs of the self as felt to 
be the possession of itself. This self-claiming self 
is a human-faced creature, existing in the multiple 
form of a loose number reckonable only a1'; 'the human 
aggregate. I The needs of this self issue from a diffuse 
greed, which is imparted from one to the other in 
garrulou1'l sociality. 

There is an alternative self, a human-souled being, 
a self conscious of ourselves who bear in manifold 
individualness, each single, the burden of the single 
sense of the manif'old totality. This self is implicated 
in the totality as a speaking self of it, owing it 
words that will put the seal of the Whole upon it. 
On what we each may thus say depends the happiness of 
the Whole, and our own (every happiness of' other making 
being destined to disappear into the shades of the pre­
determined nothingness of the self-claiming self,which 
encircle it). 

(The Telling, p.6) 



All 1-1rs. Jackson's work, but The Telling in particular, i~ 

devoted to the giving of expression to the second 'hurnan-

souled' self; and to the first 'self-claiming self', '''hose 

needs are social, as she could bestow final values of thought 

upon its manifestations in social life, and did, overtly, 

in Epilogue. Clearly, one can again see the line of con-

tinuation from early to later thought, her recognition of 

human entailment in mankind as socially real, and her know-

ledge of humankind as personally real, each and individually, 

with each self as one in a totality of selves as oneness. 

Between the self-claiming self and the human-souled being 

her poems reached a division and could not cross until poetry 

was left behind. And, as in her poems, her earlier prose 

leans forward, stretching to reach final reality of thought, 

whether by the direct means of critical writing, or, in her 

stories, by identification of herself with it, placing her!'lelf 

in it with the 

Crown For Hans 

fabled 'Miss Banquett' 

I 
Anders~r, or else, in 

or, movingly, in 'A 

a matching identifi-

cation of the two modes) in the novels I have been barely able 

to touch upon, Lives Of Wives and A Trojan Ending. In all 

these writings the author may be observed as moving ahead 

of known self to what may only be described as uw{nown-but-

knowable but not totally realised, not totally made actual 

in thought, with word and thought identical and sustained. 

The fault was poetry and her belief in poetry as capable of 

fulfilling its promise of being the best there is in achiev-

ing whole reality of thought and word, for poetry was the 

standard for all her work, and she could go no further than it. 



But,although there is continuation, it would be wrong 

now to return to her earlier characterization o:f the two 

selves, as, say, in Anarchi."ltn I.<Of Not Enol~, where the '.<lelf-

claiming self' is seen as the individual and collective-real 

sel:f, and the 'human-souled being' is seen as the unreal self'. 

There, in the case o:f the individual-real and collective-real 

self, Mrs. Jackson defined their functioning, but the unreCll 

self she could only de:fine as a poetic :functioning. ,She 

pointed to the fact of the unreal self', 81'1 she :for long 

pointed to it in her poetry, but her attemptl'l to describe 

what she saw were circumscribed by the limitations of' poetry's 

physical :falling back upon itself, so that her meanings, 

despite the word 'unreal', were o:f physical expression. 

So, in 'Jocasta', she was able to say, for example: 

The material with which an author works is not reality 
but what he is able to disentangle from reality: in 
other words I think the identity is rather of purity 
and unreality. An author must first of all have a 
sure apprehension of what is self in him, ~lat is new, 
fresh, not history, synthesis, reality. In every 
person there is the possibility of' a small, pure, 
new unreal portion which is ••• sel:f. 

(Anarchism Is Not Enough, p.9G) 

The reach of this seems far, in the newnel'ls o:f what 'Rhe 

is saying, and speaking comparatively, it is far, but it is 

only a stone's throw in the light o:f her later work. Stle 

cannot escape, here, from, :for example, the term 'portion', 

where self is an 'unreal portion. ' 'Unreal', to a certain 

extent, cancels out the physicality oC 'portion', but 

'portion' still suggests something to be felt, something 

rather so1.id, and about which one may have a 'sure apprehpnsion. ' 

The word 'fresh' has a similar physical force. Mrs. Jaclo'lOn 
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wa~ Rpeaking there of what she knew to be in herself, but she 

had to speak of it *ter!llR of poetic metaphor. , 
wrong, but she could get no further than the immediate seli'. 

whatever she said of the 'human-souled self' whicll ~he 

apprehended, and however far Rhe pURhed what she said 1'orward, 

her vordl'!, snared in the loop of poetry, could not become 

di~entangled from the immediate self. What lacked wac:; the 

range of speaking and the natural intimacy of speaking. If, 

in a poem, for example, 8he spoke the word 'soul', it was an 

ambivalent soul: on the one hand she apoke as she knew of 

it, and on the other she spoke within the poetic tradition 

of soul as something (and this is poetry's contradiction) 

to be known of but not to be entered into. Soul, in poetry, 

is a known sentiment, an evocation, only, not an actuality, 

however it may be uttered from the depths of being. 
Q.$ /"'T) \ 

The range of speaking in The Telling, in Civil!ta 
1\ ' 

Delle ~~cchine, is of cosmic dimension. It is at once wholly 

familiar and, in that it sceps upon new speaking-ground, 

strange, until the reader becomes more accustomed to the 

environment. It comes with no authority borrowed 1'rom fields 

of human studying other than what it is to be in being human: 

the source of Mrs. Jackson's book is her being. In passage 

30, just prior to her speaking of 'Incontrovertibles' 

(see above, p.282), she says: 

Indeed, I do not address myself to this speaking-task 
as one taking a next place in the proceSSion of adviserl'! 
on what-to-believe, or how-to-think, which unendingly 
girds in our mental ranges. And I know none before me 
who labor at our story seeking to be moved by no other 
inspiration than that which movel'l them to be: with all 
before me, as they appear in cOlnparison, some task­
master doctrine, garbed in sublimity of wearing saga­
city's uniform, intervenes by their own evocation bet-



ween them and the~r be~ng, ~o that they ~peak without 
free acces!'! to that of which they tell. Many !';uch 
lordsh~ps stand athwart our ~peaking-path!';, turning 
the spirit-flow from self to mind and mind to mouth 
out of its natural courses; and truth is thus ever at 
a new remove, though each turn of the way i!'; given 
the name of it. 

(The Telling, p.J1-J2) 

With no other inspiration than that ~lich mOVes her to be, 

The Telling neither waits for nor points to this or that 

category of knowledge as lending authority. It is of interest 

that, under the same classification !'!ystem in different 

libraries, it Inay be located under philosophy or humanism 

or poetry or literature, but really it requires its own 

shelf with, at most, 'Be' as the inscription above. There 

is only one subject: 

111 There is something to be told about us for the 
telling of which we all wait. In our unwilling 
ignorance we hurry to listen to storie!'! of old human 
life, new human life, fanciErl human life, avid of some­
thing to while away the t~me of unan,c;wered curiosity. 
We know we are explainable, and not explained. Many 
of the lesser things concerning us have been told, 
but the greater things have not been told; and nothing 
can fill their place. Whatever we .learn of what is not 
ourselves, but ours to know, being of our universal 
world, will likewise leave the emptiness an emptiness. 
Until the missing story of ourselves is told, nothing 
bes~des told can suffice us: we shall go on quietly 
craVing it. 

(The Telling, p.9) 

The greater things of which Mrs.Jackson speaks have been 

commonly witnessed and recorded as recurring human phenom-

ena of experience throughout human history, especially in 

branches of knowledge such a8 theology, poetry and philosophy, 

that make it their own concern. Within the ambience of greater 

things have coiled the storyings of religion, poetry, philosophy, 

even science, and all subjects which pay homage to the p088i-

bility of human perfection and yet remain at a distance from 



it. 1'hi.c; subject of greater thing"', ~nd the re.\a..tion to it 

held by the specialised areas of thought rai!'led in ad{now­

ledgement of it, i!'! The Telling's theme. It both trace!'! 

the course of the subject as it has appeared in history to 

others, a!'! well as how it appears now, today, and it tells 
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of the subject as the author finds it in her being, and as she 

is able to speak of it to her best, as she puts it, 'out-

speaking' . 

Whatever position the individual holds to, the point 

at which The Telling begins, that there i!'! yet Romething to 

be told about Ul!! "for the telling of which we all wait," 

cannot be denied. But in Mrs. Jackson'l'J thought, only "the 

explanation of ourselves can be the explanation of such 

mysteries." Those who believe in one of the customary stories, 

"so long treasured as true," "wait for untold truth to emerge": 

141 Everywhere can be seen a waiting for word!'! that 
phrase the primary sense of human-being, and with a 
human finality, RO that the words themselve!'! are 
witness to what they tell. The waiting can be seen 
not only in the eager inclined posture of believers. 
It can be seen also on the faces of disbelievers, the 
idolizers of the evident: they are not happy in their 
impatient assurance of there being no caURe but un­
caus ed circums tance, they wear the pinched look of' 
people whose convictions make them a meagre fare. 
In the eyes of all (in the opaque depths in them of 
unaCknowledged presentness to one another) are mir­
rored (but scarcely discerned) concourl"les where our 
soul", ever secretly assemble, in expectation of events 
of common understanding that continLlally fail to occur. 
We wait, all , for a story of uc; that shall reach to 
where we are. \{e listen for our own speaking j and we 
hear nruch that seems our !'!peaking, yet makel'! LlS !'!trange 
to ourselves. 

(The Telling, p.10) 

In one way or another, all are waiting. Perhaps the waiting 

is for things which seem different: some wait for ab~olute 



power, some for absolute clarity of though-c, some for absolute 

knowledge, some for absolute material benefit -- the ways of 

waiting are many. There is no proof: JlIrl'!. Jackson is neither 

trying to prove nor disprove, only to tell of what she finds, 

has :found, both in herself and in what she Rees around her. 

The words themselves, though they are not written with an 

eye to perRuasion, fall, with quiet emphaticness upon the 

page and upon the reading-ear, and that one accepts them or 

not makes no difference. "Though I i'ail here," she .<fays, 

a little later (passage 32), 

I cannot utterly fail. In what I say, there is no 
authority to defy, refute, destroy: it is itself 
only. It is a start. If it fails, it will still 
be a start. (Not a false l'!tart: the false starts 
-- and I have made some -- look too eagerly ahead ..• 
and soon, then, behind, it is as i:f nothing had 
happened, no start had been made. The start I make 
here stays with itself •.• and I, with it.) 

(The Telling, p.34) 

The question of whether what Nrs. Jackson .~ays i.e; true or 

not is not, I think, critically resolvable. One cannot apply 

canons of poetic taste, nor those o:f philosophy or theology 

(as nuch subject to 'taste' as poetry). She is not speaking 

from defined areas of thought, though what she says is still 

open to the test of reason. In the 'Nonce Preface' to The 

Telling, in ~lich she speaks of science and its critical 

no-nonsense stance towards that which does not yield itself 

to scientific proof, she says that, in whatever way The 

Tellin& is read, "it should be thought of as having ueell 

checked, not only directly for several, but indirectly for 

over sixty-five, years, for nonsense." (p.ld We have all 

advantage here, at leaRt, in that, however many the gflPc;r or 
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misunder~tandings, we have a working-knowledge or the maill 

d . t 
rlft of those sixty- five} year~ and are better able to S (>0, 

in the backward look, how and why Mn~. Jack.son came to the 

writing of The Telling. To know ~omething of' the work that 

precedes it enable U,"I to arrive more quickly at ;\n under.s tand-

ing of much of The Telling's reflections upon institutional 

approaches to the subject. So, for example, !She ,speaks of 

history and poetry in passage 6: 

The weakness of history is that it begins late and 
ends early. It has neither old nor new to tell, but 
all is diminished in it to make the brier time of our 
learning that we are 'human' (without yet leaning what 
it is to be that) seem half of eternity. Poetry leaves 
us otherwise--r;cking. The future-facing truth-telling 
that it promises our ears and imaginations never breaks 
forth from the tellers: the telling travels round and 
round the teller!'; in standstill coils, a bemusement 
in which tellers and listeners are lost. Teller, list­
ener, story, become in poetry one bemusement, in which 
present and future seem to commingle, and the desire 
to tell truth and the need to hear it ."!hrink from the 
touch of fulfilment in lazy unison. Poetry's numbered 
wording abbreviates truth to the measure of mortal 
premonition, which has but a midnight's reach. Poetry 
is a sleepmaker for that which !IIits up late in us 
listening for the footfall of the future on to-day'~ 
doorstep. 

(The Tellin~, p. 11) 

Evident again is the scope of Mrs. Jackson's thought. 

tory does not go back far enough to speak of origins; and 

does not come forward far enough, into a present time of 

being and a living in truth, to make what it says of' ultimate 

value. It is content to deduce from factual evidence but 

does not venture further, contenting itself with interpreting 

the past according to the needs of the (almost) present. 

In its minutely particular and exhaustive ."!earch, history 

makes the brief time of humanity !'Jeem longer than it is, 

and speculate!'; on the time before humanity only al'l it is a 



place of emergence (and science takes the ~tory further back 

to the primitive matter of emergence) of human beings, but 

does not concern itself with what is yet further back. AR 

for philosophy: 

171 Philosophy stops time, telling its story as if 
from eternity. But the voice of a philol"lopher is 
always the voice of a time. A philosophy is always 
meant to embrace the-whole of what is to tell of 
the being of things and being~j but the philosopher's 
whole is always a mortal enlargement of' a mortal part. 
Philosophers are concerned with speaking truth for 
their own minds' satisfaction, first; and therefore 
they are both seekers of knowledge and barriers to 
knowledge, to themselves, leaning enough to soothe 
the pains of ignorance but not to overcome ignorance. 
The more generous they are with their wisdom, the 
wiser they will prove to be. But their wisest word~, 
though we preserve them, do not live: such are not the 
words waited for. 

(The Telling, p.12) 

The basis of her view of philosophy has not altered 

significantly from her and Alan Hodge's view in Epilogue II, 

where they spoke of it as "concerned less with its given 

material than with the human attitude, and in particular the 

contemporary human attitude," and that it is the "contempo-

rary desire for intellectual ease" ('Philosophy And Poetry', 

p.149), though here, the words are quickened into "a mortal 

enlargement of a mortal part," not set in a social context, 

as in Epilogue, but in the limitless context of being. The 

important emphasis is upon philosophy as not living, not 

attempting to make ~, the possibility of truth it sees. 

Its focus is truth, but not truth's actuality, whereas ~ 

Telling is written from within the actuality, having at its 

forefront always the possibility and, I think, inevitability, 

for others of truth as living fact. 
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Although The Telling, in some places with definite 

outline, and elsewhere in thematically broad sweep, is 

foreShadowed by the earlier worl(, what i.<I evident on every 

page is the struggled-for freedom to !'!peak with the natural 

rise and fall of spoken word. Her views on philosophy or 

religion may not seeln sUbstantially altered (though her view 

of poetry, of course, is), but they contain, now, a breathing 

urgency as she makes way for what she has to tell in the 

crucial centre of her book. So she pauses to look at philo-

sophy or religion, gauging the distance between what she does 

and what they do, and then will fall a pal'! I'! age intimating 

something of what she yet has to tell and preparing the way 

for herself and for the reader, as in passage 11: 

We have come into full possession of the human inheri­
tance. We have ourselves all in view and all within 
hearing; and to see ourselves false, and give and take 
false reports of the intelligence of ourselves sounding 
in our being, is only less than perversity and perjury 
by minims of honest slowness to see and know and tell 
aright while eyes and tongues and ears and minds. still, 
by custom, are apt in seeing, saying, hearing, thinking, 
awrong. We have a time-that-does-not-count of grace in 
which to cease our self-belying. We shall make our 
extremes confront each other, our unacceptance of the 
untrue and our acceptance of the false-true, and 
compel ourselves to stand with one or the other. The 
choice is a foremade one, is in our words -- in words: 
they admit no truth but truth. But ours is the saying; 
and we have not yet said. Our truth waits for us as 
we wait for it. The time of grace has fined down into 
a seeming infinitude of less-and-Iess-time for the 
waiting. I think the change from this suspense of 
waiting-and-not-waiting will have come before it is 
perceiVed. Truth rings no bells. ~len we have cor­
rected ourselves with ourselves, joined that of us 
which sustained us in false notions of our truth to 
that of us which sustained us in our waiting for our 
truth itself, we shall have the force of truth in us, 
and immediately begin to speak true. Later, we ",hall 
know that we have begun to speak true by an increased 
hunger for true-speaking; we shall have the whole 
hunger only after we have given our"'elve!"! the fir!'!t 
taste of it. 

(The Telling, p.16) 

292. 
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That the world has come to an end -- not ~pectacularly, not 

with a bang, and not even with a whimper -- she explained in 

Epilogue and throughout her poem~. She meant it then, and ."!he 

means it now. But now there is in addition the moral Aerious-

"f.-
ness of "p"versity and perjury," the pre!'!sing concern that 

we "at least somewhat know that we have delayed almo.<lt too 

long." There i.<l a choice to be made, either to continue in 

dismay at unfulfilment, or to continue to accept the '1alse-

true', but neither by itself will do. The words wai t, and 

we must fit ourselves to the words and the words to oursel Ve."l. 

Until we can speak of our condition as beings with words 

which tell the whole of being, final truth's real possibility 

stays at a distance. Nothing less than all the wordA will 

suffice, else "we shall go on quietly craving" the missing 

story of ourselves. Other stories, parts of stories, in the 

religions, whether of Occidental or Oriental origin, or pllilo-

sophy, or poetry, cannot be enough - none can go further than 

itself. The mis"Iing ."!tory is the human story of being, so 

long put off, now no longer to be put off, and thp telling 

of it gives truth in truth of word: 

1561 If you find something to tell, tell it to your 
truest, though that make little to tell; the truer 
you speak, the 1Il0re you will know to tell. II' your 
words have the intonations of religious self-persuasion 
to your earR, be not uneasy, either that you presul1le, 
or that you belie your rational sobriety. We have 
all in us something of the voice of the l"eligions. It 
is the voice of our Fathers, in their part-comrnanding, 
part-beseeching, themselve!'!, men, to find enough Good 
in themselves for their good: there i!'l a certain 
carnal panting in the sound of it. We shall all come 
to speak with the pure human tone as we the more speak 
the story of ourselves and the story of Being as one 
story -- as we the more have One Truth to tell. 

(The Telling, p.51) 



ThiR passage falls towards the end of The Telling, but it 

seems appropriate to record it here as TIle Telling move~ into 

r.V 
what may at first appear Rtrang~. 

"" Passage 18 begins to prepare the way for the word 

'spirit' and then 'soul', and following the~e, an entrance i~ 

made for speaking on matters which take her back to origin~ 

and what, even, is before origins -- the 'Defore.' To !'Ipeak 

of the spirit is not easy, Mrs. Jacl(son acknowledges: 

The very word is hardly ours, ours in the natural 
instant intimacy of words and their speakers (an 
intimacy of speaking:) ••• we are both Vain of the 
word, and su~picious of its meaning."! of purer virtue, 
unwilling to engage our!'felves mistakenly to be virtu­
ous to a :foolish extreme. Du t there is no po,"Isibili ty 
of mistake with virtue, no too-much of it. The I'lpirit 
crentes virtue out of that which it move!'! and, moving, 
makeR become spirit. But virtue il'l only the step of 
transformation into spirit bei'ore the trans fOrltl{-~d is 
spirit; when the transformed and the transforming are 
indistinguishable, thought and tall, of virtue are 
irrelevant -- virtue goes no further than short of 
I'lpirit-fullness. In the word ''''pirit' there is no mornl 
tyranny, though it has old favor among u~ as a moral 
preen-word. It is the most active word we yet have 
among the words that report ceal'!eles1'I being to our 
being (the word that is of all wordl'!, yes, the most 
quick with meaning!) It is worn meaning-thin irom bold 
use, timid use, division between contexts of evil and 
contexts of goodness; but we must save it from our~elve1'l 
for ourselves. For we have little enough with which to 
speak of life-in-the-great, which we know so far only 
as an immense shadow of life-in-the-small. When we 
speak of the spirit, and as of a reality, we speak 
better than we know. And, if we did not speak of' it, 
lacking the word, our minds would teal'!e our tongues 
till we did. 

(The Tellin~, pp.22-J) 

The meaning of 'spirit' is carefully e!'ltablished and then 

detached from contexts which, though fallliliar, blur under-

standing of it. Virtue, of which there cannot be too much, 

comes before spirit but cannot be spirit Rince virtue is the 

response to spirit, i!'l of !'lpirit's //laking. It is spirit 
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which finds spirit, not virtue, though virtue be antecedent 

to it. 'Spirit' is a word which locates in the mind awar('ne~" 

of there being something within ourselvel'l and something 

beyond ourselves which i,~ the same. To deny Rpiri t i~ to 

deny the name given to that which minds, heart" and senRes 

tell exists, and where it is denied something else is "!ought 

to take its place we cannot live without the spirit of the 

word. Everywhere it is denied is to be Reen the Rtruggle of 

saying it without the saying of the word. When spirit is 

spoken as reality, as the only word possible for that which 

is known to be, though not yet known, then we begin to know. 

Mrs. Jackson, in isolating the meaning of spirit, 

gives meaning back to it -- the meaning which it, Rpirit. 

has never lost, but which, in our refusing to accord it full 

meaning, has been as good as lost. By facing the word, as 

of a reality-with-meaning inhering in the word, she defines 

the word-meaning-reality and, simultaneously, cleanses it of 

mis -use, so that the word is restored to the speaker and to 

its primary meaning-function. This, in passage 19, leads her 

to consider the word 'soul': 

If we do not call our great matter!'! 'our affairs of 
the spirit' we may say 'our affairs of the soul.' But 
spirit and soul are of different speech-vantages. With 
soul' we look to the self-awareness, the self-possel'l~­

edness, that fills (must fill) being at the utn~st 
degree of itself (else it would, at its utmost degree, 
resolve into everlasting death); the soul is being 
imbued with the inRtinct of everla,sting lii'e. and the 
grace of self to consummate it. With 'spirit' we look 
to that single largeness which being has in. it"! 
multipleness, that sameness which all that it is has 
because it i"!, and to the coursing between near-and­
narrow and far-and-wide of all-being through itself 
for which 'nature' is too petty a term (even!) and 
'love' (even!) too ineloquent, self-bound, a word. 
Or, spirit and soul can be thought of as base and apex 



of the living form of being, and our affairs of the 
!"Ioul as the culmination of our affairs of the spirit 
-- from which they arise ••• In l"Ioul, the force!'! of 
being unite; in spirit, they spread. 

(Th~.Telling, pp.2]-4) 

Later, the word 'being' is capitalized as 'Being' in order 

to distinguish the two. Where it is 'being' it signil'ics 

'Being' in its nrul tiple forms, as in human being,,,! generally. 

Everything that is has 'being', though in varying degree~, 

none other than human being able at this time to realisE' 

itself, conscious that there is being to fulfil. Uumanl'! 

look to the self-possessedness that fill,"! being "at the 

utmost degree of itself." Mrs. Jackson greatly advance!'! here 

on what she has referred to as ultimate reality, final 

reali ty, the vivid reali ty of thought. 
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Unless humans look to this self-possessednesl'! that fills 

being there is nothing but everlasting death -- no way to live. 

It i!'! by looking forward to thiR that human beings are hUlilan 

beings, that any conscious being is conscious being; and if 

humans, as the only fully conscious beings, fail, then nothing 

looks forward to it. And, until they know being in the f'ull, 

they will pine for it. To know spirit is to begin. The only 

other word one could say is 'God' (passage 20), but "with 

'god' we say only'God', a name that covers over our ignorance 

of the way and the why of the spirit, and where and how it 

dwells." 'God' is the name of that which is unl~nown, as 

Rpirit is, but God is outside,as an agency having being in 

care, not ours to know but ours to believe in at a distance. 

To be ~ one with God il'l different from being one. l3elief 

in ~pirit is not the ~ame as knowledge of spirit, and belief 
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in God is to skirt the problem: 

1211 We say, in part-knowledge, that the ~piri t i~ lvi th­
in us. But how lvithin? Not aR if the lodger, and we 
the vessel, but as the whole, which cannot be outside 
the part. How can the part know in the whole the 
spirit within? This is not a religious riddle to 
guess, or a philosophical problem to ponder, or a 
logical exercise to dally with, but a question to 
which the human self J1Iu!'Jt find a livable an!'Jwer, one 
justifying the self-exceeding meaning of 'human'. 
To know the spirit within in the whole we must learn 
what we are in the whole, and be according to that, 
1';0 that we know it in ourselves. And, as thil'l know­
ledge-experience seems to me, while 1 study Illy hUlllan­
mind's powers and wonder at those that lie at old reRt 
amidst its advancing busyness, memory is the key: 
if, first, we remember what we in the whole were 
before selves were, then we shall have a First Know­
ledge upon which to found a later !<lureness, a recog­
nition in ourl'lelves of the spirit within as an indivi­
Ribility of ourselves. I propound that we have powers 
of utter recall hardly used, capable of yielding u~ 
the rudiments of spiritual knowledge -- wi thou t lvhich 
all we know dwindles perpetually to les~-than-enough 
for truth's need. 

1221 In every human being there is Recreted a memory 
of a before-oneself; and, if one opens the memory, 
and the mind is enlarged with it, one knows a time 
which might be now, by one'!'! i'eelings of being some­
how of it. In describing the memory, 1 refer to wllat 
1 find in me that belongs to me not in Illy "limple 
present perl'lonhood but in my intricate per~onle~R 
identity with all that has preceded me to the farthe~t, 
timeless reach of not-lIIe. A like identity has each oi~ 
us, reclaimable by the mind in memory-rorm; I think 
I do not present a private fancy, with thi~ declared 
more-than-ancient thing of memory, rather a common 
potentiality of imagining back to the all-antecedent 
reality. I believe there to be a ve~tige of the 
Before in our Now that each bear~ a~ an individual 
mark, but that is, yet, the ~ame mark, the ~allle melllory. 

(The Telling, pp.2 Ji-5) 

One might think of numerou~ in~ tances of recorded moments of' 

this vestigial memory, caught in the very phrase!'! of language 

al'l 'a sense of timele!'!~nel'!s' or 'the world ~tood still.' Or 

one might look to it in poetry where, particularly in 1>1rs. 

Jackson's poetry, it is pressed upon to yield its reality. 

One might see it, also, as recorded in 'tho being at one with 
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God' of religion. But Auch instances are experiences, are 

valued as experiences, and belong to the self -- the !>elf-

claiming sell. They are striven after and remembered, not 1'01' 

what they contain of rational being, but for their body-mind 

ec,stasy of experience (belabouring of the body of'ten precedes 

such experience, not belabouring of the mind). Mrs. Jackson 

may be thinking o:f such experiences, but they hold value 

only as they are knowledge, only as they can be known sus-

tainedly with the mind's reasoning powers, so that the journey 

there is neither one :for experience, nor arrived at by accident 

(luck), but one o:f conscious intention to go yet further and 

stay. This is not to be confu!'!ed with Freudian memory which, 

she say!'!, in passage 23, traces a memory-line "i'rOIl1 Prnsent 

Confusion to an elemental Bodily Past. II Freudian analysis 

is "£'~..L£~J.ically only body-deep!" It opposes "to the :failures 

of spiritual analysis a physiology of thought termed 'psychic'It, 

but its "honesty is a purpo.c!eful poverty in spiritufli imagina-

tion" : 

I point to a memory that goe.c! bacI{ beyond one's 
physical ancestors, and beyond the entire material 
ancestry of our bodies. Failure to capture it is 
but failure to pursue it with suf'ficient innocence: 
we need our purest curiosity for this remelllbering­
enterprise. 

(The Telling, pp.2')-6) 

The memory-line which Mrs. Jackson trace!'! goe!'! back before 

history, bef'ore the world was, before anything material 

exis ted: 

I2lfI But, if' by full memory-reach to the Before we 
attain a First Knowledge, this and our later knowledge 
will lIJatch and correct and confirm each other. Even, 
there is a simultaneity between new seeing of our~elves 
in the immediate and seeing back through our!'!elvel'l to 



old being. In our variou~-being, one-being mounts to 
emergence from the ordeal of Difference called 'the 
universe'; and this now begins to be vi~ible to UR, 

though but faintly. And, aJ'! a One of our~elveR counterJ'!, 
in tremulous appearance, the ubiqui tou."! Olle and one 
of ourselves, and the vision ghost-like burs the 
individual thought-way of each, our minds hark bock, 
or will hark back, to the Rheer one-being in which by 
our bodies measure we were aR not but in which by our 
mindR' meaRure we have, or ."!hall have, mirror presence. 
We see, or shall see, in all-familiar One-image -- our 
Before! And, returning from the memory, our mindc:; are 
nearly our mind; and the One of ourselve."! we nearly 
know better than ourselves ••• Thus we become able to 
speak to one another as tellers of a living story, of 
the truth of which we are one another's surety. Such 
i~ the human fortune, readable in our very failure."!. 
We live a story that will not end if we begin it well. 
Other embodied being, besides the human, draw."! down 
upon itself an abbreviated fate; its fortune's span is 
a death's throw from its beginning, a reluctant life­
experiment. We, human, are life, an enthusiasm, being'R 
own love-of-being outlasting Failure -- an interminable 
faith in itself of the One-And-All. 

(The Telling, pp.26-7) 

The First Knowledge is the memory of ourselves as "we in 

the , ... hole were before selves lV'ere." It is not the memory, 

the full memory, of Being, but the memory of our."!elves before 

",elfhood as we were in the whole when Being was all. Mrs. 

Jackson is not, in other words, propounding that we first 

remember pure Being, but ourselves as being, beings, in 

Being, as being began to emerge from Being, and that, in 

attaining this First Knowledge, we can know spirit "within 

in the whole" as the "indivisibility of ourselves." Then we 

have made the step to Being. By First Knowledge will be 

seen "a One of ourselves" which will counter each individual 

"thought-way", each separate and alone, and bring before us 

the One-image. Instead of each being separate, all will, by 

the measure of the mind, remember one-being, and will have, 

through mind (reason, rational thought) a mirror presence, 



the Before. 

Mrs Jackson is at pain1'J to dispel any !'! en."! e of my~ tery 

that her words might inspire and to stress the consciousnes~ 

of that of which she speaks, that this is not sOJllething in 

lvhich to place the keeping of selve1'J, but ."!olllething to know 

and to tell of. It it could not be told, it could not bring 

consciousness to its final state and the mind would remain 

incomplete, looking for final consciousness. The need f'or 

full consciousness in knowing ourselves utterly cannot be 

put off n~ch longer. As she 1'Jaid in her corre!'!pondence on 

reali ty, tlli."! is the time of all dangers and all R ecuri ties 

(Epilogue III, p.loB). And yet, to speak upon this 1'Jubject 

without, to others, the appearance of mystery or mystical 

experience is an extraordinarily arduous task. Some have 

tried to speak from wi thin the confine."! of philosophy, and 

some have called upon science to give to their thought a 

veracity of word, while many others have spoken from the 

centre of the various religions (Mrs. Jackson makes refer­

ence to Plotinus, Teilhard de Chardin and others in the 

additional sections of The Telling, pointing to difference1'J 

between her work and their work). ~~s. Jackson's authority 

to speak does not rest upon philosophy, science or religion 

but upon herself as human, as one among many, both as self 

and human-souled, and upon words and language as they express 

the reality of being, human being, and Beingjand what she 

says is not a futuristic proposition, not a description of 

what might be, nor even a prescription for what must be, as 

though offering a palliative, but a telling from within, 

from the core of lvhat it is to be human being, beings (not 

JOO. 
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just 'human', not just 'being', 'beings') and to fulfil that. 

Nothing less will do. Because she i.CJ broaching the ."!ubject, 

the whole story of human being, 1vi thout leaning upon or 

borrowing from the cautiously worded thought.s that liave ."10 

far constituted other approaches to the ."Iubject, her authority 

to speak nrust indeed seem)to many, to be a!'l no authority at 

all. But Mrs. Jackson is not speaking to or of 'many', but 

all -- all being which is possessed of language and lvhich has 

in its keeping the being of other forms of life which have no 

language, and all being as it has a debt to pay to Ueing. Her 

position is not and could not be that of a specialist authority. 

"When I abandoned the poet-position, I took up place in the 

lay-posi tion," she says in 'Preface "'or A Second Reading' 

(p.67). Her words may appear to be difficult in their close 

compactedness of meanings, and her subject may also appear 

a difficult one, but the difficulty is in neither her nor 

her (our) subject, but in the opacity of thought and word 

which has covered the subject, refused, denied, postponed it. 

How to tell of this side of human being (the other side, 

in which our physical naturel'! are entailed, having already 

been told) without mystery, without the appearance of rnystic-

ism, is one of the problems The Telling faces: 

1271 Now I shall try to thin nway the mY!'ltery-ser,)b­
lance that the notion of a memory of a time before 
bodily, and even material, existence, must wear, till 
we meet the memory in us. How can !'Iuch a memory 
be in us? Are not all memorie~ stored in the body? 
How could the body hold this Ire mory, which i~ a memory 
of the soul-being that being all-wa~ before physicality 
was engendered? The ~teps of Illy thought are these. 
That firs t was a di vi.'Iion wi thin the soul of being 
making never a mark, the part~ inwardly self-same, 
not numberable. countable; more, thL"l was, a doubleness 



of fullnes!';, than a divi~ion -- the part~ not moving 
apart, only repeating each the whole soul'!'! One ill 
perfect simultaneous response to the other. Then, 
division becallJe overt. How could t11ii'l be! A flaw in 
Being? Yes, I think: ••• the flaw that it had not 
been tried in any test of it! ••• no other. Even 
perfection has need of proof -- bears within it a 
need to prove itself to itself; all dangers oust 
be run for the perfect to be ever perf'ect. And, of' 
all dangers those of contrariety -- thot Being could 
in ways go counter to i tselt' -- lead: the.se are the 
universal testers, all other dangers are but their 
mimics (sometimes senselessly, sometimes evilly, so.) 
Ny thought has first in view, then, a division within 
the soul of being like One with One identical, where 
One is all. Next, the division become~ overt, indivi­
duation mounts: exposed, now, the dangers of cont­
rariety. And Being lvas as lost from itself' in a dis­
persion of itself in existences, that ensued; and 
physical tinte, and the material condi tion, 'vere born; 
and an end was made of utter soul-being. The memory 
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we have in us of a time before physical tillie is the 
memory of this end: our memory of utter soul-being, 
possessed through the body's witness to what-has-occurred, 
is a memory of its ceasing. First we remember the Soul 
that was once utterly All as that which now utterly 
is-not. (Haunting our knowledge, it point.!'! out to 
us our souls). We first discover soul-being in the 
memory of the beginnings of bodily being, in which 
it ceaRed. (But it would form again, changed!) So 
goes my thought. That the Rubject of the creation 
should be so treated, without leave i'rorn the theo -
logies or sciences or philosophies, and bereft of the 
benefit of narrative sYlobolism and the decoration of 
known names ,and the protection of a Name of nallles, 
may seem a rash I'lilllplicity to you who read here. How­
ever,I am not endeavouring to excite belief, or regale 
the reading imagination, only to tell what 1 find to 
see where my thought takes me. 

(The Tellin~, pp.29-30) 

This is the longest passage in The Telling, except for the 

very last, and, but for the "I think," it barely pau.~el'! in 

its account of the creation. To know the meaning of being, 

Being is not, I think, either difficult or impoRsible within 

and without the provisions made for it in ~ Telling. Cert-

ainly, we cannot fail to know 'being' as human beings, and 

where there is failure in following Mrs. Jackson's vision of 

'Being', it is still possible, in the imagin.ation, the senseR, 

the wincl the heart, in the very words of thought, to know 
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of it, if not know it. 'Deing' Inay not be a sOIllPthing which 

Can be grasped at any moment, but, I I'!uggest, it is known 

of, within the mind, as something which occur!=! at haphazardly 

rare moments, and by chance. It is !'!olllething which the mind 

recognize!'! and, if not forgets, PHts to one side as fortuit­

ous unworded experience, l"Iomewhat freakish, but, as a common 

enough experience, I venture, always valued aR being at the 

core of experience, provoking mind to action, but thp mind 

never going 'there', always circling before 'there', drawn 

to 'there' -- sent 'there', even -- but not staying. 

The crucial centre of the passage, that there WAS a 

"flaw in Being" which was perfection's tel'!t of itself, that 

Being "could in ways go counter to it!'!elf," and that these 

leading "dangers II of contrariety are the "ulli versal testers" 

-- we are in the very centre of the my.crtery of beginnings 

here, a mystery which, a.cr The Telling in.ed.sts, cannot be 

allowed to remain a mystery, the mystery to which everyone 

bends. l-Irs. Jackson is telling of what she finds in her 

being to 'explain' (a more adequate word than 'explain', 

other than 'tell', is wanting in language, hence 'the telling') 

the beginning of beings, being. Her ground of speaking is not 

new. In 'The Corpul'l', in Anarchism II'! Not Eno~ (p.27, 

see above p. 55 and elsewhere), she had gone some way into 

giving an account of origins; there she had begun with 

'chaos' ("The first condition was chaos. The logical con­

sequence of chaos was order ••• ") But in this pas!'Iage of 

The Tellin~ she is penetrating much further. l"or "the 

perfect to be ever perfect, all dangers nrust be run, and 

of all dangers, those of contrariety lead: the:o!e are the 



universal testers and all other dangers nre their mimic."! ••• " 

All things are tested, if only by the processes of' decay. 

Human beings themselves are te!'!ted every minute, second,of' 

their lives by the surrounding realitiel'!, by all that presses 

upon thern to take away themselve1'J from themselves in their 

looking towards the perfection of selves. The whole of' the 

evolutionary struggle is itself a testing. One grasps the 

sense of what she is saying, the bacl\:ward look conf'irmed by 

the present look. Such tests of itself as evolution are nat­

ure's mimicry of the universal testers; but behind mimicry, 

behind evolution, far beyond physical creation, exists a 

primordial struggle out of which all else was born, and the 

birth is the "body's witness" to perfect being's ceasin.g: 

"We first discover soul-being in the memory of the beginnings 

of bodily being, in which it ceased." 

Here is an account of creation "without leave from the 

theologies or sciences or philosophies." It is, at the very 

least, as valid an account of origin as the biblical nar­

ration, scientific theory, or the various philosophical 

theories. Indeed, it sheds light on how the Sible'!'! story of 

origins came into being, and why it has exerted such a 

powerful persuasion upon those who seek origins. In the 

biblical account, the eyes are inward-looking but then move 

outwards, to stay there and take what is inner to the outer. 

In philosophy there is more outer, with eye!'! l'Itraying further 

and further from inner, losing contact with that, though 

often deeply aware of the los~ (Descartes knew the lo~s; 

Locke, with tabulae ra.sae, embraced outer.) Science looks 

at outer, in its crudest physical manife~tation, seeking in 
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,f\ the ,c;mallest p1r'ticle of life what iI'J in the grea teI'J t, often 

with a strong faith in the mystery of origins. This is why 

the horrors and beauties of the truths of science exist 

side by side, separately,in the same continuum: the distinc­

tion between what is good and what is bad is not made in 

science. Science observes, it does not understand. It waits 

for things to tell it what it is (see passage 9), and refuses 

to see any difference between things and human beings, so that 

it treats human beings as things. Science disbelieves the 

eVidence invested in its own practitioners: that they, human, 

in their difference from things, are the givers of "known 

names", and that the giving of names is directed by the 

internal impulse towards unity which things do not have except 

briefly. For science, the universe with human beings as a part 

is infinite; for human beings, the universe as it is themselves 

is moving towards a final wholeness -- the finality of Being. 

Mrs. Jackson tells of being, Being, from what she knows to be 

there, as the universe itself is there, as littleness of much-

ness, and her regard of the outer is to match and confirm 

the inner, confusion falling away as inner is seen to be more 

and more true, more and more truth. She looked to this in an 

early poem called 'One Self' (Collected Poems, P.71): 

One self, one manyness, 
Is first confusion, then simplicity_ 
Smile, death, 0 simultaneous mouth. 
Cease, inner and outer, 
Continuous flight and overtaking. 

This is one of the things she learned as a poet, and is 

everywhere evident in her work, though with the limitations 

poetry imposes, while in The Telling there are no limitations 
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of an artificial nature. 

Pa.c;sage 28 extend~ the account of creation frOl;) before-

phY~icality to after-physicality: 

1281 Yes, I think we remember our creation~ -- have the 
memory of it in us to know. Through the memory of it 
we apprehend that there was a Before-time of being 
from which being pas1'!ed into what would be us. And the 
Soul was gone, that had been the entire Forlll of Life, 
become transllmted into formles."! spiri t. But, spirit 
working where matter spread in Soul'q place, and farther, 
into emptiness, disper1'!ed being was contained in a 
saving possibility of souls -- souls to fill Soul's 
absence with a new One-being, risen up out of plurality: 
••• each soul shining the Form of Life on the other. 
(No, a promise of this. All that is to be, however, 
is mere possibility until it is.) For long and long 
there were no 1'louls; there lived only bodies that were 
types of diverl'Jity, combinations of a1'lpect~ of diverl':i­
ty exemplifying, more than unity, variety, of' being. 
Souls there were not until there were bodies in which, 
each, diversity's extremes were brought into a union; 
••• another and another and another, to that rounding-
in and exhau1'ltion of diversity which 1.<1 human. Thus 
from physicality emerge per~ons -- ourselves. 

(The Telling, p.JO) 

This is the outer, physical record of dispersed being which 

the original flaw of' Being caused. 

Being's dispersion in contrariety, 

spreads as the base of living form, 

There ensues, after AII-

matter, in which 1'lpirit 

~ 
eventually ari1'!P to 

" 
the apex of soul -- spirit as formless, leading to souls. 

But there were no souls until the diversity of physicality 

all things, whether 'alive' or 'dead' -- in i tR extreme form .. ~, 

found union in the human f'orm as the final point of emergence. 

Then spirit could seek, intimate, soul: 

1291 We are physicality's ultimate response to spirit's 
working, we answer .spirit's be.c;;eeching with spirit, 
we deliver up to .c;piri t in the shape of ourselves the 
spirit within: thus is it possible for it not eternally 
to die in and wi th its works, and have all to try and 
do again eternally, as from the beginning of numbered 
being. Such is the work of souls; and spirit finds its 
repose in them, and the Soul that was once Entirety 



is revealed in them as the single principle of each. 
But there are no soul~, we do not have ~ouls, except 
as we remember the Soul's before-being, in our bodily 
after-being. 
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(The Telling, p.30-]1) 

Hr"l. Jackson has carefully brought the word '!'Ioul' out of 

the Llurred understanding that characterizes its use to tIle 

point where she is able to !'lay that "the Soul that wa,c; once 

Entirety is revealed in them [ soul~.7 as the single principle 

of each L-goul J. " Gradually, she has cleared away the IIfl?e 

of misconceptions with which the word is regarded, Rhowing 

how it is only part-known even to the religionR, and how it 

may be lcnown for lvhat it is_ 

A notable point in this pas~age is that, unlike the 

various religions, MrR. Jackson doe."! not assullle that human 

beings, by virtue of humanness, automatically possess souls. 

The fundamental tenet of religion is that each possesRes soul, 

and that each must tend and care for the soul or lose it. 

In Mrs. Jackson's thought there are no souls "except as we 

remember the soul's before-being, in our bodily after-being_" 

Thi!'! takes us back to her early work in which truth, as the 

final reality of mind, must be brought into existence. It 

doeR not not-exist - truth is waiting to come into existence, 

the univers~ shapes itself towardR this end, moving towards 

final perfection (truth) which the conRciOURnes."I of human 

beings actively seek~, or would seek were it not af'raid of it. 

Truth, though it exi."lts, is pres."Iing to come into exi."Itence, 

mu~t have a mind capable of perceiving it, and being it~ 

instrument. As she had said in Epilogue and in the later 

addition to 'A Last Lesson In Geography' in Art And Literature, 



one must be reality in order to know it in the whole, and 

there is only one way to be it, "and that it'! to .~peak it." 

Similarly here, there is Soul, but humanR do not have ~oulR 

unless they can summon them into exiRtence by the path-line 

of memory. 

In passage 34, Mrs. Jackson introduceR ~, and the 

place it occupies among body, soul, Rpirit and being: 

1341 I must return to my talk of the lI1emory of what 
was bet'ore every before! The summary 01' my ideas on 
this subject is: -- to have the mffi~ory is to have a 
soul. With the memory, we are soul, besides being 
body. Wi thout it, our mindS:-hol\feVer agilely they 
work, cannot be more than servants of' our bodies; 
with it, our minds can make our bodies, soul-Rubdued, 
accompany and sustain them in their work. Mind iR the 
reason of all-being -- which, once of one presence 
with being's one Soul, was loosed into the universe 
in which the Soul was diRsolved -- gathering in beingR. 
Where there is body that is the universe drawn into n 
littleness living beyond its great cycles of change, 
each such littleness has a destiny of enlargement: 
Soul in-little and Mind in-little await such body, DR 

the means of presence. There is a readiness in the 
Spirit of being for our being All •.. a mUltiple One! 
Our souls and our minds are like First and LaRt self'­
forms existing in one time; in them, body-joined, 
Before and After touch. This is the human condition 
C-. .. J 
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(The Telling, pp.J5-6) 

But not, she adds, the weakness of the human condition 

spoken as an indulgent self-contempt, but "a readine!"ls in us 

for a reunion of being in ourselveR." 

Mind, here, is a new factor. With soul, it waited for 

bodiel'J in which it could have "presence", but itR function is 

to "accompany and sustain" bodies in their !'loul-directed work. 

Bodies themselves are a place of beginning for which dispersed 

soul and mind wait to enter. Soul, I think Mrs. JackRon is 

saying, has so far been kept waiting, while mind has pre-



dominated, serving only body. This would be in accord wi th 

her earlier thought where she sees history (which might 

loosely be thought of as body) as having come to conclusion, 
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and a new order of mind taking over. There, she carne as clo.Cle 

to defining soul as she could in terms of the "vivid reality 

of thought" of Epilogue and its final ordering of values, and, 

as her poems show, a yearning for something known to exist 

but inexpressible in poetic terms. Now she is able, ill her 

knowledge of the memory of soul, to know the relative positions 

of soul and mind and body, how each came to be, and how mind 

and body without soul are not enough. Passage 34 ends: 

We must think our way into our condition in order to 
know what it is for. And, where knowledge fails, 
we must go back to remember. 

(The Telling, p.36) 

This is the mind's function: not merely to wait upon the 

future to bring finality, whole reality, to the mind, but 

for mind to think itself into finality, moving frofll First to 

Last "in one time." By doing this, Before and After, bet-

ween which stand First and Last, are known -- "body-joined." 

This is not dissimilar to 'A Last Lesson In Geography.' 

There, Tooth can be seen as between First and Last, reaching 

towards Before and After, the she-spirit. She is the continu-

urn before Tooth and after him, in whol1l he begins and end."'!, 

but with the knowledge that the end i!'! something yet to COllie, 

rather than an actual end -- an After. Mrs. Jackson could not 

see that After clearly then, though !'Ille knew of it. It was 

only "a smile engraved with smiles, a word expressed in words, 

an everywhere mapped out f'rom somewhere." (~ogress, p.287). 
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Now ~he speaks as from everywhere. 

In passage 35, she acknowledge1'l the introduction of' 

mind as an added complexity to what she has already said of 

soul, spirit, matter and body, and she defines it1'l place: 

I have said it is the reason of being that was with 
the Life-Soul in which being moved all aR one; and 
then reason went with the Rpirit, when the 1'10111 passed 
(disappearing) into it. As spirit was formle.qs, rea.c:;on 
was formless; and, while spirit worked, reason reRted, 
rested, and TIIOUght was Futurity; and all 1'Ien!'le there 
was in the world-in-the-making -- even to the late!"tt 
world-phase of the universe antecedent to the human, 
when the making will be fulfilled -- was adduced 
backwards from final ought-to-be. Not mindle!"t."lly 
travels the world through its phases. While real'!on 
rests, rests, mind -- in a mutual boundennesR of 
reason and spirit to each other -- keeps a watch; 
mind is the watch reason keeps, the watch spirit, 
by reason's following attendance, keeps, on itl'! 
works. And mind translates the not of the world's 
successive states of incompletlon-into not-yet, 
not-yet, until ourselves are, and completion i1'l, 
in us. 

This passage holds in its grasp a tremendous, but wholly 

imaginable, sweep of time, in which can be seen the place 

of humankind, as the universe, "not mindlessly", makes its 

way from Before to After, from wholeness to breaking, and then 

to wholeness once more, with the human mind as agent. Even 

before there were human beings, there is mind and rea.cron, but 

while reason rests, as though waiting for humanity to come in-

to existence, mind is watching the univerRe, "its works," 

until the time is ready for reason to enter -- for the time 

when there are lIIinds, human beings, for it to reside in. 

Mind and reason here are kept, as the difference in the forms 

of the words requires, quite distinct. Both are of cosmic 

nature, but, for there to be active reason, there nru~t first 

be minds in which to act. As soon aR rea~on is free to act, 



has something through which to act, then the stage of' comp-

letion is reached. The pa1'lsage continue."!: 

Mind, then, is contained, becoming our minds -- and 
these, by our calling on them for our truth (as on 
ourselves perfected!), become as our mind in each. 
No one's was mind before we were: reason had no hollte 
after the Life-Soul ceased, except Temporariness. 

(The Tellin$, p.J7) 

There is a strength of reasoning in this passage which 

persuades the mind to it. It possesses a clarity of thought 

in its account of both the journey forward of humanity 

(which, despite its failings, is always striving to advance 

sOlJJewhere), and o:f the shaping of the universe, which iq 

utterly satis:fying, and yet which leaves no room for comp-

lacency. It is followed by a heart-felt and mind-felt 

appeal: 

Oh, shall we not cOlllmand ourselves to take the 
watch? From the watch we shall rise to do, when 
spirit in us reaches its utmost, and can---rlo lIlore: 
we shall give reason action, and give spirit rest. 
We shall live as .<louIs and endure as winds; and 
our bodies will perpetuate us as ourselves, in the new 
being. Everything will be taken along, in the new 
being, except what belies it. Thus, ill the very tell­
ing of our story to one another is the crux of sal­
vation: as we speak it true, we ~ ne," being, and are 
in the new time ••• Where, when is that -- marking 
time from now? Where, then, is now? To ask so is to 
tarry in the old time. There is no answer outside the 
stOl~ of us, true-told by us to one another; and we 
shall cease to ask, as we tell. I myself, speaking of 
such truth and, at once, attel~ting to open the door to 
it (which cannot be opened except from the other side 
-- but this is only a way of saying that the thing is 
not done till it is done), stand as in no-moHient, 
turn to and i'rom and to the told-of'- telling, and make 
no count of time. We shall have certainty of our being 
in the new time not ~len we can prove that we are in it, 
but when it proves it5elf to us to he that: it will 
shine a new light upon Ul'!, and we shall see the cause 
to be in ourselves. 

(The Telliu$,pp.J7-8) 
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There i1=: contained in these word~ a force which, indubitnhly, 

migbt be likened to religiou~ conviction, a 8 trength 01 1=:peah:-

ing which derives its energy from the knowledge (the 1=:ure 

knowledge) that there is a greater happiness to be gained than 

is known of in the present. But although Mrs. Jackson show.~ 

herself aware of this futuristic possibility, ~he is at 

great pains to show that this is not a future event, but an 

immediate event which must be looked to now; not a pos.sibili ty 

of the i'uture to be awaited passively, but a certainty i'or 

which to seek actively. This marks the difference between 

what she speaks of and what the various religions tell, and 

it is to this that she now turns her attention. 

In religion, she explains, there has been too much 

emphasis on loemory of the origins of the soul, by convarison 

with which human beings are "belittled," with the consequence 

that there has been "not enough seeking of an immediate know-

ledge of our being, a whole sense of our immediate being, a 

full knowledge of ourselves" (passage 37. p.J9). as though 

human beings, "who recreate" !'Ioul, had little to do with 

it: 

1391 The way in which religions come to be can be 
read in our still uncompacted human-nature. Memory-ol­
the-Before works in us separately from Knowledge-of­
the-Now, competing with it for our mind'.~ care; and 
sometimes the one leads (though we might scarcely 
think it is what it is), and sometimes the other. 
And, in our nature's total course, against the press 
of Now, Now, Now, rises the protest Once, Once, Once; 
and this becomes Bomeone's unique impa.'Jsionment ••• 
Sometimes in someone rises a passion of resolution to 
speak of Before, and to remember enough to speak true; 
and round this passion forms a religion. The religion­
making part falls to the one who cannot avoid playing 
it. Then. as a flock of birds suddenly drops to a 
tree to break the journey, listeners to the story are 
there, purpose and chance indistinguishable in their 
attendance. 

(The Telling, p.4o) 
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To some degree, she continues in passage '10, (p. fiO): "all 

the religion-makers have a madness in them." They press with 

such earnestness upon the memory of the Bel'ore tha t they 

believe themselves to be "the single equipment of all our 

truth," and see the Before as "the greater part of our lile," 

and "they dwell not enough on the Now-After." However, thi!"! 

is not to say that the religions should be spurned. We should 

beware parting from them in bad faith, for we "have borne 

the waiting without madness through the religious passion of 

a few." Those who deny what religion teaches "deny ~ more 

than they deny 'God'" (passage 42, p.ll:2). TIley do not think 

"into the heart of the ignorance with which the notion of 

God is substanced." The notion of God is not lIIerely that 

there is a mythical creator of the universe, separate from 

human beings, but a desire by human beings for Llnity: 

1451 'God' takes the story of the Life-Soul that 
dispersed itself as spirit to a point of partial 
reunition, partial restoration of Being's One-being. 
Calling of 'God' speaks the wish of men that the cycles 
of disunion die in us, a!'! we are men and women living 
out the war of men with men. But the cycle!,! of dis­
union have their nexus in us as we are l1Ien and women 
living out the whole unmaking of being and remaking 
of it in ourselves as men and women. And who..t we have 
to do is not for 'Man' (which includes 'WolIlan' counted 
Nought) or 'God', and not for ourselves, bLlt is for 
Being. Being, which was first ever all-one, waits to 
be made all-one again, through our being: it waits 
for our soul to recreate Soul. And what is God, 
according to such storying? it is men's hope of 
themselves enkindled by the love, of them, of women, 
who have made their plights of anger, despair, vanity, 
self-despite, their own. To the hope of one another, 
which is Being's hope of itself, God is a rival to be 
dealt with generously. 

(The Telling, p.44) 

Mrs. Jackson touches here on what she calls, in passage 

47, "a story within a story" -- the relation between man and 



woman, men and women, as it is a part of what Rhe has to tell. 

She had referred earlier in Th,:; Telling, in pa!'lsage 13, to 

the role llIen had played a~ the author~ and Illilker!; of religions, 

who were "lIlen of honeRt purpoRe." But, she !'lays there: 

they were especially men -- they were man-minded, 
more man-minded than human-minded. They looked with 
the eyes of Relf-tenaciouR part-oC-being, qeeing a 
garbled whole-of'-being frol:l their vantage of' abstracted 
self; they were right with a twiRted rightness,and 
narrowly imperious in their reRolve that their viRions 
serve al'! vis ions of the whole, and their t(c~lling ao:; 
the truth of the whole. 'fhey, like their fellows in 
time, were but time-creatures, beings perpetuative 
of that contrariety-and-counter-contrariety into which 
Being broke -- once, completely; they were men among 
men-and-women, meniliers of a divided and sub-divided 
Congregation, relying on the percipience of their I'!ex­
kind as if it were pure human vision, and using their 
powers of self-insistence to enforce their belief. 
They, undifferently from others alive in the past, 
were dwellers in dividing shadows, lone wandering 
beings for whom the joining light that outRpeeds time 
flashed only sometimeI'!, and only to be gone again. 

(The Telling, p.18) 

Throughout her life-time's work Mrs. Jackson has pointed to 

this essential difference between the man-identity and the 

woman-identity as containing within it a division of wholeness 

in which man has discounted the woman-part, though feeling 

the lack of it. And in several places she has stated the view, 

notably in its fundamental aspects in her el"u'Iay in CiVil1t'i :" ,.;, 

Delle Macchine, that woman contains the essential answer to, 

not merely man's problem, but ~ problem, with men and women, 

women and men, counted equally, of the human journey's 

direction. In passages 47 to 53 ~he once tIIore puts forward 

her view of the essential difference between men and women.. 

This i1'l not ancillary to what she says of religion but integral 

to it, as religious belief is the closest human beings have 
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Come in their knowledge of there being a whole greater than 

the part which they constitute, and yet of which they are tIle 

nexu.c; • 

The religions undoubtedly form the basis of present 

.society, even though it is !';aid and widely believed tha t 

religion is pas~ing. Equally, religion is the p:rcrluct o i.' male 

thought, and the civilised world, which i'ollowed in direct 

line from religion, is also a product of male thought. Langu-

age itself takes its bearings from male thought, and in langu-

age is sustained the total of human thought towards the even-

tua1 perfection of human beings -- their eventual arrival at 

truth. But that arrival is governed by one half, only, of 

the human total. This belief, that one half, men, are cannule 

oi' arriving at the end of human desire on behalf of the total, 

remains unchallenged only as long as it is believed that 

Women are men merely in different i'orm -- that women are, 

that is, less than men. Where men are seen to form only one 

half of hUlllan beings, and that half of a particular dualistic 

nature of thought, and women as one half, po.c;sessed of a 

distinct unitary nature of thought, the answer to the que~tion 

'\vnere are we going?' immediately begins to clear and takes 

on entirely unsuspected shape. In her struggle to clear 

pathways through the entangled confusion of contemporary 

thought, Mrs. Jackson's work reveals this fundamental divi-

sion of identity of men and women, showing how it, in its 

seeming smallness, is in fact all there is to know. 

said in passage 34: 

wnere there is body that is the universe drawn into 
a littleness living beyond it~ great cycl~ of change, 
each such littlenesf! has a del'ltillY of enlargement: 



Soul in-little and ?-1ind in-Ii ttle mvai t ~uch body cl~ 
tile Illean~ of pre~ence. 

(TlIe Telling, p.36) 

In tili)'! ~eeming "mallne,," of identi ty of hUlilan l>eing~ is 

"the wish or men that the cycle."! of di~union die in us" 

(pas~age 45): 

But the cycles of di~union have their neXQS in us as 
we are llIen and women living out the whole unmaking of 
being and remaking of it in ourselves as men and women. 

(The Telling, p.44) 
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One of the rnos t important distinctionc:; of Mrs. Jackson I s 

entire work is its continuing definition of the unitory nature 

of woman, women, her faith in it as she knew it to be of her 

nature. 

remenluerers of Fir"t Things and perceivers or Last Things, 

and knowers of ourselves as that in which Fir~t and La .. t are 

bound together, are women": 

I l18r Our sexuality is the record, and the obs tinate 
process itself, of antagonism (sprung up of first-old 
in being, in the repetition of One in One) countered 
wi tll counter- antagonism throQghout time I ... nQlIlbers, to 
the turn in time, and numbers, where being ends the 
exploration of nrultiplicity and begins the repossession 
,)f its unity. In the turn, the human quality of being 
-- before, hovering like a collective drealil over 
nrultiplicity -- becomes immediate; ••• becomes ourselves 
fitfully. The reality lives, we are human at whiles, 
we are lJIen and WOlilen ri~en out of this twofoldness 
(legacy of Division) into a onefoldness of knowing One 
in one another. -- Then the recognition is gone! At 
the turn in time where being turns human, .sexuali ty 
over and over plays out the pre-human, the drama of 
numbers. Hardly is the turn rounded. 

(Tl~e TelliI~, pp. If 5- 6) 

One -"lenses, here, the part that love plays in the recognition 

of "One in one another," the desire of love to be eternally 

One, and its unfulfilment, its partial but never completed 



reality. In the record of' ,c;exuali ty, the "lllan-pElrt" 

(passage 4.9), which il': the "harborer of the i'orce of an ta­

gonism COmc from ti'ile' ~ beginning seeking an end," Po,qtpone~ 

"the human beginning, the beginning of the uni ver,c:;al reCOll-

ciliation," and the "woman-part" i.e:; i t.e:; captive. The lIIan-

part "speeus and delays, desiring to be both its-self' and 

~-self," a "self-doubling": 

1501 And the woman-part of ourselves, harborer of' the 
force of kind.e:;hip (I use this old lmrd to go beyond the 
Rofter, lighter meaning of kindnes.e:; to a meaning of 
ma!(ing-one-kind-wi th, by the painful work of feeling 
the .likeness of the different) -- how, when, does the 
capti vi ty cease, the woman-part becOlne free? Through 
an instant readiness, eternized by the woman-part in 
itself, to paRS beyond kinds hip to one.e:;hip (to extend 
hurnanship) when the man-part, knowing itself at last 
its own prisoner, cease.e:; to love the half-world forltled 
of its self-doubling -- in which both parts huddle -­
and calls for the whole. Foresense of Being-made-whole­
in-us sits secret in women, in the l11ute mind of their 
kind~hip; and they listen for the call with this, and 
this will hear it -- even above the clatter that rises 
above their garrulity of heart; (which is but a cheerful 
defiance of free souls offered to their confinement). 
And they will respond to the call frol11 another world, 
go to another world, to speak, tha t \~ill be whole, 
because of their responding, and because of the calling. 
They will have risked the other world's being not whole, 
not anything -- and the half-world lost. Thus shall the 
woman-part and the man-part make each other free; thus 
shall we, men and women, locked in the intricacy of being 
men and women, free ourselves to be ourselveR. 

(The Telling, pp. 46-7) 

what is this other world? It is not, assuredly, a fictional 

world. ~~s. Jackson sees two worlds: The fin'lt is the world 

as it is, the man-part world, based on the analogue of nature. 

This is the world of the mixture of the individual-real and 

the collective-real of Anarchism Is Not Enough. Everything 

in it -- its civilisation, social formation, arts and crafts, 

thought processes, history and tradition -- has as itR basis 

the simple thesis that humanity is part-animal, belongs in. the 
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natural world and takes its shape frolll it. This view of' 

hUlIlanity arises from the rooted subjectiveness of the lIIan-lilind 

and its dualistic nature which, gensing the difference b0tween 

itself and all else, blurs it by attempting to be both, thus 

condemning itself (all ourselves) to futility. But the 

futility is relieved by the woman-par-t which, though it has 

remained in passive attendance on the man-part, carries within 

it a unifying force, witheld from the man-mind for self-pro-

tection, countering multiplicity with unity. There is the 

known world in which the man-part continually coni'inns and 

reaffirms itself as all there is, and there is "another world", 

eXisting in the same continuum, unknown and yet known, to 

which the woman-part will go in response to the man-part's 

call for the whole. It is an unimaginable world, except to 

know that it is wholly different from the world of the man-part 

mind: 

1511 This going to another world, that it is in 
women's fate-life to attempt, and, attempting, accomplish, 
will be only a brief journey -- a journey into an un­
known to their hearts well-known. All the steps but 
one have, indeed, been taken by them. Only not taken 
has been the step of the mind. When women take their 
step of the mind out of the world that, le!'Js than a 
world, has been at most a mirror made of nature by 
man-minds for men's justification of themselves to 
themselves before their eyes -- we shall not, then, 
be all in a mirror-world created by woman-minds, but 
in the place of the Whole, where for every being who 
would be according to the Whole (would be a being of' 
the wl101e -- one of One) is a whole mind, a complete 
gift of reason. The minds of women are not, as seent"!, 
either partners or competitorI'! to men in the reading 
of the mirror of the self. It is through mere love 
that they live according to men IS seli'-rei'lecting half­
world, preserving their woman-selves to men's longing 
to be themselves and preserve themselves from themselves: 
their love, fed upon the praise and favor of men, is of 
that world, but not their honor. And men will be pre­
served neither by their own self-love nor the love of 
women, but by the ultimate honor of 'vomen, the prior 
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motive of their ~ouls, and the principle of their l11ind~ 
-- put by fate ever and ever out of harm's daily way 
into Hea~on'~ last keeping. 

(The Telling, pp.47-8) 

The man-part, ~he ~ays, in the next passage (52, p./iS), can 

go no further. Women went with man, "tried to think by such 

mind-books, such Il1sn-thought"as man fashioned, but knew little 

h . appl.ness. They wait "the time of the Claiming" (pa~sage 53) 

when men "call for the total common indivisible human inheri-

tance frolll Forever." When the "cry of true need" COl1le~, it 

"will be light, not loud, will be breathed, not hurled," and 

women must be intent in listening for it: 

-- and women's mere moving in mind from a sense of 
First Things and Last Things to a sense of Lal'lt Things 
in which First Things and Last Things are one actuality ••• 
by the mystery of Being, which is a mystery because of 
men, and no-mystery because of women, we, human, shall 
arrive, all, at our full actuality in Being, and Being 
at its whole actuality in us. And the story of ourselves 
as men and women will then have been told; and the 
further telling will then be in a Hence1'orth dating i'rol.1 
our having become ourselves finally, become human selves 
finally, each one spelling One, each communicating All 
from the vantage of a fidelity of one to All as One. 

(The Telling, pp.48-9) 

This is nearly the completion of The Telling. Nrs. 

Jackson, addressing the reader, notes that "some of what you 

have here read you will have already dispatched to the cate-

gory 01' the Strange, that to which your concern does not reach, 

some cast into the category of the Familiar, with the things 

you feel you always knew" (passage 54, p./f9). But, she 

continues, in the opening !'lentence of passage 55 -- and having 

gone so far with her, not in The Telling, only,but in all her 

work, one may not suspend belief, or, as it may be, conviction 

-- "My subject is all ourselves, the human reality" (p.49). 



320. 

It i!'< the saiDe ~ubject that first toolc her to the writing of 

pOel;]!':, stories, and the e!":says until 19 /10; and the same sub-

ject that carried her through to, besides The ~!::.ell-=i.2~> the work 

of the Inter years, l:lost importantly, her and her husband' ,<:; 

1 yet unpuhlished book on language 

If l1Jy words have the intonations of ilJlportunate appe,-='l 
to your ears, let thi!'l be ,vi tll you nei ther agail1.~ t me 
nor for me. I do not urge you to take Illy ,c;ay for your,s; 
I propose that you seek in yourselves remembrance of 
the Before, and tell what you find, and believe your 
word.... Ho\\' Can we altogether believe the say of' other!': 
unless we can believe our own? 

(The Telling, p.50) 

There is, she says in pass age 60, "no going back": 

There is nothing left to us but to be sufficient to 
one another in our human need to pay to Being the debt 
of ourselves, that will enrich it with its Onenese;, 
restored. All else has proved ite;elf false -- the 
difference between the insufficient and the false 
fading a'J the insufficient fades. There is nothing 
left to us but to speak in the pure language of thi~ 
need -- to speak only truth. 

(The Telli~~, p.53) 

The Telling ends with four unnumbered passages, each 

in parentheses, which form a later "consideration of' the vices" 

that readers may bring to their reading of The Telling, thAt 

they might, "not recognizing entirety in Lher J storying of' 

it," attempt the entire story themselves but "tell differently 

for the triumph of' diff'erence, and not ror truth'", ,"!ake ll (p.'J5). 

But, she goes on, such "could do nothing more than follow the 

1 Two essays from the book have been published to date. 
'Dr. Gave And The Future Of Bnglish Dictionariesj' 
'Supplementary Comment Concerning G('orge Watson's 

Thinking On :'-ioarn Chomsky,' Denver Quarterly, 10 Spring 
1975, pp.1-18j 19-25; and 'Bertrand t<us!'!ell, and Others: 
The Idea of the Master-Mind,' Antaeus, 21/22, Spring/ 
Summer 1976, pp.125 .. 135. Both were written for Appendix II 
of' Hational Meaninp: A New Foundation For The Definition 
01' Weir-ds by Laura HidilW Jackson and Schuyler --rr:--::r~~-ckson. 
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trace of old fal!"i ty" ,.11ic11 "",ill be repeated to tile extinction 

01' it" capability of seeming new, true j we !'lhall !'luffer 1'1'01.1 

it only to the extinction of our capacity for being deceived." 

The final ~a"sage reads: 

(A~ the number mounts of circles drawn by us to enco'oI­
pas,," the Story of the Whole, and the word~ begin to 
Come faster from the different telling - centers, a 
spell of concentricity -- the out-spoken force of 
original One-being travelling between them -- will be 
upon us; and other than true-telling, whether in 
mutual error of difference or in the evil of il'lolate 
purposed dif'ference, will become impo!'lsible. There 
will be no where in which, no when at which, to tell 
other- than- true, and no one to tell it. lie I'I'hall have 
arrived at our ultimate identities, !'Ielves that Agree. 
And none shall be missing from the count of tho."! e: it 
will tally perfectly with ONE.) 

(The Telling, p56) 

There The Telling ends. For the critic, the question now 

arises of what to say of it, and to discover what place it 

occupies in the literature of civilisation. 

I have not tried, in this dissertation, to locate 

Mrs. Jackson and her work in the literary tradition, either 

that of the recent past of the 19208 and 19305, when she 

was active as a poet, or in the more di!'ltant past. The 

important work, it has seemed to me, was 1'irst to grOlv into 

an understanding of her work rather than to enter into 

comparisons of it with that of other!'! • I am aware that I 

have been unable to do her and her work full justice in this 

respect of the limitations of what I set out to do. There is, 

looking back, so much more one might have said, in drawing 

her one theme closer fugether, in drawing attention to the 

identifiable parts of this portion of her work and that part. 

I have accomplished a little of this, but by no means all. 

The Telling itself, as it relates in its outer appearances and 
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circumstances, and i t~ inner realities, to her earlier '>lork, 

require!'; a book to explain and d~fine. Leaving to one ~idp 

i t~ larger themati c content, I give one example oi- wh at I mean. 

The final numbered pa.Clsage of The Telling is as follows; 

1621 And look upon one another with the look 01' One. 
And ."!peak to one another with a self in which the 
selfhood of One moves, lives ••• If we will but be~J;in, 
we shall continue, and there will be no end ••• Should 
my ncunes and de~ criptions of things not draw for you 
or you the circle of entirety, draw you or you that 
circle, as you know entirety; if each different 
circle contains all ourselve~, an infinite coincidence 
of truth will ring us ever round ••• Now I leave off. 

(The Telling, p. 51J ) 

What is there to learn here of the end of 'Miss Banquett 

(quoted above, p.8lt ) from the passage that begins, "An 

island is all round an island," and ends, "Or which. Which 

circle. This roundness"? Such ins tances are extremely cOlllmon, 

and I have been able to give only a few indications of the whole. 

Not merely 'Miss Banquett' but many, if not all 01' the .o;tories, 

such as 'A Last Lesson In Geography' and 'A Fairy Tale For 

Older People,' and all the poems, even to the earliest, such 

as 'The Quids, , and the critical books and es!';ays, have not 

only relation to each other, but direct and indirect relation 

to The Telling. How, in a critical analysis, to draw all this 

together! 

There has been, in fact, less critical analysis, in 

terms of style, diction, form, word-use and craft, than is 

common in work of a critical nature. I might, for example, 

have said a great deal more of craft, of similarities of word 

and thought to the work of others, in my appraisal of the 

poems or stories. I might have said ."Iornething of similarities 



between Nr~. Jack~on' s '~tyle' and that of the early J<rencll 

rnoderni~t poet~, !"'uch as FranciR Ponge, or the work of' 

Gertrude Stein. But it ~eel!ls to me that there are, fir.st, 
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extraordinarily fe,~ such similari tie~, and of such a ~uper­

ficial nature as to suggest no more than, at the very mo~t, 

coinCidence, acknowledging Nrs. Jackson to be breathing the 

same language-air i'eeding the whole of the modernist convul!';ion, 

following the 1914-18 war; second, and more important, the 

'''hole 0 f Mrs. Jackson's work is concerned with meaning, not 

'style'. From the first, in A Survey Of }~dernist Poetry, 

her aim was to leave to itself felicities of expression in 

order to reach the core of meaning, fundamental human meaning. 

The look of a poem or, especially relevant when the beautiful 

books of the Seizin Press are considered, a book of poems, 

was of great importance, but as it coincided with meaning -

aro~e from meaning _ and not as an end itself, even to the 

point where, when she realised that craft (' style') wa!'! a 

"parc:LSitic partner in the poetic enterprise" (Preface to 

Selected Poem.CJ, p. 15), she renounced the practice o:f it. 

She did not ignore the poet's craft, but with her it wa~ not 

a first cause but an elementary consideration as part of the 

:first cause, with the critical consciousness the other part, 

while the first cause itself was the poem's meaning as identi­

fiable with the poem -- the meaning, that is, as something 

made through the poet in the poem. To have paid elaborate 

attention to the creative style of her poems, though co~non 

practice in examining the work of other poets, would have 

misdirected understanding away from the crucial active meaning-

principle which is present in all she wrote. The essential 



under.c;tanding of Nrs. Jackson'!'< work lie.<; in under.c; tanding it."! 

meaning, not it~ style. 

Thi."I le.o.cls me to another con!'lideration. In the que.c; tion 

of verbal analysis the investigation of style ha!'! as it!'! basi!'! 

the further question of compari!'!on and categoriRation: hOl" 

doe'<:! this ~yle compare with that and what do the dif'f'~rence"! 

signify, is the cri tical que.c;tion. Once the sinJilari ties 

and differences are noted, the work under '<:!crutiny can then 

be placed in anyone of many different categories, !'Iuch a!'; 

modernist, modern, romantic, classic, pastoral, ImagiRt, 

Georgian, surrealist, metaphysical, modern reali!'!m, cynical -

in fact, any category that fits will do. The desire behind 

thiR i!'! partly the need to characterise the work,to Rum it 

up in a word or phrase and place it in the understanding as 

something the nature of which is already understood. Work 

thu!'! characterised, though it may, in i!'!olated part!'! of it, 

continue to illuminate the critic''<:! understanding of it in 

the whole, has the threat (the threat of not being able to 

understand it, as well as any intrinsic threat it may po!':!'!~I'<!': 

as one reality challenging another, critical reality) removed 

frolll it. One feels safer with a work knowing it to be of 

a particular category, than with a work Reemingly without a 

category, except, say, the larger hold-all category of ' liter-

ature' or 'poetry' or 'art'. \Jork tha t makes a !'; trong impre!'l-

sion on critics and is long esteemed is gen.erally that whidl 

appears to belong to no particular category, and the critic 

must either seek a category for it, or invent one (invent a 

characterising phrase which fast becomes a category), so that 

the work mny then be viewed as in a direct line with literary 



tradition. It is. to put it another way, accolDlllodated to 

the IlnGer., tanding, even though the understanding of 1"01lle of 

the parts will, for the moment, be sacrificed. 

I sugges t, in the case of Mrs. Jackson's wOl'k, such 

an attempt at categorisation is to look in the wrong direction; 

and further, that it is this very attempt to see her work in 

this or that category that haq been the direct cause of the 

consistent failure to understand her. .r-lrs. Jackson's work 

does not derive from any critically understood category of 

thought except -- and this is the iltlmense irony tile 'cate-

gory' hUl~an, being human and human being, which is that which 

makes category. It is not a category itself, for hUl,lan beinb 

is everything it is possible to be, irredllcible and llucon-

finable. The only 'category' into which it can fall is itse11', 

which is everything, which, as far as category is concerneo, 
tv 

is nothing. It is human being, being,s, not categories, -that 
t, 

HI'S. Jackson has given and continues to give her allegiance. 

To read her from the vantage-point of' this or that category 

is to seek in her ,,"'ork what one might l~ish to find but what 

is not, in fact, there. It is this corning to poetry t'or 

precisely the wDong reasons, and then labelling the poet 

'obscure'or 'difficult' when what is found is of a diff'erent 

order, to which Mrs. Jackson pointed in her Preface to 

.£ollected Poems; 
! 

Ny poems would, indee~bi nruch Illore difficult than 
they have seemed if I did not in each assume the 
responsibili ty of education in the rea,"!ons 0:[ poetry 

! 
>/ 

as well as that of writing a poem. Because I alll fully 
aware of the background of miseducation frolll which mo~t 
readers come to poems, I begin every poem on the mORt 
elementary plane of understanding and proceed to the 
plane of poetic discovery (or uncovering) by steps which 

'?j 
j 



det'lect tile reader i'rom i'alse as'5'ociationS'. false 
rCasons for reading. No readers but tho.c;e who insist 
on going to poetry for the wrong reaSOll" SllOUJ.d find 

J2G. 

my poelJls difficLlI t; no reader who goes to poetry 1'01' 
the right reasons should find them anything lm t lucid; 
and "'i th few other poeb'l are readers so safe from b eil1.(>~ 
seducf'd into e;:lOtions or states of mind which arc not 
poetic. 

(Collected Poem,c;, p.xvii) 

It is in the very nature of her work to persuade the critic-

reader away from verbal analysis. which leads to cate,Q;orisation 

in the comparison-endeavour, and towards the poems and their 

meanings. In the later view, when her work is better under-

stood, verbal analysis may well have its rewards, but it ""ill 

still be found, I think, to urge the critic to a !'lcrupulous 

study of meaning, rather than lend itself to comparisons of 

her 'style' and the style of others, or the literary trad-

ition in which she writes and that in which others write. 

One need only think of, say, 'Au!'lpice Of' Jewels'. to !'l ee that 

its fundamental importance lies in the meaning of it, aC! ,,,ell 

as in the general meaning of it as it is a portion of her 

work, rather than the verbal effectiveness and verbal felicity 

it possesses, resplendent as it is in this. This is a further 

reason why I have not given too much attention to the criti-

cal analysi~ of Mrs. Jack~on's verbal ~imilarities or dis-

similarities to other writers. 

~~~. Jackson's writing has a '~tyle' J it is true, but 

it is a style that challenges, in her case, the very use of 

the word. and that is WilY I have placed it in inverted co~naR 

where I have used it with reference to her. James Joyce and 

D. H. Lawrence have style, and !'to does E. E. Cummings, and 

so do Yeats, Pound, Eliot and Frost, but their styles, in each 
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ea!'!p, are an improving or up-dating, or are in rf'action 

again.qt, the !'Ityle of' the pa.C!t (and reaction i~ only negntion 

of ~omething pO!'!itive, it~ root~ !'Itill lie in wlInt preceded it.) 

The predominant ef:fect o:f ~tyle, and what it ha~ cOllle to 

~ignify in an author, i~ the heightening o:f ordinary ~peech 

language heightened, to any degree heightened, as Hopkin!'! 

~aid. Even claim~ of a return to 'ordinary' speech IHtve 

a~ their aim the dramatic presentation o:f speech, not speech 

itself. J.Jrq. Jackson's 'style' is that of' direct cOHllllunication, 

"the general hUlllan ideal in speaking ••• of how to ll1ake word!'! 

fulfil the human being and the human being fulfil words" 

(Selected Poems, p.15). Her language does not look to having 

effect but a one-to-one meaning as self, self-as-meaning. It 

relies upon nouns and verbs, with adjectives and adjectival 

phrasing sparse and controlled, hyperbole !'Jtrictly discip-

lined out, and metaphor and simile employed only w-here their 

accuracy under-pins her meaning. It i!'l speaking, but not 

'ordinary' speaking, in the sense of permitting speech its 

lapses into (intentional) ll1is-nleaning, mi!'l -use, casualnes~; 

nor i~ it heightened speech. It is a truene!'!!'! of speech, of' 

!'!elf and words as one where self i!'l word,c:;\ meaning!': and words' 

meanings are self. Thisis the ideal which sIle has alway~ 

attempted to fulfil, and which eventually led to the writing 

of The Telling. 

The Telling does not have 'style' in the sense of the 

literary use of the word, but diction. "Diction," Mrs. Jack-

son says in 'Preface For A Second Reading' (The Telling, p.67), 

"1 consider to be the actual substance of style; and style, 

to be a vague, figurative identification of - a literary name 

for - diction." And she continues: "I view myself as 



having ~poken to the page, in The Telling, not engaged in i:t 

kind of' wri ting. II 

I did not approach the making of The Telling frow 
a point of decision as to what it~ diction ought to 
be 'like'. I compo!'! ed my!'!elf in the mal{ing 0 fit to 
a "Itand o:f non-predilection in the choice o:f the 
individual word and of wordR in phral'led combination. 
I endeavored not to let any ~ort of bia~ or care~ree­
ne~,,,, in verbal tal"te rule the deciding proce"l~el". 
Unaccu~torned choice~ of word and pattern~ of word­
combination are foun.d mingled in it with accustomed 
1'alb'l of speech. Some of what iA unaccustomed, "Ieelning 
l"imple accidents, could be taken for new commonplace~; 
and it may have an effect, generally, of styli~tic 
variableness, because of not being formed with a pre­
determined literary diction-policy. On the whole, 
I think, a sustained unity of diction ha!'l been achieved 
in it; this opinion is supported by my having found, 
in my scrutinizing it after it wa~ finil'lhed, that it 
forbade nearly all attempt!" at modification -- thol'le 
of incidental character included -- that I was moved 
to consider making. I could not claim the di~tinction 
for it of being a perfect exal~)le of just diction. I 
can in good linguistic conscience aver that I have 
come cloRer in it to purity of motivation in word­
choice than in all previous efforts of mine to do well 
by, and with, words. 

(The Telling, p.69) 

It is this that makes it impossible to classify The Telling 

literarily. It doe~ not arise from literature, or attempt to 

be literary -- and I use 'literature' and 'literary' in their 

wide~t po~sible ~en~e~ -- which is why it evades any attempt 

at categorization of the literary kind. It is not poetic, 

philosophic, religious or mystical. ItSallegiance i~ to words, 

not in the scientific ~ense of linguistic, but word~ U"I the 

clarifying reality of human being. The only category into 

which it might fall is the one it make~ us it proceeds. Mr,"! • 

JackF;on's "non-predilection" in her choice of' words, her 

giving to words their full say as they are of her being, mark!'; 

the difference between The Telling and all other work~ written 
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on thi.c::, ~c:: -11e h ft 
n. ~ a.C:: .c::o 0 en "'aid, the ~ubject. Th i .c:: i <:; til (' 

crucial difference ~he point.c:: to in the c::ection enti tIed 

'Xotec::', at the end of The Telling, betw'een it and the works 

of other authore:: who llave attelJII)teu' to J 1'· (e 111e or expll'lin. the 

"<cl!lIe e::ubject, authors crUell as Teilhard de Chllrdiu, Plotj nue::, 

C;pinoza, Jacob Boehlile, and other~. 

i-~hat of Nrs. Jackson'"" poetry, and the wor1, that deri-

ved from her poe try and the knowledge e::he gained throllgh 

poetry? If }~s. Jackson'", work ic:: held up, for the purpocrec:: 

of literary cOlnpari!'!on and judgement, agnin.c::t the work oj' 

nol\' faillous figure . ..; . ..;uch a.C:; Yeats, Pound, Eliot, Froc::t, Aud("n, 

Stevene::, Crane, Edi tIl Si twell and otbe!'."" or the Ie",c:: celf'-

orated but at tilJlE'.Cl oddly more memorable Gertrude stein and 

E. E. CUlIlIning!'!, then !'-~s. Jackson compares 1rlore tl1nn f(lvour-

ably. In terms of whole-hearted and whole-minded comllli tlllent 

to poetry, and the cause which is poetry's, J'.1r!'!. Jackc::on i~ 

at lea .. t the equi'll o~ anyone of thc.se, a.~ the ll.lllllbel' and 

nature of her bookc::, their Inoral and in tellec tu"l earne.C:: t-

ne~.c::, show. If .. he has not providerl the poem or l'0(~IHS or the 

age, that i."< becau.c;e her work ha!5 been persis tently not-

understood and disrllise::ed a.C; obscure. \i;11en her work is 

as .. imilated, it may well indeed be round that she has provi-

ded the poems of the age -- the 1'inal poems of the final age, 

for such is what her poems record. 

In the vexed question of critical evaluation, as to how 

one u..1)..,*,01 com}Jares as against other authors, I am reminded 

of two statements which .. trike at the root of the problem 

where Mr ... Jackson is concerned. The first is the early 
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declaration in A C:urvey Of ;'loderniRt Poetry that, "Never, 

indepd, has it been possible for a poet to relliaiu unknohn with 

e:o little dic:credit ilnd dic;honour ac: at. the pre"ent tim!'." 

And the second ic; .frol:! The Telling, in pac;c;age 53 (p.':J.8), 

where Ml~s. Jackc;on c;reakc; of' "the clamoring of' illiHl-c:elvec: 

f'or a 'Tlore-c:ell~ deemed better-self'." She adele:, in p'1r(~ntjlec;is. 

"'v.lli ch, often, men endeavor to give themc:e 1 vpc; by rolJbin(:; 

There 1."1 no need to rob othpre: of 

1';ize to make Nrc:. Jack"lon bigger. 

enough without coml'ari<:on. 

She hill'! llonour and credj t 
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Cri ti cal F3ia.c; 

Anthony Thwai tf> on Laura (HidiJ~ Jack'wn 

by Mark Jacobe; and Alan Clark 

(This revi1'!ed essay wac; originally il paper put 
before a ~bdern Language Ac;sociation (0.S.A.) 
sel:1inar, Focu"! On Hobert Graves, 'Laura Hiding 
And l(obel't Gravec;,' December 197 ft.) 

Anthony Thwai te' c; Cout;emporary English PUE)try : __ An 

Introduction wal'! fir",t public;hed in Jflpan in Nay, 1957, and 

revised for pUblication in I3ritain in April 1959 (Heinemann); 

it Wal'! reil'!sued in 1964. The book did not come to our 

attention for c;ome time, but so much hac; been published both 

before and after its appearance, continuoul'! to the pre.c;ent 

day, which in the variouc; treatments or 1-11''<;. Jack.<;on'c; work 

and of herself is of a similar nature, that we have found it 

to provide a c;adly adequate focu'" for thought on the matter 

of llIi.c;reporting of cri tical :fact. 

It has long been recognized that some of the best-

known authors writing in Englic;h in this century have used as 

source material :for their literary e:ffort the inspirational 

work of Laura (Riding) Jackc;on, though there is a tendency 

generally an incorrect one -- to fix this uc;e of her work 

as somehow confined to a pre-1940 period, when she was active 

as a poet, with some drifting over to a post- 1 9 'iO period, of 

short duration, after which a writer who is said to be 

332. 



'influenced' by her i~ ~een a~ having recovered. 

aR ~. H. Auden, Robert GraveR, Jame~ Reeves and Roy Fuller 

~pring to mind. further, a ho~t of minor and not qO minor 

wri ter~ today, taking their lead from \ir. GraveR' mytholo-

gizing in ~\Vlli te Godde!=!R, fail to realiRc that that book 

takes its direction from Laura (Hiding) JackRon's work, its 

detailed thesis being a di.storted expansion of her primary 

thought on the ~ubject of woman'!=! nature, and wotllan a~ seen 

from the male viewpoint 1 these writers also may be said to 

be 'influenced'. 

From 1920 to 19'fO, when .she wa.s active as a poet, 

Laura Hiding, as she was called then, was greeted by ~ome 

critics as a writer of great il~ortance and di8tinction, 

bringing to the poetic practice and theory of the day much-

needed Visionary insights into the roots of poetry's nature 

and being. She identified tho!=!e roots as located in lasting 

humanly good and truthful values -- values that had existed 

hitherto half-glimpsed by poets here and there in isolation 

but which had not been comprehenRi vely formulated a.CO: a whole. 

The poetic climate of the day was one of stale disillusion-

ment, concerning itl'lelf with the expression of a cynical 

technique of disillusion; into this climate Laura Riding 

tried to breathe, with all 8he wrote, values of wholeneRs 01' 

thinking and being. For her, poetry was truth, and a poem 

1 Pointed out by Professor Michael Kirkham in 'Hobert 
Graves's Debt To Laura Hiding,' a paper put before a Modern 
Language Association (U.S.A.) seminar in 1972 and published 
in December 1973 in no. 3 of Focus On Robert Graves, a bib­
liographical newsletter edited by Dr. Ellsworth Mason. An 
extensively re-worked essay, in part based on this, entitled 
'Laura (Riding) Jackson', was later published in ChelRea, no. 
JJ. September 1974. Professor Kirkham is the author of a 

333. 



334. 

'an uncovering of truth of ~o fundamental and general a 

kind that no other name be.c;ides poetry is adequate except 

truth,2. She saw poetry a~ having come to a .~tage oi' i'inali ty 

in hi~tory where the practice of it becolJle~ 'wore rcal than 

eXistence in time -- more real because more good, more good 

because more true'). Poetry, in her view, off'ered a prac-

tical and immediately attainable final reality of' being: 

'To live in, by, i'or the reason!'! of', poelJls i!'! to 
habituate oneself to the good exi~tence. ,nlen we are 
so continuously habituated that there is no temporal 
interruption between one poetic incident (poem) and 
another, then we have not merely poem~ -- we have 
poetry; we have not meficlY the immediacies -- we have 
finality. Literally.' 

Wri ting; of Laura Riding's Collected Poems in 1939, the poet 

and critic Robert Fitzgerald -- who was later to produce 

widely-admired translations of Homer, and was appointed 

Boylston Prof'essor of Rhetoric at Harvard said: 

'Of all the contemporary poem!'! I know, these seem to 
me the furthest advanced, the most perl'l'onal and the 
purest. I hope, but hardly believe, that they will 
be assimilated soon into the general consciousness of 
literature. 

The authority, the dignity of truth telling, 
by poetry to science. may gradually be regained. 
it is, these poems should one day be a kind of 

lost 
If 

book on The Poetry of' Hobert Graves (Athlone Press of the 
University of London, 1971). 

We wish at once, and with gladne!'!s, to record our 
feeling of obligation to Professor Kirkham, who, on hearing 
that we were at work on the pre~ent eSRay, kindly gave u~ 
leave to u~e hi~ writings on the Riding/Graves work-relation­
ship as freely as we might need. Although we have not, in the 
event, drawn on his work to a specially heavy extent, the 
sense of our discussions - for instance, as to the differing 
significances of sun-and-moon in the work of the two writers 
- will be 1'ound often to be consonant wi th his. We commend 
Professor Kirkham's pioneering writings: they are of much 
value to all interested in pursuing the subject with which 
we have here attempted to deal. 

2 Laura Hiding. Collected Poems (Cas!'Iell, 1938) p.xviii 

3, 4: Collected Poems p.xxvii 



Principia. They argue that the art of language i~ 
the mo~t fitting inc;trument with "hich to pre."!!'; lIpon 
full reality and make it known.' 5 

But from ~ome quarter~ -- New Verse, the magazine edited by 

Geoffrey Grigson from 1933 to 1939, is typica1 6 -- her wurk 
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Was viewed with ho~tility, often combined with utter lJlankne.q .. 

of comprehen.c;ion of what ~he was 'about'; the cri t1 ci.c;m~ t.-~king 

the form of diatribe, not that of close inc;pection and c;tudy, 

the warp being, as it were, the critic'~ fruc;tration at being 

left behind. From other quarters her work was disliked a!'" 

taking upon i t~elf too much in what it said of the t'undarnentnl 

issue:c; of poetic practice, and in its demanding from poet!'" 

greater concern with the moral principles implicit in poetry, 

rather than the poetic-technique principles fostered by 

literary criticism. Such an attitude is strikingly revealed 

by W. B. Yeats, in a letter written to Dorothy Wellesley on 

May 22, 1936 -- Yeats was editing his Oxford Book Of Modern 

Verse 7 at the time, and had refu:c;ed to include the work of 

James Heeves in it: 

'I wrote today to Laura Hiding, with whom I carryon 
a slight correspondence, that her ."chool was too 
thoughtful, reasonable and truthful, that poets were 
good liars who never forgot that the Muses were women 
who liked the embrace of gay warty lads. I wonder if' 
she knows that warts are considered by the Irio:;h 
peasantry a sign of ~exual power? ,8 

::> Hobert Hi tzgerald. Kenyon Heview, 1, .summer 1939, pp. Jlll­
Yt 5. 

6 

7 

8 

New Verc;e, 6, December 1933, pp.18-20 (Louis NacNeice); 
New Verse, 31-32, Autumn 1938 (Geoffrey Grig~on?) Note also 
Laura Hiding'1=: response to 'An Enquiry!, New Ver,c;e, g, 
October 1934, pp.3-5. 

The Oxford Dook Of }bdern Verse, 1892-1935; chosen by 
W.B. Yeats (Clarendon Press, 1936) 
W.B. Yeats Letters On poetrl From W.B. Yeats to Dorothy 
Wellesley (O.V.P., 1940) p. 9. 
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Al though the name and' reputation of Laura U,iding) 

Jack~oll 1'igure~ in IlRlch contelllporary di.qcu.q.qion of poetry, 

the nature of the hostility toward~ her expressed by Yeats 

among others ha .... cilanged. Since tlIe tnid-194.o'~, and increas-

ingly, there have been manife",tationl'!, where the name 'Lnu.ra 

kiding' appears in literary-quarters discussion, of decep-

tions, and distortion1=' of' facts, literary and hil'!torical 

facts. In several contexts of critical discussion, hut !:lost 

notnbly in the context of the work of' Hobert Graves, trentment 

or Hrs. Jackson a<:: .c;ubject repeatedly fai is to c;quare wi tll 

the ascertainalJle character of her wad ... 'l'hu!':, in Douglns 

Va'" ~ book all H_ G" C"'l' ftel- 1'11~~. !le_,n..:.--oon9, .)' ,~ l'U'. ra.es, .,. u .... '"~ and, 

shortly be .c;een, in Anthony Thwai te' s ConternporarL.~_~gli.:':!E. 

Poetry, mounting contradiction"! of statel1lent betoken something 

more than a basic ignorance of Hrs. Jackson'1=' work. 

On page 118 of Swifter Than Reason, Professor Day 

begins by saying tha t 'I,'i thOllt tnore tangible evidence of 

the exact nature of Hiss Hiding's influence Lon Hobert 

Graves _7, i t i~ impos~ible to determine precisely the extent 

of that influence.' That seem!'! unequivocal enough in its 

caution. On page 120, speaking of a Riding poem, he ,Haves 

to a denial of 'influence': 'Such lines as these, moreover, 

so lacking in verbal discipline and rhythmic pattern of any 

kind, cause one to disbelieve that Miss Hiding could have 

taught Graves, from the earliest days of his Career a highly 

skilled technician, much about prosody.' ~lether the lines 

9 Douglas Day. Swifter Than HeaRon: The Poetry And Critic­
ism Of Hobert GraVeR (Chapel Hill: University of North 
~lina Press; London: O.U.P., 196J.) See the whole of 
Part Three: 'Self -Exile to Majorca: The Influence or 
Lallra Riding. ' 



he quotp~ lack 'verbal di~cipline and rhythllJic control of 

any kind' ic:: highly questionable: 

The rugged black of anger 
Ha~ an uncertain Rmile-border. 
The transition from one kind to another 
~~y be love between neighbour and neighbour; 
Or natural death; or diRcontinuance 
Becau~e, ~o flmall iR space, 
The extent of kind mu~t be expresc::ed otherwisp; 
Or 10sR of kind when proof of no uniquenesc:: 
Con:fu tes the broadening edge and dis courage,"". 

Perhaps Profe~Ror Day cannot hear the felllinine rhymes and 

haIr-rhymes, the con~onance and aRRonance, and the l.ray in 

which each line comes to a natural ureathing pause. 10 But, 

still on page 120, he goes on to blur and confuse the issue: 

'There are, however, certain aspects of Graves's poetry 

during this period that probably reflect the practical 

influence of MisR Hiding. I He does not expand upon the 

di:fference between the nature o:f this 'practical influence' 
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and that of the 'influence' he :finds 'ilnpossiule to determine,' 

nor upon how either might relate to the teaching or not 

teaching Graves 'much about prosody.' To theRe confusions 

he adds another when he suggests that two poems of Laura 

Riding's, 'The Quids' and 'The TillaquiLc;', 'probably prompted 

Graves to revive his early fondness :for the grotesque' 

Lour emphasisJ (p.121). There are three further admisc::ions 

of Professor Day's which concede the possibility, at leaRt, 

01' I influence f ; 

p. 12'1: 'Nany of Graves'!'! poems during this period 

10 It is interesting to note that this poem, 'The Hugged 
Black Of Anger, I is printed, and discussed in some detail 
as an example of modernist poetry, in A Survey Of Modernist 
Poetry, by Laura Hiding and Hobert Grave~ (Heinern-ann, --
1927) pp.138-149. 



al~o reflect Laura Hiding's fondness for ingen­
uity and the exerci~e of wit. ' 
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p.126: 'There is one other 
this third phase of 
frolt] Laura Hiding: 

note in Grave~'~ poetry during 
his career which ~eems derived 

p.129: 

a scorn for society in general •• ' 

we are likely to agree that Laura Riding's 
influence was a substantial factor in determining 
the course Graves took at this time in his poetry.' 

These self-contradictions of what he has said earlier are 

extraordinary in a critic. It may be that Laura Riding'~ 

influence was a 'substantial factor' in Graves'~ poetry -- it 

may indeed well be that, as Professor Day has said in his own 

Introduction (p.xvi), 'The influence of Laura Riding is quite 

possibly the most important single element in his poetic 

career •.• ' -_ but he does not let the matter rest there. HiR 

series of to-and-fro comments again returns to his basic denial, 

to the reader's utter confusion, with: 

p.l)O: 'we cannot, then, assume with finality that 
Hiss Hiding's poetic techniques or subjects had 
any very great impact on Graves's practice.' 

However far his later perceptions drive hi1way from it, Prof­

essor Day appears to feel ilnpelled to return to his original 

negative observation, even though his heading, for two 

chapters is 'P3etry Of The Laura Riding Years'! Signifi-

cantly, Professor Day ignores, in his final assessment, the 

plain meaning of' two of Mr. Grave!'l' own statements, both of 

which he quotes. The first is to be found in the Foreword to 

Graves's Collected Poems (1938), where Laura Hiding is 

thanked for 'her constructive and detailed criticism of my 

poems in various stages of composition ••• ,11 (ProfesRor Day 

11 Robert Graves. Collected Poems (Cassell, 1938) p.xxiv. 



339. 

doeR not, however, complete the quotation: a generosity 

from which !'IO many contemporary poet!'l be1"ides my,"{elf have 

benefi ted. ' ) The second statement is elicited from Mr. Gravei'! 

by Professor Day himself. Another critic has de,C!cribed Norunn 

Cameron and Alan Hodge -- who publiRhed their own poems nlong­

side Graves's in a small three-part volume in 194212 - a~ 

Graves's 'disciples': Professor Day reports Graves's comment 

on this ••• : "They were in fact disciples of' Laura Riding's"'. 

Disciples or not, one has only to glance at the volume."{ of the 

'critical summary' Epilogue, edited by Laura Riding -- in 

which Cameron and H."Jdge, and Graves, the 'associa te editor', 

appear among the twenty or more contributors -- to ,"{ee how 

13 much of her time and energy had been spent in helping others • 

Another oddly widespread tendency in the critical trcat-

ment of Laura (Riding) Jackson is also exhibi ted by Prof'es!'Ior 

Day; it is the manner in which her name is used against her 

in order to diminish sense of a continuance of her actuality. 

Even in the last few years, almost wherever there is mention 

of her, she is still referred to as 'Laura Riding' the 

contexts of the pre-1940 years are thus brought in to encloc;e 

her -- though the subject itself be pO!'lt-1940 and her name of 

the later period of her life and work has, in any cal"le, become 

Laura (Riding) Jackson. A further example of the results of 

12 Hobert Graves, Norman Cameron, Alan IIodge. 
(Hogarth Press, 1942). 

Work In Hand 

13 E ilogue: A Critical Summar: Laura Hiding, Editor; Hobert 
Graves, Associate Editor Deya: Seizin Press; London: Con­
stable) I: 1935; II; 1936; III: 1937. Laura Hiding','! The 
World And Ourselves (Chatto:-1938) formed the fourth volume 
of the Epilogue series. 

It should be noted that the name 'Madeleine Vara' in Epilogue 
is a pseudonym of Laura Riding. The identification was 
authorised by l'frs. Jackson in Michael KirkhalH' s 'Hobert 
Graves's Debt To Laura Hiding.' 
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this kind of treatment is an essay-collaboration by James 

Jensen on the derivation of the key-idea of William Empson's 

Seven Types Of Ambiguity (1930) from A Survey Of Modernist 

Poetrz by Laura Riding and Robert Graves (1927)14. Later in 

the present article we shall be taking this piece of Mr. 

Jensen's as an example of other varieties of mistreatment; 

here we note that in it Mr. Jensen invites three of the 

four authors concerned -- William Empson, I.A. Richards, 

and Robert Graves -- to contribute to his argument, and 

comp1ete1y ignores 'Laura Riding'. Mr. Jensen thinks her 

(there are no other presumptions to make) either of little 

account or else dead. Mr. Anthony Thwaite acts in a similar 

manner. By discussing Laura (Riding) Jackson in the name of 

'Laura Riding', Mr. Thwaite fixes her field of endeavour in 

a pre-1940 context, as though after that point she ceased to 

be, in literature and as a persono With his mind released 

from all sense of 'Laura Riding' as possessing current human 

reality, Nro Thwaite feels free to take liberties with her 

work, for who cares about someone who has ceased to exist,? 

Laura (Riding) Jackson's life as author in the past as well 

as in the present is of little consequence to him, she being 

someone of long-ago who happens to have been called 'Laura 

Riding'; her real substantial pertinence to his subject is 

therefore inevitably blurred. 

Had Mr. Thwaite and the others maintained an awareness of 

the continuing reality of Laura (Riding) Jackson as one 

14 James Jensen. 'The Construction Of Seven Types Of Ambig­
uity', Modern Language Quarterly, £L, September 1966, 
pp. 243-2590 



COll'llj"t"tc'd not ju.c:"t to poetry (wLether pre-19hO or later) but 

to u!lder!=<tanding and realizing, a~ placed ,vitllin lan.t<;1.lage '", 

reach, the full potential of all human a!=<piration toward what 

i~ hholly good, wholly true, and that she continuc~ to wad, 

long and hard for that under~tanding and realization -- as 

long and it~ hard a!=< she formerly worked f'or it wi thin poetry 

-- then their "ri ting on her would have undergone a chClnge 

for the better, at least, if not for the adequately good. 

Let it be understood, then, that if we !'!peak, as the context 

somctililes forces us to, of 'Laura Hiding', there is a sa11l8-

breath consciousness of Laura (Hiding) Jackson, 'V"hose hu',Ian 

reality is the same as -- or is it more than'? -- that of 

Anthony Thwaite, Douglas Day, or Hobert Graves; emphatically 

it is not that of one who ceased to exist in or around 1940 • 

. . . . . . . . . . . 
Within the general critical discussion-area of Laura 

(Idding) Jackson's 1 influence', or of 'disciple!=<hip' (till" 

more accurate word 'plagiary' i~ not often used), or other 

descriptions of the character and effect of her work in the 

literature and literary history of this century, there is 

included a wide variety of hostile expression. It ranges 

from certain petty-spiteful character assassinations, such 

as can be found in some writings on the 'Fugi ti ve' group of" 

poets in America, to some more broadly antagonistic criticism 

dealing with the subject of what others have taken from her 

work the generally large business of taking being played 

down so that the taking appears minimal. Even in this latter 

sort of criticism, where it i!'! least expected, a note of 

personal attack not infrequently enters, in thin disgui~e, 



U~ually to ~hore up the critical attack. Much 0 l' both 1'!ort~, 

both per~onal-spiteful and critical-per~onal, is to be found, 

a!'! we have indicated, in books either on the w-ark of Hobert 

GraVe~ or in which that w-ark is dealt with. 1·k. Thwai te Ie 

dealing with thi~ subject exemplifies naively, in it!'! twisting 

of facts, what has been done and what continues to be done, 

though u!"ually with more sophistication, elsewhere. 

In the British edition of Mr. Thwaite'~ Contemporary 

English Poetry (1959). the Author's Note speaks 01' as 

clOse and careful a revi~ion as I can ••• ' (p.viii), and indeed 

the narrower factClalities of the work -- titles, places. dates 

-- are in general accurate and reliable: decent use of stan-

dard sources appears to have been made. It is only when 

Mr. Thwaite's treatment of Hobert Graves is reached that the 

reader encounters two statements which are factually inaccur-

ate: tlley occur, conjoined, in the second paragraph of' the 

following passage (p.l]l): 

'To liraves, the an~nver to his neurosis '~as apparently 
work; in 1925, for example, he published six books, and 
eight in 1927. Yet much of what he was doing at this 
time was fragmentary; though everything he wrote -- both 
in verse and prose -- had a tart, individual flavour, 
there seemed to be little "body"; many of hi!'! poems, in 
particular, were simply pieces of fancy or whiml"Y. 

However, in 1929 he left England to settle in 
Hallorca (one of the Balearic Islands in the Nediterranean), 
and from that time on his gifts have grown and matured. 
His self-imposed isolation from English literary life has 
left him free to work out his own poetic salvation and to 
take an idiosyncratic view of what everyone else is writing. 
In Mallorca, too, he llIet Laura Riding, the American poet, 
and collaborated with her in many ventures ••• ' 

This passage immediately follows a quotation from Martin 

Seymour-Smith's British Council pamphlet Robert Graves (1956); 

Mr. Thwaite appears to have made a count of items in the 

bibliography of tha t work to arrive at his i'igures for Graves's 



PUblications in 1925 and 1927. Yet although the 1927 publi-

cation~ include A Survey O~ }~dernist Poetry, and the 1928, 

A~amphlet Against Anthologies, both by Laura Hiding and 

hobert Cirave~ CHr. Seymour-Srlli tll lists them as by iiobert 

liraves 'wi th L. Hiding'), and although Nr. Seymour-Sldi th 

elsewhere in his pamphlet gives the correct date -- 1926 

for the 'meeting' of the two writers, Hr. 'fIn,ai te goer:; on 

to give an account by ~lich and unwary or uninfonned readers 

would be forced to assume this -- ,such collaborations could 

not have oecOlne possible until 1929, or even later. 

If, in connection with the matters with which l\h~. 'flllvaite 

is here attempting to deal, 'standard' sources are to be 

looked for in Hr. Graves's own writings, two at least llIiglt 

be identified in works readily available for many years before 

1957/59: the well-kno\ffl Goodbye To All That (1929) and l'Ir. 

Graves' Collected Poems (1938). In the first, Hr. Grave~qls 
I 

early autobiography, there is a 'Dedicatory Epilogue to Laura 

Hiding,' which tells how Nancy Nicholson, Graves's wife at 

that t~me, and he ' ••• happening by seeming accident upon 

your teasing Quids, were drawn to write to you, wJIO were in 

America, asking you to come to us •• you forthwith came' 

(p.444); there is also reference to Riding and Graves 'print-

ing and publishing in partnership as The Seizin Press' (p./ll}]). 

The Foreword to Collected Poem."! (1938) records that' In 1925 

I first became acquainted with the poems and critical work 

of Laura Hiding, and in 1926 with herself; and slowly began 

to revise my whole attitude to poetry. (The change begin!" 

half-way through Part II L-of this volumeJ) f (p.xxiii), and 



conclud~~, CIS lye have noted, 'I have to than], Laura Hiding 

for her con~tructive and detailed criticism of llIy poern.q in 

variou!'l ~tage~ of composi tion -- a generosity from lllich qO 

many contemporary poet!=; besides Illy!'! elf have benefi ted.' (p. xxi V) • 

~nowledge of the import of pa~~ages like these should be 

demonstrated by anyone venturing on such comparisons of Laura 

Hiding and Hobert Graves as l'-lr. Thwaite undertakes, such 

oi'ferings of judge men t and 'inforrna tion' as to how thing~ were. 

Critics whose admitted cynol'!ure i!'l the Hobert Grave!'! of 'what 

may be called the years in \~hich he emerged into world fame' 

-- a recent phrase of 1-1r. Seymour-Smith's 15 -- regularly 

exhibit their need of the corrective of such contemporary 

statements. 

Neither of the Graves books cited can safely be taken 

to have been superseded by later editions. The revised 

edition of Goodbye To All That, published in Novel~ber 1957, 

omits both the whole of the 'Dedicatory Epilogue to Laura 

Hiding' and Laura Riding's poem 'World's End', u!'led as the 

'introductory motto' in the original edition; he:r: nallle, in 

fact, has been 'revised' out of the volume completely. The 

case is similar "ith the later recensions of Hobert Grave..,'s 

Collected Poems: in the 19 118 edition the 1938 acknowledgements 

of Laura Hiding are replaced by' •.• twelve years later 

15 Hartin Seymour-Srrd tll. Guide To Modern \vorld Literature 
(wolfe, 1973) p. 244; the treatment of H); Gravesllere- i ~ 
based, with significant omi.c:sion.c; and elllendation<;, on }lr. 
SeYlliour-Sllli th' s essay under 'Hobert Graves' in the refer­
enc e work Contemporary ~_0f! ts Of _ The English Languflge 
(St. James Press, 1970; 2nd ed. 1975). 



L than 192~7 with the help of Laura Hiding -- we had long' 

been in close literary partner!'!hip -- I 111ade a c::econel re-

vic::ion, and a revic::ion of all the poemc:: that I hrld written 

rneanwhilp. Having by then a clearer notion 01' the poetic 

courc::e that I wa!'! c::teering I could di~card 1I10re generou.c::ly 
I 

than bel'ore' (Forew<o-u, p.xi); in editions ai'ter 191jl1 Latu'a 

Hidjng ic:: not named at all. 

If- ini'orHlation available to 1··11'. Thwai to in )'.1r. SPY:,lour-

Sr:li tll' c:: Uri tish Council pamphlet is added to that derivC)ble 

1'1'0,'1 tIte two pac::c::C\ge!'! quoted above which ,,'e hHve called 

'c::tandClrd', a simple chronology may be con~tructed. It ic:: 

given here, with a few additional :facts in parenthec::es: 

( 192ft) (Feb. ) 

1925 (early) 

(early?) 

(July) 

(Dec. ) 

1926 (Jan.) 

1927 (Nov. ) 

1928 (Jul. ) 

1929 

(Nov. ) 

(Dec.) 

Laura Hiding's 'The Quid!'!' published 
(in The Fu~~tive) 

Hobert Gravec:: and Nancy Nicholson 'hap­
pen upon' 'The Quids' 

lL G. and N. N. wri t e to L. H. 

(L.R. sails for England) 

'You forthwith came': 
and N.N. 

L.lL 'l:1eets' H.G. 

A Surv~.L O:f Hod~.2!-i8t Poet.!:2::" hy L.l~. <'md 
R.G. 

A PCllllpI:l~t_ Against . .t\E-t_~1...<?~ie,c:;, by L.E. 
and H.G. 

'Printing and publishing as The Seizin 
Pre,c:; s ': (Love As Love, Dea th As Dea tll, 
by L.ll., the :first S.P. book)-'-'--

L.H. and R.G. go to Mallorca 

Goodbye To All_1:.hat, by H.G. 

Poems 1929. by H.G. (the third S.P. book) 



all tlli~ bel~ore Mr. Thwai te allow.", 11i1O' curtain to ri~c 

on t:1P a~gocia tion! hhy did hi", LCictA go wrong there, in 

the Graves/Hiding context? Any why did they go AO wrong, 

/IIaking a farrago of the ptLC;c;age in which they occur? ',va,c; 

l"lr. 1'hwai te preferring Aome plausible private "'ouree o:f 

Grilve~ 'authori ty' over the reliable, and pre.c:;umably public, 

authoritie~ used el~ewhere in his book? \~hatever the anc;wprc; 

3't6. 

to the.c;e que~tions -- and the rest of tllis es!'!ay should .c:ugge . .,t 

directionA in which answers may be 1'oup;ht -- we Illue;t note 

here how well 1>h-. TIn.ai te' fI inaccuraciec;, his suave dropping 

of several years, suit the tendency o:f his treatment of l\k. 

Groves. He first introduce", the notione; of' 'growth' and 

'maturity', and of Hr. Gravee;' working out 'his own poetic 

salVation'; only after these thingfl have been lodged in the 

reader'.c; mind as virtually accompliflhed by Mr. Graves in 

'his Relf -imposed isolation' does the nallle of' Laura Hiding 

appear. Then, it does not COLle as the name of one eagerly 

and Rpeci:fically invited by Graves: instead, the initiation 

of their association is given a f'lavour of the accel'lsory, 

the incidental -- it happened. we are told, 'in l\1allorca, too.' 

Only after question of Laura Hiding's contribution to the 

earlier 'growth' of Mr. Graves' 'gifts', his work's acqui1'!i­

tion of "body". has been thus obfuscated does Hr. Thwaite 

tell us that they 'collaborated in many ventures.' However, 

the Rubstitution of 'England, 1925-26' for 'Mallorca, 1929,' 

sirllply of its accurate self, brings into just perspective the 

drift not only of Nr. Thwai te 's words so f'ar quoted, but all 

the rest of his handling of the Hiding-Graves relationship. 



\{e pau.c;e here to note a further peculinri ty of chrono-

logical treatment, thi!'; being one of Mr. Gravec;' own making: 

it is concealed in the words we quoted earlier f'roill ~o.?~Y~ 

To All That (1'.1*44), and makes necessary the qllery in our 

Chronology, above, against the date of Graves and Nicholson's 

:fin,t writing to Laura Hiding. Either that occac;ion wac; 

1lI0nths after the two 'happened upon' 'The Qui ds " or Mr. 

liravel" il" uging the word 'forthwith' ('you forthwith came') 

very loosely. 

published in July 1925 and therefore prepared in earlier 

months, Mr. Graves reprinted 'The Quids' in full, calling it 
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'a first favourite with me'; yet Laura Riding did not sail for 

England until December 1925. students of ~~. Graves's 

accounts of happenings will be familiar with such time-and-

circulllstance difficulties: he has, for instance, as Sydney 

. 16 Musgrove has pOlnted out , published three conflicting versions 

of the tale of when and how he carne to begin wri ting The V.11i te 

Goddess. 

The second half of r.~. Thwaite's account of the Gravcs-

l~iding association runs: 

' ••• collaborated with her in many ventures. Host 
illlportant of all was the mutual influence of each 
other's poems and, as is often the case, the work 
of the less important poet served a."! still/ulus to the 
better. Laura Riding's work has never been well 
kno,",n, but I guarantee that if some of her poeltll'l were 
read out to a competent audience, nine out 01 ten would 
say that they were by Graves. Yet what is abl'ltract 
and delicate in Laura Hiding becomes concrete and tough 
in Graves; his poetic tone of voice is wry, ironical, 
re",erved, and yet immensely strong. ' 

16 Sydney Nusgrove. The Ancestry Of The White Goddess 
(Univerl'lity of Auckland, 1962) 



liere Hr. Tln"aite'c:: intentions can clearly be spen in the 

contradictory pr-ocesc::ion of hi~ thought. After he has 

a~serted that there ,,,as 'llrutual ini'luence' -- a statement 

which refers to a two-way Ilrocess, and from ,,,hieh it is 

proper to infer that eaeh oi' the hvo poete:: admired the other 

e::u£ficiently to want to exchange tone, ideae:: and e::tyle he 

brings us to the curious proposition that one poet, Laura 

Hiding, whose 'work has never been well kno'''l1,' ie:: the 

'leSe:: important' poet, and this even while managing to serVe 

(his uc::e of 'e::erved' is not without interee::t) as ',c::timulus' 

to the other poet, the 'better' one. And what doee:: Mr. Thwaite 

mean by the les~er poet stimulating the better poet 'ae:: is 

01'ten the case'? I!"! he thinking of Shakespeare and the pre-

Elizabethans? Johnson and Pope? \10rdsworth and Coleridge'! 

Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot? or W.B. Yeats? ~lich of these 

are 'less important'? There is, in truth, no legitimate 

'cas e' to which to re1'er: Mr. Tln"ai te 's use of the phrase 

i~ an attempt to lend the air of historical authority to what 

follows. Somehow or other we have been manoeuvred i'rom 

the ascription of 'mutual influence', denoting equality, to 

the observation that the 'less important poet,' even though 

less important, even though the influence is 'fnu tual' (~), 

serves, oddly, as 'stiIIUlus' to the 'better' poet. 

The two notions 'less important' and '!'ttinulus' are the 

l;nch-pins in the passage. 'Less important' is intended to 

dispose of any inclination to attribute to Laura Hiding at 

leaRt equal rights with Robert Graves in respect of poetic 

merit, il~lanting the idea of her inferiority in our minds 



in preparation f'or ' Laura Hiding' ~ work ba."! never bpcn ",nIl 

known,' a key idea upon which the whole of Hr. Thwaite'~ text 

depends. The word 'Rtinrulus' il'; ",elected lly him for its covert 

implication of largeness of stature of the thing stimulated. 

Though misleading, it c;erves the author's intention~ by 

contradicting the sugges tion 01' , rnu tllal influence'. Having 

taken u~ frol11 'mutual influence' to 'lesl" il:1portant', and 

then attempted a circumvention of the il';sues thu!'3 raised with 

'stimulus' (though 'influence' would be more nearly true if 

the word took in to account what it ha.", been made to cover, 

generally, in the case of the relation between the work 01. 

Laura kiding and that of Robert Graves), Hr. Thwaite then 

arrives at the observation that 'if I"ome of her poems were 

read out to a competent audience, nine out of ten lvould I"ay 

that they were by Graves. I In taking us from 'nlU tual inf'luC>llce I 

awkwardly to 'less important', and from there to hi.c; 'guar­

antee' (no le!'3s!) that Laura Hiding's poem would be indistin­

guishable to a 'competent' audience from }~. Graves's, ~~. 

Thwaite disingenuously implie!'3, in effect, that she waR the 

one influenced (what happened to '!IIU tual ' ), f'or it if! she 

who is put to the te."lt and found ,\'-ant:ilg, not Graves, in the 

!'Iuppo!'li tiouR finding thn t her poemR are no dif'ferent 1'1'001 his. 

Mr. Thwaite by 'competent' doe!'! not rnean competent at all 

he mean~ Graves-orientated, aR he himself is Graves-orientated; 

for a competent audience would knolv the work 01 bo til authors. 

what he is suggesting is that Laura Hiding's poems are sub­

sumable in Hobert Graves's poems, and this allegation, by 

Mr. Thwaite's way of thinking, need not be supported by criti-



cal evidence. 

Mr. Thwai te shows hi!'! hand further by hi."! concluding 

contrast of Laura Hiding's 'abAtract Dnd delicate' poetry 

with 1-{obert Gl'ave~'r::. 'wry, ironical, re"lerved, i'lud yet 

imillen~ely r::.trong' poetry. ,C;;uperior to members or tha t 

'competent' audience he spoke of, :t-b'. Thwnite can tell the> 

di1ference between the work of tIle two poets. B,~t a WOl',j 

he Uf'e ... in putting hi ... C8"1e betrays hil'} by the ver) nccurnc) 

01 its characterization: 'Yet what is abstract and delicate 

in Laur('\ .-<iding becomes concrete and tOllgh in Hobert Graves'. 

C:;urrOtlnded by all !'lr. 1'hwaite's E'uplleltli"!tic belittlement, 

the real pertint,nce of the word 'become"!' r~l£\y easily be lost 

upon the reader. But as :'11'. 1'111..-ai tf', juoging by hi ... lC'tting 

the "ol'd .,.lip, TllUst J(now, Khat is of one nature in Laura 

Hiding really doe!'! becOl,1C sotaething else in Hobert Graves, .he 

being not stimulated, in fact, but as we will show, tnking 

the whole SUbstance of her thought and attempting to make it 

hi!'> own. 

Given equal weight of attention, Laura Hiding'", poems 

are quite di~tinguishable from ~~. Graves's, prcAenting no 

problem for the reader in identification of author .... l'!hip: 

this is so even where :r-~. Graves imitates or makes variation 

on Hiding themes or linguistic procedllres. l·'or, whereaR 

his poetic career is erratic, turning first to thi1" and then 

to that theme -- frol'l war to country sentiment to psychology 

to mythology (both clas~lical and hortJe-made) -- 1"he i!'l con~tant, 

her poems a movement of vision centred within the human 

aspiration towards truth, whi eh, f'or her, poetry enshrined. 

350. 



'lhi", La!'!ic divergence can be seen even w},ere particular 

poem1' of each are selected for "comparability". Take first 

a very early poem of hers, 'How Blind And Bright,17, in which 

the ways of seeing are shown to have controlled the way~ of 

thinking, the sun belonging to the 'vi!'!ibility o:f men' wh('1'e 

Eyes looking out for eyes 
Heet only seeing, in common faith, 
Vi!'d bili ty and brightnes.<l. 

Tlw vil<ibili ty 1"hich the sun gives, here, is seen a!'! direct-

ing the thoughts of man outward!'! to ,.hat is visible to the 

eyes, 1<0 that what i!'l !'leen i!'! only other eyes, seeing si,ailarJy 

and meeting 'in common faith.' Darknes~, on the other hand, 

forces the eyel< to 

Look inward and meet sight. 

In a later poem, 'The Signs Of Knowledge' 18, the sun and 

~~on are still used in this sense: 

The first sign of the two signs 
Shall be unlove ot' the sun. 
The !'!econd sign of the hvo signs 
Shall be unli:fe of the earth. 
And the firs t wi tIl the l'Iecond .'dgn locked 
Shall be undeath of the moon. 

The sun, the earth, and the llIoon are u"led quite literally here. 

W11en man can bring himself to turn hi!'! eyes away from the sun 

and the visible world it illuminates, the world of the moon 

will assume its rightful place of importance a!'! inner thought. 

As Hrs. Jackson said recently in a paper accompanying a 

reading of her poems 19 : 

'Nowhere should I be taken a.<; !'!peaking by what are 
called "sYll1bols." If, for instance, I say "the sun 

17 Laura Riding. Collected Poems p.ll 

Collected Poem~ p.229- 2 33 18 

19 Laura (Riding) Jack!'!on. From a reading for Lamont Library, 
Harvard UniVersity; quoted with author'~ permi!'1sioll 
applicable to the present article only. 



"hi ch lilul tipli ed" or "the moon '"hich I'( ingled ", <11'( 1 do 
in one poerll, I am endeavouring to indicate actualitie<:: 
01' phYl'(ical circulT1s tance in which our inner cruciali tiC's 
are ,<;e t. Ny moon may look like the old tired poetical 
I'(ymbol, and I like an old tired poetic romnnticiRt, but 
I truly meant that the moon'l'( being w}wt it is where it 

3.:i2. 

is intervene~ in our outer circumstances as a negator of 
the sun'R fORtering excessivcne!"!c:: in our regard, both lu.Rll 
and de.'<'tructive, as a ternperin.'.2; counter-agnncy, relatively 
little but near.' 

Hr Grnves' lil{ing for Run and moon Rymbols is attested 

to widely in hiR work, and many of hi:", poems di.c;pIay SOlnl' 

contraRt between sun and moon, or between light and dark, or 

between sun-god and moon-goddesR. And tIliR is where the 

eRc;ential difference lies. Laura Hiding'c:: sun and moon are 

Ii terally that, and no more or le!;<::; Graves' R usc of' Run and 

moon, however, always contain.!\' the personal, emotional gesture, 

placing sun and moon outside hifllself as symbols. A glance 

into any of the later volume~ now included in },Ir. Graves'~ 

Collected Poems 1975 will soon encotUlter a display of thic;. 

So, in 20 
'Blessed Sun' 

Honest morning ble~:I.'~el'( the Sun' R beauty; 
Noon, his endurance; dusk, hiR majesty; 
Sweetheart, our own twin worlds bask in the glory 
And searching wi~dom of that single eye 
\my tn<L'it the Queen of Night on her moon throne 
Tear up their contract and still reign alone? 

lIere, the 'twin worlds' of the speaker and the lover are Reen 

as governed by the capitalized 'Sun' and 'Queen of Night' moon, 

ciphers outside the poem influencing events inside. 

at the rather contrived poem, 
21 'The Crane' : 

The Crane lounes loudly in his need, 
And so for love I loune: 

Son to the sovereign Sun indeed, 
Courier of the ~fuon. 

--------------" 

Or look 

20,21 Robert Graves. 
p. 349; p.352. 

Collected Poems 1975 (Cassell, 1975) 
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In 1.hi~ both sun and moon are capitalized, indicnting their 

po,,-cr.c'!, while the spea]{er i1'l an agent of both, identif'ied 

"'i tll tlle cranl' who 'louneg' i-or belp. The dramatic element 

ot' tile poem, its emotional ge~ tare, L., the fl.ppeal made to il 

potency beyond the human distress. The f:Jajori ty of the'! JlOCI'I~ 

in the volume in '"hich the1'le two f'irst appeared con<;,i",t or 
22 

,qUell appeals • In Laura Hiding r s poems, 1'I11n and illoon nre the 

'actuali ties of physical circum:o:tance in which our in.ner 

crucialities are set'. I'fale thought is identified with the 

sun because it is ueneath its light that he ha,<;, evolved, til(; 

sun providing tile visibility not only of seeing but of thinking. 

Han' '" ordered world, as historically pre"lcnt, i,., a visibly 

ordered world, identified as existing outside llim. He repeat-

edly fails to understand or comprehend the l'lignificancc of the 

world of 'darkness' where eyes, in the word1'l of her poem, 

r Look inward and meet sight.' Before this world the male feele; 

insecure, as before ""oman he feels in1'lecure: to him both 

represent the unknown quantity, the'something else,' as Laura 

R 'd' h t" d 't' E"l 2J 1 1ng c arac er1ze 1 1n p1 ogue • Whereas for her the 

l'!un and moon possesl'! a particular potency which is manife.c::ted 

in thought, for Graves the Run and moon are removed from thought, 

as being outside it. 

Graves is an emotional poet. The substance of' hiR poem!': 

is provided by tranRferring the material of ideaR to a llerRonal 

"-_._-_._- ----
22 Hobert Grave~. Poems 1965-1968 (Casl'lell, 1968) 

23 Epilogue I, p.18. 



pL.Ule, and flc~hing "them oat witll rlictorical gc~t'J.r('. A~ 

J:-'ro re~ c::01' ;-iichael l.irkham pu t~ it. where Grn.vee::' ,c: 

'c::nbjective.' Laura~(iding's ilre 'suprappr.c::ollal'; what i~ [HI 

idea pxpn:lded to uni versali ty in her ucco:ne,c;. in hii'!, '.1'1 

0'· 
eXl)re~.c::ion 01' violent el1lotion' ~·1. ~~ Grave.c:: i.c:: adept at 

turning other.c;' thought to perRonal u.c::e, thougb not 1':0 adept 

that he doel'! not occac::ionally let .c::lip the c::ource. ,';c n01, ci tc 

two in.c::tancc!'; • .c::elected from many po,<;.c;iule exaldples. in wl1icll 

~~. Grilve~' l'!ource is plainly Laura Riding. 

age frol:1 hi~ novel Seven Day.c:: In Ne'-=-. .-Srete, fir!':t publiC::}led 

in 19!i9 25 : 

'It ReCIliS to dIe that a Late Chric::tian poet wa.c:: cOl1llilitted 
in the nai,le of integrity to regic::t, doubt, ~coff. clec::troy 
and play the fool ••• I (p.199) 

In 1928, in Contemporarie.<; And C;:no?c::, Laura Hiding had 

.c::uggeAted that one way for the poet to avoid losing sel£'-

reliance was to leave the contemporary world to its own 

dcvice.c::: 

'To help pass away the time, while this i.c:: happening, the 
poet with the poetic faculty ~trapped on his back may 
play the bufi'oon, call critici<;1lI "nuncle" and cajole it 
into a hic::torical accuracy in the dating of poetry ••• ' 
(p.120-121) 

Our second example shows the process at work in poetry: it 

i.c:: one to which l'-Irs. Jackson herself has recently drawn att­

ention, in an essay in Denver Quarterly (197 /!) 26. She 

21! Michael Kirkham. 'Robert Grave.<;' Ii; Debt To Laura Hiding, , 
p.42. In addition to the 'vork~ mentioned in note 1, Prof'­
eSBor Kirkham has contributed an article on 'Laura Riding's 
Poem~' to the Cambridge Quarterly, 2' Spring 1971,pp.J02-Jo8. 

25 Robert Graves. Seven Days In New Crete (Cassell, 1949); 
published in the U.S.A. as Watch The North Wind Hises 
(Creative Age Press, 1949). .-

26 Laura (Riding) Jackson. 'Some Autobiographical Corrections 
Of Literary History', Denver Quarterly, 8, \~inter 197h, 
pp. 1-33. 
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there reprints a poem of hers, one of the sequence 'Fragment~', 

which is to be found in her now rare book Poems: A Joking Word 

(1930), on p.159: 

Here is escape then, Hercules, from empire: 
Where Zero the Companionable 
Consoles unthinkable lusts. 

Compare this with Robert Graves' poem 'To Ogmian Hercules,' 

published in his Poems 1965-1968, which Mrs. Jackson also 

quotes; it begins: 

Your Labours are performed, your Bye-works too; 
Your ashes gently drift from Oeta's peak. 
Here is escape then, Hercules, from empire. 

There is no need to comment on these two examples except to 

say that the word 'influence' is obviously out of place. The 

following passage by Laura Riding is to be found in Epilogue I 

(1935), in her essay 'The Idea Of God' - which consists of 

answers to questions put to her by T.S. Matthews, one of 

the collaborators in Epilogue. We provide the quotation as 

an example of the thought, the writing, of hers, which 

Graves takes and makes general use of later: in this case 

in, for instance, The White Goddess. These are Laura Riding's 

words 27 : 

There is available to man at every moment all the 
finally available material of experience. It is not a 
question of 'new' or 'more' material, but how he uses 
the material available to him, and whether he uses it 
all. You have asked me what must have seemed to you a 
fantastic question -- about 'seeing' God. And I allowed 

27 Epilogue I, 'The Idea Of God,' by Thomas Matthews and Laura 
Riding, pp. 6-54. The main text is by Laura Riding, initial_ 
led by her. Thomas Matthews' initials appear after eight 
questions listed at the beginning of the essay, and after 
some of the notes at its close; there is then a 'Supple­
mentary Argument' between T.M. and L.R. It is to be noted 
that Mrs. Jackson, neither in the quotation here given, nor 
elsewhere, equates woman with God or with a god or goddess. 
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it its full extent of fantasticness by changing it 
into a question about 'seeing' the something else. My 
answer to this question is that man can only 'see' the 
something else in 'seeing' woman. And whether it is less 
fantastic to envisage, in a sudden apparition, a complete­
ly unfamiliar material of human experience, than to 
envisage, in the accustomed apparition 'woman', all the 
humanly available material of experience, is a point 
that the spiritually perplexed commonly evade in lives 
divided between irregular mystical fantasy and convent­
ional sexuality.' 

Even such a short quotation may, incidentally, convey some-

thing of the violence done to thought of this quality by the 

kind of transfer and adaptation of it that Graves has made: 

to contexts of "Goddess" and of "seriously"-discussed "Muse." 
~ 

In The White Goddess these uses of her thOUght~muCh padded ~ 

out by Graves with a great show of learning; in his later 

poems they are made more "exciting" with admixtures of the 

emotions of 'conventional sexuality'; or they appear watered-

down in such musings of his as that upon 'Real Women' in the 

Ladies Home Journal for January 1964
28

• Still, it is strange 

that the connexion continues to be missed by commentators who 

with one part of their minds know very well that Graves was in 

virtually daily contact for not less than thirteen years 

(1926-1939) with the source of this thought and writing. 

Sydney Musgrove, for example, in his otherwise extensively 

researched pamphlet The Ancestry Of The White Goddess 29 , 

completely overlooks Epilogue, with its abundance of material 

of the kind we have cited. 

28 Robert Graves. 'Real Women', collected in his Mammon And 
The Black Goddess (London: Cassell; New York: Doubleday 
1965) 

29 Sydney Musgrove, see note 16. 
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Epilogue also cont~lns a number of clear instances of 

Mr. GraVes' presentation of himself at that time as an eager 

learner from her, notably in the long article "From A Private 

Correspondence On Reality")O. The "Correspondence" was conducted 

between Laura Riding and Robert Graves; at one point he says: 

'It was as a poet in search of an integration of real­
ity that you first knew me. The problem for me was at 
that time ••• what to do when the world of thought had 
grown unmanageable?' 

On the following page he remarks that: 

'To you the problem of poetic scope .~esents no diffi­
culties. You are able, by orderly d~inition, to 
reduce to the status of idiosyncra~es large fields 
of specialist activity •••• ' ! 

And al'lks: 

'Could you give me a simple clue to your method of 
gradation?' 

A lengthy book is really required to unravel all the implic-

ations of what the word 'influence' means when applied to the 

effect Laura (Riding) Jackson has had on Robert Graves. He 

is congenitally given to converting all sorts of material 

within reach into stuff bearing his authorial stamp; and 

fro~no other quarter has he taken so much as from Laura 

(Riding) Jackson. Yet, wherever question arises of how 

things stand between Graves and Riding, there is to be found, 

in nearly every case, a tangle of contradictions at the 

centre of which is Mr. Graves, actively untying threads. He 

has assiduously unpicked the name of Laura Riding from his 

literary record: we have already given examples of this, in 

30 Epilogue III, 'From A Private Correspondence On Reality' 
by Laura Riding and Robert Graves, pp.l07-1)0; our 
quotations are taken from p. 121; p. 122; p.123. 

fP/ . ! 



citing the revisions of Goodbye To All That and of the 

Collected Poems prefaces, and there are more. Mr. Graves 

has misrepresented what pertains to Laura Riding's part in 

material used in his Introduction to The Collected Poe~~ Of 

Norman Cameron (1957)3 1 , where quotations from Cameron's 

letters are reprinted as though addressed to Graves. In 

actuality the letters were addressed to Laura Riding; they 

are to be foundin her book Everybody's Letters (1933), 

addres~ed to 'Lilith' and signed 'Cyril' -- pseudonyms for 

Riding and for Cameron respectively32 • Further, Graves has 

belittled the role she played in the collaborative - 'word 

by word collaboration' - A Survey Of Modernist Poetry and 

A Pamphlet Against Anthologies, by referring to the former 

as though his, and, with both books, relegating her to the 

addendum status of '(with Laura Riding),3J. Further again, 
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he has claimed writing wholly hers as his own -- s~his 

presentation of her es~ay on Nietzsche in The Common Asphodel J4 

and, later, in the Penguin edition of The Crowning PrivilegeJ5 • 

That essay apart, about two hundred of the 329 text-pages of 

31 Norman Cameron. The Collected Poem8 Of Norman Cameron 
(1905-1953); with an Introduction by Robert Graves 

(Hogarth Press, 1957). 

32 Laura Riding. Everybody's Letters; collected and arranged 
by Laura Riding, with an Editorial postscript (Arthur 
Barker, 1933). For the correspondence from 'Cyril' to 

Lilith', see pp. 48-62. 

33 Robert Grave~. The Common As hodel: E8sa s On 
Poetry 1922-1949 Hamish Hamilton, 19 

34 Epilogue I, 'Nietzsche', by M(adeleine) V(ara), pp. 113-
125 • M. V. i!ll L. R.: see no te 11. 

35 Robert Graves. The Crowning Privilege (Penguin Books, 1959). 
The first English edition of this book (1955) did not 
reprint the 'Nietzsche' essay; it did appear, however, in 
the first American edition (Doubleday, 1956). 
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The Common Asphodel -- it~ subtitle is 'Collected E~says On 

Poetry, 1922-1949, by Robert Graves' -- are occupied by work 

written in collaboration with Laura Riding or under her close 

editorship, but that significant fact is overlaid by the 

tissue of misrepresentations (to employ that perhaps over-

kind word again) which there surrounds Mr. Graves' use of 

her name. This common asphodelling of his has persuaded 

unwary later authors also to refer to the collaborative 

Riding-Graves books as by Graves '(with Laura Riding)': 

two of the many examples are to be found, one in the entry 

under 'Graves' in The Oxford Companion To English Literature 

(4th ed., 1967), another in The story of English Literature, 

by Anne TibbIe (1970). AnneTibble also states, in speaking , 

of A Survey Of Modernist Poetry, that 'He LGravesJ was 

probably the first to recognize the greatness of the poetry 
! 

~ of Gerald Manley Hopkins ,)6. 

Awareness of the key role played by The Common Asphodel 

in deceiving a generation of readers makes it difficult to 

enjoy the comic aspect of the professed puzzlement of 

'Gravesians' about the master's failure, since 1949, to 

produce more criticism of Common Asphodel quality. Yet the 

comedy is there, grim and pathetic both. Mr. Martin Seymour-

Smith took up a representative Gravesians-in-waiting stance 

in his British Council pamphlet in 1956: 'The critical 

strength o£ The Common Asphodel as compared with the lack of 

)6 Ann TibbIe. The Story Of English Literature (Peter 
Owen, 1970) p.2)1. 



care often di~played in The Crowning Privilege ~1955~ ••• 

lead~ one to hope Graves will some day devote hi~ energies 

to a comprehen~ive survey of English poetry. ,37 In 1970 
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Mr. Seymour-Smith modified this passage by substituting for 

'leads one to hope' the disclamatory phrase 'led many to hope,J8. 

By then the rocket of Mr. Graves' reputation was well on its 

way to the upper levels of populo-critical acclaim; part of 

our endeavour here, however, is to show that its launching-

stages (so to speak) have not fallen away into invisibility 

but are available for, and demand, close critical scrutiny. 

To restate our main theme in brief: the problem of 

critical evaluation in the Graves-Riding relation is not 

resolvable in terms of 'influence', nor even of 'plagiary'; 

nor is the answer that the Riding to be found in Graves is 

just a 'phase' or transitory 'period' (two terms used by 

Professor Day) that Graves went through -- unless it be 

admitted to be an ever-convenient self-repeating phase or 

period. From nowhere in the Graves sphere of power, within 

the climate of which Mr. Thwaite and others write, could we 

expect acknowledgement that Graves has been engaged in 

putting Laura Riding's work and its teachings to use in his 

work all this long time. Nevertheless, the actuality is 

appropriation, as Mrs. Jackson has felt compelled to charact­

erize it these later years.39 

37 Martin Seymour-Smith. Robert Graves (Longmans, for the 
British Council, 1956; 1965) 

38 Martin Seymour-Smith. Robert Graves (1970) 

39 Laura (Riding) Jackson. 'Some Autobiographical Corrections 
Of Literary History', pp. 15 and 24. 



~e are indebted, for a good deal of what we have cited 

of Mr. Grave~' appropriation~, to Mr~. Jack~on'~ article 

'Some Autobiographical Correction~ Of Literary History' 

40 
(1974) ; a~ we are also indebted to her late catching up, 

in a letter published in The Modern Language Quarterly of 

December 197140 , with a concerted 'manhandling', as she 

de~cribes it, of her in a presentation published in that 

magazine in 1966 of an article by James Jensen41 on William 

Empson's Seven Types Of Ambiguity. This article, examining 

the origins of Empson's book, was accompanied by commentaries 

solicited from Professor Empson, Dr. I.A. Richar~ and Mr. 

Graves, these having been offered an opportunity to s~y 

their say, but not Mrs. Jackson -- who, 'mishandled' by 

Me~srs. Jensen, Empson and Graves (Dr. Richards made no ref-

erence to her), was herself left in ignorance of the article's 

procedure. Mr. Graves, in his contribution in the form of 

a letter, puts on a pious show of reproaching Jensen and 

Empson, not for their specific derogatory treatment of 

'Laura Riding' but for their 'unchivalrousness' in quoting 

'our joint works as if 5in~ly mine' -- he who has treated them 

as really such! -- and he throws in Douglas Day for good mea-

sure as another culprit. (Professor Day wrote Swifter Than 

Reason with plentiful help from Mr. Graves on the subject of 

Laura Riding, the extent of Day's use of it redounding later 

to Graves' embarrassment.) Having established his own 

40 Laura (Riding) Jackson. 'Correspondence', Modern Language 
Quarterly, 32, December 1971, pp.447-448 • 

41 James Jensen. see note 14. 
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credentials of 'chivalrousness', Mr. Graves proceeds to out-

strip the others in misrepresentation: 

'I was, I believe, responsible for mo~t of the detailed 
examination of poems in A Survey Of Modernist Poetrl -_ 
for example showing the complex implications of Sonnet 
129 before its eighteenth-century repunctuations; Laura 
Riding certainly for the general principles quote~ on 
page 5 ••• ' 

Mrs. Jackson, in her letter of protest at this composite 

aSl'lault, wrote: 

'According to this magnanimous certitude, my contri­
bution is essentially a matter of fifteen lines; but 
"general principles" might among equally fair-minded 
people win me credit for -- perhaps double (~) the 
worth of an ordinary (detailed examination) line. It 
seems to me appropriate to record that, without public 
statement of mine, recognition of my intellectually and 
verbally sensitive hand within the glove of the Survel 
method has been mounting, with perception of its conn­
ection, via Mr. Empson's hobby-horse use of it, with 
the 'New Criticism', which tried to make real horse­
flesh of it.' 

Any scholar of integrity will, if he pursues the issue of the 

Riding-Graves collaborations, agree that Mrs. Jackson's is 

a just account. The critical follow-through of A Survel 

is not to be found in Graves' work but in Laura Riding's 

in such books as Contemporaries And Snobs (1928), 

Anarchism Is Not Enough (1928), and Experts Are Puzzled (1930) 

-- while the 'general principles' are given literal appli-

cation in her poems, not in his. With a little knowledge it 

is not difficult to see through Mr. Graves's attempt airily 

to reduce the extent and quality of Laura Riding's work in 

A Survey •••• to a few 'general principles.' Nothing is further 

from the truth. Mr. Graves' words, there, do not represent 

a simple yielding to the blandishments of Mr. Jensen and Mr. 

Empson: his statements lead to the heart of the Graves 
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~trategy of combining utmost possible use of Laura Riding's 

with utmost appearance of gallantry by patronization, along 

with utmost possible effort to cast the subject of her into 

hi~ shade. Those who take the trouble to go beyond the 

recently-manufactured appearances in these matters will know 

just how many those 'general principles' are, and how formi­

dable their scope. 

Critics engaged in writing on Mr. Graves' work seem to 

become hypnotized by the spell of his magic in making 'Laura 

Riding' disappear. They do so without ~truggle: if the creat­

ed illusion is given authority, it is so easy to follow the 

Graves line. The effects spread far and wide, rippling into 

the corners of even the most ephemeral commentary of the day, 

until the formulations are hardened into a rigid common 

acceptance of falsity. So every year, up to the present, 

brings its many instances of the attributing to Robert Graves 

what properly belongs, at the very least in terms of the order 

of names, to Laura Riding. On June 6th, 1975, in the Times 

Literary Supplement, we find Professor William H. Pritchard 

agreeing with a review (May 2nd) of a book on Yeats critic-

ism edited by him that 'a place should have been found for 

Robert Graves, and if I had known about it would have included 

the hilarious Graves-Riding treatment of "Innis free" (!Ide) 

in A Pamphlet Against Anthologie8.' And, in the New statesman 

of July 25th, 1975, Mr. Frederick Grubb, in a 'tribute' 

entitled 'Odd Man Not Out: Grave8 At Eighty', quotes 

'Graves and Riding' as saying that art should not 'react into 

a satiric or actual primitivism,' so that once again Graves is 
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accorded pride of authorial place, Riding appearing some­

thing of an afterthought (the quotation is from A Survey ... ) . 
Worse, Mr. Grubb then refers to Hr. Graves as the addres.'!ee 

of the Norman Cameron letter.'!, a1'; :found in the Graves intro­

duction to The Collected Poems Of Norman Cameron: ' ••• from 

Norman Cameron •• he CGravesJ gets an answer - "I'm in 

di.'!favour with the Director •• for wearing that red jer.'!ey you 

gave me"'. (Examination of the letter as originally printed 

in Everybody's Letters 42 reveals that it end.'! with the question 

'How illl Hubert?' D.e. RobertJ, so its addre~!!~ee, and the 

donor of the jersey, was undoubtedly Laura Riding. Mr. Grubb 

would surely not have focused on those particular wordR in 

his 'tribute' had he known what petty meanness would thu~ be 

actualized.) Thus, whether intentionally or by defaulting on 

the obligation to accuracy, do such writers abet Mr. Graves 

in his not-relaxed purpose of playing down (and down) the 

connectionlll between his work and Laura Hiding'."1 by any 

methods which yield results. 

The extent to which the unjust situation we have des­

cribed is maintained and perpetuated via confidants of Mr. 

Graves himqelf is grimly suggested by a slight passage quoted 

in a recent Sotheby's literary-auction catalogue (16 July 1974, 

lot 403.) This has Mr. Grave.'! telling a correspondent in 1943, 

evidently apropos of Laura Riding's poem 'Though In One Time' 

(published in her Lo~s Love, Death A~ Death, 1928), I 

think £her use of 7 "bewilderment" pick.'! up the thought of 

42 Laura Riding. Everybody's Letters, pp. 50-51 
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my poem of "Pure Death," wri tten a few month,"! beforehand ••• ' 

~o far a~ we have been able to establish, the Grave~ poem wa~ 

indeed published earlier than the Riding, and in the ab~ence 

of precise datings of compo~1i tion the matter might have had 

to re~t there, sense of the intrin~ic unlikeline~s of the 

indicated 'pick up' notwith~tanding. However -- at the risk 

of taking Mr. Graves' private claim of one-word-influence 

more seriously than it deserves -- it can as it happens be 

demonRtrated that, if we are to regard the word 'bewilderment' 

as poetic trove, it was one of the earliest pieces of such to 

roll downstream (to anticipate a figure we use below) from 

Laura Riding 12 Robert Graves. It will be remembered that, 
I 

by Mr. Graves' own account, his attention was first draw~ 

to Laura Riding Gottschalk's work by her poem 'The Quids,' 

printed in The Fugitive for February 1924. That iSRue also 

contains her poem 'To An Unborn Child', in which occur,s 

the line 'For there is sorrow here for your bewilderment' 

that poem appears on page 9, and 'The Quid",' on pages to-tt! 

We return, in closing, to the case of Mr. Thwaite's 

account offered to we might say, imposed upon -- hi~ 

Japanese students and other readers. That accuracy need 

demand no more space or energy than inaccuracy, but that 

identifying and correcting even 'straightforward' inaccuracies 

may take much of both -- and can rarely undo harm done -- are 

commonplaces worth repeating. Yet inaccuracy in itself is a 

minor offence: Mr. Thwaite makes it a major one by using it 

in the service of an abetting of Mr. Grave~, in his treatment 

of Laura (Riding) Jackson, that vies with Graves' own in 
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purposefulne~~. There is not RO much a warping of the truth, 

in Mr Thwaite'~ account of the relation~ between the two, a~, 

in reality, no truth at all. There was no 'mutual influence' 

the influence went all one way, from Laura Riding downstream 

to where Grave~ wa~ drawing off -- as he has never stopped 

drawing off -- as much a~ his reservoir could hold. She was 

not a 'stimulus' for Robert Grave~: she was a source. Her 

poems are quite distinguishable from his, except where he 

imitates or makes variations on her themes or uses of language: 

he has tried and tried to write 'like' her t but he cannot pull 

it off, try as he may. If critics do their work thoroughly, 

not to say fairly, there can be no danger of confusion. 
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IV Original contributions in published b~~ 

Americans Abroad: An Anthology edited by Peter Neagoe. 
The Hague: Servire Press, 1932. ('A Letter', pp. 326-
327.) 

The Year's Poetry (1934): A Representative Selection 
--compiled by Denys Kilham Rober~Gerald Gouid':---­

John Lehmann. - London: Bodley Head, 1934. 
('Midsummer Duet 1934', by Laura Riding and Robert 
Graves, pp. 139-144.) 

The Natural Need by James Reeves - Deya, Majorca: 
Seizin Press, and London: Constable, 1935. 

('Preface to These Poen~', pp. 7-8.) 

The Faber Book Of Modern Verse edited by Michael Roberts. 
- London: Faber, 1936. (Nine poems, pp.211-22J, of 
which 'Auspice Of Jewels' is here first publil'fhed.) 
~ 2nd ed., rev. Anne Ridler, 1951; 3rd ed., rev. 
Donald Hall, 1965 - number of L.R. poems in these 
reduced to eight and to six respectively~ 



The Modern Poet: An Anthology chosen and edited by 
Ro~alie Murphy. - London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 
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1938. (Six poems, pp. 8 /±-92, of which 'Doom In 
Bloom,' 'The Victory,' and 'After So Much Loss' are 
here first published; Laura Riding's "account of the 
poet at work" quoted by editor, pp.xvi-xvii and 
pp.184-188.) 

The Predicament Of Man: An Examination Of Policies For 
The Future, Editor: Naurice Goldsmith. - London: 
gcience Policy Foundation, 1972. ('The Fable Of The 
Dice,' from Experts Are Puzzled, reprinted, p.5-12, 
with extracts from "On 'The Fable Of The Dice'" 
(1971), here first published, p.5-16.) 

Revolution Of The Word: A New Gathering Of American 
Avant Garde Poetry, 1914-1945, Editor: Jerome 
Rothenberg. - New York: Seizin Press, 1974. (Six 
poems reprinted, pp.222-236, with 'Statement Of 
Disagreements' (January, 1974), pp.237-2J8.) 

V Autobiographical notes and articles in biographical 
dictionaries 

• see Who's Who; International ~lO'S Who; Authors Today 
And Yesterdaf (ed. Stanley J. Kunitz. - New York: 
Wilson, 1933 ; Twentieth Century Authors (ed. 
Stanley J. Kunitz and Howard Haycraft. - New York: 
Wilson, 1942; Supple~nt, 1955); Contemporary Poets 
Of The English Language (ed. Rosalie Murphy and 
James Vinson. - London: st. James Press, md New 
York: St. Martin's Press, 1970; 2nd ed., 1975.) 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO PERIODICALS 

(To 1926 as Laura Riding Gottschalk; 1927-1939 as 
Laura Riding; 1942 as Laura Jackson; subsequently, 
Laura (Riding) Jackson.) 

VI Prose (including letters) 

• 

• 

• 

'A Prophecy Or A Plea,' The Reviewe~ 2' April 1925, 
pp.1-7. 

'(Answers to) An Enquiry,' New Verse, 12, October 
1934, pp.3-5. 

Epilogue I, Autumn 1935: 'Preliminaries,' pp. 1-5; 
'The Idea Of God,' by Thomas Matthews and Laura 
Riding, pp.6-54; 'The Cult Of Failure,' by Laura 
Riding and Madeleine Vara, pp.60-86; 'Germany,' 
by Laura Riding, John Cullen, Madeleine Vara, 
pp.9J-129 (includes 'Nietz~che,' by M.V., pp. 
11)-125); 'An Address To An International Audience,' 
by Madeleine Vara, pp.1)4-143i 'Poems And Poets,' 
pp.144-156; 'Picture-Making,' pp.213-219; 'Film­
Making,' by Len Lye and Laura Riding, pp.231- 235. 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Epilogue II, Summer 1936: 'In Apology,' pp.I-7i 
'Crime,' pp.8-56i 'Homiletic Studies; Anger,' 
pp.90-107i 'The Exercise Of English,' by Laura 
Riding and Robert Graves, pp.ll0-136i 'Philosophy 
And Poetry,' by Alan Hodge and Laura Riding, pp. 
148-160i 'A Film Scenario,' pp.162-189i 'Marginal 
Themes: The Bull Fight,' pp.193-207i 'Mar9inal 
Themes: The Literary Intelligence,' pp.22i-230i 
'Marginal Themes: George Sand,' by Madeleine 
Vara, pp.243-249. 

Epilogue III, Spring 1937: 'The End Of The World, 
And After,' pp.I-5i 'Politics And Poetry,' by 
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Laura Riding, Robert Graves, Harry Kemp, Alan Hodge, 
Madeleine Vara, pp.6-53i 'The Theme Of Fame,' by 
Madeleine Vara, pp.75-99i 'Frorn A Private Corres­
pondence On Reality,' by Laura Riding and Robert 
Graves, pp. 107-137i 'Humour And Poetry As Helated 
Themes,' by James Reeves and Laura Riding, pp. 
173-190; 'Drama,' by Laura Riding, Alan Hodge, 
Robert Graves, pp. 193-226; , A Letter From England 
To Majorca,' pp.227-229; 'The Justifications Of 
Advertising,' pp.246-255. 

(NB. "Madeleine Vara" is a p1'leudonym of Laura 
Riding. ) 

'The Latest In Synonymy,' by Schuyler and Laura Jackson, 
Wilson Library Bulletin, 11, November 1942, pp. 
219 and 225. 

'Introduction For A Broadcast;' 'Continued For Chelsea, ' 
Chelsea, ~, September 1962, pp.3-9. 

'The Sex Factor In Social Progres!'!,' Civil Delle 
Macchine, July-August 1963, pp. Reprinted in 
Chelsea, ~, March 1965, pp.114-122.) 

• 'Further On Poetry,' Chelsea, li, pp.38-47. 

• 'A Last Lesson In Geography' (with a sequel of 1964) 
Art And Literature, ~, Autumn 1965, pp.28-43. 

'A Letter To The Editor,' Minnesota ReView, Z, 1967, 
pp.77-79· 

'Correspondence,' Shenandoah, 18, Spring 1967, pp. 
67-70. 

• 'The Telling, I Chelsea, 20-21, May 1967, pp.114-162. 

'The Letters,' The Review, 24, December 1970, pp.75-76. 

'Laura Riding: 
Review, 11, 

'The Bondage, ' 

Response To Critics, I Massachusetts 
1971, pp.519-520 • 

Chelsea, 30-31, June 1972, pp.24-33. 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

'(The Seizin Press:) A Postscript,' Private Library, 
2' Autumn 1972, pp.139-147. 

'Poems And Paraphrases' (Letter), Times Literary 
Supplement, November 3, 1972, p.042. 

'''The Telling'" (letter), Times Literary Supplement, 
March 9, 1973, p.268. 

'Correspondence: The Cult Of "Connections"', Private 
Library, i, Autumn 1973, pp.133-141. 
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'Some Autobiographical Corrections Of Literary History, ' 
Denver Quarterly, ~, Winter 1974, 1-)3. 

'Variously, A~ To Stories,' Antaeus, 13-14, Spring­
Summer 1974, pp.50-69. 

'What, If Not A Poem, Poems?,' Denver Quarterly, 1, 
Summer 1974, pp.1-13. 

'Comments On ~lichael Kirkham's Essay,' Chelsea, 33, 
September 1974, pp.153-159. 

'Correspondence: On Ambiguity,' Modern Language 
QuarterlL' 36, March 1975, pp.102-106 • 

'Dr. Gove And The Future Of' Engli."h Dictionaries; , 
'Supplementary Comment Concerning George Watson's 
Thinking On Noam Chomsky,' Denver Quarterly, lQ, 
Spring 1975, pp.1-18; 19-25 • 

'Bertrand Russell And Others: The Idea Of' The MaRter­
M1nd,' Antaeus, 21/22, Spring/Summer 1976, pp.125-
135. 

VII Poems 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

'Dimensions,' The Fugitive, ~, August-September 1923, 
p.124. 

'A Pair,' Nomad, ~, Autumn 1923, p.9. 

'Daniel,' The Fugitive, ~, October 1923, p.154. 

'Adjustment,' The Lyric West, 1, November 1923, p.5. 

'To An Unborn Child,' 'The Quids,' 'Initiation,' 
'Starved,' The Fugitive, 1, February 1924, pp.9-14. 

'Improprieties,' 'For OneWho Will Dust A Shadow,' 
The Fugitive, 1, April 1924, pp.56-58. 

'For One Who Will Bless The Devil,' The Fugitive, 1, 
August 1924, p.124. 



'xII. S.l.et.d eo_atan 1.a boob .ad p.r1.od1.eel.a oa &..u.r. (R1.d.1y) 
J.eksoa· 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Rob.rt., M1eb •• l. 'Po ... -- A Jokiaa Word', Th. Po.try 
R.view. 19)0, pp.365-,67. 

W.st, R.b.ee •• 'MOd.rn Fairy Stori.ss Hiss Ridina's Lucky 
Baa' Ir.ri ... o~ ProV'ss O~ Stor1..s7, Swad.r Ti ... , 
26 J~ary 1936, pp.62-63. -

S.tth, J,..t Ad ... 'Coll.et.d Po ... By Laur. Ridi.,', ~!ftd 
six otb.~7, Th. Crit.rion, Vol.18, 1938 , pp.113-118. 

J.ekaoll, Sebayl.r 8. ·.la. Aad Two', !!!!!.' a6 D.e.aaber 
1938, p. ~1. 

Fit ... rald. Rob.rt. 'Laur. tidi .. : 'l'b. Coll.ct.d Po."" 
TIl! l.emll R.vi .... Vol.i, No.', Su ... r 19'9, pp.3"1-3"5. 

Mdr. Belvia. /t:l.v •• O~ wive.1, 'nle List.n.r, 28 S.pt • ...,.r 
1939. -

R.i_isB, Sod •• 'An Sati ... t. O~ war' Ridiq', Copt.l9Orary 
Po. try , Vol. VI, MO.', Au.~ 1,46, pp.14-17. 



• 'Mortal,' 'Forms,' 'Saturday Night,' 'Lying Spying, ' 
The Fugitive, 1, December 1924, pp.143-147. 
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• 'Summary For Ala~tor,' 'The Sad Boy,' 'The Higher Order, ' 
The Fugitive, i, March 1925, pp.7-10. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

'Druida,' 'The Circu~,' The Fugitive, ~, June 1925, 
pp.50-53. 

'Mary Carey,' 'The Only Daughter,' 'Virgin Of The Hills, ' 
The Fugitive, i, September 1925, pp.71-74. 

'Sonnetl'l In Memory Of Samuel,' 'The Fourth Wall, , 
The Fugitive, i, December 1925, pp.l04-109. 

'For One Who Will Sing,' Palms, 1, March 1926, p.179. 

'And This Is Loveliness,' 'Through In One Time,' 
·'Footfalling,' Transition; 2, December 1927 
pp.08-140. 

'Ding-Donging,' 'All Nothing, Nothing,' Transition 
11, Summer 1928, pp.l0 5- 10B • 

(Fourteen poems reprinted), Chelsea, ~, September 
1962, pp.10-27. 

(Eleven poems reprinted), Denver Quarterly, ~, 
Winter 1974, pp.J4-47 

Note: A fuller bibliographical checklist of the work of 
Laura (Riding) Jack8on, compiled by Mr. Alan Clark, may be 
found in the forthcoming issue of Chelsea, 35, Autumn 1976. 
I am greatly in Mr. Clark's debt for his sending me xeroxes 
01" 8everal of the items listed above, in particular the poem.s 
pl'inted in the more out-of-t~way magazines, such as Nomad, 
The Lyric West and Palms. 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Haizi!",., Sorua. 'An Appreeiation', ChelsPA 12, Septelllber 
1962. i.: '1.8- )1. 

Day, Douglas. Srifter Than R.8111on - Univpr!"i1.y Of North 
Carolina Press; Chapel Ui11, 196). 

Kirkham, Hiehael. The Voetary Of Hobert Graves - London: 
Athlone Press (University O~ London), 1969. 

namburger, Hlchael. '1'he Truth Of Poetr~ - London: W'( ... denfald 
And Nicholson, 1969, pp.)07-)08; )2 -)29. 

f~ler, Roy. 'The White Godd ••• •• The Revie., No.2" 
~.pt.mber-November 1970, pp.)-9. (See also, 'Lett.r,.·, 
The ReView, No.24, December 1970, pp.75-78.) 

~e)'1l1ou'r-Smith, Martin. 'Laura Riding'~ "Rejection Of Poetry"', 
The I\eview, No.2), September-November 1970, pp.l0-14. 

Kirkham, Mich •• l. 'LalU"a Ridin&' IJ Poellls', Cambridle 
Qearterll' Vol.5, No.3, Spring 1971, pp.)02-)O • 

tAn Ambition Beyond Poetry', Times 
Literary Supplell18nt. 9 t'ebruary 197), pp.151-152. 

Clark, Alan. 'The One Story: Laura (Riding) Jaekson, Th. 
Telling and Before', Stand, Vol.1S, No.1. 197), pp:)2-37. 

Kirkham, Michael. 'Hobert <.&raves'" Uebt To Laura Riding', 
roeulJ On Robert G.raves t No.), .l)ece,nber 197), Modern 
Lanb~a~e Association (U.S.A.). 

Kirkha{,I, Niehael. 'Laura (Hidina) Jackson', Chelsea 33, 
September 197'" pp. 

Thurman, Judith. 'Forgeries Of Ourselves', The Nation, 
30 NovelJlber 1974, pp.570-571. 

Clark. Alan. • LalU"a (Idding) Jackson', Cont.mporary Poets 
O~ TIle ~nglish Langua,., second edition, London: St. 
Ja~~s Press; New York: St. Martin's ITess, 1975, pp. 
1281-1284. 

• ford. Hugh. Vublisheu In Paris, London: Gamstone Press. 
1976. 

Note: A tuller bibliographieal checklist o~ the work o~ Laura 
(Riding) Jackson compiled by Hr. Alan Clark may be found in the 
forthcoming issue of Chelsea l5. Autumn 1976. 
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