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Abstract

The question at the centre of this thesis is whether or not the autobiographical mem-
ories we find in the poetry of Douglas Dunn and Tony Harrison merit consideration as
more than human documentaries or nostalgic tales of the past. Remembering the familiar
past provides both poets with the opportunity to confess feelings of grief (at the loss of a
wife or parent) and unease (often caused by the appropriation of family life for poetry).
Memory helps both poets to explore the origins of their poetic identities.

My approach combines close readings of individual poems (many of which have not
been previously analysed in such detail) with awareness of the intertextual. I cite refer-
ences made to famous elegies and suggest what has motivated both poets’ use of their
sources. Drawing on traditional elegies throughout — but especially in Chapters 1, 4 and 6
— I argue that Harrison and Dunn display elegiac tendencies in their treatment of personal
memory almost as if to counter the consciousness of oblivion present in their imaginations.
Making detailed use of Wordsworth’s ‘Essays upon Epitaphs’ and Gray’s ‘Elegy Written
in a Country Churchyard’, Chapter 1 argues that Harrison reviews a poetics of epitaphs in
V.. In Chapters 4 and 6 it is argued that the figures, structures and motifs of elegy frag-
mentarily echoed in Dunn’s poetry are deformations as well as celebrations of tradition;
and that such figures, structures and motifs highlight a social consciousness displayed in
the poet’s relationship with the people he remembers, and in the readership he imagines
for himself inside the text.

The thesis also emphasises attention to reader response. Delineation of the reader re-
sponses anticipated by Harrison and Dunn provides evidence for the argument that both
poets are aware that their choice of familiar subject matter is contentious and that each
desires to justify his choice. In Chapter 2 Harrison is shown as being preoccupied with sev-
eral different manifestations of oblivion including literary records of extinction. Chapter
3 investigates his dramatic contextualisation of the consciousness of oblivion (especially
as induced by the threat of nuclear war). Links between representations of memory in
translation and elegy are established, and the nature of Harrison’s public voice discussed
with special reference to Greek drama. Further to examining Dunn’s awareness of what
is implied by ‘translation’ (Chapter 3), the penultimate chapter of the thesis (Chapter 5)
analyses Dunn’s memories of childhood and growing up, memories which have similarities
with those of Tony Harrison. The study of narrative representations of memory in Chap-
ter 5 suggests the fundamentally rural origin of Dunn’s poetic identity, and his preference
for a past contained in a natural environment. Additionally, the evidence provided by
Dunn’s early collections indicates that he is instinctively an elegist whose art matures,
almost as if in preparation for his masterpiece to date, Flegies. The thesis culminates
with a chapter on FElegies in which it is argued that Dunn’s domestic contextualisation of
mourning produces social and cultural meanings.
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Preface

Throughout this thesis several abbreviations are substituted for titles of major texts by

Tony Harrison and Douglas Dunn. These are listed below in the order of their citation.
V: Tony Harrison, V., second edition (Newcastle: Bloodaxe Books, 1989).
HSP: Tony Harrison, Selected Poems, second edition (London: Penguin, 1989).
PR: Tony Harrison, ‘Anno 42’, Poetry Review, Vol. 77, No. 3 (Autumn 1987).
TS: Douglas Dunn, Terry Street (London: Faber and Faber, 1969).
LoN: Douglas Dunn, Love or Nothing (London: Faber and Faber, 1974).
SKP: Douglas Dunn, St. Kilda’s Parliament (London: Faber and Faber, 1981).
E: Douglas Dunn, Elegies (London: Faber and Faber, 1985).
NL: Douglas Dunn, Northlight (London: Faber and Faber, 1990).

DSP: Douglas Dunn, Selected Poems 1964—1988 (London: Faber and Faber, 1984).

References to The School of Eloquence are to Harrison’s continuing (that is, still in
progress) sequence of sonnets, parts of which have appeared in several of his books as
well as magazines, and not just in The School of Eloguence and other poems (London:
Rex Collings, 1978), which included the first substantial gathering of poems from it. The
book which contains the most comprehensive selection from The School of Eloguence is
the second edition (1989) of Harrison’s Penguin Selected Poems. The sonnet sequence Art
& Extinction and the elegy A Kumgquat For John Keats are found in the same selection,

abbreviated HSP.

This thesis is the result of work carried out in the Department of English at the
University of Durham, between October 1988 and August 1991, under the supervision of
Dr. M. O’Neill. No part of it has been previously submitted for any degree, either in this

or any other university.
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Introduction

The poems discussed in this thesis are mainly confessional. By ‘confessional’ I mean
poetry which calls on a reader to listen to a poet’s recreations of private and personal
opinions and feelings. Some critics are suspicious about the value and poetic quality of au-
tobiographical subject matter. The gist of such critical suspicion is that autobiographical
confession does not make for good poetry, a view eloquently expressed by Donald Davie
in his most recent critical book Under Briggflatts: A History of Poetry in Great Britain
1960-1988. In a sketch of the most important features of the poetry which has been
written since 1960, he casts a troubled glance at Tony Harrison’s ‘confessional’ enterprises
and writes:

The trouble with all such enterprises — whether by Plath, by Lowell, or by Harrison is that the

poetry asks to be taken in the first place as ‘a human document’. The story that we read from

The School of Eloquence, particularly as amplified in the Selected Poems, is indeed interesting

and touching. But its interest is documentary, not intrinsic to its nature as poetry; and so we

are bowled over on a first reading, but less so the next time, and the next.... Of course, since

human appeal is so much more straightforward than poetic appeal, such poems and sequences

of poems will be widely admired. And this has happened with Harrison, whose poems to and

about his parents enjoy more repute than other unconfessional pieces, both earlier in his career

and later, which in fact deserve more respect.[”

Central to Davie’s argument about the troublesome nature of confessional poetry is his
belief that the human responses stimulated in the reader by the poet’s act of confession
are not responses which can help the reader to evaluate the poetic quality of what he or
she is reading. However, in this thesis I argue that personal expressions of feeling found
in poetry can be read as more than ‘human documentaries’ and that the ‘human appeal’
of confessional poetry need not obfuscate the reader’s evaluation of the art of poetry. By
engaging with the interesting and touching memories of places and people that we find in
Harrison’s and Dunn’s confessional poetry and later in their elegies, this thesis posits the
argument that memory is the means by which both poets integrate human with poetic
qualities and demand an equally integrated and evaluating response from the reader.
One example from Tony Harrison will suffice to point to the connections made by the
artist’s confessional memory that I am concerned to shoﬁ. ‘Confessional Poetry’, written
for Jeffrey Wainwright, includes a dialogue between the poet and an imaginary critical
reader. The poet imagines that he is forced by the reader to defend the truthfulness of
his portrayal of his father:
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When Milton sees his ‘late espoused saint’
are we sure the ghost’s wife 1 or 27

Does knowing it’s himself beneath the paint
make the Rembrandts truer or less true?

But your father was a simple working man,
they’ll say, and didn’t speak in those full rhymes.
His words when they came would scarcely scan.

(HSP, p. 128)

Harrison’s dialogue with the critical reader raises the issue of the value and possibility of
capturing a real sense of personality in art. Clearly, the argument is focused around how
these truths relate to real truths, and much will depend on how successfully the critical
reader thinks the poet has articulated his memory of how his father spoke. Engaging with
the cultured reader by making literary references is also a dominant hallmark of Harrison’s
poetry. His own literary memories are as important as the memories of a childhood spent
in Leeds. Uniting these memories in a poem such as ‘Confessional Poetry’, the poet shows
he is acutely conscious of the appropriation of poetry by those who say that his father’s
words do not scan. Harrison imagines that the reader will exercise a different criterion of
judgement when he treats the working life of his father as fit subject for poetry. Despite
imagining the intolerance of his cultured readers (the ‘they’ which recurs throughout his
poetry represents the rifeness of discrimination) Harrison frequently makes literary ref-
erences. Literary references immediately introduce discrimination into a text written by
Harrison since literature was not important in his parents’ lives. This thesis approaches
Harrison’s treatment of memory by considering the role that traditional literary repre-
sentations of memory (in particular elegy) have to play in the poet’s representation of
childhood. By doing so I engage with the criticism and judgement which Harrison ex-
pects from the current cultural establishment as well as with the role of memory in past

poetry.

In V. Harrison refers to an epitaphic landscape of dead workers and their forgotten
pasts which the reader of poetry cannot fail to notice points out links between poetic
language and absence or loss. (The workers buried on Beeston Hill have names like
‘Wordsworth’ and ‘Byron’.) Harrison looks for links between the poetic appropriation of
the language of the graveyard and industrial decay, and finds them in himself. By drawing
on Wordsworth’s Essays upon Epitaphs and examining the autobiographical content of the
memory displayed in V. Chapter 1 explores the way in which Harrison creates a poetry

in which the poet’s responsibility for the memory displayed on an epitaph is transferred
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from the inscribing of stone to the poet mindful of remembering as he stands on a grave-
plot. Harrison draws on previous literary uses of memory in V. (especially Wordsworth’s
example) in order to reassert and reassess the critique of society with which the writing of
epitaph has traditionally negotiated. In support of this argument I refer to the epitaphs
mentioned in the elegies of John Milton and Thomas Gray. Emphasising such intertextu-
ality, Chapter 1 asserts that Harrison’s relations with tradition are intricate and complex.
In a footnote to his discussion of figuration in Proust, Gerard Genette writes:

It goes without saying, in the case of Proust, that each example taken from the Recherche can

produce ... an endless discussion between a reading of the novel as fiction and a reading of the

same novel as autobiography. We should perhaps remain within this whirligig (tourniquet).m
There are several stories manifested in Harrison’s representation of memory which can
also be read as realities: they include the story of his life and how he became a poet,
the story of his parents’ lives, and other poets’ elegiac accounts of loss. What is original
in Harrison’s treatment of memory is his use of an indistinct division between real and
fictional memory to bring into the open issues of survival and self-assessment. Harrison
presupposes the absence from historical records and poetry of the lives of workers. The act
of writing The School of Floguence (published in Tony Harrison, Selected Poems, second
edition (London: Penguin, 1989), abbreviated as HSP) is in itself an attempt to try to

redress this fact.

Much of Harrison’s and Dunn’s poetry is concerned with memories of periods when
they lived in poorer environments, and examines the ways in which the memories of those
experiences come through to the present and can affect the future. The general argument
mooted in this thesis is that books like Terry Street (Douglas Dunn, Terry Street (London:
Faber and Faber, 1969), abbreviated as TS) and The School of Eloquence can be considered

1 [3]

+
to be more than ‘human documentaries’™ and can be regarded as good poetry because

they manage to make the primary attachments which poets feel for family and friends
refer to more general issues. This has already been pointed out by Jeremy Hooker, who
praises the power of contemporary poetry to reflect yet go beyond social criticism:

I believe that poetry which concerns itself — in Heaney’s words — with both the matter of England
and the question of what is the matter with England shows that feelings are complicated. ...
The poets differ in their interpretations of the history they have lived, or are living, but what
all show is that the historical sense is rooted in the poet by the forces making him what he is:
it may be diagnostic, or provide an overview, but it always yvorks through primary attachments

and emotions.'

Strong personal ‘primary attachments and emotions’ are evident in The School of Elo-

quence. Harrison’s representations of his father involve ‘understanding of my feelings
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about my relationship with him’, an activity in which the poet becomes ‘related to histor-
ical struggles between classes’.” A prominent feeling in Harrison’s relationship with his
father is a rebellious loneliness, exacerbated by the fact that he chooses to commit himself
to the identity of a poet by precocious reading at an early age. Harrison’s rebellious lone-
liness is related to historical struggles between paternalistic authority and revolutionary
groups dedicated to changing the status quo. The solitary poet’s feelings of being a rebel
come to the fore in poems such as ‘A Good Read’. Remembering his childhood reading
and his father’s suspicion of it makes the poet feel resentful, resentment which is related
to a more detailed analysis of resentment of political authoritarianism in a sequence of
sonnets like ‘Curtain Sonnets’. When his father voices his doubts about the activity of
reading ( ‘ah sometimes think you read too many books. / ah nivver ’ad much time for a
good read’) Harrison responds with:

Good read! I bet! Your programme at United!

The labels on your whisky or your beer!

You’d never get unbearably excited

poring over Kafka or King Lear.

The only score you’d bother with ’s your darts,

or fucking football. ..
(All this in my mind.)

(HSP, p.141)

Harrison’s resentful tone (‘fucking football’) arises from the fact that every time he reads
he is brought up short by his father’s scepticism and faced with his own isolation. At
the same time that the poet’s consciousness is full of resentment, Harrison also displays
a mindfulness of silence surrounding his father’s opinions on art. The poet with ‘(all
this in my mind)’ is hesitant of putting the memory of his father’s attitudes into poetry.
However, the nature of the silence in ‘A Good Read’ is paradoxical, Harrison being both
mouthpiece for his dead father’s life and position on the arts, and silent creator imagining
the dialogue which his father would have preferred. In ‘Study’ Harrison states that ‘my
mind moves upon silence and Aeneid VI’ (HSP, p.115) as if his reading could lead to
some silent meeting with his family dead in the afterworld (Book VI deals with Aeneas’
descent into the underworld). Such mindfulness of the silences surrounding Harrison’s
childhood reading and relz;.tionship with his father develops into the consciousness of
oblivion which we encounter later in Art & Extinction. We can understand the oblivion
in Harrison’s consciousness more deeply by turning to the significance which the poet
gives the memory of his mother in the creation of his identity as a poet. In an interview

with John Haffenden, Harrison declared that ‘the most formative linguistic part of your
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life is the mother tongue, the early speech’.! There are several moments in The School
of Eloguence when Harrison remembers the education he had at his mother’s knee. (This
aspect of his poetry is addressed in Chapter 1.) However, memory is also a Mother who
inspires poetry, and in a radio broadcast Harrison makes the connection between mother,
memory, poetry and his consciousness of extinction. The poet specifically draws attention

to memory’s ability to be both mother and muse:

The remarkable thing that happens to our imagination since the invention of nuclear weapons
is that the imaginary and the real become dependent upon the same facts because with the
extinction of man and the extinction of his memory — memory you must remember was described
by the ancient poet Hesiod as the Mother of the Muses — that upon that depends the aspirations,
the sufferings of the distant past, and somehow by destroying the future we betray the sufferings,
the aspirations, the creativity, the endurance of the past. Once human extinction is present in
our imagination then we bear in our memory the responsibility for the past, we bear in the way

we act, the responsibility for the future ... responsibility to the action of the present by which

. . . 7
we can ensure a human future in which things can be remembered. [

Harrison deliberately talks about ‘our imagination’, ‘our memory’ [my italics|, indicat-
ing that memory can also link reader and poet. In Chapter 2 I focus on the poet’s
consciousness of extinction posited in Art & Exztinction (published in Tony Harrison, Se-
lected Poems, second edition (London: Penguin, 1989), abbreviated as HSP), the elegy
A Kumgquat For John Keats, (published in Tony Harrison, Selected Poems, second edi-
tion (London: Penguin, 1989), abbreviated as HSP) and Anno 42 (published in Poetry
Review, Vol. 77, No. 3 (Autumn 1987) abbreviated as PR). Harrison asks the reader to
consider his or her response to the extinction proffered by the real threat of nuclear war.
Chapter 2 argues that Harrison draws attention to the relationship between an artist and
his audience to make it clear that a reader is responsible for whether or not a poetic
text survives. Such an artistic concern is made to highlight the reader’s responsibility
for countering the awareness of ‘human extinction’ in ‘our’ imagination. I use the word
‘oblivion’ rather than extinction in the title of Chapter 2 because oblivion draws more
readily on both the theme of the endurance of an artist’s memory present in elegy, and
literary definitions of extinction. Indeed, a poet who is aware that ‘human extinction’®
is present in his imagination is especially suited for elegiac writing since elegy has been
described as being ‘specifically about what is missing’.’” The endurance of a poet’s text
after his death is a theme frequently found in elegy. Harrison thinks that such an idea

was used in the past as consolation in poetry. Attempting to ‘justify’ Art & Eztinction

to John Haffenden Harrison claimed that the sequence was about ‘the idea which used to



Introduction 6

console people’:

the idea that you can write in a certain style because some day there would be an understanding.
Now the future doesn’t look that much of a dead cert for gambling on: we are faced with a very
real idea of extinction, not only of personal extinction but of the [poetic] work and of memory,
and it certainly takes away that feeling that you were laying up a readership in heaven or the

future. That choice, which in a sense sustained poets for centuries, is no longer available to
[20]
us.

The consolation which Harrison achieves in his elegies is limited by the presence of ‘human

extinction’™"

in his creative imagination; however the attachment of the poet to his
personal past provides some relief. The paradox that ‘extinction’ is present in, and brought
to mind by the workings of ‘creative imagination’ is something which Harrison is never

tired of musing over.

In the sequence The School of Eloquence Harrison retains strong ‘primary attachments
and emotions’ to the past he remembers. The domestic nature of these memories are
surrounded and threatened by hostile and difficult environments. It is argued in Chapters
1 and 2 that the most valuable asset Harrison gains from working with the memories
of his personal background is their capacity for suggesting love. Lovingly remembered
experience turned to poetry is often Harrison’s medium for responding positively to the
many losses, absences and destructive forces present in his consciousness. He makes poetry
from forgotten generations, nostalgia, the threat of oblivion that nuclear war offers, and
the deaths of people close to him. However, Harrison is not a poet who believes in
softening the sordid, disturbing or unpleasant impact that the retelling of these memories
may involve. One of the most contentious points about Harrison’s poetry has been his
tendency to use highly selective memories of past experience and obscure accounts of
events to craft his poetry; in the crafting he exercise his own sense of responsibility that

goes with ‘the way we act’.t*?

Elegy was the daughter of Mnemosyne and Harrison’s skillful development of loving
memory to generate records of past human suffering in his elegiac writing is the natural
culmination of his tendency to write poetry in which memory seems confession. In ‘The
Mother of The Muses’ the poet suggests links between the loving rememberance of personal
loss and the recounting of historical injustices performed by mankind. (The poem is an
elegy written ‘In memoriam Emmanuel Stratas, born Crete 1903, died Toronto 1987’.)
Initially Harrison is motivated to remember in order to counter the inevitable decay of

mind which old age brings:
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Seeing the Home he’s in ’s made me obsessed

with remembering those verses I once knew

and setting myself this little memory test

I don’t think, at the moment, I'll come through.

It’s the Memory, Mother of the Muses, bit.!""
Harrison is frightened of the ‘Home’ in which his father-in-law died. The poem refers
later to other inmates, and it becomes clear that the poet’s fear is partly caused by his
sensitivity to the fact that each resident’s mind is being taken over by forgetfulness. One of
these residents is Lilian, who is losing the coherence of her loving memory of her husband’s
funeral:

Lilian, whose love made her decide

to check in with her mate who’d had a stroke,

lost all her spryness once her husband died. ..

He had a beautiful ... all made of oak

silk inside ... brass handles ... tries to find

alternatives ... that long thing where you lie

for words like coffin that have slipped her mind
and forgetting, not the funeral makes her cry.*

Harrison’s poetic consciousness is highly evident here. Funeral ritual associated with
mourning gives Harrison’s verse a formality which is threatened by fragmentation. Lilian’s
memory of her husband’s funeral is punctuated with dots signifying her tongue-tied old
age. Apart from mourning, pastoral and love lyric traditions are referred to in this stanza.
The poet’s description of Lilian’s husband as ‘her mate’ relates him to the mock-pastoral
which ends the poem: ‘Country people used to say today’s / the day the bird’s sense spring
choose their mates / and trapped exotics in the Dresden blaze / were flung together in their
flame-fledged fates.’™ By making no attempt to disguise the presence of various poetic
forms in his verse, Harrison risks the charge of being too self-conscious, of being more
concerned with treating elegy as ‘a helpmate in the contemplation of the tragic aspects
of life'™® than celebrating a person dear to him who has died. The charge of excessive
self-consciousness is levelled by David Constantine in ‘A Strange Piety’,"” a review of
Harrison’s Selected Poems. Chapter 3 attempts to confute Constantine by arguing that

Harrison integrates personality and social and historical contexts, consequently fulfilling

his desire to ‘speak publicly as a poet’.!**

In The School of Elogquence personal memories of family rebellion merge with the
poet’s appreciation and reading of foreign language texts. Chapter 3 investigates how
the portrayal of memory evident in Harrison’s translations helps us to understand the

development of ‘a public voice’ when he utilises personal instances of memory. In a recent
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interview in The Guardian Harrison declared his interest in attempting to find a stance
which would enable him to speak ‘publicly as a poet’,"*” particularly through translations
of dramatic works. Translation is a particularly relevant art for arguing that Harrison is
not a self-obsessed poet even if he is obsessed with remembering. In translation the
translator adopts responsibility for the continued remembrance of the artist he translates,
he chooses to draw out aspects of the work he thinks are valuable, such as moments of
dramatised memory. Studying the links between Harrison’s use of memory to counter
oblivion in elegy and translation shows how important it is to identify exactly what
significance a poet gives to different styles of writing. Comparing and contrasting the
language of V. and The Oresteia with several citations of Greek drama in Harrison’s
Selected Poems, I argue that the dramatic language present in Harrison’s poetry creates
a stage for public speaking. Indeed, the dramatisation of poetic identity emphasises the

staged effects of memory rather than the personal content.

Chapter 3 also provides my introduction to the poetry of Douglas Dunn and the
writing styles which he has developed throughout his poetic career to communicate public
themes; his results are different from that of Tony Harrison. Analysis of the way in
which he dramatises moments of memory in Andromache demonstrates the preference for
lyricism evident in his verse. My argument that Dunn works with memory partly because
it can translate (move from one place to another) between the commonplace and numinous
is supported by a detailed analysis of his use of the verb ‘translate’. This provides evidence
that Dunn’s use of personal memories generates a more metaphysical discussion of society

and the reader’s responsibility for countering oblivion than Tony Harrison offers.

* * *

At this point in the thesis I go back to the start of Dunn’s poetic career and examine
how his poetic identity matures into that which informs FElegies. Reviewing Terry Street,
Terry Eagleton praised Dunn’s ‘refreshed perception’ for its success at achieving a bal-
ance ‘between objective description and a more inward understanding reached through
subdued metaphor’.?® Terry Street, discussed in Chapter 4, gives invaluable insight into
the education and workings of Dunn’s poetical mind, revealing the importance of ‘reflec-
tion’ to his aesthetic awareness of reality. ‘Reflection’ befits an elegiac sensibility; indeed,
elegy. Coleridge argued that elegy was a style of poetry ‘natural to a reflective mind’.""
By arguing that the solitary figure becomes emblematic of the poet’s identity among the
people of Terry Street, I suggest that, although Dunn is isolated (isolation which implies

the poet’s inevitable exile from his subject matter), he makes every effort to achieve con-
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tact with his fellow men and women. Solitude is a state of existence common to the
poet of elegy, and the combination of Dunn’s solitude with the dejected ‘reflection’ on
reality which we read in Terry Street hints that the roots of the successful elegiac art we
find in his later work are present in this first collection. Coleridge proves an invaluable
aid in assessing the elegiac nature of the reflection we find in Terry Street. His criticism
1. [22]

anticipates a contemporary mindfulness of loss and feelings of ‘extreme dejection’:

Something is gained, if instead of attending to our sensations, we begin to think of them. But
in order to do this, we must reflect on these thoughts — or the same sameness will soon sink
them down into mere feeling. And in order to sustain the act of reflection on our thoughts, we
are obliged more and more to compare and generalize them, a process that to a certain extent
implies, and in still greater degree excites and introduces, the act and power of abstracting

the thoughts and images from their original cause, and of reflecting on them with less and less

reference to the individual suffering that had been their first subject. *)

The workings of Dunn’s reflective mind in Part I of Terry Street are frequently pain-filled.
However, the same act of reflection which implies pain goads the poet to deeper thought
about his solitary role in the social environment he makes his subject. In Part I Dunn’s
reflective mind works on a social environment and in doing so offers a critique of the
human documentaries being made by film crews in the 1960s. In Part II Dunn mocks the
‘vanity’ of the reflective mind which tries to characterise the poet’s identity. Ordinary
objects and everyday situations are abstracted and considered on a more philosophical and
mythical level, but this is carried out with self-mockery which, it is argued, shows Dunn’s

heightened awareness that his writing may not be generally considered good poetry.

Fear of exclusion and the debilitating effects of exile haunt Dunn’s poetry. In Love
or Nothing and St. Kilda’s Parliament Dunn’s use of industrial and rural subject matter
manifests both the poet’s sense of exclusion from the literary establishment (because the
choice of subject is not considered suitable) and his sense of exile from the places he grew
up in and left in order to educate himself to be a poet. Industrial and labouring subject
matter combined with the sense that such working life (industrial and the poets who write
about it) has been consigned to oblivion by the adverse judgements of literary and social
establishments, makes a dual study of both Harrison’s and Dunn’s writing fruitful. The
link between the subject matter Dunn deals with in Barbarians and Harrison’s poetry is
not considered in this thesis partly because it has already been extensively noted by many
critics and partly because of the restrictions of time and space which limit the range of
research. Not wishing to cover similar ground too frequently was another reason to be
selective and led to the exclusion of a detailed analysis of the lamenting woman figure in

Europa’s Lover (published as Douglas Dunn, Europa’s Lover (Newcastle: Bloodaxe Books,
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1982).

Unlike Harrison Dunn does not aim to publicly stage the events of the past in po-
etry by drawing on the language of drama. Instead the inclination of the story teller
to embellish all experience in fiction is strongly rooted in Dunn’s poetic art. Chapter
5 examines the workings of memory in Dunn’s narrative poems. It is argued that the
narrative in Love or Nothing (Douglas Dunn, Love or Nothing (London: Faber and Faber,
1974), abbreviated as LoN) and St. Kilda’s Parliament (Douglas Dunn, St. Kilda’s Parlia-
ment (London: Faber and Faber, 1981), abbreviated as SKP) is exploratory of the past.
Indeed, Dunn’s considered use of repetition and cross reference to previous collections
of poetry supports Frank Kermode’s idea that: ‘Narrative certainly serves both to aid
memory and to explain; those are its primary functions. But it also deals in oblivion
and secrecy.’® Dunn measures and ascertains the meaning of the memories held in the
texts of landscapes; in the written and unwritten texts of the literate and illiterate. The
narrative treatment of memory discussed in Chapter 5 invites comparison with the anal-
ysis of Harrison’s consciousness of the ‘human extinction’ in his imagination offered in
Chapters 2 and 3. Alan Robinson suggests that Dunn examines his roots as a ‘Scottish
working class poet’™ in order to counter the traditional oblivion working class Scottish
poets are consigned to. His poetry recalls ‘Young dead like Leyden, Smith and Gray /
Unread forgotten’, ‘Burns, Fergusson, John Wilson, Tannahill’ (SKP, p. 53). Recalling the
memory of working poets Dunn reinterprets the history of political influence on Scottish
culture by ‘reacting against the subordination of proletarian talent’.? The links between
remembering forgotten historical subject matter and poetry which articulates or shows
any sort of positive or negative awareness about death are as strong in Dunn’s poetry
as they are in Tony Harrison’s. However, Dunn deliberately chooses historical examples

which illustrate ‘the forgotten anima of Scotland’ (SKP, back cover).

In a recent review of Northlight (Douglas Dunn, Northlight (London: Faber and Faber,
1990), abbreviated as NL), Dunn’s latest book of poetry, David Profumo remarks on the
metaphysical mood of the verse and the anomalies projected by the personal subject
matter: Dunn is not concerned to provide slick formulaic answers in his verse, but to
prise open the anomalies of personal and national identity.*? Clearly, Profumo considers
that the power of Dunn’s verse lies in its ability to record experience and also question that
record. In Elegies (Douglas Dunn, Elegies (London: Faber and Faber, 1985), abbreviated
as E) Dunn’s inability to grasp the reality of his wife’s death communicates the anomalies

of a mind affected by a great sense of loss. Concrete references of the sort Harrison makes
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to social class and historical devastation are conspicuously absent from FElegies. However,
what connects these poems with the poems of Terry Street is the loving couple’s isolation,
a similar sense of exile seems to operate in both collections. Isolating himself from human
society Dunn creates a realm of love. Many of the small gestures he makes to a world
outside his marriage and experience of his wife’s demise indicate that the poet imagines

a literary world which is inimical to his attempts to express his love in poetry:

Why be discreet? A broken heart is what I have —
A pin to burst the bubble of shy poetry,
Mnemosyne revealed as what, in life, she stands for.

(E, p.58)

The answer to the question proffered by an unseen reader (or by the poet to himself)
shows Dunn’s determination not to hide his feelings, but to openly express them in poetic
and emotional language. However, the poet’s reference to a mythical figure also displays
his concern with tradition. Like Tony Harrison whose reference to the Mnemosyne myth
proved to be a crucial way of approaching the origins of his personal and poetic identity,
it can be argued that Dunn regards his wife both as companion in terms of the personal
feeling he shared with her and as a ‘Woman’ figurative of ‘life itself’:

The most mysterious, unearthly lyric earns its beauty by virtue of having been written by
a man or woman who experienced the sensations that the poem discloses. When we say
‘man’ or ‘woman’ we know what we mean: everything they do, everything that can happen
to them; thoughts, feelings, events, controversies, transactions, delights and tragedies. ‘Man’

and ‘Woman’ mean not merely gender, but life itself. To treat either cipher with disrespect is

to risk inhumanity. (28]

Lesley Dunn’s life is remembered as a ‘good life’ with much pain. Remembering his
wife involves the belief that the poet, in order to write truthfully, must face up to the
implications of his melancholy and mournful moods. The working of memory in Elegies
has surreptitious links with traditional elegy, the poet’s learning is kept in the background.
At one stage Dunn records the words of his wife who says, ‘“Write out of me, not out of
what you read”’ (E, p.26). Dunn’s decision to subdue literary reference is partly due to
the fact that he wishes the representation of his wife to be the main educating theme of

his poetry.

Throughout his poetry Dunn is particularly sensitive to the activity of reading. The
question, ‘Why be discreet?’ involves the reader directly with the issue of the function of
expressing feelings in verse. The contemporary poet Peter Levi argues that the connection

between a desire to be articulate about death and the presence of myth (or fiction) in
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poetry is that both aim to fulfill psychological functions:

A second important function of poetry is to be articulate about death. The obvious examples
are almost too many. This is the subject matter of the most terrible and direct of all Latin
hymns, maybe of all Medieval poems, the ‘Dies Irae’. And thirdly, there is the mysterious use
of poetry which shadow-plays the return of human beings to their first justice, the vindication
of mankind, the renaissance of antiquity, the resurrection of the dead. It is no more possible to
exhaust this use of poems by verbal analysis than it is to pin down the psychological functjons
of mythology, to which of course I am referring. There is an excellent and strange example in

Shakespeare’s Pericles: Prince of Tyre in Act Three, Scene Two: the opening of the chest. !

Levi is right to refer to Shakespeare although trying to explain uses of poetry which
include the contemporary, because Shakespeare understood the power of memory. There
is a debate in Pericles about the value of memory preserved in epitaphs and monuments
and that more mysteriously preserved by love. The integrity of memory preserved by
epitaphs is severely questioned. Dionyza tries to placate her husband’s worries about the

murder of Marina which they think has been successfully performed:

Dionyza. And as for Pericles, what should he say?
We wept after her hearse, and yet we mourn.
Her monument
Is almost finished, her epitaphs
In glittering golden characters express
A general praise to her, and care in us
At whose expense ’tis done.®”

The memory of Marina publicly expressed is one of praise and of a golden nature. However
it is a memory built from hatred and jealousy, intended to exhibit the generosity and
wealth of Dionyza. Shakespeare shows that there is a great absence of truthfulness in such
a memory. There is a truth more real than the facts discover to us which needs explaining.
When Marina meets Pericles a higher mystical truth is invoked. Marina slowly breathes
life into Pericles’ memories as she tells him her parentage and background. The mingling

of dead and living memories produce a strange tension in Pericles:

Pericles. O, stop there a little!
This is the rarest dream that e’er dulled sleep
Did mock sad fools withal. This cannot be;
My daughter’s buried. Well, where were you bred?
I'll hear you more, to the bottom of your story,
And never interrupt you.?"
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Something in Shakespeare is looking for a link between memory and dream, life and
death, inspiration and story telling, fiction and reality, and finds it in Marina’s ‘story’;

her narratives are ‘acts of memory’.*

One can compare Shakespeare’s pursuit of such a link with Dunn’s practice in Elegies,
since much of the beauty of Dunn’s poetry comes from the way he can smoothly exchange
the commonplace and the numinous. Heightened momei;ts (often marked by reference to
another author) and simple observations are equally remembered. In ‘The Sundial’ Dunn

examines the relationship of ‘Time, love and literature!”

You stood with your back to me
By that crumbling sundial,
Leaving your book on it -

Time, love and literature!

You shielded your eye from the sun
As a peacock strutted towards you.

(E, p. 30)

His wife’s back resists the poet’s interpretation of the past by symbolising aloofness.
Dunn’s memory of her twists and turns in a way which emphasises the elusiveness of
knowledge about mysteries, and confronts Dunn with the physical pain and horror asso-
ciated with the cause of her death:

...a peacock strutted towards you.

You called it beautiful and touched its head,

Then turned around to me, eye-patched

And fastened to a mourning blink

Brought there by melanoma’s

Sun-coaxed horrific oncos,

Leaving me to guess at

What mysteries you knew
Foretold by love or creatures.

(E, p. 30)

The desire to capture the loving and beautiful sensations associated with the memory of
his wife combines with Dunn’s hope that through doing so he can create poetry filled
with visions of ‘Time, love and literature!’. But the turn that memory takes within the
poem shows that the memory of his wife is also associated with a ‘horrific’, artistically
debilitating disease. The literal turn that the memory of his wife makes confronts Dunn
with his loss and the cause of her death, ‘fastened to a mourning blink’. Remembering

this afresh leaves the poet guessing at the knowledge of mysteries he had hoped to reach
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by looking at her presence through ‘Time, love and literature!’. The links between the
workings of memory and loss that this poem so beautifully exhibits shows how unpre-
dictable memory is; how it can suddenly turn from joy to sorrow; and how elusive are
the mysteries it tempts the poet to investigate. The tantalising sense of a ‘Good’ being
just beyond the reach of understanding that memory creates is a particularly important
cause of the grief Dunn expresses throughout Elegies. The fact that her ‘book’ is left on
the sundial implies the links literature has with the memory of Lesley Dunn’s and at the

same time its incompatibility with her suffering.

Dunn often attempts to convince his reader of the metaphysical truths his memories
contain as well as of their ordinary reality. The physical workings of memory evident
throughout Dunn’s poetry emphasise the poet’s striving to use memory to suggest ‘a Truth
more real than the facts alone discover’ which is separate from those facts. It suggests
Dunn’s sincere attachment to the real even while trying to go beyond it. Sensuality
is employed throughout Dunn’s poetry to emphasise the poet’s belief that intensity of

experience in this life touches on knowledge of ‘something that’s beyond’:

...sight, touch, smell and sound
Create the taste
Of something that’s beyond
Quick understanding: dusk
Rubs light against
A cloudy pink,
And sky’s experienced
Formations re-enact
A Pictish beauty
As the reflected West bleeds on the Tay;

(NL, p. 69)

Real landscapes and places in his poetry are thronged with mystical, fictional, and personal
memories. The workings of these memories can be sensuous; they can search for something
absent which is ‘beyond / Quick understanding’. Chapter 6 argues that Dunn uses the
lyricism of memory to communicate the idea that man is not psychologically trapped
by his own memories. Although Dunn shows himself isolated from the world, the loving

relationship he records is couched in figurative terms of sharing:

At night, I lay beside her in the unique hours.
There were mysteries in candle-shadows,
Birds, aeroplanes, the rabbits of our fingers,
The lovely, erotic flame of the candlelight.
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Sad? Yes. But it was beautiful also.

There was a stillness in the world. Time was out
Walking his dog by the low walls and privet.
There was anonymity in words and music.

(E, p- 14)

The ‘anonymity’ Dunn finds is not a result of forgetting or obliterating who he is, nor is
it created by a loss of memory. Certainly, anonymity implies the absence of personality,
but the nature of the poet’s absence here is filled with the presence of another person and
the conditioning circumstances which have provoked and produced the absence in himself;
the regular activities of Time; the sadness induced by his wife’s death; the beauty of the

stillness which he feels.

Assessing Dunn’s writing about his own memory and how he copes with loss as a
solitary figure, is crucial if we want to truly understand his contribution to contemporary

"B js a comment made by Dunn

poetry. ‘It was re-introducing personality into poetry
on the direction he felt Philip Larkin’s poetry was guiding contemporary poets and is
pertinent to his own poetry. Writing about the effects that memories of loss have upon his
mind and artistic awareness constantly challenges the poet’s faith that autobiographical

subject matter is of a quality suitable for poetry.

This thesis intends, then, to show that Harrison’s and Dunn’s writing demands a
qualitative response to the way their poetry integrates personal memory with mindfulness
of social and moral existence. Both poets remember selected times from the past and
examine the ways in which these come through to the present to affect the future. Each
poet’s deepest emotions are stirred by memories of their own origins (poetic and personal),
but at the same time their deepest thinking is disturbed by the thought that such origins
will not endure, or that their subject matter will not find a readership which will approve
of their subject matter. Both poets are ‘articulate about death’™ and aware of the
threats of oblivion and loss present in their poetic consciousnesses. Most importantly,
memory works in the poetry of Tony Harrison and Douglas Dunn to offer relief whilst

heightening the consciousness of impending oblivion.
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Chapter 1
A Poet in Search of an Epitaph

A ‘poem of mourning occasioned by a specific death’™ was one definition of elegy
offered recently by Peter Sacks. There is some question as to whether Harrison’s V.
can be described in these terms. Although one critic has described the poem as a ‘long
poem carved out of experience and the heartbreak of personal bereavement’®® (a point
attested to by the poet’s infrequent but impassioned memories of his deceased parents
in V.), other critics have chosen to draw attention to Harrison’s mindfulness of social
issues. Christopher Frew argued that V. offered ‘ruminations on the physical and mental
wasteland of the industrial North East’.®*” And yet, neither critical approach is quite
accurate enough. V. begins with the poet’s imagined death and becomes his search for
a poem which will fulfill his desire to ‘speak publicly as a poet’®™ and yet also serve as
his epitaph. Harrison stands in a distinctly urban (as opposed to pastoral) landscape of
epitaphs memorialising his working class forbears, family and poetic peers. In this first
Chapter I focus on Harrison’s response to the epitaphs in Beeston Hill and ask how these
epitaphs relate to Harrison’s search for a poem which fully represents his life’s work. An
epitaph is an inscription on a tomb, a brief composition written on the occasion of a
person’s death, since Harrison is silent about exactly what is written on the gravestones
he reads, I use the word to refer to the whole tombstone or grave, thus implying that
the poet reads more than the visible inscription. Additionally, although V. may not be
‘a poem of mourning occasioned by a specific death’, asking how the traditional forms
and figures of elegy relate to Harrison’s treatment of memories of Leeds and his parents

provides us with insight into why Harrison is at such pains to dictate his own epitaph.

The language of epitaphs has constantly fascinated poets, and it is no accident that
Harrison plans that his own epitaph will fall opposite a working man who shares his name
with William Wordsworth whose Essays upon Epitaphs ‘form a notable contribution to
Romantic poetics’.®® Throughout V. Harrison is interested in engaging with the strong
influence of Wordsworthian treatments of memory and death. He establishes reference to
Wordsworth’s style and diction early in V.:

This graveyard on the brink of Beeston Hill’s
the place I may well rest if there’s a spot

under the rose roots and the daffodils
by which dad dignified the family plot.

(V,p-7.)
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Harrison’s diction ‘spot’, ‘place’, ‘daffodils’, ‘plot’, make strong links with the diction used
by Wordsworth to create landscapes suitable for epitaphs which preserve memory. For
example, in ‘I only Looked for Pain and Grief’ Wordsworth finds a natural outlet for his
feelings of grief and pain in ‘the precious spot [which] is all my own’.®” In ‘Inscription’
he devises an inscription ‘for the Spot where the Hermitage stood on St. Herbert’s Island,
Derwent-Water’: ‘This quiet spot.—St. Herbert hither came / And here, for many seasons
from the world / Removed.’* In V. ‘spots’ and ‘plots’ are cluttered with objects and at
first sight resemble rubbish heaps. The decay evident within the spots and plots designated
for Harrison’s father’s memorial in V. becomes an unusual outlet for the complex feelings
which swathe the poet’s relationship with his father. In addition the objects are linked
with words which may be read as inscription; the ‘petals’ which strew the ground are
associated with the words ‘Here Comes the Bride’ (V, p.23); the ‘aerosol’ with the grafitti
which adorns the gravestones; the word ‘HARP’ on the ‘HARP can’ adds another word
to the heap:
The ground’s carpeted with petals as I throw

the aerosol, the HARP can, the cleared weeds

on top of dad’s dead daffodils, then go,
with not one glance behind, away from Leeds.

(V, p.26)

The issue of how poets remember familiar and personal pasts is an important one in
contemporary poetry. In a subtle analysis of ‘the idea of not looking back’ in Station
Island by Seamus Heaney John Kerrigan suggests that Heaney lets ‘the past haunt him
into poetry’.”? In ‘The Underground’ Heaney remembers a moment when he and his wife
were late for the Proms. Heaney’s use of the Hansel and Gretel fairy tale to represent
his process of remembrance indicates the feelings of vulnerability (Hansel and Gretel are

children abandoned in a forest) which Heaney associates with ‘retracing the path back’:

I come as Hansel came on the moonlit stones
Retracing the path back, lifting the buttons

To end up in a draughty lamplit station

After the trains have gone, the wet track

Bared and tensed as I am, all attention

For your step following and damned if I look back.
Harrison has travelled to Leeds to spend ‘ten minutes’ tidying his parents’ grave-plot.
Recording his determination to leave the place where he was born and brought up, Harri-

son leaves ‘with not one glance behind’, assertiveness which in updating the Orphic gesture
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(Orpheus’ look back for Eurydice arises from his intense love for her) seems to deny the
poet’s past. The poet’s declaration that he will not give ‘one glance behind’ at his father’s
grave is, however, false defiance. He cannot throw off the memory of Wordsworth or his
father easily, and as the poem unravels it is clear that Harrison would not wish to do so.
Indeed, the objects strewn over his father’s grave are emblematic of the major themes
of the poem. Since the significance of ‘petals’ in V. is considered in Chapter 2 and the
aerosolling skin is referred to frequently throughout this chapter, I will briefly consider

the importance Harrison attaches to the ‘HARP can’.

The HARP cans in Beeston Graveyard have been discarded by skinheads who get
‘pissed on beer’ (V, p.9) when Leeds United lose. Harrison suggests that their reason for
drinking is to ‘reassert the glory of their team / by spraying words on tombstones, pissed
on beer’. Thus, the only time in V. that Harrison uses the word ‘glory’ is when a desire
for ‘glory’ is stimulated by drink. When we consider that the skins’ disappointment in
their team leads them to the graveyard it seems reasonable to notice the comparative link
with Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ where he writes “The paths of glory
lead but to the grave’.*¥ The distant literary echo shows a poetic mentality intrigued
with the problem of understanding the motivating forces behind the skin’s ‘desecration’ of
graveplots; it is an interest which belies the poet’s attempt to turn his back on the rubbish
on his father’s grave. Only when ‘pissed’ do the skins seek ‘glory’; normally they could
not care about achievement. Thus the empty ‘HARP can’ represents both the desire for
achievement and consolation for the disappointment of failure. The choice of the word
‘glory’ and its echo of Gray’s usage implies that the desire for ‘glory’ is rooted in poetic
and social thinking. Indeed, in Harrison’s most recent work The Trackers of Ozyrhincus
alcohol is used by the more powerful characters as a sop to keep the lower orders in control.
Apollo believes that the promise of alcohol will keep the satyrs at his beck and call. ‘And
soon you'll be free to drink till you fall, / the freedom it seems that you want most of
all.’®! However, through the medium of the word ‘HARP’ on the beer cans in Beeston
Graveyard, the beer drinking in V. mainly refers to the conflict of feelings arising inside

a man from the disappointment of not achieving a desired end:

Half versus half, the enemies within

the heart that can’t be whole till they unite.
As I stoop to grab the crushed HARP lager tin
the day’s already dusk, half dark, half light.

(V, p-23)

The poet’s stoop to grab the can emphasises the close relationship between poet and
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skin. Indeed Harrison makes the link between skin and HARP can, poet and harp explicit
when he laments his disappointment at being ‘still years away from being skald or skin’
(V, p.25), the Anglo-Saxon word ‘skald’ drawing directly on a tradition of poetry sung
to a lyre. The ‘HARP can’ in V. is part of Harrison’s attempt to manifest feelings of
discontent and disappointment raging within his heart, whereas references to drinking
and lyres in Trackers are clearly identified with social injustice — one of the causes behind
Harrison’s rage in V. In Trackers drinking and lyre-harp playing become emblematic of
social and poetic class structures designed to keep lower and higher classes apart and in
their place. Apollo’s musical virtuosity (his instrument is a lyre-harp) was once challenged
by a lowly satyr Marsyas who perfected flute playing. Because the satyr was good he
offered a challenge to Apollo and was flayed alive for his presumption. Consequently lyre
music is linked with tyrannical oppression and cruelty throughout Trackers. Silenus, a
satyr who doesn’t mind ‘a bit of inferior status’™ tells us that ‘wherever the racked and
the anguished cry / there’s always a lyre-player standing by’. The motifs which we find
in Harrison’s poetry are always worth studying as much for their contradictions as their
emblematisation of major themes. Stooping to pick the ‘HARP can’ from his father’s
grave the poet grasps at an understanding of the skin’s desire to desecrate and glorify,

and his own uncertainty about his success as a poet.

The desecration of his family dead is not, however, something Harrison can report
without a strong consciousness of literary tradition; returning to his father’s grave he
also tracks Wordsworth down. Both would be shocked by the ‘savage violation’®® of
the graveyard. Harrison’s interweaving of Wordsworthian diction with his parents’ grave
plot is a strong clue to the respect he affords to them both although neither may accept
his art (the skinhead jeers that Harrison’s mother ‘thought yer fucking poetry obscene!’)
(V, p.17). Reading V. we have to recognise the many different yet mutually enforcing
memories found on epitaphs and held within spots of ground. Whilst maintaining links
with Wordsworth’s graveyard diction the evident violation of grave plots and epitaphs
on Beeston Hill places Harrison at odds with the most famous poet of memory; ‘the
workings of memory make their first fully subjective appearance in English literature in
the poetry of Wordsworth’.*” In Essays upon Epitaphs Wordsworth emphatically states
that places of burial are marked in order to ‘guard the remains of the deceased from
irreverent approach or from savage violation; and, secondly, to preserve their memory’.*®!
To stress the dramatic differences between Tony Harrison’s and Wordsworth'’s treatment

of epitaph I draw attention to several confutations of Wordsworth’s opinions which V.

displays and the consequences these have for the workings of memory in Harrison’s poem.
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A comparison of Harrison’s sonnet ‘A “scanty plot of ground”’ with Wordsworth’s
sonnet ‘I’ of Miscellaneous Sonnets (where Harrison finds his title), not only helps us to
understand Harrison’s treatment of memory in a sonnet but also guides us into V. since
the sonnet is almost identically reproduced in the first four stanzas of the later poem.
Wordsworth finds consolation in fitting a broad scope of historical, metaphysical and
autobiographical experience into the ‘narrow room’ or ‘scanty plot’ of sonnet form:

Nuns fret not at their Convent’s narrow room;
And hermits are contented with their Cells;
And students with their pensive Citadels:

Maids at the Wheel, the weaver at his Loom,

Sit blithe and happy. ..

In truth, the prison, unto which we doom
Ourselves, no prison is: and hence to me,

In sundry moods, 'twas pastime to be bound
Within the sonnet’s scanty plot of ground:

Pleas’d if some Souls (for such there needs must be)
Who have felt the weight of too much liberty,
Should find short solace there, as I have found.™”

The spaces of life measured out in this sonnet are prophetic of the grave (‘narrow room’,
‘scanty plot of ground’) and because of this we can treat the sonnet as a monumental
structure celebrating the harmony of the religious (nuns), intellectual (students) and in-
dustrious (weavers). Indeed, John Kerrigan uses this sonnet to argue that: ‘Wordsworth
built his sonnets precisely for dwelling’s sake. The sonnet was a space of ground in
which being, for him, declared itself by being radically at home.”®” Carrying out ‘textual
building’,®" by plotting dwellings, sheepfolds, tombs and monuments within different
poetic forms, Wordsworth values the thriftiness with which he builds homeliness into a
‘scanty plot of ground’. ‘He spins and weaves the intricate octet and sestet, so difficult
to finish (as he concedes in the Preface to the Duddon Sonnets), requiring such industry
and discipline, yet so consoling. He spins and weaves like a saving cottager, like Isabel in
“The Evening Star”, glad to be living a thrifty life.”® By contrast, workers, poets and
family are crowded and cramped within the sixteen lines of ‘A “scanty plot of ground””:

Those who look for me will have to search quite hard

to find my slab behind the family dead,

butcher, publican, and baker, and now bard
adding poetry to their beef, beer, and bread.



A Poet in Search of an Epitaph 21

But with Wordsworth facing opposite

and Byron three graves on I’ll not go short
of the company of peers of a sort.

We might all be thrown together if the pit
whose galleries once ran beneath this plot,
causes the distinguished dead to drop

into the rabblement of bone and rot,
shored slack, crushed shale, smashed prop.

Wordsworth built church organs, Byron tanned

luggage cowhide in the age of steam.

They knew their place of rest before the land

caves in on the lowest worked-out seam.
‘A “scanty plot of ground”’, published in 1984, precedes the first edition of V., published in
1985, and is the freshest record of Harrison’s response to a landscape of industrial mining.
It is a record in all probability stimulated by the news of striking miners which dominated
the headlines throughout 1984. Thus, it may be argued that the material which we re-read
in V. has had the benefit of hindsight; interestingly enough Harrison changes very little.
‘A “scanty plot of ground”’ and V. are filled with memories of outdated work and the
endeavour of people not normally féted by poetry. Instead of homeliness, the cross section
of the plot of ground Harrison provides for us records the decay and loss of the workplaces
of the nineteenth century. The fact that church organ building and tanning industries
have found a ‘place of rest before the land / caves in on the lowest worked-out seam’
[my italics] suggests that mining is one of the last of the nineteenth century industries to
decay. The sonnet is a space of ground which helps to give temporary structure to the
unsafe dwelling the dead have found. Instead of a sense of consolation Harrison has built a
sense of imminent disaster into his structure: the poet’s family dead who lie precariously
balanced above the worked-out pit. Reading V. we notice that the loss of craftsmanship
and the decay of the mining industry is not something Harrison chooses to report as a
historian, despite the nineteenth-century context he refers to. Instead he considers the
imminent collapse of industrial remains in terms of the significance this has for his family

dead who are resting precariously above the ‘worked-out seam’.

The poet’s decision to approach an understanding of social unrest via a convergence
of personal and historical forces emphasises his own ‘affection and upset for a Northern
Britain made bleak both physically and spiritually by political policy’.’®¥ The time when
Harrison wrote V. (1984) was the time of a bitter miner’s strike, in which the police rep-
resenting government were seen ranged against groups of miners protesting about closure

and enforced redundancy in the coalfields. (Graham Sykes’ photographs which accom-
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pany the text record this antagonism paralleling the awareness of contemporary industrial
decay in V..) The vocabulary of the mining industry which Harrison uses suggests that
decay and industrial collapse are painful; the phrases ‘crushed shale, smashed prop’ re-
minding us of terrible mining disasters where limbs and lives are smashed and crushed.
In an interview with Kjartan Flggstad, Harrison argues that ‘the pain of politics, a no-
tion of class, reconciles us with death’.®® Standing within the family plot of ground
Harrison makes ‘Man’ the ground on which is inscribed historical, autobiographical and

metaphysical experience:

class v. class as bitter as before,

the unending violence of US and THEM,
personified in 1984

by Coal Board MacGregor and the NUM,

Hindu/Sikh, soul/body, heart v. mind,
East/West, male/female, and the ground

these fixtures are fought out on ’s Man, resigned
to hope from his future what his past never found.

(V, p.11)

Standing in Beeston Graveyard the poet is a living alternative to the stone epitaphs. The
need to read the silent social implications of memories found on epitaphs is clear when
we see how the poet sums up the lives of of bankers, mayors and soldiers:

The language of this graveyard ranges from

a bit of Latin for a former Mayor

or those who laid their lives down at the Somme,
the hymnal fragments and the gilded prayer,

how people ‘fell asleep in the Good Lord’,
brief chisellable bits from the good book

and rhymes whatever length they could afford,
to CUNT, PISS, SHIT and (mostly) FUCK!

(V, p-10)

Brevity is in order because it is cheap and not, as Wordsworth wanted to believe, because it
was the most poignant way of expressing grief. The rhymes of the epitaphs are dependent
on how much the deceased earned. The rhyme of ‘Lord’ with ‘afford’ implies the true
Lord is one of wealth. In this part of the graveyard epitaphs record mankind’s obsession

with social position; the banker, for example, looks after his own in quite regal style:
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Far sighted for his family’s future dead,
but for his wife, this banker’s still alone
on his long obelisk, and doomed to head
a blackened dynasty of unclaimed stone.

(Va p-9)

The word ‘obelisk’ is a deflating one. As well as a monument an ‘obelisk’ can be a mark in
a manuscript pointing to a corrupt or spurious word. The word colours our assessment of
the banker’s grave, making us feel his vanity is yet another cause for pain and the poet’s
‘social grief’. (In ‘Summoned by Bells’ Harrison wryly recalls being burgled because he

was ‘obsessively rhyming social grief’."®)

It is because Harrison feels the inadequacy of memories inscribed in stone that he
takes it upon himself to reconquer the ground lost by the genre (epitaph) and to carry
the tradition onward to unprecedented use. The poet’s name ‘HARRISON’ becomes
associated with several different areas of experience, and each time it appears it can be
read as a potential epitaph. Like Thomas Gray in ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’
Harrison imagines the death of a poet (himself) and modulates his poem to create his
own epitaph. Peter Sacks has traced Gray’s construction of the individual death, a model

which is invaluable for our investigative reading of V.:

This individual death, albeit imaginary, is that of the poet himself. The preliminary description
and meditation in the graveyard, is, in part, a presentation of the sensibility of that poet and a
definition of the terms by which he should be mourned. It is carefully modulated so as to climax
with a plea on behalf of any dying person’s desire for remembrance. And this is accordingly

followed by a projection of the poet’s death ... together with a presentation of the epitaph

written by the poet himself. (57]

Accepting the idea that Gray’s elegy presents the sensibility of a poet and defines ‘the
terms by which he should be mourned’ before the final epitaph is inscribed makes for an
illuminating reading of the series of epitaphic moments we read in V.. In the analysis
which follows I assume that V. is shaped by Harrison’s consideration of several of the
functions which have been ascribed to epitaph by various poets. In the first instance the
poet considers the importance of paying tribute to the memory of a writer. In the opening
stanzas of V. Harrison imagines the space his own death will be given in the graveyard:

Next millennium you’ll have to search quite hard

to find my slab behind the family dead,

butcher, publican, and baker, now me, bard
adding poetry to their beef, beer and bread.

(V,p.7)



A Poet in Search of an Epitaph ' 24

The opening line is carefully modulated so as to emphasise the poet’s dependency on
the reader’s willingness to search him out and read his epitaph, ‘Next millennium you’ll
have to search quite hard’ [my italics]. It is not until the final stanzas of the poem that
the reader is allowed to read the words ‘poetry’, ‘beef, beer and bread’ from an epitaph.
Initially we depend on the poet to tell us who is buried in the graveyard. Harrison can be

) [58] an d

described as ‘the writer assuming the role of the dead man in the game of writing
this coupled with the list cataloguing the type of person buried (including himself ‘poet’)
in Beeston means that his text has interesting parallels with a debate between literary
theorists on ‘the consequences of their discovery of the disappearance or death — of the

author’. 5%

According to Foucault writing ‘which once had the duty of providing immortality, now
possesses the right to kill, be its author’s murderer’.®® The essay respounsible for starting
a debate which casts doubt on the value of any attempt to recreate the author’s ‘person’
in a text was Roland Barthes’ ‘The Death of the Author’. In this essay Barthes claims

that linguistic interpretations prove how unnecessary a ‘person’ is to a text:

Linguistics has provided the destruction of the Author with a valuable analytical tool by showing

that the whole of the enunciation is an empty process, functioning perfectly without there being

any need for it to be filled with the person of the interlocutors. "

One serious consequence of removing the person of the interlocutor from an enunciation
is that the author is not seen to empathise in particular with any of the characters he
invokes. The voice we listen to in V. is full of empathy. By empathy I mean that
throughout Harrison’s poetry his ‘I’ is characterised by a propensity to remember and
identify with individuals and groups of people who shared his social background or have
suffered from class discrimination. Beginning with a blank ‘slab’ precariously poised above
a worked-out pit V. becomes symbolic of Harrison’s search for a poem which can fulfill
his desire to ‘speak publicly as a poet’ and also serve as his own epitaph. Another poet
who is more interested in building an epitaph which will remind people of his efforts to
uncover injustice than writing to guarantee himself restful immortality is Milton. The
quasi-Miltonic combination of the public and privately tender was observed by Michael

Davie in Harrison’s work:

Milton could go in a moment fron the public and political to the privately tender. That was one

of the things that he, Harrison, tried to do in his work. *?

Prompted to write Lycidas by the death of Edward King, Milton finds pastoral an ex-

pressive outlet for the death of a fellow poet and a friend:
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So may some gentle Muse

With lucky words favour my destined urn,

And as he passes turn,

And bid fair peace be to my sabled shroud.

For we were nursed on the self same hill,

Fed the same flock, by fountain, shade and rill. *

In making his memory of King a distinctive subject in a pastoral setting Milton entertains
the idea of a new world in which a dead poet is transformed into a ‘Muse’. The ‘Muse’
Milton refers to here is most probably King’s, since the Muse is made masculine (‘as
he passes’) and all the classical Muses are feminine. Such transformation implies the
immortality of poetic inspiration even if the muse may choose not to ‘bid fair peace’ to
every poet’s tomb. The ‘destined urn’ Milton imagines for himself is a stately and solemn
building which is a result of the pastoral nurturing which Milton shared with King. The
syntax of the line ‘for ... / we fed the same flocks’ [my italics| is complicated but worth
comment, since it suggests that the pastoral companionship of poets should be lavishly
commemorated. Later in the poem the painfulness of bad shepherding is apparent when
St. Peter laments the loss of King to the ‘fold’ (priesthood). In denouncing false teachers
St. Peter’s pastoral imagery has dual reference to poets and priests:

Their lean and flashy songs

Grate on their scrannel pipes of wretched straw,

The hungry sheep look up, and are not fed,

But swoll’n with wind, and the rank mist they draw,
Rot inwardly, and foul contagion spread.®

The magnificent monument Milton builds for himself in imagination is an achievement
in a world where ‘lean and flashy songs’ seem more widely accepted. His elaboration
would seem hollow did it not so honestly betray the elusiveness of the enduring fame and
memory the urn tries to capture. The word ‘lucky’ draws directly on Milton’s desire for,
and fear of not finding, a place of rest in which his awareness of public injustice brings
him recognition together with his empathy for the poet Edward King. Tony Harrison’s
attempt to imagine his own ‘destined urn’ leads him to imagine his name in lights amongst
commercial billboards:

Some, where kids use aerosols, use giant signs

to let the people know who’s forged their fetters

like PRI CE O WALES above West Yorkshire mines

(no prizes for who nicked the missing letters!).
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The big blue star for booze, tobacco ads,

the magnet’s monogram, the royal crest,

insignia in neon dwarfs the lads

who spray a few odd FUCKS when they’re depressed.

Letters of transparent tubes and gas

in Dusseldorf are blue and flash out KRUPP.
Arms are hoisted for the British ruling class
and clandestine, genteel aggro keeps them up.

And there’s HARRISON on some Leeds building sites
I’ve taken in fun as blazoning my name,

which I’ve also seen on books, in Broadway lights,

so why can’t skins with spraycans do the same?

(V, pp. 15-16)

Harrison is explaining (and implicitly justifying) the skin’s spraying, trying to understand
what motivates mankind to wish for public recognition. In the epitaph which ends Gray’s
‘Elegy in A Country Churchyard’ divine power preserves a silence around the poet’s name:
‘No farther seek his merits to disclose, / Or draw his frailties from their dread abode ... /
The bosom of his Father and his God.’®® Viewed from this perspective the neon signs
mimic epitaphs, the silence emanating from the names emblazoned in light being ‘clandes-
tine’ and preserving the memory of class structures, mimicking the incentive of religious
peace evident in Gray’s Epitaph. By referring to billboards as if they are epitaphs the
poet commemorates ‘clandestine’ aggression. Many of the neon signs record manifesta-
tions of aggression; ‘KRUPP’ is a German arms manufacturer, the letters ‘NF’ stolen
from ‘PRI CE O WALES’ suggest in absentia an active National Front. Yet after all
these signs of ‘aggro’ Harrison finds ‘fun’ in seeing his name ‘on some Leeds building site’
even though it has been displayed more publicly and impressively in Broadway lights. His
question ‘so why can’t skins with spraycans do the same?’ indicates the deep-rootedness
of the aggression rather than ‘fun’ motivating the skins to spray. Wordsworth argued that
epitaphs could be responsible for educating a nation. ‘As soon as nations had learned
the use of letters, epitaphs were inscribed upon these monuments; in order that their
intention might be more surely and adequately fulfilled.’®? For Wordsworth the function
of the epitaph writer is clearly to soothe and console rather than to shock or censure. The
display of neon lighting which commemorates his name shows Tony Harrison temporar-
ily concurring with the idea that the function of epitaph is to uphold national stability.
However Harrison’s quite open poetic manipulation of rhymes communicates unease (‘fet-

ters’/‘letters’, ‘crest’/‘depressed’), and implies that the aggression motivating the building
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of giant neon signs is based on a manipulation of memory and consciousness. The poet’s
fame emblazoned in lights is paralleled by the skinhead’s works. ‘Ah’ve got mi work on
show all ovver Leeds / like this UNITED ’ere on some sod’s stone.’ Challenged to sign
his authorship the poet reads his own name:

He took the can, contemptuous, unhurried

and cleared the nozzle and prepared to sign

the UNITED sprayed where mam and dad were buried.
He aerosolled his name. And it was mine.

(V, p.22)

Harrison is bitterly angry at the desecration of gravestones, and yet he finds authorship
and fame merging with the skin, a fact which emphasises that no poet can declare himself

clear of (or superior to) the public diseases he exposes.

Immortality literally means enduring fame or remembrance and poets prompted to
write elegy by personal memories of the dead can turn those memories into assessments
of the public durability of their own writing after death. In addition, by examining the
epitaphs and monuments which poets imagine for themselves (often within an elegy) we see
poets assessing the ways in which they may be remembered. According to Wordsworth the
existence of epitaphs depends on a consciousness of immortality which includes religious
awareness:

Without the consciousness of a principle of immortality in the human soul, Man could never

have had awakened in him the desire to live in the remembrance of his fellows; mere love, or the

yearning of kind towards kind, could not have produced it.!"
It is important to emphasise how radically Harrison challenges the religious promise of
immortality preserved by epitaph since in a recent Symposium (1979) on the ‘Poetics
of Memory’ Joseph Weber celebrated the continuation into the twentieth century of the
poetic inspiration memory offers and the Wordsworthian equation of memory with im-
mortality:

Memory is movement, movement through the dialectic of life and experience. It is an elaborate

system of immortality. . .. Memory is that divine impulse, a ladder of the imagination, in which

‘poets find their base by a,scending’.[”]

V. is a poem which refuses to accept unquestioningly that there is ‘a principle of immor-
tality in the human soul’ (be it poet, skinhead or parent) when so many are forgotten
within the bounds of a ‘plot’ of a graveyard. Reading V. we can see that one part of Har-
rison’s social consciousness is haunted by memories of his mother and father’s religious

statements of belief:
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This pen’s all I have of magic wand.

I know this world’s so torn but want no other
except for dad who’d hoped from ‘the beyond’
a better life than this one, with my mother.

Though I don’t believe in afterlife at all
and know it’s cheating it’s hard not to make

a sort of furtive prayer from this skin’s scrawl,
his UNITED mean ‘in Heaven’ for their sake,

an accident of meaning to redeem

an act intended as mere desecration

and make the thoughtless spraying of his team
apply to higher things, and to the nation.

(V, p.15)

The comparison between Wordsworth’s faith in a religious immortality and Harrison’s
agnosticism reveals that there is a new area of experience ‘which formerly religion tried to
concern itself with’® which Harrison would like to fill. Remembering his father’s hope
in a heavenly unknown Harrison tries to forget that ‘the world’s so torn’, and even tries

reading ‘higher things’ into the skinhead’s desecrating scrawl:

I wish on this skin’s word deep aspirations,

first the prayer for my parents I can’t make,
then a call to Britain and to all the nations
made in the name of love for peace’s sake.

(V, p.17)

Here we see the poet at work with the word ‘aspirations’. His use of the word indicates an
awareness of the religious tendencies in Wordsworthian elegy and is a clear move to catch
the attention of the cultured reader as the skin contemptuously recognises: ‘Aspirations,
cunt!” (V, p.17). Harrison wishes ‘deep aspirations’ onto the skin’s word. ‘Deep’ fills the
stanza with a sense of deeply felt wishing. In ‘Elegiac Stanzas’ Wordsworth experiences
grief at the death of his brother. Death makes him consider immortality, and wish for an
afterlife. His heavy grief roots him to earthliness while he yearns to imagine the immortal
and the beyond, and he writes ‘a deep distress hath humanized my Soul’." By putting
together a word connoting depth with one connoting height (‘deep aspirations’) Harrison
is also creating a tension. In Wordsworth’s case the tension between the word ‘deep’ and
the implied desire that the soul wishes to aspire above its ‘humanized’ state, emphasises
the fact that the poet’s profound grief obscures a divine source of comfort. Harrison

implies that respecting religious ‘aspirations’ may be an outdated part of the poet’s work;
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‘Q.K. forget the aspirations’ (V, p.18).

The word ‘aspiration’ does not just have religious connotations. Harrison incenses the
skinhead because the word reminds the latter of his powerlessness to aspire to a job:
Aspirations, cunt! Folk on t’fucking dole
’ave got about as much scope to aspire

above the shit they’re dumped in, cunt, as coal
aspires to be chucked on t’fucking fire.

(V, p.17)

The skinhead makes no bones about the fact that he cannot see the point of having
‘aspirations’ since they are not real. Aspirations for jobs or better lives such as those held
by mothers for their sons (the skinhead cuts himself off from his own mother fearing what
she might think of his jobless life: ‘If mi mam’s up there, don’t want to meet ’er /listening
to me list my dirty deeds’ (V, p.18)) will disappear into nothing as quickly as coal burns
on a fire. The skin’s contempt (expressed by his swearing) tells us that he finds the poet’s
working use of ‘aspirations’ condescending and irrelevant. Indeed, the moment that the
skin throws contempt on the word ‘aspirations’ he is more than a mocker of tradition,
he declares himself inimical to memory. In a Radio 3 broadcast Harrison declared that
‘memory you must remember was described by the ancient poet Hesiod as “the Mother
of the Muses” — upon that depends the aspirations, the sufferings of the distant past’./™
We witness the consequences of the skin’s expression of contempt for ‘aspirations’ in the

second attempt to devise an epitaph for the poet.

The skin tries to carve an epitaph for Harrison which will consign him to oblivion
along with the unemployed:
... When dole-wallahs fuck off to the void

what’ll t’mason carve up for their jobs?
The cunts who lieth ’ere wor unemployed?

This lot worked at one job all life through.
Byron, ‘Tanner’, ‘Lieth ’ere interred.’

They’ll chisel fucking poet when they do you
and that, yer cunt, ’s a crude four-letter word.

(V, pp. 18-19)

For the first time we are told what has been chiselled onto the stones commemorating
workers like Byron and Wordsworth. The epitaph the skin creates for Harrison does

not allow him a working life as a poet. The autobiographical moments with which the
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skin wishes to preserve the poet’s memory are moments of family censure. His rhymes
inscribe a soulless, jobless epitaph. Calling Harrison a ‘cunt’ means that the poet joins
the unemployed ‘cunts who lieth here’ (something that his family long suspected: ‘all
my years of Latin and of Greek / They’'d never seen the point of “for a job”.’(HSP,
p. 164)). The skin’s rhymes aim to represent Harrison as a soulmate of those consigned
to oblivion. He rhymes “woid’/‘unemployed’, and more seriously from the point of view of
poetry, ‘interred’/‘word’. With the word ‘interred’ the skin half buries memory in stone.
The moment that the skinhead imagines Harrison’s epitaph and rhymes memory into
oblivion recalls the sonnet ‘Blocks’. In this poem Harrison is commemorating the rhymes

he learned at his mother’s knee:

A droning vicar bores the congregation
and misquotes Fcclesiastes Chapter 3.
If any one should deliver an oration

it should be me, her son, in poetry.

All the family round me start to sob.

For all my years of Latin and of Greek
they’d never seen the point of ‘for a job’,

I’m not prepared to stand up now and speak.

A time to ... plough back into the soil

the simple rhymes that started at her knee,

the poetry, that ‘sedentary toil’

that began, when her lap was warm, with ABC.

(HSP, p. 164)

Considering the origins and suitability of rhymes is the poem’s main subject. The poet
mourns his mother by remembering the deep influence she has had over his poetic per-
sonality. He learnt the loving rhythms of her life in her ‘warm lap’. By referring to
Ecclesiastes and almost quoting a line from the Bible, Harrison pays respect to her reli-
gious hopes and the personal rhythms of her life which seem to be biblically influenced.
The ‘simple rhymes’ he associates with her life are warm and fertile (the image of plough-
ing them back into a poem implies this fertility as well as workmanship). The rhymes
throughout the sonnet, hovx;ever, express something more than absorbed lovingness; they
communicate great pain. On one level much of the pain of this grief is conveyed in tearful
terms: ‘All the family round me start to sob’, ‘I hear the family cry’. The ‘simple rhyme’
that Harrison chooses to make between the verb ‘sob’ and noun ‘job’ focuses on the sense
Harrison has that he has let everyone down by being speechless at the funeral, as well as

on the pain he caused his family by insisting on becoming a poet.
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The literary quotation ‘sedentary toil’ is a subtle move to justify Harrison’s position,
and make peace with his mother who did not understand his poetry. The phrase ‘sedentary
toil’ bears close resemblance to Yeats’ line ‘this sedentary trade’,” a description of
poetry which occurs in Yeats’ poem ‘The Tower’. The misquotation may be purely for
the convenience of rhyme, but it is in itself an interesting example of a poet writing from
memory of his reading. Since Yeats frequently refers to poetry as ‘toil’ (‘nothing but comes
readier to the hand / Than this accustomed toil’™ ) it is not surprising that Harrison’s
memory has substituted ‘toil’ for ‘trade’. A closer look at Yeats’ poem ‘The Tower’ helps
to explain why Harrison chooses to make a literary gesture at the moment he pays tribute
to his mother. “The Tower’ makes reference to the literary works of Homer and the Latin
classicists Plotinus and Plato. Interestingly, he feels a need to prepare his peace with
‘learned Italian things’:

I have prepared my peace

With learned Italian things

And the proud stones of Greece,

Poet’s imaginings

And memories of love,

Memories of the words of women,
. All those things whereof

Man makes a superhuman
Mirror-resembling dream.!™

The poetic strategy which emerges here is one couched in visionary terms. The poet is
very aware of intellectual endeavour (‘learned’), heroic gesture (‘proud stone’) and the
powerful words of women, yet the poetry he chooses to write he regards as ‘sedentary
trade’. The etymology of the word ‘sedentary’ suggests the homeliness of his subject; that
of the word ‘trade’ suggests that he intends to live by it. ‘This sedentary trade’ is not
motivated by heroic endeavour or the desire to be one of those model ‘upstanding men’
of whom mothers might be proud:

I leave both faith and pride

To young upstanding men

Climbing the mountain-side,

That under bursting dawn

They may drop a fly;

Being of that metal made

Till it was broken by
This sedentary trade.

[75]

The image of the ‘upstanding men’ climbing a mountain side in order to ‘drop a fly’ pours
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scorn on their endeavour. Their heroic efforts will count for little. However, the poet also
admires the effort exerted for such a small gesture, which had ‘metal’ in it. The claim that
‘this sedentary trade’ broke the metal of that gesture suggests that such a trade delights
in ridiculing heroic values as well as replacing them with sterner ‘metal’. To make such
detailed recourse to Yeats whilst appreciating Harrison’s sonnet of remembrance to his
mother may seem a strange method of reading. However, the need Harrison has to make
poetry his ‘job’ and his decision to attack (often using crude and violent language) an
established literary scene, indicates that he is a poet who feels a need to prepare his peace

with memories of his past.

Despite the powerful ramifications of peace which the reference to Yeats contains,
literature distances Harrison from his mother and words refuse to help him to remember
her. The movement in ‘Blocks’ is towards the ossification of memory (Harrison seems to
lack the words to prevent this). It will require great effort to ‘move the blocks to say

farewell’, to reach beyond death:

Blocks with letters. Lettered block of stone.
I have to move the blocks to say farewell.

I hear the family cry, the vicar drone
and VALE, MATER's all that I can spell.

(HSP, p.164)

Throughout V. memories of his mother are integral to Harrison’s creativity. She haunts
him: “Though not given much to fears of spooky scaring / I don’t fancy an encounter with
mi mam / playing Hamlet with me for this swearing’ (V, p.23). In both ‘Blocks’ and V.
stone epitaphs are associated with the decay of memory and its speechlessness, inscribed
stone is not the medium Harrison feels most comfortable with when preparing his own
epitaph. Even when the skin first appears in Harrison’s consciousness the mother tongue
is referred to:

What is it that these crude words are revealing?

What is it that this aggro act implies?

Giving the dead their xenophobic feeling
or just a cri-de-coeur because man dies?

So what’s a cri-de-coeur, cunt? Can’t you speak
the language that yer mam spoke. Think of ’er!
Can you only get yer tongue round fucking Greek?
Go and fuck yerself with cri-de-coeur!
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‘She didn’t talk like you do for a start!’

I shouted, turning where I thought the voice had been.
She didn’t understand yer fucking ‘art’!

She thought yer fucking poetry obscene!
(V, p.17)

The intensity with which Harrison re-awakens memories of his mother tongue, and the
French and Greek roots of his poetic style deeply seated in his consciousness, are highly
dramatic. In an interview with John Haffenden Harrison expresses the importance he
affords to the mother tongue. He uses language with the confidence that it embraces all
cultures, high and low, and all people from all classes. He wants to write poetry which

allows him to man a ladder with access to the origins of his poetic personality:

Traditionally when you climb a ladder you are expected to kick the rungs away, but I think
that’s impossible with language: you are always conscious of how your mother spoke. The most

formative linguistic part of your life is the mother tongue, the early speech.[76]

The Trackers of Ozyrhincus stages a moment of intense concentration which produces
a deeper consciousness of the origins we hold in our consciousness. The moment when
Grenfell becomes Apollo is a superb moment of theatre which draws into the open self-
destructive forces. Apollo is terrifying, as he tyrannically drives Grenfell to do his will.
Grenfell’s love of searching for lost fragments of plays turns into a destructive nightmare:
Apollo
ol kol | reera ] . ) meoov8 [ L)y L] A

What goes in the gaps, Grenfell? Come on, you know.

Grenfell
I don’t! I don’t. Go! Go! Go!
Apollo
amavTa XPNOTe KQb . « . . . . something . . .Aew

You’ve got to use that mercurial brain

and put all the missing letters in,

from this instant I'm in you and using your skin.

Find me the play where these fragments go

oo ) ko] | meera (. . ) mecov@ [ . ]y [ . ] A

[...... Jwl :. ete. ete.™

Apollo’s manipulation of Grenfell’s consciousness and his mania to search out meaning

‘frees from oblivion the Ichneftes of Sophocles’. The moment of intensity alerts the au-
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dience to the deeply buried fragments of the past which can be recalled to mind. In V.
a similar moment of intensity alerts Harrison to the disagreeable destructive forces there
are operating against memory deep within his poetic consciousness; the period of intense
concentration which produced the skin’s voice in V. ends when Harrison finds that they
share one name. This period of concentration unites several factors which feed his creativ-
ity. Keats regarded such intensity as a sign of artistic excellence. In a letter of December

1817 to George and Thomas Keats he wrote:

The excellence of every art is in its intensity, capable of making all disagreeables evaporate, from

their being in close proximity with Beauty and Truth.™

It is an intense moment when the disagreeable skin aerosols Harrison’s name ‘among the
dead’. The song ‘Here Comes the Bride’ is bawled by the boy footballers indicating the
chaotic state of mind which the skinhead’s action perpetrates (viewing kid footballers

earlier in V. Harrison saw their attempts to make the blossom fall as a ‘game’):

The boy footballers bawl Here Comes the Bride

and drifting blossoms fall onto my head.

One half of me’s alive but one half died

when the skin half sprayed my name among the dead.

Half versus half, the enemies within

the heart that can’t be whole till they unite.
As I stoop to grab the crushed HARP lager tin
the day’s already dusk, half dark, half light.

(V, p. 23)

Although pleasant and familiar moments seem distorted, their presence helps to overcome
the disagreeability of the skinhead who shares Harrison’s name. This is partly due to
the fact that the song ‘Here Comes the Bride' is associated with a ritual celebrating

procreation rather than demise.

Harrison’s unwritten name is as epitaphic as the written examples which fill the grave-
yard. This time the plot of ground the poet is standing on where his name is made into
epitaph, seems to be emblematic of his head, heart, spirit. Such a working use of memory
becomes much clearer after a reading of ‘The Mother of the Muses’. In ‘The Mother of
the Muses’ the poet is driven by anxiety to prove that his ‘memory’s not ossified / and
the way into that storehouse [is] still unlocked’.” A link between memory, death and
epitaph is clearly signposted here. A word like ‘ossified’ hints at ossuaries, and continuing
the same vein of thought ‘storehouse’ may reminds us of the close association between

tomb and home; for example the gravedigger in Hamlet talks about the houses that he
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builds. Making his own mind the place where memory is stored and maybe ossified, the
poet becomes a living thinking monument to his father-in-law whose death stimulated
the poet into writing this elegy. Harrison is under no illusions about the transience of
memories or the devastating numbness which follows the upending of a lifetime’s belief in
immortality:

Some hoard memories as some hoard gold

against that rapidly approaching day -

that’s all they have to live on, being old,

but find their saving’s spirited away.

What’s the point of having lived at all

in the much-snapped duplex in Etobicoke

if it gets snapped away beyond recall,
in spite of all the snapshots, at one stroke?®

At this point in ‘The Mother of the Muses’ the length of ‘storehouse’ memory’s existence
clearly depends on man’s ability to physically sustain his existence and sanity. We may
find this blatant rejection of memory’s endurance disturbing; however by the end of ‘The

Mother of the Muses’ memory no longer pertains to a ‘storehouse’ but to the oil of a lamp:

In that silent dark I swore I'd make it known,

while the oil of memory feeds the wick of life

and the flame from it’s still constant and still bright,
that come oblivion or not, I loved my wife

in that long thing where we lay with day like night.

The poet celebrates the limited time he has to make his love for his wife known despite
the fact that oil, wick and flame will all run out. Harrison bravely declares a belief that
‘mere love’ is strong enough to motivate him to write elegy; ‘that long thing’ where we

lay is more like a coffin than a house and yet the loving memory inside it is ‘constant’ and

‘bright’.

Life and loving relationships are hallowed by the graveyard at the end of V.. Love
is enduring, a belief strengthened by the fact that at the moment of leaving the poet’s
consciousness it is love which is absent from the skinhead’s memory. Harrison draws on
the vocabulary of The Oresteia to create an image which copes with his own problematical

relationship with his past:
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The ones we choose to love become our anchor
when the hawser of the blood-tie’s hacked, or frays.
But a voice that scorns chorales is yelling: Wanker/
It’s the aerosolling skin I met today’s.

(V, 31)

The word ‘blood-tie’ is frequently repeated in The Agamemnon to refer to family blood
ties. Not only do these include relationships between parents and children but they also
involve the inheritance of blood-grudge (the duty of revenge). Harrison’s parents are not
his only ‘blood-ties’; the moment when Harrison finds that the skinhead has the same name
as himself suggests that he is related to the poet. These two kinships explain the poet’s
choice of verbs, ‘hacked’, ‘frays’. ‘Hacked’ is violent and vengeful, more appropriate to
the poet’s links with the skinhead and his revengeful attitudes to rememberance. ‘Frays’
implies that memory (for example of parents) fades away. Equipped with the insight
disagreeable intensity gives him, the last section of the poem shows him making his way
hurriedly through the changing landscape of his childhood to join his ‘woman’ in ‘bed’,
which can also be a concept associated with warring. The Trojans fought for the ‘bedbond’
between Helen of Troy and Paris: ‘They paid the blood-price, the bridegroom’s bloodkin /
chanting the bride-hymn, hymning the bedbond.’® The poet is always conscious of the

potential for friction ‘where opposites seem sometimes unified’ [my italics]:

The bus to the station’s still the No. 1

but goes by routes that I don’t recognise.

I look out for known landmarks as the sun
reddens the swabs of clouds in darkening skies.

Home, home, home, to my woman as the red
darkens from a fresh blood to a dried.
Home, home to my woman, home to bed
where opposites seem sometimes unified.

(V, p.26)

The anger that stimulated Harrison to write the poem subsides and changes like the angry
sky from a revengeful nature (revenge against the skin’s desecration, the injustice of the
past) to a conciliatory one. The distinction between the skin’s vengeful and desecrating
attitude to memory and the evident security Harrison feels in the loving domestic memory
of his woman (a feeling communicated by words associated with hearths, ordinary labour
such as shipping) shows us that Harrison does not see himself as primarily a judging or

revengeful poet. Loving memory which associates itself with a desire to be beyond itself
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triumphs in the poem. At the end Harrison can say:

If love of art, or love, gives you affront
that the grave I’'m in’s graffitied then, maybe,

erase the more offensive FUCK and CUNT
but leave, with the worn UNITED, one small v.

(V, p32)

The vindictiveness of the poet who complains in The School of Eloguence that ‘the dumb
go down in history and disappear / and not one gentleman ’'s been brought to book’
(HSP, p.121) is exchanged for a plea to the reader to recognise art (the poet’s) and the
presence of love. However, few elegies have recorded such a devastating attack on histori-
cal, traditional and poetic forces as is evident in V. although Milton ‘mounts a swingeing
and menacingly prophetic attack’® on clergy in Lycidas, and since the skinhead is so
carefully absorbed into the poet’s consciousness it is not surprising that critics do not
separate the concept of revenge and vandalism from Harrison’s approach to the remains
of the deceased. (The presence of ‘one small v.” implies that the poet does not want the

aggressive aspect of his art forgotten.)

Jeremy Hooker has pointed out that Harrison’s attitude to tradition can be read as

that of a vandal by comparison with the approach of T. S. Eliot:

There has never been a period more conscious of the presence of history in words than the
present, and while the consciousness owes something to T. S. Eliot, it can be developed and
used for different ends. Thus, il is possessed by a poet like David Jones or (in the context of

Ireland) Seamus Heaney, who wishes to remember and conserve the past, and by a poet like

Tony Harrison, who would like to see ‘the looms of owned language smashed a.part’.["]

And yet V. is not a vandal’s desecration of literary (particularly the epitaphic and ele-
giac) and religious tradition, but a genuine attempt to face up to the demystification of
tradition which Harrison suggests has taken place and affects him. When we study the
epitaph Harrison considers for himself we find the past present in words which echo lit-
erary tradition but also in words which have no literary tradition. The past evident in
Harrsion’s epitaph is present for him in speech, in words which were shaped by historical
experience and which sound the histories of his family and forefathers:

Beneath your feet’s a poet, then a pit.

Poetry supporter, if you’re here to find

how poems can grow from (beat you to it!) SHIT
find the beef, the beer, the bread, then look behind.

(V, p.33)
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Harrison’s typography expresses memory as if it comes from people’s tongues. In an
interview with John Haffenden he explained the significance that he designates to italic
writing in Continuous:

The italic, [which] is my father’s speech or the extracts such as Tidd the Cato Street conspirator’s

last words before he was hung. It seemed as if the italic could somehow take over from the roman

-1 mean a pun on roman, since what I designate in roman type is me as the poet — so that in

the end I could become a mouthpiece. In the end, that is to say, there could be poems which

are all italic.®¥

In the poet’s epitaph the italic rejuvenates the past of silenced workers by making the poet
their ‘mouthpiece’ from the dead. Imitating a famous elegy (Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a
Country Churchyard’ ends with an epitaph) and at the same time attempting to speak in
the language of ordinary men, Harrison implies that the experience of meditating upon
‘the beef, the beer, the bread’ can give us astute poetic and social consciousness. Having
drawn attention to the normal patterns of daily life which serve as a point of departure for
his creative effort Harrison encourages the reader to probe deeper and re-read his poem,
‘look behind!’. By doing so, Harrison risks violating the traditional silence which preserves
the judgement of a humble man’s frailties and merits for the merciful ‘bosom of his father

and his God’:

No farther seek his merits to disclose,

Or draw his frailties from their dread abode
(There they alike in trembling hope repose)
The bosom of his Father and his God.®”

This final stanza of Gray’s epitaph meekly and sincerely suggests that the real memory
of a man of humble birth is divinely preserved even if not readily evident to the passing
reader. Indeed Wordsworth also associates the language of the churchyard with a ‘humble
expression of Christian confidence in immortality’, and adds that it is cause for admiration
that ‘the afflictions which peasants and rural artisans have to struggle with are for the
most part secret’® since the silence reflects their humility. Harrison is not content with

leaving memory to divine sources, or ‘chisellable bits from the good book’ (V, p. 10).

The inclusion of the word ‘SHIT” on his epitaph plays out a joke at T. S. Eliot’s
expense when it equates death and ‘SHIT’. In ‘Little Gidding’ Eliot posited ‘every poem
an epitaph’,’” and in ‘East Coker’ Eliot’s epitaphic poetry makes use of the biblical
thythm found in Fcclesiastes 3 to direct the timing of the lines (offering an interesting
link with the subject matter of Harrison’s poem ‘Blocks’ (HSP, p. 164)). Arguably, Eliot’s

reference to ‘Dung and death’ is mimicked by Harrison in his final epitaph:
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Keeping time,

Keeping the rhythm in their dancing

As in their living in the living seasons

The time of the seasons and the constellations
The time of milking and the time of harvest
The time of the coupling of man and woman
And that of beasts. Feet rising and falling.
Eating and drinking. Dung and death.

Dawn points, and another day

Prepares for heat and silence.®™
Eliot’s use of FEcclesiastes 3 to imitate rhythms found in ordinary life bears a significant
relation to Tony Harrison’s use of the same biblical passage to consider the impact his
working class background has had on rhymes in his poetry. The ‘time’ Eliot responds to
is suspended in the movement of sixteenth century dance:

The dance seen in its agrarian context, its particular time and place, can only result in an
apprehension of life’s transitoriness; but with the extension of the dance into the continuous
dance of the seasons, this apprehension is transformed into an affirmation of the principle of

regeneration. An apprehension of death makes way for the recognition of the principle of life;

nevertheless, death’s finality remains as part of the recognition.[sgl

However, the fact that the rhythm of the dance is halted by the word ‘death’ and the
reminder that the dead nourish the corn (death is the grim reaper) imply that, although
Eliot’s verse seems to take its rhythm from the action of daily work, death calls the tune.
In ‘Blocks’ rhythm and rhyme are associated in Harrison’s consciousness with the death
of his mother. Death makes way for the continuation of life and poetry, activities which
easily outweigh death in the poet’s consciousness. Eliot’s writing can be read as a stark
assessment of life. Consciousness of death keeps the rhythm slow and sedate. In contrast,
Tony Harrison’s awareness of death embraces wit and scatological humour. By using the
word ‘SHIT’ on his epitaph he carries out a cheerful game with the reader, anticipating
his own ‘simple rhymes’ (HSP, p.164). Harrison is motivated by his desire to write as
comedian and tragedian, rather than by the desire to vandalise religious and literary
traditions. (The latter misinterpretation of his ﬁlotivation can be partly explained by
his attempt to introduce wit at the expense of literary and religious traditions into his

epitaph; a wit which can be seen as rather indecent mockery.)

It is important to establish that Harrison re-examines the function of epitaph to face
up to several traditions positively (that is by offering alternatives), since any attempt to
argue for a single function of the memory associated with the epitaphs of V. does not

do justice to the scope of experience Harrison’s writing aims to cover and make sense of.
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It is useful to keep in mind the ambitiousness of the historical spectrum that Harrison
embraces with his poetry when considering the memories that we see put into writing in
V.. In an interview with John Haffenden, Tony Harrison commented on his simultaneous
awareness of the historical, autobiographical and metaphysical in poetry:

I see them all as intimately related: the historical, the autobiographical, and the metaphysical if
you like. To go back to the beginning, I gave The Loiners the title of the citizens of Leeds, and
obviously that title is obscure for people who don’t know who Loiners are. I always remember
the way kids at school used to write out their addresses in full starting with their name and
school and going on with ‘Beeston, Leeds, West Riding, Yorkshire, England, Great Britain,
Europe, The World, The Universe’. I think I have a mind and sensibility which keeps running
up and down that kind of ladder, that scale or spectrum, and it seems to me that what you call

. the psychological issues are as historical as the historical issues are psychological. I see them as

part of the same scale, the same historical spectrum.m]

What we see in V. is a poet interested in creating epitaphs which can inform his political,
literary, autobiographical, social and religious thought. The poet standing on a ‘spot’
of ground exercises his mind and feeling on a large ‘scale’. The words ‘spot’, ‘plot’ and
‘ground’ reverberate throughout V.. The links between the epitaphs and the place they are
found illustrate the poet’s declared preoccupation with ‘running up and down that kind of
ladder, that scale or spectrum’. (‘“That’ refers to a combined historical and psychological
perspective.) In the process of exercising his mind and feeling Harrison makes good use of
the forms and tropes associated with elegy and includes several references to other poets.
However, there is a price to be paid for such cultural gratification. In an interview with
John Haffenden Harrison said:

I work to give the reader of poetry maximum gratification, but he has to pay for it: that

literary frisson — “hypocrite lecteur, mon semblable, mon frére” — will cost you so much in social
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awareness, in the consciousness of social gaps and divisions."

It is in the exploitation of the literary experience as well as conflicting language codes
that Harrison sees the opportunity to be ‘political’. In the next chapter I focus on Harri-
son’s relationship with his reader and the way in which literary allusion can create social

awareness, especially in combination with Harrison’s personal memories of his childhood

in Leeds.
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Chapter 2
‘Breaking the Silence’™ of Oblivion

Tony Harrison’s prefaces, interviews and critical essays tell the story of a poet who
is very sensitive to the fact that his earliest childhood memories can be considered unfit
for literature and an unmemorable part of his own development as a poet. His poetry
reclaims these memories from the obscurity to which they would otherwise be consigned.
In an interview with Richard Hoggart the poet talks of the strength which the reclamation
of a life once seemingly unfit for literature gives him:

The older I become, the stronger the hold is; I think its something to do with the reclamation

of a life which, as I lived it, didn’t seem the stuff that literature could be made of."**

Harrison’s reclamation of his childhood spent in Leeds (which may be experience which

alienates a literary audience) reflects the poet’s desire to be accessible to an audience

unaccustomed to reading, ‘(I'd like to be the poet my father reads!)’ (HSP, p.114) as

well as one accustomed to poetry. The variety of audiences which Harrison imagines his

memories address is well summarised by the final lines of ‘A Good Read’ (HSP, p. 141):
These poems about you, dad, should make good reads

for the bus you took from Beeston into town
for people with no time like you in Leeds —

once I’'m writing I can’t put you down!
(HSP, p.141)

The ‘good reads’ in question refer to Harrison’s reclamation of childhood experience in-
cluding the poet’s reading of classics like King Lear. In addition to addressing his dad,
and the reader who has ‘no time’ for Leeds or experience of Leeds, Harrison is obviously
a poet who even in talking to himself wants to be overheard, for example the pun on ‘I
can’t put you down’ in the final line of the poem works in two ways. The compliment
Harrison is paying to the good reading material which his father’s life creates is also a
colloquial way of arguing that once in writing his father can’t be put down by the classes

he spent his life working for.

In ‘A Good Read’ the relaxed way in which the poet casually refers to different peo-
ple’s reading habits implies that the poet can feel at ease with what Dorothy Wordsworth
identified in her brother’s poetry as ‘the generality of readers’.” However, Harrison is
never assured of the acquiescence of his parents in what he writes (he remembers his

mother weeping ‘You weren’t brought up to write such mucky books!” (HSP, p.166)). The
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evident discrepancies between writing and reader responses complicate the idea suggested
by Harrison’s remark to Hoggart that personal memories can strengthen a poet’s po-
sition in a literary world which prefers to consign such subject matter to oblivion and

forgetfulness.

The issue of how ordinary people have been rescued from oblivion and represented
throughout the history of literature is political as well as a question of literary taste. In
his preface to The Faber Book of English History in Verse Kenneth Baker asserts that the
lives of ordinary people were well represented in poetry:

Running alongside the decisive events of history, and approachable through the writings of poets,

are the lives of the ordinary people of England ... this sea of men and women flows through our

history, shaping and defining our national character. E. Thomas’ poem ‘Lob’ conveys something

of the dogged cheerfulness of our people and the sense of continuity their presence lends to

historical events. ... Language is one of the potent forces which unites us as a nation.”

In contrast to Baker, Harrison deliberately aims to bring about the polarisation of an
audience. As an artist who has spent much time in the eastern bloc Tony Harrison is
highly sensitive to political intolerance, duplicity and the existence of an audience which
expects to read between the lines of any artistic piece. In ‘Curtain Sonnets’ Harrison
uses sexual metaphor to polarise his readers into East and West, men and women, and to

reflect the violent clashes and suspicions between nations.

The poem ‘Guava Libre’ written in Leningrad is dedicated to the American film actress
Jane Fonda, who also happened to be a prominent peace campaigner against the Vietnam
war during the 1970’s:

Pickled Gold Coast clitoridectomies?
Labia minora in formaldehyde?

A rose pink death mask of a screen cult kiss,
Marilyn’s mouth or vulva mummified?

(HSP, p. 55)

Sexual metaphor for the guavas is blown to hyperbolic proportions (into a posterlike
vulgarity) in order to polarise the poet’s audience sexually. No woman would enjoy the
thought of being immortalised by such images. The metaphoric surface barely keeps in
check a sense of outrage against human intolerance and macho insensitivity. The fact that
Harrison eventually sees the image of his own lips in the pickled guavas indicates that he

wants to speak of such insensitivity:



‘Breaking the Silence’ of Oblivion 43

Lips cropped off a poet. That’s more like.
That’s almost the sort of poet I think I am.
The lips of Orpheus fished up by a dyke

singing ‘Women of Cuba Libre and Vietnam!’
The taste, though, taste! Ah, that could only be

(‘Women! Women! O abajo men,
the thought of it’s enough to make you come!’)

the honeyed yoni of Eurydice
and I am Orpheus going down again —

Thanks for the guavas soaked in Cuban rum.
(HSP, p. 55)

Attempting to rescue images emblematic of women from mummification Harrison updates
the Orphic myth. Describing himself as an Orphic poet only left his lips (Orpheus was
torn to pieces by women) Harrison indicates his passionate desire to become a spokesman
for women; however it is clear that as a man he has little chance of being allowed to by
the women themselves. His lips are ‘fished up by a dyke’, where ‘dyke’ as well as being a
dam is also slang for a lesbian. There is distaste in the phrase ‘fished up’ as if the poet
is something unclean or unnecessary. Indeed, the poet’s memory of sexual pleasure is
revitalised as he tastes the guavas and immediately places him back amongst the macho
men (‘it’s enough to make you come!’). The result of this re-emergent sexuality is that
the poet is ‘Orpheus going down again’ [my italics], a line which implies the repetition of
the women’s cropping of the poet’s lips as well as the continuous attempt of an Orpheus
to reclaim an Eurydice. Harrison’s ‘going down again’ expresses his determination to hear
women’s opinions and perspectives which have been consigned to obscurity, and in this

he is a more persistent Orphic and elegiac poet than Bion:

But ah, if I might have gone down like Orpheus to Tartarus or as once Odysseus or Alcides

of yore, I too would speedily have come to the house of Pluteus, that thee perchance I might
[96]

behold, and if thou singest to Pluteus, that I might hear what is thy song.

‘Guava Libre’ is a sonnet ’which, having rescued pornographic images from obscurity,
depends on its audience responding to slogans, ‘screen cults’ and clichés about manliness
and femininity to generate political analysis. For example, the chant within parentheses
‘(“Women! Women! O abajo men, / the thought of it’s enough to make you come!”)’ can

be read as Harrison’s attempt to make contact with a male audience which equates the
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gaining of political power with sexual fantasies. The Spanish word ‘abajo’ means going
down, and as such is punningly related to its partner rhyme ‘going down again’ (given the
context, ‘going down’ sounds like sexual slang for oral sex); the word ‘abajo’ can also be
a shout demanding the downfall of government. The line which ends the poem, ‘Thanks
for the guavas soaked in Cuban rum’, returns us to a more normal realm of existence
and implies retrospectively that the sonnet was a figment of the poet’s imagination. Since
Harrison’s fantasising includes a statement of the sort of poet he thinks he is, it is possible
to read ‘Guava Libre’ as a critique of his own efforts to be a political poet. Indeed, the
title refers both to the liberty which his imagination takes with his initial subject (‘guavas
soaked in Cuban rum’) and to the political liberty sought by Cuba and Vietnam (‘Cuba

Libre and Vietnam!’).

Tony Harrison’s poetry makes the ‘stock responses’ which different readerships bring
to literature an essential part of his search to be an ‘accessible’ poet. ‘Stock responses’””
were defined by I. A. Richards as memories, by which he meant the reader’s recognition of
his or her experiences (including reading experiences) in what they read. We find further
examples of stock response in V. where Harrison draws on the anger which many people
would feel at the desecration of his parents’ gravestone. Although sharing Harrison’s
outrage, there was uneasiness amongst several of V.’s reviewers that such anger had been

made a subject for poetry: .

Mr. Harrison, writing out of anger, reproduces with skillful contrivance these brutal utterances
with a curious rage that sometimes seems to be something almost like relish. If the purpose of

poetry is to enhance understanding then the unrestraint of much of this versified reportage is

not poetry. You can read it on the walls all over the pla.ce.[gsl

In responding to Harrison’s poem Butt’s response is no more than an angry ‘stock re-
sponse’ to graffiti and misses the irony inherent in the fact that his response may be
equated with the graffitiist’s response. Harrison is very alert to such ironies asking at one
point ‘What is it that this aggro act implies?” (HSP, p.241); ostensibly referring to the
skin’s spraying of four letter words, this question can also be asked of the initial anger
which led Harrison to produce V.. The poet deliberately neglects to suggest to whom ‘this
aggro act’ is addressed. The skin is quick to pick him up on this: ‘So what’s a cri-de-couer
cunt? Can’t you speak the language that yer mam spoke’ (HSP, p.241).

Despite the diversity of audience implied by Harrison’s poetry, he aims the ‘accessible

"B (which he is proud of having learnt) at a cultured and literary readership.

language
When Bruce Woodcock ran a workshop on Hull Truck’s Youth Theatre’s dramatised

version of V. the discussion turned to the accuracy of Harrison’s representation of a
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skinhead:

Skins around nowadays were more likely to be into anarchy and punk than aerosolling foot-

ball team names. It seemed from the group discussion that Harrison had taken the skin as a

generically representative voice of disaffection but in a quite distorting way.[mol

The group discussion emphasises the point that the reality of the skinhead’s existence and
activity is an illusion only sustained by the poet’s imagination. Harrison’s memories of his
family can also be read as ‘generically representative’ of working class families, whose lives
are only sustained by his efforts to write poetry. There are, however, serious consequences
for developing a critical approach from texts ‘which regard[s] art as distillation of personal

experience’. Helen Vendler suggests that:

the first [of these consequences] is that criticism may dwell on the experience — either its bio-
graphical origin or its putative universality — to the exclusion of the art which has distilled the

experience; or that it will lose itself in admiration and take on the slightly defensive tone of the

. . g 101
insecure and evangelistic advocate. "

Apart from his own experience, Harrison draws on other sources which help him to man-
ifest the sense of oblivion in his texts, fed by generally accessible literary sources (clearly
footnoted or referenced throughout his poetry) such as Greek drama and Darwinian nar-
ratives. Poems which draw on literary discussions of oblivion imply an educated audience
capable of catching literary allusions, and I shall be concentrating on this audience by
turning to consider Darwinian narratives and their relevance to the treatment of memory

and oblivion in Harrison’s poetry.

In ‘Origins and Oblivion in Victorian Narrative’ Gillian Beer refers to Darwin’s and
Lyell’s writing in an attempt to recover an understanding of the Victorian reader’s in-
terpretation of and response to forgetfulness and oblivion. Beer claims that the theories
that Darwin and Lyell put forward challenged their Victorian readers’ concepts of oblivion
and forgetfulness by giving them a new definition of extinction and a greatly extended
awareness of time. They opened up the need for a mode of writing which could ‘control
a newly intensified sense of evanescence associated with concepts of geological time, of
extinction, and of irreversible random genetic mutation. Each of these diminished the

claims of memory.’**?

A comparison of two poems entitled ‘Heredity’, one by Harrison
and the other by Thomas Hardy, illustrates how Harrison has respected, yet moved on
from, the Victorian vision of oblivion. The idea of heredity which emerges from Hardy’s

poem is of ‘irreversible random genetic mutation’, precariously avoiding oblivion:
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I am the family face;

Flesh perishes, I live on,

Projecting trait and trace

Through times to times anon,

And leaping from place to place

Over oblivion.
Hardy controls his sense of the randomness of genetic mutation by referring to an order-
liness which he illustrates by using geometrical diction. However, the threat of oblivion is
only temporarily held at bay by the verb ‘projecting’. Reading between the lines of ‘face’,
‘trace’, ‘place’ we see the threatened fusion of ‘on’, ‘anon,’ and ‘oblivion’. In Hardy’s poem
the inherited features of the human race can only ‘be brought within language and narra-
tive by the deciphering of traces and fragments, assemblage of record’.*® In recognising
the fact that the past comes through to us in ‘trait and trace’ Hardy echoes the beliefs
of Darwin and Lyell who, Beer argues, insisted that any understanding of the origins of
the human race must accept ‘our inevitable ignorance of the lived past’ and question the

value of memory:

Darwinian theory brings into question the value of memory. It highlights the extent of our

inevitable ignorance of the lived past, both our own past and that of the physical order of the

world. %

Gillian Beer is sensitive to the need the Victorians had to narrate and make up a story
of ‘the lived past’ prior to the present. She suggests that this need arose from a desire
to answer several questions: ‘Is the forgotten period simply a repetition of what is now
enacted, or is it increasingly different, more alien, less retrievable? Is the present therefore
less universal than it has seemed, more purely local and passing also?’™® [p the second
stanza of ‘Heredity’ Hardy is clearly aware of similar questions:

The years-heired feature that can

In curve and voice and eye

Despise the human span

Of durance - that is I;

The eternal thing in man,

That heeds no call to die.™*”
Here Hardy suggests that traits and traces which have been forgotten ‘can’ recur ‘in curve
and voice and eye’ and ‘Despise the human span / Of durance’. Although it is clear that
what the past despises in the present is the brevity of life’s existence, it is a shock to
realise that the poet considers that the past may ‘despise’ the present, since the present is
clearly related (‘the years-heired feature’) to the past. The present is certainly not simply

a re-enactment of the past, Hardy bravely ignores the ‘call to die’. The pun and rhyme on
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‘I’ (meaning individuality) and an ‘eye’ (referring to one of the ‘years-heired’ features) is
highly effective in emphasising the antagonistic connection between the past and present

by merging individuality into an oblivious mass of features.

The poem by Tony Harrison which closely resembles Hardy’s ‘Heredity’ is one of
the small poems prefacing The School of Eloquence where the poet seems to relish the
oblivion from which his poetry has grown. Imagining that the reader takes heredity
seriously Harrison imagines his or her incomprehension at his talent:

How you became a poet’s a mystery!
Wherever did you get your talent from?

I say: I had two uncles, Joe and Harry -
One was a stammerer, the other dumb.

(HSP, p. 111)

Harrison retrieves the memory of two members of his family from a past generation.
He tells an unlikely story stating that he inherited his poetic talent from an uncle who
stammered and one who was dumb. The story is in response to the patronising question
‘Wherever did you get your talent from?’. ‘Heredity’ prepares us to expect that a forgotten
past may be the poet’s subject; the reader who says ‘How you became a poet’s a mystery!’
has clearly chosen to ignore the fact that there was the potential for poetic talent in
Harrison’s background. In several of the sonnets in Art & Eztinction Harrison draws on
the Victorian metaphor in which the material world is treated as ‘a history of the world
imperfectly kept, and written in a changing dialect’."’® The sonnet sequence Art &
Extinction displays a style of writing which reminds us of Darwin’s and Lyell’s narratives
concerning oblivion and extinction. In the sequence’s fourth sonnet, ‘Loving Memory’ (for
Teresa Stratas) the poet becomes an ‘interpreter of nature’ and the lessons nature can
provide concerning man’s position in a world filled with geological signs of oblivion and
forgetting. Gillian Beer observes that Darwinian narratives imitate Lyell’s tendency to
make metaphors from writing talk about geological and historical features of landscape.
Beer quotes Darwin:

For my part following out Lyell’s metaphor, I look at the natural geological record, as a history
of the world imperfectly kept, and written in a changing dialect; of this history we possess the
last volume alone, relating only to two or three countries. Of this volume, only here and there a
short Chapter has been preserved; and of each page, only here and there a few lines. Each word
of the slowly changing language in which the history is supposed to be written, being more or
less different in the interrupted succession of Chapters, may represent the apparently abruptly

changed forms of life, entombed in our consecutive, but widely separated formations. "

Accepting that we can only reach an incomplete understanding of the history of the
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world Darwin attempts to explain difference between times past and present by equating
geological changes in a landscape with ‘the slowly changing language in which the history
is supposed to be written’. Darwin’s claim that the language history is written in is a
changing dialect implies a desire to include a sense of the local in the evolution of language.
By calling his text a record, and comparing Chapters to tombs, Darwin’s narrative raises
the issue of how accurately a text can be read as representative of memory. As Gillian

Beer has written:

Darwinian theory brings into question the value of memory. It highlights the extent of our

inevitable ignorance of the lived past, both our own past and that of the physical order of the

world,

‘Our inevitable ignorance of the lived past’ is an important theme in Tony Harrison’s
sonnet ‘Loving Memory’ (HSP, p.185). The first three lines of Tony Harrison’s poem
make landmarks metaphors for a slowly changing historical record:

The fosses where Caractacus fought Rome

blend with grey bracken and become a blur
above the Swedish Nightingale’s last home.

(HSP, p. 185)

Looking at the natural environment Harrison finds that traces of the past are physically
evident in the landscape (‘The fosses where Caractacus fought Rome’) blend with a feature
which has particular private poignancy. The poet is drawn to the last home of the ‘Swedish
Nightingale’ (Jenny Lind) because he wants to think about and recall his wife (Teresa
Stratas is a singer too). The words ‘blend’ and ‘blur’ and the rhyme of ‘Rome’ with
‘home’ fuse the factual traces of Roman history and the poet’s remembered associations
of the ‘Swedish Nightingale’ and her lyrics. The fusion suggests that personal memory
is crucial to the way in which the poet interprets nature and faces up to the oblivions
it posits (the Roman empire and Jenny Lind have both passed on). Despite Harrison’s
faith in the value of remembering, the privacy of his memory does highlight an inevitable
ignorance of the lived past. In the final lines of the sonnet Harrison meets two women
outside a graveyard who have never heard of Jenny Lind:

I ask two women leaving with dead daffodils:
Where’s Jenny Lind’s grave, please? They both say: Who?

(HSP, p. 185)

The women question the value of memory and memorial as a response to oblivion. Even

though the women have visited the graveyard they have not read the epitaph to Jenny
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Lind. The words of a memorial obviously do not address every passer by as Wordsworth
forcibly argued they did:

‘Pause Traveller!” The reader of an epitaph is the audience Wordsworth wanted: Everyman.
Such an epitaph is read by every passer-by, yet is removed from the busy world; it records a

private event, a private sorrow, yet one which all men have known or will know. ‘It is concerning
all and for all.’!'*!
Read with the knowledge of other authors’ and poets’ dilemmas about the force of memory,
Harrison’s use of memory clearly provides understanding of the extinctions, deaths and
losses which happen around us without the extreme pessimism of Darwinian narrative or
the over-optimism of Wordsworth. Instead the forcefulness of Harrison’s writing about
memory relies on an immediate reader or listener whom he can draw into intimacy. His
poetry is ‘directed not to the solitary reader, but to an audience’.**” There is an element
of panic in the way he hurries past the hospital and arrests the first human beings he
sees, panic which is soothed by his recollection of a text he has read and the memory of
passion shared with his wife:
Death keeps all hours, but graveyards close at nights.
I hurry past the Malvern Hospital

where a nurse goes round small wards and puts on lights
and someone there’s last night begins to fall.

‘The oldest rocks this earth can boast’, these hills,
packed with extinction, make me burn for you.

(HSP, p. 185)

Despite the poet’s sensitivity to signs of extinction in the formations of the Malvern Hills
memory of his living wife is not diminished but fanned into a strong flame. Having estab-
lished Harrison’s interest in challenging the oblivion and extinction noticeable in changing
landscapes and natural resources, and the parallels his writing has with the same issues
addressed in Darwinian narratives we can begin to understand why Harrison is drawn to
elegy. As well as being a lament for a dearly loved person, elegy is ‘specifically about what
is missing’. The evanescence suggested by the lines ‘these hills, / packed with extinction’
makes the poet ‘burn’ with loving memories of his wife. The verb ‘burn’ suggests that
as well as countering extinction memory may be self-consuming. By analysing Harrison’s
metaphorical use of coal and its relationship with fire, we can understand more fully the

role Harrison envisages for memory within a world filled with manifestations of oblivion.

The imagery of evolution and geological stratas is employed by Harrison in his elegy

V. to extend the poet’s sense of time:
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Not train departure time, and not Town Hall
with the great white clock face I can see,
coal, that began, with no man here at all,

as 300 million-year-old plant debris.

(V. p.25)

One of the characteristics of V. (well illustrated in the stanza I have quoted above by the
list of things Harrison does not choose to see and which obstruct his vision) is the tortuous
way in which his verse settles upon its main subject matter. ‘Clanking and creaking like
old machinery yet formal in the extreme (abab lines) we are never allowed to forget what

a contrived and artificial activity poetry is.’**¥

Morrison’s general comments about the
nature of Harrison’s verse need to be qualified, however. In the above stanza the poet
labours to see coal because it has no connections with mankind’s artificial time-tabling
of time. In his reference to ‘coal’ Harrison reminds the reader of vast acres of unrecorded
time. The poet then relates himself to these unrecorded times by suggesting that instead
of ash people will scoop ‘clinker’ out of his cremation urn. (Clinker is a hard mass formed

by the fusion of the impurities of coal such as iron ore.) Therefore the coal that he burns

in his grate at home has already begun to manifest forgotten lives and years:
Home, home to my woman, never to return
till sexton or survivor has to cram

the bits of clinker scooped out of my urn
down through the rose-roots to my dad and mam.

Home, home to my woman, where the fire’s lit
these still chilly mid-May evenings, home to you,
and perished vegetation from the pit

escaping insubstantial up the flue.

(V. p.29)

The repetition of the words ‘Home, home to my woman’ which open these two stanzas
encourages us to read them in p'a,ra,llel. Bits of clinker from the poet’s urn together
with the rose-roots are such stuff as ‘perished vegetation’ is made of. Despite Harrison's
insistence that he will not return to his parents’ grave until his own death, his return to
a bome hearth where the ‘perished vegetation’ is clearly made up of such things as rose
roots which live off the remains of his ‘mam and dad’ means that he and his wife are
warmed by the combustion of lived pasts and personal memories. After using coal and
its associated features to manifest his conviction that personal memory is consigned to

forgotten periods of creativity, Harrison goes on to associate coal with passionate artistry:
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Listening to Lulu, in our hearth we burn,

as we hear the high Cs rise in stereo,

what was once lush swamp club-moss and tree-fern
at least 300 million years ago.

(V. p.29)

The fuel sustaining the domestic hearth now includes the lived feelings which the poet and
his wife have between them. This time the mention of coal’s initial creation communicates

sensuous fertility as if the poet is close to that vegetable compounding.

The repetitive web of references at this point in V. to the first creation of coal shows
how richly symbolic Harrison finds coal. The word-play he sustains around coal and the
extended sense of time it represents is remarkable; so, the phrase ‘coke-plant’ moves us
from the vegetation that created coal all those millions of years ago through the domestic

hearth to the miner’s strike of 1984:

As the coal with reddish dust cools in the grate
on the late-night national news we see

police v. pickets at a coke-plant gate,

old violence and old disunity.

(V. p. 30)

A cooling coal was the image Shelley chose to describe his mind in creation: “The mind
in creation is as a fading coal, which some invisible influence, like an inconstant wind,
awakens to transitory brightness.”"*¥ The coal which cools in Harrison’s grate is linked to
national news as well as to the poet’s imaginative thought. The images of violence which
fade from the television screen mimic the fading coal; ‘the day’s last images recede to first
a glow’ (V, p.30), and Harrison’s decision to rhyme ‘glow’ with ‘know’ implies that the
coal-like ‘glow’ feeds his imaginative mind:

Turning to love, and sleep’s oblivion, I know
what the UNITED that the skin sprayed has to mean.

(V, p.30)

There is, however, no ‘invisible influence’ affecting Harrison’s mind; it is ‘love’ which works
on his creative mind and influences the way Harrison reads the sprayed word ‘UNITED’.
Yet Harrison’s mind is also fed by ‘old violence and old disunity’, the word ‘old’ implying
that he is tired of the fact that such industrial disputes and wars seem unending. The
layers of history, experience and literary tradition that evolving ‘coal creating forces’ can

represent makes coal an ideal motif for Harrison’s creative mind. His references to coal
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display his concern with an industrial past, the comfort of domesticity and, at the end
of V., a consideration of Wordsworth’s elegiac attempts to retrieve an ancient past in
comparison with Harrison’s own. For Harrison focuses on Wordsworth’s poem ‘A slumber

7. [115)

did my spirit seal’, quoting Wordsworth’s phrase ‘diurnal course’:

Victory? For vast, slow, coal-creating forces
that hew the body’s seams to get the soul.
Will Earth run out of her ‘diurnal courses’
before repeating her creation of black coal?

(V. p.32)

The ‘body’ that Harrison refers to here is, as I have suggested in Chapter 1, ‘Man’,
represented throughout the poem by the figure of the poet standing in front of his parents’
grave on Beeston Hill. This, combined with the fact that the verb ‘create’ used in the
phrase ‘coal-creating forces’, makes a link between coal and artistic creation, encourages
us to assess Harrison’s success at making himself the mouthpiece for a silenced past. (The
‘seams’ remind us of ‘the lowest worked-out seam’ which lie beneath the buried family
dead.) Harrison refuses to believe that the past is as inaccessible as Wordsworth implies.
He even thinks that it is possible to retrieve a soul if you labour hard enough. In V. the
poet struggles to have his themes and memories heard and recognised as art. Burning
coal extracted from pits which will eventually be worked out Harrison hopes to find some
traces of inarticulate generations. Indeed, a worked-out pit manifests a specific area of
oblivion which Tony Harrison is interested in. In ‘Working’ he describes the hardship of
Patience Kershaw who worked in the mines:

Wherever hardship held its tongue the job
’s breaking the silence of the worked-out-gob.*

(HSP, p.124)

‘The worked-out-gob’ or translated into RP ‘The lowest worked-out seam’ is a mouth.
The graveyard Harrison considers at the beginning of V. ‘stands above a worked-out pit’.
It is threatening to become ‘a great memory hole’™® which will disturb the dead from
their places of rest and create a ‘rabblement of bone’. It is by burning the coal which has
been extracted from pits like the one under Beeston Graveyard that Harrison manages to

halt temporarily the inevitable consignment of the tongue-tied to oblivion.

* Harrison provides his own footnote to ‘Working’ to emphasise his equation of ‘gob’ with mouth and
coal mining. ‘Note: ‘Gob’ an old Northern coal-mining word for the space left after the coal has
been extracted. Also of course, the mouth, the speech.’
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In ‘A slumber did my spirit seal’ the word ‘seal’ implies that Wordsworth achieves
consolation by trying to sleep and forget. The certitude with which he declares knowledge

of the woman’s situation after death is part of his determination to console himself:

No motion has she now, no force;

She neither hears nor sees;

Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,
With rocks, and stones, and trees.™"

Quoting Wordsworth and questioning the determination he displays to return to normal
rhythms of life by numbing himself to the dead woman’s existence, Harrison engages
the reader with Wordsworth’s poem. The question he asks; ‘Will Earth run out of her
“diurnal courses” / before repeating her creation of black coal?’ thinly veils the threat of
permanent oblivion (‘run out’) which Harrison is sensitive to. Yet the moment also draws
in the context of Wordsworth’s poem to suggest that we cannot persuade ourselves for
ever of the normality of things when the opposite is true. Harrison is coming to the close
of his ‘creation’ and so the question is also asking the reader if things will have changed

before he (the poet) writes another poem.

Throughout his writing, Harrison is haunted by fire’s apocalyptic alliance with mem-
ory as well as its burning of coal. Flaming extinction is introduced by the language of
nuclear war dominant in the sonnet sequence Anno 42 (‘A sequence of seven sonnets writ-
ten 42 years after VJ Day in August 1945°%"'* ). In ‘Birds of Japan’ the all-consuming
extinction which fire can achieve dominates Harrison’s treatment of his subject. The
subject of Harrison’s poem consequently becomes extinction (the birds) without trace or
evidence of previous life:

Did the birds burst into song as they ignited
above billowing waves of cloud up in the sky,

hosannahs too short lived to have alighted
on a Bomb age Basho, or a Hokusai?

Apostles of that pinioned Pentecaust

of chirrupings cremated on the wing

will have to talk their ghosts down, or we’re lost.
Until we know what they sang, who can sing?

(PR, p.6)

The birds become metaphors for a serious apocalyptic message. As Damian Grant has

recognised, ‘the sort of poet he is requires an apocalyptic metaphor: such as tongues of
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fire’.!** In The School of Eloguence tongues of fire are associated with the branks' of

mortal speech that kept his father down:

Harrison uses the phrase [tongues of fire] in several poems, suggesting that the image of the gift
of tongues to the timorous Apostles is obviously very real to him, personal and powerful. He
uses this image to convey the horrific irony in the fact that his father’s tongue takes fire only

at his cremation. ‘I thought how his cold tongue burst into flame, but only literally’, after a

lifetime in which he had hungered for ‘release from mortal speech / That kept him down’.*)

In ‘Birds of Japan’ Harrison attempts to understand what motivates mankind to commit
an act as destructive as dropping the atom bomb on Hiroshima. As well as referring to
lessons offered by nature, his vocabulary evokes several different esoteric (poetry addressed
to the initiated) groups. Initially people with geological and chemical knowledge of places

where natural phenomena can kill appear to be his audience:

Campi Phlegraei, Lake Nyos of Wum,
their sulphur could asphyxiate whole flocks
but combustibility had not yet come

to the femto-seconds of the Fiat Noz:

men made magma, flesh made fumaroles,
first mottled by the flash to brief mofettes
and ‘Hiroshima’s fast pressurising souls
hissed through the fissures in mephitic jets.

(PR, p.6)

The reference to ‘Fiat Noz’ echoes God’s creative command ‘fiat lux’ (let there be light),
and the phrase ‘men made’ which follows implies that man’s ingenuity has gone too far
in taking lessons from God’s initial creation. Men have turned themselves into magma (a

layer of molten rock beneath the earth’s crust) and have made flesh ‘fumaroles’.

‘Birds of Japan’ is a figurative sonnet, approaching the terror and deva,sta,t;ion of the
nuclear bomb via nature, the birds. Having observed the fact that there is a precedent
for their death (but not their combustibility) Harrison swiftly moves from the natural
environment to a cultural one. Responding to Japanese prints he notices that the pic-
tures by the painters ‘Bomb age Basho’ and ‘Hokusai’ do not include birds. In the eight
lines which end the sonnet Harrison makes reference to knowledge gleaned from study in
the arts, and implies that this artistic readership is one which condones nuclear warfare.
By combining the concept of ‘holocaust’ with ‘Pentecost’ and creating a new word ‘Pen-
tecaust’ (PR, p.6), Harrison both averts a holocaust and implies that apostalising led

to it. A Miltonic echo within the lines of ‘The Birds of Japan’ suggests that Harrison is

1 A brank is a mouth clamp.
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aware that it is too easy merely to pronounce judgement against those ‘Apostles’ who find
arguments for nuclear warfare. In Samson Agonistes ‘Virtue’ is the bird which engenders
its own ‘holocaust’ in just retaliation for Samson’s death, and at the same time becomes

a metaphor for hope after this self-engendered ‘holocaust’:

So Virtue, given for lost,

Depressed and overthrown as seemed,
Like that self begotten bird

In the Arabian woods embost,

That no second knows nor third,

And lay erewhile a holocaust,

From out her ashy womb now teemed,
Revives, reflourishes, then vigourous most
When most unactive deemed;

And, though her body die, her fame survives,
A secular bird, ages of lives.[*!!

Since Samson is favoured by God the holocaust proceeds from the just anger of an of-
fended God. The word ‘holocaust’ is therefore made an approved act of revenge. Milton’s
metaphoric treatment of this ruthlessness lessens the horror of the fact that God condones
the obliteration of a people. However, whilst Milton uses metaphor to display the justness
of God’s revenge, Harrison finds it difficult not to apportion blame. It is important to
draw g.ttention to the fact that the ‘Apostles’ Harrison addresses are ‘Apostles of that
pinioned Pentecaust’. There is sadistic cruelty contained in the verb ‘pinioned’, which
implies Harrison’s own distaste for what the ‘Apostles’ advocate. Therefore, when in the
final lines of the sonnet the poet writes that the ‘Apostles’ will have to listen for the song
of the dead birds, we sense that he is taking no responsibility for the devastation himself

but rather suggesting this as the only reparation the initiated can make.

The elegy in which Harrison faces up to the consequences of his own apocalyptic
metaphors is ‘The Mother of the Muses’ (an elegy for the death of Emmanuel Stratas). In
this poem humankind and books have replaced coal as fuel for fire whilst the fire remains
symbolic of human callousness and censorship. Harrison has deliberately made himself
solitary in a remote Canadian cabin and sitting in front of a hearth he tries to remember

fragments of words:
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After I've lit the fire and looked outside

and found us snowbound and the roads all blocked,
anxious to prove my mind’s not ossified

and the way into that storehouse still unlocked,

as its easier to remember poetry,

I try to remember, but soon find it hard,

a speech from Prometheus a boy from Greece B.C.
scratched, to help him learn it, on a shard.®?

As Harrison sits before the fire (the gift of Prometheus) it reminds him of the other gift
that Prometheus gave man, ‘the gift of writing’. The poet sits, threatened by an empty
whiteness, the obliterating, isolating power of snow. As Harrison sits trying to use his
gifts of writing and memory (so often the engenderer of creativity in his early poetry) the
greatest danger he faces is apathy. ‘I try to remember, but soon find it hard.” Harrison
is eventually spurred by love to make an effort to remember the lost words (the personal
associations of the visit which he and his wife paid to the Home where her father lived
touching him keenly in his apathetic state), but the way in which his effort tails off into
dots shows that the poet’s awareness of oblivion is very strong:

I remember the museum, and I could eke

his scratch marks out, and could complete

the ... however many lines there were of Greek

and didn’t think it then much of a feat.!"*?
A comparison of Harrison’s awareness of the oblivion in his consciousness in a poem like
‘Cyprus and Cedar’ with that displayed in ‘The Mother of the Muses’ indicates that as a
maturer poet Harrison can no longer stabilise oblivion and forgetfulness in his conscious-
ness by using vivid images. In ‘Cyprus and Cedar’ Harrison values the efforts of the
lily-like ‘peace’ to keep reproducing;:

Peace like a lily pad on swamps of pain —

floating’s its only way of being linked.

This consciousness of ours that reads and writes

drifts on a darkness deeper than the night’s.

Above that blackness, buoyed on the extinct,
peace, pure white, floats flowering in the brain,

and fades ...
(HSP, p. 233)

Clearly, the threat of extinction has profoundly affected the consciousness which ‘reads
and writes’. Harrison chooses a particularly vivid and beautiful flower to be his example

of nature’s inevitable changes, and to represent metaphorically peace’s efforts to balance
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oblivion. Thus, moments of peace and moments of beauty are declared to be shortlived
in the writer’s consciousness. ‘The Mother of The Muses’ is sfructured by the poet’s
inability to remember the words from Prometheus he once saw scratched on a shard. His
strain to remember becomes the theme of the poem, reflecting both the state of mind of
the old people he saw in the ‘Home’ and the blur that is descending over the memories of
the atrocities of World War Two. In Greek Fire"* OQliver Taplin notes how important
fragments of the lived past are to Tony Harrison’s creativity. To explain how artists like
Harrison can make fragmentation positive, he quotes critical responses to a contemporary
painting by Lisa Milroy called Fragménts. (Milroy’s picture was an unframed display of
fragments of Greek pottery.) Critical responses to this painting echoed the Darwinian
belief that man is inevitably ignorant of his past. A critic in The Times wrote that ‘the
composition leaking off the picture’s edges, tells you not about Greek culture but about

your inevitable ignorance of it’. Taplin argues for a different interpretation:

The very fragmentation [is] inexhaustively suggestive and resilient against final containment [and)]

the receptive mind can always make a new pattern out of the pieces and seek self—knowledge.[usl

In ‘The Mother of The Muses’ Harrison focuses on a piece of pottery which has words
written on it. The words are not quite consigned to oblivion; they are preserved in a
museum somewhere in Greece and hazily in the poet’s mind. However, in recording their
elusiveness (Harrison takes the whole poem to remember the first few words) the poet
is illustrating a natural propensity to forgetfulness which, as Gillian Beer has remarked,
every reader suffers from. However, even if forgetting is any reader’s most common expe-
rience, whilst remembering is an achievement, there are times as Gillian Beer suggested in
‘Origins and Oblivion in Victorian Narrative’ when forgetfulness has serious consequences

and the assumption that it is inevitable must therefore be challenged:

There are times when the act of forgetting becomes a crisis and the recognition of oblivion

becomes threatening to a community. (a26)

The fact that images of oblivion in ‘The Mother of The Muses’ are much sharper than
Harrison’s memory of the words on the shard implies that the poet feels a crisis point has

been reached:



‘Breaking the Silence’ of Oblivion 58

The Memory, Mother of the Muses, bit.
Prometheus, in words I do recall reciting

but can’t quote now, and they’re so apposite,
claiming he gave mankind the gift of writing,

Along with fire the Gods withheld from men

who’d lived like ants in caves deprived of light

they could well end up living in again

if we let what flesh first roasted on ignite

a Burning of the Books far more extreme

than any screeching Fihrer could inspire,

the dark side of the proud Promethean dream

our globe enveloped in his gift of fire.**”
The lines ruthlessly record images of destruction, and the censorship and human cruelty
that these public celebrations of extermination manifest. It is only within a context of
love that dark forces can be held off. At the end of his poem the gifts of writing and
fire combine to create a poem of memory by lamplight on St. Valentine’s Day. The poem
ends trusting in fragile things, even the smallest traces have major significance (personal

and public). Harrison’s inspiring muse (Mnemosyne/Memory) not content to lament or

accept passively ‘what is missing’.

Memory inspires Harrison to remember birds which are absent from the snow-filled
scene. Unlike the ‘Birds of Japan’ those recalled in the final stanza of ‘The Mother of The
Muses’ leave traces:

Country people used to say today’s

the day the birds sense spring and choose their mates
and trapped exotics in the Dresden blaze

were flung together in their flame-fledged fates.

The snow in the street outside’s at least 6ft.

I look for life, and find the only sign’s,
like words left for, or by, someone from Crete,

a bird’s tracks, like blurred Greek, for Valentine’s."*
Memories of nature are being used to express fresh life, new beginnings and love. The
mixture of this regenerating significance with the idea that a ‘terrible beauty is born’ and
commemorated on 14' February each year shows how little it takes to make memory a
‘baleful’ or ‘beneficial’ thing. To end this chapter I examine the significance of pastoral

in Harrison’s later elegiac writing.

Eric Smith has suggested that pastoral can be an abstract world the poet could retire
to:

Elegy is specifically about what is missing and also about what is more certainly known to
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have been formerly possessed. It is a crucial and intimate situation removed, very often, to the

abstracted world of pastoral. What is missing may be a particular person or a particular quality

of life, or it may be both.[*?°
However, pastoral in Harrison’s poetry draws attention to the raw shock and horror that
the poet insists we should feel when facing up to loss; it serves to remind us that there
is no abstract world we can retire to. The children of Mnemosyne have been mutilated
and changed by twentieth-century concepts of oblivion almost beyond recognition. In
‘Facing up to the Muses’ Harrison remarks on the weariness, darkness and staleness which
surrounds the Muses’ haunt and taints their ‘fountain of inspiration on Helicon’:

This weariness of the nine, this erosion of the affirmative spirit in our times, this darkness,
this nephos on Helicon has been made darker by two World Wars, the terrors of Nazism, and
the fearful conflagrations unleashed on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 creating the literal
polickrotophoi of Hesiod’s fifth Age.... It’s not only our lateness in history but the dark

catastrophes of our age that undermine creativity at its very roots. (130]

Exploring Harrison’s use of pastoral we can see a poet playing on his literary readers’
formal expectations of an abstract and tranquil world whilst barely keeping in check his
own sense of outrage at mankind’s persistent attempts to devise more and more effective
instruments of destruction and cruelty. In A Kumquat for John Keats Tony Harrison draws
on the pastoral muse to illustrate how this muse has lost some of the former qualities it
held in Keats’ time. In ‘Facing up to the Muses’™" Harrison had observed that Keats
had been aware of the powerful effect the growing awareness of oblivion was having on the
muses. When Keats looked to Mount Helicon in Endymion he had seen that ‘all is dark /
Around thine top’. In the same address to the Classical Association Harrison quotes his

own pastoral scene appropriate for Mount Helicon. It explodes in his face:

. a century of history on this earth
between John Keats’ death and my own birth ~
years like an open crater, gory, grim,
with bloody bubbles leering at the rim;
a thing no bigger than an urn explodes
and ravishes all silence and all odes.
Flora asphyxiated by foul air,
unknown to either Keats or Lempriere,
dehydrated Naiads, Dryad amputees,
dragging themselves through slagscapes with no trees,
a shirt of Nessus fire that gnaws and eats
children half the age of dying Keats...

(HSP, pp. 193-194)

There is a distance of history and dark catastrophe between Harrison and Keats. The
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scattered fragments of reference to Keats’ poetry and the broken use of his diction show
us that Harrison feels that the possibility of human extinction brought about by nuclear
war has affected a poetic consciousness. The lines I have quoted echo Keats’ ‘Ode on a
Grecian Urn’:

Thou still unravished bride of quietness,

Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,
Silvan historian. .. **

The urn fosters a pastoral past, and unviolated it maintains a silence about this past.
Tony Harrison is determined to molest silence. In his couplets not only has ‘unravished’
been converted to ‘ravishes’, but the ravishing is not of ‘the bride’ but of ‘silence’. The
fragmentation of Keats’ words illustrate the destruction of pastoral assumptions about
time. Keats admires the ‘slow time’ the urn preserves. The fragments left by the de-
structive nuclear force (the urn is like a nuclear bomb) show how eager Harrison is to
understand a sudden and violent manifestation of human extinction. Harrison writes 4
Kumgquat for John Keats as an elegy to the passing of youth. He parallels his youth with
Keats’, marking Keats’ death (another use of elegy) and the passing of a quality of life
(youth) at the same time. The implicit link between nuclear extinction of life and Keats’
sudden death is an unusual and devastating investigation of death. Maintaining formality
whilst dealing with the theme of death, Harrison’s style takes its example from Palladas.
When translating Palladas he valued the Roman poet for his invigorating and unique

approach to death and historical change:

What is unique and invigorating about Palladas is that there is no sense at all of ‘gracious’

surrender either to the inevitability of death or to historical change. [33)

Palladas teaches Tony Harrison how a poet can use his poetry to defy the despair of
oblivion while expressing it powerfully at the same time. Palladas treats Death brusquely:
Agony comes from brooding about death.

Once dead, a man’s spared all that pain.

Weeping for the dead’s a waste of breath —
they’re lucky, they can’t die again.™*

Palladas’ pointedness is ‘somehow the formal equivalent of despair’.* This comment

refers to that phenomenon whereby the more strongly someone asserts something the
weaker the reader often feels their case. It is Palladas’ formality in the face of oblivion,

death, and despair that Harrison values very highly:

There is a strong sense of form in Palladas and it is something which barely seems able to contain

the apoplectic energy of his nihilistic scorn. It is as if the formal endeavour and metrical tension
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were all that stood between Palladas and choking silence, sheer cosmic exasperation and what
Beckett’s Lucky called ‘divine aphasia’ [a defect of memory].**!

Form is eloquent in Harrison’s elegies. In A Kumguat for John Keats Harrison uses
couplets. As we read the poem we are immediately struck by the ringing thymes. Realising
that we are reading an elegy, we begin to argue with this effect and ask whether its rough
shod and raw music is really gracious enough for the memory of Keats. Harrison labours
for a raw verse. By being so pointed he makes the couplet ‘the formal equivalent of
despair’.'*” The regular, often obvious, rhymes express a fear of not knowing anything
by trying to state links between words through rhyme. Couplets can also express unending

circles in which arguments can travel. They are self-sufficient units as well as parts of a

narrative.

The couplet has traditi;:ma,lly been treated as a whole, a suitable form for expressing
wholeness (even if to criticise this). In his Essay on Man Pope celebrates an ideal —
the spreading of charitable virtue represented by ripples of water circling out to ‘Friend,

parent, neighbour’, and then even further to country and the human race:

Wide and more wide, the o’er lowings of the mind
Take e’vry creature in of every kind.!?*

This is a use of the couplet form to express the individual’s ability to be open-minded
within limits. Pope is confident that the universe is bounded:

God loves from whole to parts but human soul
Must rise from individual to the whole."*”

Another exponent of couplets, George Crabbe, also embraces the significance of circles in

his couplets:

Though mild benevolence our Priest possess’d,
"Twas but by wishes or by words express’d:
Circles in water as they wider flow

The less conspicuous in their progress grow. ™"

Crabbe uses couplets as tight circular expressions of his characters’ limitations. His bal-
anced rhythm ‘wider’ flows into ‘the less’, makes us feel how naturally men fail within the
bounds set out for them, and how natural it is to have opposites around you in life. The
bounding nature of the couplet together with its circularity is especially apt for Harrison’s
vision of the world, since he tends to view the world as if it is a Greek circular orchestra

where celebrant and sufferer can exist together (this is something I examine more fully in
Chapter 3).
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Circular imagery persists in A Kumgquat for John Keats. Much of the fruit mentioned
is round; grapefruits are ‘moon-like globes’, tangerines are like ‘sunshine’. The kumquat
itself is ‘scarcely cherry sized’ and has all the qualities of a good couplet:

that Micanopy kumquat that I ate

whole, straight off the tree, sweet pulp and sour skin —
or was it sweet outside and sour within?

(HSP, p.192)

The kumquat has a round boundary which embraces opposites. It is impossible to say
which of the skin and flesh is the bitterer. Eating kumquats is like eating couplets, eating
despair and joy at the same time. Harrison’s couplets are also ‘expressive vehicles for a
vulnerable and frustrated sensibility and a method of distancing or critically placing that
sensibility’.™*" The poet is worried by the need to find a way of expressing the essence
of his ‘prime’ of life. The very first couplet of the poem announces this worry:

Today I found the right fruit for my prime,
not orange, not tangelo, and not lime.

(HSP, p.192)

Although the first half of the couplet seems confident in its manner of expressing certainty,
the list of fruits in the second half tells us how much effort the poet has had to exert to
find ‘the right fruit’. The list implies that the memory of this quest is as important as
the discovery itself. This indicates the crucial difference between Harrison’s and Palladas’
use of form to defy oblivion. Harrison uses the formality of couplets to express despair as
pointedly as Palladas, but he is also determined to emphasise that memory is not erased
by the despair generated in us by our sense of oblivion. Palladas lives for the moment

alone;

Each new day break we are born again.
All our life till now has flown away.
What we did yesterday’s already gone.
All we have left of life begins today.

Old men, don’t complain of all your years.

Those that have vanished are no longer yours!®**
In this poem Palladas plays with the mnemonic function of the epigram, using it to say
that we have no past. The friction between function and meaning undermines the speaker,

leaving his poem a crumbling edifice of form where the meaning erases the structure as
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fast as it is written. There is subject matter in A Kumgquat for John Keats which threatens
to erase the couplets as fast as they are written:
As strong sun burns away the dawn’s grey haze
I pick a kumquat and the branches spray
cold dew in my face to start the day.
The dawn’s molasses make the citrus gleam
still in the orchards of the groves of dream.
The limes, like Galway after weeks of rain,
glow with a greenness that is close to pain,
the dew-cooled surfaces of fruit that spent
all last night flaming in the firmament.
The new day dawns. O days ! My spirit greets
the kumquat with the spirit of John Keats.
O kumgquat, comfort for not dying young,
both sweet and bitter, bless the poet’s tongue!
I burst the whole fruit chilled by morning dew
against my palate. Fine, for 42!

(HSP, pp. 194-195)

Nature, which could have been made suitable as a pastoral background for lament, is
used to express the agony of existence constantly aware of obliterating powers. The sun is
‘strong’ and ‘burns away the dawn’s grey haze’. Each new day seems to erase the previous
one. However each day also has traces of the previous day in it as it begins. The dew is
both tears lamenting days gone by and a sign of the fresh new day. Memory, lament for
the dead, and the pastoral muse combine in the pun on ‘morning dew’. That dew has the
power to keep fruit cool in a ‘flaming’ firmament. As the poet takes in that coolness, he
also takes in the power to see coolly in a heated environment; the power to embrace both
the celebratory and suffering aspects of life; the power to mourn intensely and sensitively
without being self-absorbed. Realising this, the reader no longer has a need to resist the
obviousness of Harrison’s thymes. Rhyme, like everything else in this elegy, is not content

simply to be; it must act and live.

As well as proffering a vision of a world laid waste by nuclear war Harrison can write
more domestic pastoral. V. is an elegy which seizes on socially approved actions, class
distinctions and the distance poetry has put between Harrison and his father. Pastoral
becomes part of an unpretentious attempt to make sense of these things. Harrison dis-
cusses the social significance of consolation expressed by a pastoral art which finds its

references in surface nature:
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When I first came here 40 years ago

with my dad to ‘see my grandma’ I was 7.

I helped dad with the flowers. He let me know
she’d gone to join my grandad up in Heaven.

My dad who came each week to bring fresh flowers
came home with clay stains on his trouser knees.
Since my parents’ deaths I’ve spent 2 hours

made up of odd 10 minutes such as these.

(V. p.12)

On the occasion of a death Harrison is not using the pastoral to transport the reader
into an abstract world, or floridly to lament what is missing. The act of placing flowers
on his grandmother’s grave is an unpretentious and modest one. It ‘dignified the family
plot’. The pastoral is used by the poet to show his respect for his father’s social act
of remembering. The memory that the poet has of his father coming home with clay
stains on his trousers reminds us of the ways mankind has found to console itself, while
expressing the poet’s conviction that no abstract worlds or afterworlds exist. Later he
says ‘I don’t believe in afterlife at all’ (V. p.15). Harrison’s pastoral holds firmly to this

world and to now.

In Adonais Keats’ corpse breathes forth flowers and Shelley claims that ‘they illumine
death’:

The leprous corpse, touched by this spirit tender,

Exhales itself in flowers of gentle breath;

Like incarnations of the stars, when splendour

Is changed to fragrance, they illumine death

And mock the merry worm that wakes beneath;

Nought we know, dies. Shall that alone which knows

Be as a sword consumed before the sheath

By sightless lightening?**’
The body of the poet is treated with religious reverence. The blossom from the May trees
in V. proves an equally essential part of the poet’s expression. Coming home from Beeston
Hill graveyard Harrison hangs up his clothes and ‘from my parka hood / may and apple
petals, browned and creased, / fall onto the carpet and bring back the flood / of feelings
their first falling had released’ (V, p.31). These petals can be considered equivalent to the
poet’s laurel wreath. Indeed, the blossom gives expression to a flood of feeling connected
with his own childhood. In addition, the may blossom connects the poet to the youths
who, like the skinhead, are not interested in the past; ‘not so loud they’d want to raise a

ghost’. There is a tree in blossom in the graveyard which boy footballers ‘boot their ball
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at all day’ and mimic the older skinheads showing off their footballing skills around the
graves:

5 kids, with one in goal, play 2-a-side.

When the ball bangs on the hawthorn that’s one post

and petals fall they hum Here Comes the Bride
though not so loud they’d want to rouse a ghost.

They boot the ball on purpose at the trunk

and make the tree shed showers of shrivelled may.
I look at this word graffitied by some drunk

and I'm in half a mind to let it stay.

(V. p.-13)

Harrison invests in the pastoral image the destructive urge, the potential for growth, and
love. By the end of V. a tree in the graveyard has become as expressive an epitaph as the

living, remembering figure of the poet. For this reason Harrison invites us to:

. choose a day like I chose in mid-May
or earlier when apple and hawthorn tree,
no matter if boys boot their ball all day,
cling to their blossoms and won’t shake them free.

(V, p.32)

Throughout his poetry Harrison displays remarkable versatility in his treatment of mem-
ory. Working with the personal, literary and historical fragments which create his sense
of time past and which I am calling memory, he develops a public voice for poetry, which
demands the reader’s direct engagement. Harrison achieves this by harrying or reasoning,

t’.1* Having argued for

but it is always in the interests of ‘speaking publicly as a poe
the quality of his personal memories I now propose to explore Harrison’s skill at working
with memories in a less personal way. To do this I turn to an art closely linked to elegy:

translation.
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Chapter 3
Memory and Links between Elegy and Translations

All my work comes out of the same preoccupation [translation] - it’s one writing, but it’s difficult

to explain exactly how they are linked. *4®

Harrison’s preoccupation with Greek translation is well documented, not least by the poet
himself. In conversation with Richard Hoggart Harrison suggests that the reason why he
is so preoccupied with Greek drama is because Greek dramatists can help him develop a

public voice in poetry which seeks to confront the blackness of contemporary times:

To learn from that literature seems to me to be very important, one of the great lessons I have
learned. Our times surely have some of the blackest things one can imagine in them. How do

you think about them and still have the heart and appetite for life? The Greeks do that. ™

However, as we have seen in Chapter 2, memories of daily living and personal contact with
his parents are also important to Harrison. Many of Harrison’s childhood memories are
inextricably linked with his experiencing and reading texts in foreign languages suggesting

047 which Harrison

that personal memories are part of ‘the same quest for a public poetry
engages with when translating Greek drama. The idea that the most private memory can
be as powerful as the ‘great lessons’ proffered to the public by Greek drama is best
supported by examining the role Harrison’s memories of foreign texts in The School of
Eloquence have to play in this sequence of poetry. The poet’s determination to read

foreign works created tension in his relationship with his father:

That summer it was Ibsen, Marx and Gide.
I got one of his you-stuck-up bugger looks:

ah sometimes think you read too many books.
ah niwvver ‘ad much time for a good read.

(HSP, p. 141)

In these lines memories of reading books which require translation manifest the power
books have to disturb personal relationships as well as recording Harrison’s father’s view
that reading is a waste of the time he has to spare in his life. In ‘Book Ends’ (HSP, p. 29)
Harrison explores ways of celebrating the memory of his mother. His poem is an epitaph
for her and is also charged with the antagonism the poet experienced in his relationship
with his father. The antagonism is generated by words and books that are between them,
and in turn poses a risk to the voicing of the memory of mother/wife that they both

desire:
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Back in our silences and sullen looks,
for all the Scotch we drink, what’s still between ’s
not the thirty or so years, but books, books, books.

(HSP, p. 126)

The phrase ‘book ends’ is chosen with great care. At the same time as expressing the
antagonism between Harrison and his father it is a living mnemonic for his mother’s love
for them both:

You’re like book ends, the pair of you, she’d say,
Hog that grate, say nothing, sit, sleep, stare....

(HSP, p. 29)

The phrase unites her husband and son to her while respecting their differences; it honours
her character. It is fitting therefore that her name becomes equivalent to a book end in
the second sonnet of the pair. Sonnet II revolves around her name ‘FLORENCE’, as if she
is the author of her own book. Harrison takes extraordinary risks with the authentication

of his childhood memories; a skill Douglas Dunn admires when he writes:

Harrison runs the risk of narrating his own behaviour and his private thoughts; he wagers with

himself and what used to be known as the Muse on their authenticity. The gesture is extreme

and candid, and made possible by a refusal to surrender to reticence. [*®!

Indeed, there are many times when the poet’s mature knowledge of foreign texts (Greek
in particular), threaten to manipulate his recollections of the past. ‘Currants’ begins with
a version of Proust’s famed episode of recall stimulated by dipping a madeleine in his tea.
The shadow of the literary foreign text undermines Harrison’s attempt to recall his father

solely by using words which record the ordinariness of life:

An Eccles cake’s my petite madeleine!
On Sundays dad stoked up for next week’s bake
and once took me along to be ‘wi’ t’'men’.

(HSP, p. 151)

Making the ‘Eccles cake[’s| my petite madeleine!’ allows Harrison to make fictional and
real realms of experience rub together. Keeping Proust’s refined writing of remembrance
in the literary background behind ‘Currants’, Harrison implies his preference for the sweat
and toil of his father’s work. However, the amalgamation of literary (foreign) and real
experience is charged with potential vicissitudes in Harrison’s relationship with his father.
The exclamation which begins sonnet I (‘An Eccles cake’s my petite madeleine!’) makes

us aware of the young Harrison’s deliberately defiant efforts to think differently from lit-
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erary and paternal viewpoints. ‘Hunched’ and watching his father’s hand dipping into the
currants, the poet transports himself into a world of sexual fantasy which has no comple-
mentary connection with either Proustian memory or Harrison’s father who disturbs the

poet’s reverie:

One Eccles needs the currants you could take

in a hand imagined cupped round a girl’s breast.
Between barrels of dried fruit and tubs of lard

I hunched and watched, and thought of girls undressed
and wondered what it meant when cocks got hard.

As my daydream dropped her silky underclothes,

from behind I smelt my father next to me.

(HSP, p. 151)

Harrison’s dream of ‘girls undressed’ is self-absorbing, the young poet’s desire to be differ-
ent from his father manifested in a crude fantasy of sexual desire which displays Harrison’s
sense of isolation from refined literary experiences as well as his self-imposed alienation
from his father’s world. In sonnet II of ‘Currants’ the poet moves away from the smell of
his father’s workplace to a different world. There is a logic to Harrison’s decision to trace
the currants of the Eccles cake back to the warmer climates of Greece. Apart from the
fact that Greece is where the currants came from, Harrison clearly finds great comfort in
placing personal memories of childhood and his father in a Greek light and warmth:

I smell my father, wallowing in bed,

dripping salt no one will taste into his dough,

and clouds of currants spiral in my head

and like drowsy autumn insects come and go
darkening the lightening skylight and the walls.

My veins grow out of me like tough old vines

and grapes, each bunch the weight of a man’s balls
picked by toiling Greeks and Levantines,

are laid out somewhere open air and warm

where there might be also women, sun, blue sky

overcast as blackened currants swarm
into my father’s hard ‘flies’ cemetery’.

(HSP, p. 152)

Despite new environments the smell of Harrison’s father’s sweat haunts the poet. It is
left to the poet to make something of the currants which his father would normally make
into Eccles cakes. Harrison’s memory of his father seems refreshed by its translation

(that is, movement from one place to another) and association with images of Greece.
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The currants which eventually swarm into the ‘hard flies’ cemetery’ (a Leeds name for
Eccles cakes; the word ‘cemetery’ suggests the cake is symbolic of his father’s life) form a
powerful cloud of thought. Coming as they do after Harrison’s recollections of childhood,
the cloud of currants spiraling in his mind is like a collection of memories. (Philip Larkin
has also equated flies, plague and memory. Watching horses in ‘At Grass’ the poet asked
‘do memories plague their ears like flies?’.1*?) The presence of this cloud in a blue sunny
landscape shows how troubling Harrison finds memory, the cloud blighting his mind like
a plague. However, at the same time the sombre cloud is a mark of the poet’s respect for
his father’s life despite being distant from him. The translation of childhood memory to
Greece which occurs in sonnet II represents Harrison’s conviction that Greek landscape can
help him to mourn and remember his father. Elsewhere, Harrison writes about personal
memories as if they are staged and dependent on the language of Greek drama; a good
example occurs in the sonnet called ‘The Morning After’ (HSP, p.157). The image of the
‘scorched circle on the road’ left by the celebratory fire for VJ Day combines the poet’s
private childhood memory of happiness shared by everyone in his neighbourhood at the
end of the Second World War with the devastating destructiveness of the atomic bomb
that brought about the defeat of Japan.

In the introduction to The Trackers of Ozyrhincus Harrison spells out how the circle
became his ‘brooding ground’ within which he could help his imagination to ‘cope with

the twentieth century’; s

It was in this starless shape that I learned to relate our celebratory fire, with the white hot coals
from domestic sofas, to that terrible form of fire that brought about the ‘VJ’ when unleashed

on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. One element for celebration and terror. One space
(151]

for the celebrant and sufferer.
As well as suggesting that the ‘scorched circle’ embraces personal, domestic and world
issues, Harrison makes it clear in the prefatory introduction to Trackers that the circle
is also the equivalent of a Greek orchestra. Any assessment of the links between elegiac
memories and texts in translation in The School of Eloguence must pay attention to the
recognisable and openly—exl;ressed mournfulness present in the human situations described
there and the particularly dramatic intertextual citations which create the context for

these situations:
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Though people weep, their tears dry from the heat.
Faces flush with flame, beer, sheer relief

and such a sense of celebration in our street

for me it still means joy though banked with grief.

And that, now clouded, sense of public joy
with war-torn adults wild in their loud fling
has never come again since as a boy

I saw Leeds people dance and heard them sing.

There’s still that dark, scorched circle on the road.
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