
Durham E-Theses

Self-consciousness and the image of self in the poetry
of Stephen Spender, 1928 to 1934

Stanley Bevan Brotherton

How to cite:

Brotherton, Stanley Bevan (1991) Self-consciousness and the image of self in the poetry of Stephen
Spender, 1928 to 1934. Masters thesis, Durham University.

Use policy

The full-text may be used and/or reproduced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior permission or
charge, for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes provided that:

• a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source

• a https://etheses.durham.ac.uk/id/eprint/5969/ is made to the metadata record in Durham E-Theses

• the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders.

Please consult the full Durham E-Theses policy for further details.

Academic Support Office, The Palatine Centre, Durham University, Stockton Road, Durham, DH1 3LE
e-mail: e-theses.admin@durham.ac.uk Tel: +44 0191 334 6107

https://etheses.durham.ac.uk

https://www.durham.ac.uk
https://etheses.durham.ac.uk/id/eprint/5969/
https://libguides.durham.ac.uk/open_research/etheses#s-lib-ctab-15326874-5
https://etheses.durham.ac.uk


BROTHERTON, S t a n l e y Bevan 

S e I f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s and the image of s e l f i n the p o e t r y of 
Stephen Spender, 1928 t o 1934. 

M.A. March 1991. 

The purpose of t h i s t h e s i s i s t w o f o l d . F i r s t , t o demonstrate 
the v a l u e and s i g n i f i c a n c e of Spender's e a r l y p o e t r y i n 
terms of i t s v i s i o n and t e c h n i q u e . Through a s e r i e s of c l o s e 
r e a d i n g s the t h e s i s t r a c e s the ways i n which Spender's e a r l y 
p o e t r y n o t o n l y shows i t s e l f t o be s e l f - c o n s c i o u s b u t a l s o 
m a n i p u l a t e s images of s e l f . P r e s e n t i n g images of s e l f , 
Spender achieves a balance between engagement w i t h and 
d i s t a n c e from the s e l f , and the reader shares i n the process 
of p o e t i c s e l f - a w a r e n e s s . Secondly, t o demonstrate t h e 
broader v a l u e o f the p o e t r y . Spender's p o e t r y p r e s e n t s a 
d i s t i n c t i v e e x p l o r a t i o n of the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of s e l f i n 
r e l a t i o n t o the e x t e r n a l w o r l d . The r e s o l u t i o n of Spender's 
q u e s t i o n i n g and s e l e c t i o n of b o t h p e r s o n a l and p u b l i c 
v a l u e s , r o o t e d i n h i s contemporary s i t u a t i o n and p r i v a t e 
c i r c u m s t a n c e s , i n h i s p o e t r y takes the form l e s s of 
h i s t o r i c a l document than of human r e c o r d . 

The p e r i o d on which I f o c u s , 1928 t o 1934, r e p r e s e n t s 
Spender's f i r s t , and a r g u a b l y most s i g n i f i c a n t , p o e t i c 
phase. The t h e s i s i s s p e c i f i c a l l y concerned w i t h f o u r t e x t s : 
Nine Experiments. Spender's c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o Oxford P o e t r y 
(1929 and 1930), Twenty Poems and Poems (1933 and 1934). 
Nine Experiments marks the b e g i n n i n g of a p a r t i c u l a r -
approach and l y r i c s t y l e which f i n d s i t s c u l m i n a t i o n i n 
Poems (1933 and 1934). The e a r l i e s t p o e t r y i s i n t e r e s t i n g 
l a r g e l y i n s o f a r as i t look s f o r w a r d t o l a t e r themes and 
te c h n i q u e s . I n Nine Experiments and Oxford P o e t r y (1929 and 
1930) we see Spender's o f t e n s u c c e s s f u l s t r u g g l e t o achieve 
e f f e c t i v e forms i n which t o e x p l o r e issues of s e l f and 
v a l u e . Twenty Poems and Poems (1933 and 1934) c o n c e n t r a t e on 
themes of lo v e and f r i e n d s h i p and the pr e s s u r e on t h e poet 
of t h e contemporary p o l i t i c a l scene. The p o e t r y does not. 
r e c o n c i l e the demands of the e x t e r n a l , p u b l i c w o r l d w i t h h i s 
i n n e r d e s i r e s and a s p i r a t i o n s , b u t p r e s e n t s a s e r i e s of 
f a s c i n a t i n g l y u n r e s o l v e d t e n s i o n s . The t h e s i s e x p l o r e s the 
way these poems s t r i v e f o r c e r t a i n t y . T h i s s t r i v i n g stems 
from the t e n s i o n between Spender's d e s i r e t o p o l i t i c i z e 
p o e t r y and h i s tendency t o the l y r i c a l , p e r s o n a l s t a t e m e n t . 
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INTRODUCTION 

Stephen Spender, W.H.Auden and C e c i l Day Lewis n o t o n l y 

p i o n e e r e d new developments i n p o e t r y d u r i n g the n i n e t e e n 

t h i r t i e s but "were c e l e b r a t e d almost b e f o r e t h e y were 

p u b l i s h e d because t h e y seemed t o o f f e r new responses t o new 

problems" 1 . The a s s o c i a t i o n o f these t h r e e w r i t e r s , t h e i r 

numbers sometimes expanded t o i n c l u d e C h r i s t o p h e r Isherwood, 

Edward Upward and L o u i s MaeNeice, has, f o r t he sake of 

convenience, been v a r i o u s l y l a b e l l e d as The Auden Group, The 

Oxford Poets, The New S i g n a t u r e s Group and The Pylon Poets 
2 . A l t h o u g h t h e i r backgrounds, e d u c a t i o n and concerns, b o t h 

p o l i t i c a l and l i t e r a r y , were s i m i l a r , they were n o t a 

l i t e r a r y movement, as Spender has remarked: 

Movements have meetings, i s s u e m a n i f e s t o e s , have aims 
i n common. The t h i r t i e s poets never h e l d a s i n g l e 
meeting, they issued no m a n i f e s t o e s . . . Each of them 
wrote a d i f f e r e n t k i n d of p o e t r y from the o t h e r s 
w i t h o u t f e e l i n g t h a t , i n d o i n g so, he was l e t t i n g t h e 
s i d e down. 3 

Spender's a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h Auden, though i n i t i a l l y 

p r o d u c t i v e , became something o f a l i a b i l i t y when "those who 

had b r a c k e t e d him w i t h Auden f i r s t r e a l i z e d how f a r he was 

from f u l f i l l i n g t h e Auden norm" 4 . I n the same way such 

comments as H e r b e r t Read's a c c l a m a t i o n of Spender as 

"Another S h e l l e y " 5 and the s n e e r i n g remark, a t t r i b u t e d t o 

Norman Cameron, t h a t Spender was "the Rupert Brooke of the 

Depression" 8 m i t i g a t e d a g a i n s t Spender b e i n g taken on h i s 

own terms. I n t h i s s t u d y I hope, i n some p a r t , t o r e d r e s s 

t h i s i n j u s t i c e . 
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Spender's p o e t r y p r e s e n t s an e x p l o r a t i o n of the 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of s e l f i n r e l a t i o n t o an e x t e r n a l w o r l d . Such 

an e x p l o r a t i o n , r o o t e d i n Romanticism, i s g i v e n a 

d i s t i n c t i v e , i n d i v i d u a l s l a n t by Spender as he approaches 

what F i n c h has c a l l e d " t he problem of h i s p o e t r y " . Spender's 

p o e t r y n o t o n l y i n v o l v e s the " s e l e c t i o n of p e r s o n a l v a l u e s " 
7 which may serve as a creed " i n a time of the g e n e r a l 

breakdown of t r a d i t i o n a l v a l u e s " B , b u t a l s o a q u e s t i o n i n g 

of those t r a d i t i o n a l v a l u e s - of h i s u p b r i n g i n g and c u l t u r e . 

One contemporary c r i t i c i n d i c t e d the n i n e t e e n t h i r t i e s as a 

p e r i o d of "mass unemployment t h r o u g h the w o r l d , worker's 

p o v e r t y and homes, humbug from famous people, the importance 

of money i n w o r l d l y e s t i m a t e s of w o r t h , t he l a c k of meaning 

i n accepted creeds" 9 , and Spender has remarked: "We were 

aware of a g u l f b u t not of any new v a l u e s t o r e p l a c e o l d 

s u p p o r t s " 1 D . Spender's concern w i t h the c o n f u s i o n of 

v a l u e s , e v i d e n t i n many of h i s poems, i s r o o t e d n o t o n l y i n 

h i s contemporary s i t u a t i o n b u t a l s o h i s p r i v a t e 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s , and r e s o l v e s i n h i s p o e t r y l e s s i n t o 

h i s t o r i c a l document than i n t o , as W a l l e r has note d , human 

r e c o r d x l . Moreover, Spender's awareness i s r o o t e d i n the 

t e n s i o n between an e x t e r n a l , p u b l i c w o r l d and t h e p r i v a t e 

w o r l d of the i n d i v i d u a l , p o e t r y b e i n g "a use of language 

which r e v e a l e d e x t e r n a l a c t u a l i t y as sy m b o l i c i n n e r 

consciousness" 1 2 . 
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James G r a n v i l l e Southworth, i n an a t t e n t i v e and s y m p a t h e t i c 

a r t i c l e , has remarked t h a t : 

The v a l u e of Mr. Spender's p o e t r y l i e s i n the f o r c e of 
i t s communication of the r e a c t i o n s of a s e n s i t i v e 
person t o the p r e s e n t - d a y u n s e t t l e d w o r l d c o n d i t i o n s . 
A l t h o u g h a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l , i t i s not n a r r o w l y 
e g o c e n t r i c . O b j e c t i v e though he a t t e m p t s t o be, 
s u b j e c t i v i t y i s the r e s u l t . 1 3 

Spender's p o e t r y , a l t h o u g h grounded i n p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e , 

i s n o t so much a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l as the r e c o r d of "an 

a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l p e r s o n a l i t y ; the " e g o t i s t i c a l s u b l i m e ' , 

from which the reader i s able t o deduce a p i c t u r e of the 

a u t h o r ; a u n i t y i n which a l l the d i f f e r e n t phases of h i s 

development meet" 1 4 . Furthermore, the more accomplished 

poems, n o t a b l y "Acts passed beyond the boundary of mere 

w i s h i n g " and "Not t o you I s i g h e d " , are c h a r a c t e r i s e d l e s s 

by s u b j e c t i v i t y , though they c l e a r l y demonstrate p e r s o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e , than a s y m p a t h e t i c d i s t a n c e , a 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s a t once r e f l e c t i v e and engaged. The dense 

t e x t u r e of the p o e t r y r e f l e c t s these r i c h c o m p l i c a t i o n s . 

The poems o f t e n p r e s e n t an " I " who though engaging i s 

a b s t r a c t e d and o b s e r v i n g , f u l l o f t e n s i o n s , b o t h d i s a r m i n g 

and disarmed. At times the s t i l t e d , even clumsy, rhythm and 

s y n t a x i r o n i c a l l y prove an e f f e c t i v e means of conveying 

p o w e r f u l l y r i c a l s e n t i m e n t s . My emphasis i s p l a c e d on the 

poet's s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s - on h i s a t t i t u d e towards the 

p r e s e n t e d images and ideas - and the d e p t h of p e r s o n a l 
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c o n v i c t i o n i s expressed i n t h e i n t e n s i t y of 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s r a t h e r than i n the ci r c u m s t a n c e s or the 

"memory of the circ u m s t a n c e s from which the poem arose" 1 B . 

The reader i s i n v i t e d t o j o i n t h e poet i n the process of h i s 

becoming aware of h i m s e l f , and i n many r e s p e c t s what i s 

shared i s not so much what the poem i s s a y i n g as the 

r e a d i n g of the poem. 

The poet's s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s i s r e v e a l e d l e s s t h r o u g h the 

p r e s e n t a t i o n of the s e l f tfcia t h r o u g h , as the t i t l e of t h i s 

s t u d y s t a t e s , an "image of s e l f " . The poet i s p r e s e n t as a 

p e r v a s i v e i n f l u e n c e , and i s not o n l y i m p l i c i t i n b ut 

b e t r a y e d by the language. The poet has become the p r o p e r t y 

of each poem r a t h e r than an e x t e r n a l f o r c e . A comparison of 

e a r l i e r and l a t e r v e r s i o n s of n o m i n a l l y t he same poem, f o r 

example "Now You've no Work, L i k e a Rich Man" ( O x f o r d P o e t r y 

( 1 9 3 0 ) ) and "Moving t h r o u g h the s i l e n t crowd" (Poems (1933 

and 1 9 3 4 ) ) , does n o t d i s c l o s e , as Spender c l a i m s , a r e t u r n 

t o " e x a c t l y what I was s e t t i n g out t o do" 1 B but a r e v i s i o n , 

even r e - c r e a t i o n , of the image of s e l f . 

Ezra Pound has p e r c e p t i v e l y remarked t h a t : 

I n t h e "search f o r oneself 1^ i n the search f o r " s i n c e r e 
s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n " , one gropes, one f i n d s some seeming 
v e r i t y . One says " I am" t h i s , t h a t , or t h e o t h e r , and 
w i t h the words s c a r c e l y u t t e r e d one ceases t o be t h a t 
t h i n g . 1 7 
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Spender's answer t o the problem of " " s i n c e r e 

s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n " " was t o c r e a t e images of s e l f ; n o t o n l y 

i d e n t i f y i n g h i m s e l f w i t h the p o e t i c " I " but a l s o , and I 

would suggest more i m p o r t a n t l y , g r a n t i n g t h a t p o e t i c " I " a 

s u b s t a n t i a l degree of autonomy. Spender, l i k e Pound b e f o r e 

him, i n the "search f o r the r e a l " i s " c a s t i n g o f f , as i t 

were, complete masks of the s e l f i n each poem" 1 8 . I n t h i s 

s t u d y I have adopted t he term "image of s e l f " i n or d e r t o 

convey the double sense of b o t h p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e and 

p o e t i c t e c h n i q u e . I n p r e s e n t i n g images of s e l f the poet 

achieves a sy m p a t h e t i c d i s t a n c e from h i s p o e t r y , and the 

reader- becomes a p a r t n e r i n the process of the poet becoming 

aware of h i m s e l f . Furthermore, s i g n i f i c a n c e i s g r a n t e d n o t 

s i m p l y t o the process of s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n , b u t d i r e c t l y t o 

t h e images of s e l f when they embody t h e u n r e s o l v e d t e n s i o n s 

which t h e poet seeks t o i l l u m i n a t e . 

The c o n t r a s t between v a r i o u s poems, between v a r i o u s images 

of s e l f , not o n l y r e f l e c t s Spender's " s t r u g g l e t o adapt h i s 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m t o h i s s o c i a l views, and a s t r u g g l e t o 

understand and p e r f e c t h i s i n d i v i d u a l i t y " 1 B , but a l s o the 

means whereby t h a t s t r u g g l e i s f o u g h t as w e l l as the way i n 

which images of s e l f g r a n t the s y m p a t h e t i c d i s t a n c e needed 

t o e f f e c t i v e l y e x p l o r e p o s s i b i l i t i e s of s e l f . 
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T h i s s t u d y i s an a t t e m p t t o t r a c e the ways i n which 

Spender's e a r l y p o e t r y not o n l y shows i t s e l f t o be 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s but a l s o m a n i p u l a t e s images of s e l f . The 

p e r i o d 1928 t o 1934 b r o a d l y d e f i n e s Spender's f i r s t , and 

perhaps most s i g n i f i c a n t , p o e t i c phase; t h e p u b l i c a t i o n of 

Poems. t h e f i r s t e d i t i o n i n 1933 and a r e v i s e d v e r s i o n i n 

1934, e s t a b l i s h e d Spender as a s i g n i f i c a n t poet w i t h a 

" d e f i n e d r o l e i n the d r a m a t i s personae of h i s g e n e r a t i o n " 
2 ° . I have chosen t o s t u d y Spender's e a r l y work because i t 

i n c l u d e s b o t h h i s w o r s t and some of h i s most b e a u t i f u l poems 

- and c e r t a i n l y t he most a n t h o l o g i z e d - t h e r e b y c l e a r l y 

d e m o n s t r a t i n g h i s m a t u r i n g p o e t i c t a l e n t . Auden has 

d e s c r i b e d f o u r c l a s s e s of any a u t h o r ' s work, and Spender's 

e a r l y p o e t r y r e a d i l y embraces them a l l : 

I n t he eyes of every a u t h o r , I f a n c y , h i s own work 
f a l l s i n t o f o u r c l a s s e s . F i r s t , t he pure r u b b i s h which 
he r e g r e t s ever h a v i n g conceived; second - f o r him the 
most p a i n f u l - the good ideas which h i s incompetence or 
i m p a t i e n c e p r e v e n t e d from coming t o much... t h i r d , the 
p i e c e s he has n o t h i n g a g a i n s t except t h e i r l a c k of 
importance; these must i n e v i t a b l y form the b u l k of any 
c o l l e c t i o n s i n c e , were he t o l i m i t i t t o t h e f o u r t h 
c l a s s a l o n e , t o those poems f o r which he i s h o n e s t l y 
g r a t e f u l , h i s volume would be too d e p r e s s i n g l y 
s l i m . 2 1 

The f i r s t c h a p t e r i s d i v i d e d i n t o two s e c t i o n s : the f i r s t 

d e a l s w i t h Spender's e a r l i e s t p u b l i s h e d c o l l e c t i o n , Nine 

Experiments. w h i l e the second loo k s a t h i s c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o 

Oxford P o e t r y (1929 and 1930). A l t h o u g h Nine Experiments i s 

more than "pure r u b b i s h " , i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g l a r g e l y i n s o f a r 

as i t l o o k s f o r w a r d t o l a t e r themes and t e c h n i q u e s . Indeed, 
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Spender f e l t ashamed of i t and " l a t e r r e t r i e v e d and 

d e s t r o y e d as many copies...as p o s s i b l e " 2 Z . Oxford P o e t r y 

(l929 and 1930), on the o t h e r hand, c o n t a i n s b o t h poor and 

v e r y accomplished v e r s e . I n Oxford P o e t r y (1929 and 1930) we 

see Spender's s t r u g g l e t o ach ve e f f e c t i v e forms by which 

t o approach " the problem of h i s p o e t r y " . Furthermore, i n 

poems such as "Acts t h r u s t beyond t h e boundary of mere 

w i s h i n g " he i s s u c c e s s f u l , ach v i n g the t e n t a t i v e 

s e l f - r e f l e x i v i t y , sympathy, s e n s i t i v i t y and p o l i s h e d 

t e c h n i q u e t y p i c a l of h i s best work. 

Chapter two analyses Twenty Poems - a c o l l e c t i o n spanning 

the p e r i o d 1928 t o 1930, c o n t a i n i n g poems Spender c o n s i d e r e d 

"' w o r t h p r e s e r v i n g ' " 2 3 . These poems are b r o a d l y d i v i d e d 

i n t o two areas: l y r i c c e l e b r a t i o n s of a homoerotic 

f r i e n d s h i p , and i n t r o s p e c t i v e and p o l i t i c a l poems. The 

former tend t o g l o r i f y an awesome and g o d l i k e f i g u r e , 

i d e n t i f i e d as Marston, whose splendour c o n t r a s t s w i t h the 

un w o r t h i n e s s of t h e poet. The l a t t e r e i t h e r e x p l o r e t he 

n o t i o n of " I " i n b r o a d l y i n t r o s p e c t i v e terms, or t e n t a t i v e l y 

l o c a t e the " I " w i t h i n a p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l c o n t e x t . Twenty 

Poems. l i k e Spender's c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o Oxfo r d P o e t r y (1929 

and 1930), i n c l u d e s b o t h poor and accomplished poems. 

However, i t a l s o i n c l u d e s some of Spender's bes t poems, 

i n c l u d i n g "Beethoven's Death Mask", i n which Spender 

achieves a f i n e l y c o n t r o l l e d s y m p a t h e t i c d i s t a n c e by which 
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t o address h i m s e l f t o i s s u e s of s e l f . Twenty Poems c l e a r l y 

o u t l i n e Spender's c e n t r a l concerns, l o o k back t o Oxford 

P o e t r y (1929 and 1930) and f o r w a r d t o Poems (1933 and 1934) 

I n t he t h i r d c h a p t e r Poems (1933 and 1934), Spender's f i r s t 

major c o l l e c t i o n , i s analysed. These poems c o n c e n t r a t e on 

themes of lov e and f r i e n d s h i p and the pr e s s u r e on the poet 

of the contemporary p o l i t i c a l scene. Indeed Spender's 

awareness of p u b l i c events shapes h i s e x p l o r a t i o n of b o t h 

h i s sense of s e l f and p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . However, i n 

these poems he does n o t r e c o n c i l e t he demands of the 

e x t e r n a l , p u b l i c w o r l d w i t h h i s i n n e r d e s i r e s and 

a s p i r a t i o n s , b u t p r e s e n t s a s e r i e s of u n r e s o l v e d t e n s i o n s . 

The v a l u e of poems such as "The F u n e r a l " and "Passing men 

are s o r r y f o r the b i r d s i n cages" l i e s i n the way they 

s t r i v e towards c e r t a i n t y . T h i s s t r i v i n g stems from the 

t e n s i o n between h i s d e s i r e t o p o l i t i c i z e p o e t r y , t o "Make 

a c t i o n u r g e n t and i t s n a t u r e c l e a r " 2 4 , as Auden would l a t e r 

p u t i t , and h i s tendency t o t h e l y r i c a l , p e r s o n a l s t a t e m e n t . 

A l t h o u g h Spender o f t e n r e f u s e s t o g r a n t p u b l i c v a l u e s 

p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , h i s i n s i s t e n c e on p e r s o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e leads us t o t r u s t him as a po e t , e s p e c i a l l y i n 

such c o n f e s s i o n a l poems as "My p a r e n t s kept me from c h i l d r e n 

who were rough". 

T h i s s t u d y focuses b o t h on the r o l e of s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s 
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and t he image of s e l f i n Spender's e a r l y poems, and on the 

c o n f l i c t of v a l u e s which c h a r a c t e r i s e s h i s search t o 

r e c o n c i l e i n n e r and o u t e r w o r l d s and e s t a b l i s h some form of 

c e r t a i n t y . Spender was s t r o n g l y i n f l u e n c e d by T . S . E l i o t , 

W.H.Auden, D.H.Lawrence, John Keats and W i l f r e d Owen, and I 

have o n l y r e f e r r e d t o such i n f l u e n c e s where t h e y seem 

p e r t i n e n t t o s p e c i f i c poems. Nine Experiments i s fl a w e d by a 

crude dependence on l i t e r a r y a l l u s i o n , e s p e c i a l l y 

Shakespeare. However, o t h e r e a r l y poems demonstrate t he 

m a t u r i n g of a l y r i c a l r o m a n t i c temperament s t r u g g l i n g w i t h 

an a p p a r e n t l y v a l u e l e s s , modern, i n d u s t r i a l w o r l d . 

The i s s u e of Spender's s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s i s c o m p l i c a t e d by 

the s e l f - c o n s c i o u s way he r e - p r e s e n t s i n h i s prose b o t h 

h i m s e l f and h i s approach t o p o e t r y . I have taken a sometimes 

s c e p t i c a l view of these s e I f - r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s . F r y e r has 

p o i n t e d out t h e c o n t r a s t between Spender's and Isherwood's 

accounts of t h e i r f i r s t meeting 2 5 , and Cunningham has noted 

t h a t Spender's homoeroticism o f t e n appeared f u r t i v e l y ; as an 

embarrassment: 

I t wasn't u n t i l t h e mid-1960s t h a t Spender p u b l i c l y 
c o n f i d e d t h a t t h e l i n e o f h i s most famous of poems "The 
Express", about t he r a i l w a y engine " g l i d i n g l i k e a 
queen", c a r r i e d i n p a r t a memory of "an Oxford queen 
c a l l e d M- g l i d i n g down the High when I was an 
undergraduate". 2 B 

However, one not e s t h a t Spender i s here not s i m p l y a d m i t t i n g 

but sending up h i s embarrassment. Indeed, i n such poems as 

"For T.A.R.H." he s u b v e r t s r a t h e r than avoids t he 
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homoerotic, and i n "The 'Marston' Poems" (Twenty Poems') i t 

i s Spender's a d o r a t i o n r a t h e r than i t s o b j e c t which i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t . I n "Acts passed beyond the boundary of mere 

w i s h i n g " and "Not p a l a c e s , an era's crown" Spender m a i n t a i n s 

a l y r i c a l p i t c h which a l l o w s him t o s u c c e s s f u l l y t r a n s f o r m 

seeming weakness i n t o a c t u a l s t r e n g t h , t o r e s o l v e 

embarrassment i n t o s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

Doubts about t h e v a l u e of Spender's c r i t i c i s m of h i s own 

work do n o t , however, a f f e c t the v a l u e of h i s p o e t r y . I n my 

a n a l y s i s of " W r i t t e n w h i l s t w a l k i n g down the Rhine" (Twenty 

Poems) I have quoted from The Temple because Spender 

succeeds i n i l l u m i n a t i n g i n h i s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l n o v e l the 

poem's achievement. I have, f o r the most p a r t , s h i e d away 

from u s i n g Spender as a c r i t i c a l a u t h o r i t y . Indeed, i n my 

a n a l y s i s of "The Landscape Near an Aerodrome" (Poems) I 

h i g h l i g h t d i s c r e p a n c i e s between Spender's s t a t e d and a c t u a l 

p o e t i c p r a c t i c e . 

T h i s s t u d y a t t e m p t s n o t t o impose a p a t t e r n b u t d i s c o v e r and 

t r a c e one. I am m i n d f u l n o t o n l y of E l i o t ' s w a r n i n g t o 

Spender about c o n s t r u c t i n g a system and b r i n g i n g i t t o the 

" o b j e c t " under d i s c u s s i o n 2 7 , b u t a l s o of Spender's 

o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t : 

W i t h a l l i t s v i r t u e s , the danger of c r i t i c a l a n a l y s i s 
i s t h a t i n t r a c i n g the graph of a w r i t e r ' s development 
i t a r r i v e s a t a p a t t e r n which loo k s l i k e a r i g i d 
p l a n . 2 B 
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The p o e t r y i s not an account of a pre-planned development, 

but a r e c o r d of the changing r e l a t i o n s h i p between i n n e r and 

o u t e r , p e r s o n a l and p u b l i c , w o r l d s ; a c o l l e c t i o n o f images 

of s e l f u n i t e d n o t o n l y by a search f o r c e r t a i n t y b u t a l s o 

by a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s e x p l o r a t i o n of t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f 

s e l f . Spender's e a r l y p o e t r y i s info r m e d by a s e r i e s of 

u n r e s o l v e d t e n s i o n s which n o t o n l y g r a n t i t a unique tone 

b u t a l s o convey an i n t e n s e p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

The purpose of t h i s s t u d y , t h e n , i s t h r e e f o l d . F i r s t l y , t o 

take Spender's e a r l y p o e t r y on i t s own terms. Secondly, t o 

demonstrate t h e v a l u e and s i g n i f i c a n c e of the p o e t r y i n 

terms of i t s v i s i o n and t e c h n i q u e , t h e way i t uses 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s and images of s e l f . T h i r d l y , t o t h e r e b y 

demonstrate the broader v a l u e of the p o e t r y i n i t s 

"communication of the r e a c t i o n s of a s e n s i t i v e person t o the 

p r e s e n t - d a y u n s e t t l e d w o r l d c o n d i t i o n s " 2 B . A l t h o u g h w o r l d 

c o n d i t i o n s have changed, Spender's e x p l o r a t i o n of 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of s e l f framed by the changing r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between i n n e r and o u t e r w o r l d s remains v a l u a b l e . I n a 

t h o u g h t f u l r e t r o s p e c t G e o f f r e y T h u r l e y has noted t h a t 

"Contempt r a t h e r than o b l i v i o n has been Spender's l o t " , and 

h i s " p o e t r y assumes g r e a t e r s i g n i f i c a n c e today" 3 ° . I am 

v e r y much of T h u r l e y ' s mind, f i n d i n g i n Spender's e a r l y 

p o e t r y an engaging and s e n s i t i v e l y r i c i s m and openness. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

EARLY WORKS 

Pa r t One: Nine Experiments. 

Unachieved i n many ways as the e a r l y poems a r e , t h e y can be 

seen as b o t h the bedrock of and background t o Spender's 

l a t e r and b e t t e r work. The t i t l e of the e a r l i e s t c o l l e c t i o n , 

Nine Experiments i s s e l f - p r o t e c t i v e y e t i l l u m i n a t i n g . 

Experiments are e x p l o r a t i o n s o f new areas, a c t i v i t i e s or 

a b i l i t i e s : one who experiments i s n o t r e q u i r e d t o e x c e l or 

be p e r f e c t or harmonious, i t i s enough t h a t one has t r i e d . 

F u r t hermore, one senses i n Spender's ch o i c e t o s t y l e h i m s e l f 

S.H.S. on the t i t l e page a d e s i r e n o t t o be d i r e c t l y and 

p e r s o n a l l y i n v o l v e d , b u t t o be p r e s e n t i n an o b l i q u e and 

d i s c r e e t way. I n these ways t h e poet has defended h i m s e l f 

and t h i s e a r l i e s t c o l l e c t i o n a g a i n s t adverse c r i t i c i s m ; 

l a t e r , i n h i s f o r e w o r d f o r t h e f a c s i m i l e e d i t i o n , he 

e x p l a i n e d : " I was s t i l l i n t h e stage o f p u t t i n g my money on 

an appearance of madness i n my poems". The emphasis i n 

Nine Experiments on "appearance" s t r e s s e s the n a t u r e o f the 

tec h n i q u e used over and above what t h a t t e c h n i q u e conveys. 

A l t h o u g h Nine Experiments c e r t a i n l y d e a l s w i t h new s u b j e c t s 

i n an e x p e r i m e n t a l way, Spender's h a n d l i n g of t h i s m a t e r i a l 

tends t o combine boldness and passion w i t h a t y p i c a l l y 
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Georgian d e f t n e s s and d e l i c a c y , n o t a b l y i n " E p i s t l e (Near 

the C a n a l ) " . The i n f l u e n c e o f t h e contemporary e x t e r n a l 

i n d u s t r i a l w o r l d i s balanced by a l y r i c a l r o m a n t i c i s m most 

c l e a r l y expressed i n such mood poems as "Ovation f o r S p r i n g " 

and "Appeal". I n the i n t e r t w i n i n g of a l y r i c a l i n d i v i d u a l i s m 

w i t h p u b l i c v a l u e s and images such e a r l y poems as "Appeal" 

and " E p i s t l e (Near the C a n a l ) " foreshadow l a t e r and b e t t e r 

poems such as "Not p a l a c e s , an era's crown" and "The 

F u n e r a l " . Moreover, i n Nine Experiments Spender begins t o 

use images drawn from i n d u s t r y and s c i e n c e ; a t e c h n i q u e more 

c o n f i d e n t l y and e v o c a t i v e l y used i n such poems as "The 

Pylons" and "The Express" from Poems (1933 and 1934); and 

f o r which Spender was p o p u l a r l y l a b e l l e d a Pylon p o e t . 

The f i r s t and the l a s t poems p r o v i d e a f o r m a l b e g i n n i n g and 

end t o Nine Experiments. However, t h i s e a r l i e s t c o l l e c t i o n 

possesses o n l y a v e r y loose s t r u c t u r e . Spender p r e s e n t s an 

u n c e r t a i n s e l f framed between t h e l y r i c and the p r o s a i c , 

between the i n d u s t r i a l and the r o m a n t i c ; t h i s sense of 

u n c e r t a i n t y i s l a r g e l y a p r o d u c t of a t e c h n i q u e which l a c k s 

c o n f i d e n c e and c o n v i c t i o n and o f a c o n f u s i o n of v a l u e s 

i n f o r m i n g t h e poems. I s h a l l d i s c u s s Nine Experiments i n 

terms o f these areas of u n c e r t a i n t y and c o n f u s i o n , 

a t t e m p t i n g where a p p r o p r i a t e t o suggest t he way t h i s 

c o l l e c t i o n l o o k s ahead t o Spender's l a t e r work. 
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The f i r s t poem, " I n v o c a t i o n " , b o t h i n t r o d u c e s and s e t s t h e 

tone f o r subsequent poems and i s i n many ways t y p i c a l o f the 

whole. The poem p r e s e n t s a p i c t u r e of the e m o t i o n a l storm 

w i t h i n t h e poet w o r k i n g i t s way out i n t o the w r i t t e n t e x t 

(11 . 1 and 8 ) , and i r o n i z e s t h e s e r i o u s n e s s o f i t s s u b j e c t 

w i t h a mock-serious s t y l e . Spender's i n t e r e s t i n t e c h n i c a l 

d e v i c e s i s here most c l e a r l y r e v e a l e d by h i s use of 

r e p e t i t i o n ( a t e c h n i q u e one notes t h r o u g h o u t t he e n t i r e 

Spender canon): 

Then l e t the e x c i t i n g b l o o d 
The outrageous b l o o d , & y e t again t he b l o o d 
Make heaven & music, and most s e l f & savage: 

( 1 1 . 5 - 7 ) . 

Spender r e p e a t s " b l o o d " here f o r emphasis; l a t e r , r e p e t i t i o n 

s u b t l y serves t o i n d i c a t e a change of mood, as i n the 

t r a n s i t i o n from " s m i l e " t o " s m i l e d " i n the c l o s i n g l i n e s of 

"My p a r e n t s kept me from c h i l d r e n who were rough". I n 

" I n v o c a t i o n " t he emphasising of "blood" i s compromised by 

the poem's h i g h r h e t o r i c a l s t y l e . T h i s i m p r e s s i o n i s 

s t r e n g t h e n e d by the poem's a l l u s i o n , i n the l i n e s "Lash out 

t h e i r h u r r i c a n e : / And l e t t he Heavens s p l i n t e r , and t e a r and 

rage" ( 1 1 . 3 - 4 ) , t o the storm scene i n King Lear ( I I I . 2 ) . By 

echoing the storm scene from K i n g Lear, and p u l l i n g i n the 

i m a g i n a t i v e w o r l d o f t h a t p l a y , t he poem o n l y i l l u m i n a t e s 

i t s own weaknesses: l a c k of shape, emotion and e v o c a t i v e 

language. 

That s a i d , " I n v o c a t i o n " appears t o have been i n t e n d e d as a 
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humorous p i e c e w i t h t h e Shakespearean a l l u s i o n and 

p r e t e n t i o u s t i t l e thrown i n as s a t i r i c a l t r i m m i n g s . However, 

w h i l e Lear i s b e r a t i n g " i n g r a t e f u l man!" Spender i s c r y i n g : 

Then l e t a l l burn beneath my p r i n t e d page! 
( 1 . 8 ) . 

The e f f e c t i s b a t h e t i c . Spender i s too t e c h n i c a l l y 

unaccomplished t o parody Shakespeare, w h i l e t he Lear 

a l l u s i o n runs a g a i n s t any hopes of s a t i r i z i n g p r a y e r s t o the 

Muses. A l t h o u g h t he f a c t o f i n t r o s p e c t i o n l o o k s f o r w a r d t o 

l a t e r , more accomplished poems (shown i n "Moving t h r o u g h the 

S i l e n t Crowd") the bombastic and r h e t o r i c a l s t y l e ( t h e 

concern w i t h "my head!" and "my p r i n t e d page!" (1 1 . 1 and 8 ) ) 

i s c e n t r e d on an image o f s e l f composed of n o t h i n g b u t 

bombast and r h e t o r i c . Lear's words rage a g a i n s t t h e w o r l d , 

w h i l e Spender's p i e c e i n t r o d u c e s a s l i m c o l l e c t i o n of poems. 

The t i t l e " I n v o c a t i o n " i n d i c a t e s t h a t t h e poem i s i n t e n d e d 

t o be an i n t r o d u c t i o n , a c a l l f o r i n s p i r a t i o n from a Muse or 

a god. However, the poem i s n o t so much a p r a y e r as a b u r s t 

of h i g h - s o u n d i n g r h e t o r i c , i t s dominant e f f e c t t h a t o f an 

u n c e r t a i n s e l f . 

" I n v o c a t i o n " not o n l y echoes Shakespeare b u t look s f o r w a r d 

t o some of Spender's l a t e r , b e t t e r poems, n o t a b l y 

"Beethoven's Death Mask". There are c e r t a i n s i m i l a r i t i e s 

between the two poems; one notes t he s u p e r f i c i a l s i m i l a r i t y 

between the phrase "BRAY TRUMPETS" (1. 1 ) from t he former 
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poem and the f i n a l l i n e of the l a t t e r : 
B l o t t i n g our l i g h t s , the t r u m p e t e r , the sun 

("Beethoven's Death Mask",1.25). 

However, " I n v o c a t i o n " comes acros s , perhaps d e l i b e r a t e l y , as 

the crude b r a y i n g of trumpets whereas "Beethoven's Death 

Mask" f i n e l y mimics t h e " t r a n s i t i o n from Scherzo t o F i n a l e 

o f the F i f t h Symphony" 

I n the l a t e r , b e t t e r poem Spender uses imagery i n a more 

s e n s i t i v e , mature and e v o c a t i v e manner. Fur t h e r m o r e , and 

perhaps more i m p o r t a n t l y , i n the l a t e r poem Spender 

d i s c u s s e s b o t h h i m s e l f and h i s p o e t r y by a d d r e s s i n g h i m s e l f 

t o a s u b j e c t w i t h whom he i d e n t i f i e s y e t d i s t a n c e s h i m s e l f 

from, whereas i n " I n v o c a t i o n " he adopts a pose which i s a t 

once extreme, awkward and u n c o n v i n c i n g . 

The b r a y i n g " I n v o c a t i o n " i s f o l l o w e d by and c o u n t e r p o i n t s 

the g e n t l e mood poem "Appeal". However, "Appeal" a l s o 

s u f f e r s from an u n g a i n l y , even cumbersome t e c h n i q u e . I n 

p a r t i c u l a r one notes t h e clumsy rhyming, n o t a b l y "rage", 

"savage" and "page" (11.4, 7 and 8 ) . But beneath the awkward 

e x t e r i o r one sees again the r o o t s of l a t e r themes; a 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s p i t y f o r the poor and an awareness of the 

importance of p o e t r y : 

The v o i c e s of t h e poor, l i k e b i r d s 
That thud a g a i n s t a s u l l e n pane, 
Have worn my h e a r t , as i n each s t r e e t , 
They f a l l , i n s o f t , f a t i g u e d r e f r a i n . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 
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I n l a t e r poems such as "Moving t h r o u g h t he s i l e n t crowd" we 

see these themes more c a r e f u l l y and c o h e r e n t l y developed, 

and the emotion which i n f o r m s b o t h poems more s h a r p l y 

expressed. 

The rhythm of t h i s f i r s t s tanza of "Appeal" i s slow and 

r e g u l a r , c a t c h i n g t he p i t y o f the po e t , and perhaps even 

echoing t he sound of the " b i r d s / That thud a g a i n s t a s u l l e n 

pane" ( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) . The second stanza i n t r o d u c e s an " I " (11.5 

and 8 ) , b r i e f l y mentioned i n l i n e t h r e e o f the f i r s t s t a n z a , 

whose p i t y i s r o o t e d n o t i n the a c t u a l " v o i c e s o f the poor" 

( 1 . 1 ) b u t i n the image of the " b i r d s / That thud a g a i n s t a 

s u l l e n pane" ( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) : 

And must n o t I then p i t y them, 
To f e e l t h a t winged & p e r f e c t c r y ? 

( 1 1 . 5 - 6 ) . 
The image of b i r d s s t r o n g l y echoes Blake s e n t i m e n t t h a t : 

He who bends t o h i m s e l f a Joy 
Doth the winged l i f e d e s t r o y ; 2 

However, whereas Blake's words are infor m e d by a 

p y c h o l o g i c a l c o m p l e x i t y which v i t a l i z e s t h e i r apparent 

s i m p l i c i t y , Spender's words a r e , i n i r o n i c c o n t r a s t t o 

Blake's , j u s t s i m p l e . The s t y l i s e d , seemingly symbolic 

language of " t h a t winged & p e r f e c t c r y " ( 1 . 6 ) undermines 

the f o r c e o f t h e p i t y , w h i l e the choi c e o f the word 

" p e r f e c t " ( 1 . 6 ) u n d e r c u t s t he a t t e m p t t o p i t y by i m p l y i n g 

t h a t the poor l i v e i n an a b s t r a c t i f n o t a c c e p t a b l e s t a t e . 
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The poet p r o c l a i m s t h a t he must " p i t y them" ( 1 . 5 ) b u t f a i l s 

u t t e r l y t o do so; he d e c l a r e s concern w i t h b o t h t he poor and 

"your h e a r t " (1.11) y e t the poem r e v e a l s o n l y a narrow, even 

v a i n , concern w i t h h i s own p o s t u r i n g . T h i s u n d e r c u t t i n g of 

the poem's s t a t e d p o s i t i o n by the language (an i r o n y which 

d e f i n e s t he poet's p o s i t i o n ) , a l t h o u g h here r e s o l v i n g i n t o 

an a f f e c t e d s e l f - r e g a r d , a n t i c i p a t e s t h e c o n f u s i o n of v a l u e s 

which i n f o r m s such poems as "The F u n e r a l " (Poems (1933 and 

1934) ) . 

The r h e t o r i c a l q u e s t i o n o f l i n e s f i v e and s i x e s t a b l i s h e s 

the reader as an accessory t o the poet's emotion, a p a s s i v e 

r o l e which i s d i r e c t l y addressed i n the t h i r d stanza when 

the reader i s accused of complacency and a l a c k o f 

compass i o n : 

Yet n o t t h e i r g r i e f , a gain again 
Can beat so hard as I 

Upon one st o n e , s e p u l c h e r e d gate 
With dumb t e m e r i t y : 
I t i s upon your h e a r t , vour h e a r t 
That knows n o t c h a r i t y . 

(11.7-12) . 

The use of i t a l i c s n o t o n l y s e p a r a t e s t he t h i r d s tanza from 

those which precede i t , b u t suggests t h a t i t i s a c t i n g as a 

commentary on the poem, a l b e i t , t h r o u g h t he r u n n i n g on of 

the second i n t o t h e t h i r d s t a n z a , an u n g a i n l y commentary. I n 

t h i s way t h e poem appears, c r u d e l y , n o t o n l y as "one s t o n e , 

sepulchered g a t e " ( 1 . 9 ) which the e m o t i o n a l poet has beaten 

i n t o shape ( 1 . 8 ) , but a l s o as "your h e a r t " (1.11) - t h e 
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h e a r t p r i m a r i l y of the reader b u t a l s o weakly and 

s e l f - r e f l e x i v e l y o f the poet - which t he poem i s b e a t i n g 

upon. That t he poet may be a d d r e s s i n g h i m s e l f c r e a t e s a 

sense of a ponderous, cumbersome s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

However, the s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s of "Appeal" loo k s f o r w a r d t o 

such l a t e r poems as "Landscape near an Aerodrome" i n which 

Spender expresses an acute and t o r t u r e d s e l f - a w a r e n e s s . 

Throughout Nine Experiments we see Spender's image of s e l f 

framed by l a r g e r concerns or r e f e r e n c e s . I n t h i s c o n n e c t i o n 

i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e t o c o n s i d e r t he p e n u l t i m a t e poem, "Made 

sober", which b r i e f l y p r e s e n t s a d e t a i l e d and s e n s i t i v e 

p o r t r a i t o f an e m o t i o n a l s i t u a t i o n : 

And a t t h a t blow, I c o u l d n o t have been so a p p a l l e d 
By an a w f u l i n s t r u m e n t t o w i t h e r the plump f l e s h , 
To j a g t h e go o s e - s k i n , as s e e i n g your eyes p u l l e d 
Wide i n amazed h o r r o r : t o f e e l l u s t f l e e 
Sobered by such rep r o a c h : as b l a n k as these 
Distended d r u n k a r d s might drop t h e i r g a i e t y 
To C h r i s t - l i k e eyes, or scorned by Socrates. 

("Made s o b e r " ) . 

The v i v i d imagery o f the f i r s t f i v e l i n e s i s c e n t r e d upon 

an i n s t a n c e o f b e i n g sobered by r e p r o a c h , w h i l e t he c l o s i n g 

two l i n e s extend t h i s i n s t a n c e t o encompass b r i e f s o c i a l , 

r e l i g i o u s and h i s t o r i c a l r e f e r e n c e s . The f o r c e of the 

opening images, r e f l e c t i n g t h e h o r r o r o f b o t h t he i m p l i e d 

observer ( 1 . 3 ) and the poet r e v i e w i n g the e x p e r i e n c e , 

suggests t h a t the reader's eyes w i l l a l s o be " p u l l e d / Wide 

i n amazed h o r r o r " ( 1 1 . 3 - 4 ) . 
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Having engaged t h e reader, however, the poem f a i l s t o make 

i t apparent why the r e f e r e n c e s of the c l o s i n g l i n e s are 

necessary, even though t h e i r presence i n d i c a t e s t h a t Spender 

f e l t the need t o see the "you" of the poem i n such terms, t o 

q u a l i f y t h e p e r s o n a l i n s t a n c e by f r a m i n g i t w i t h i n such 

terms of r e f e r e n c e s . Rather than f o c u s i n g i t s emotion t he 

poem opens out i n i t s l a s t two l i n e s t o encompass more 

m a t e r i a l than t h e f i r s t f i v e l i n e s e i t h e r need or i m p l y . 

The comparison between "your eyes p u l l e d / Wide i n amazed 

h o r r o r " (11.3-4) and " C h r i s t - l i k e eyes" ( 1 . 7 ) and between 

t h e i r s o b e r i n g e f f e c t and b e i n g "scorned by Socrates" ( 1 . 7 ) 

seems f o r c e d , t o o i n g e n i o u s . Yet the f r a m i n g o f t h e 

s i t u a t i o n w i t h such r e f e r e n c e s broadens t h e poem's scope and 

r e v e a l s new aspects of the s i t u a t i o n ; aspects n o t s i m p l y 

p r e v i o u s l y l e f t i m p l i c i t but p r e v i o u s l y absent. 

I n " E p i s t l e (Near t he C a n a l ) " we see more c l e a r l y t h e way i n 

which a s e I f - r e g a r d i n g t e c h n i q u e c r e a t e s a sense of t h e 

poet's u n c e r t a i n t y . The poem i s concerned w i t h l o v e , i t s 

mood an awkward mix of s a r d o n i c r e p r o a c h , w i s t f u l 

r e p r e s s i o n , f l i p p a n c y and unhappy sarcasm. I n each of these 

moods the ch o i c e o f language and l i t e r a r y a l l u s i o n u n d e r c u t s 

the s t a t e d i n t e n t i o n or p o s i t i o n . One's f i n a l sense of the 

poem i s of an experiment w i t h p h r a s i n g r a t h e r than t he 
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e x p r e s s i o n of c o n v i c t i o n . 

I n s e c t i o n 4 we have a b o l d , even brash use of i n d u s t r i a l 

imagery combined w i t h a Romantic d i s l i k e of machinery. Such 

d e l i b e r a t e i n c o n g r u i t y n o t o n l y pervades the poem but s t a r t s 

i t as w e l l . I n the opening l i n e s o f the f i r s t s e c t i o n the 

reader i s asked t o p a r t i c i p a t e w i t h a s a r d o n i c and 

d i s i l l u s i o n e d " I " i n a c o n f l i c t between p r e t e n c e and 

a c t u a l i t y , a c o n f l i c t which might be r e s o l v e d by a c c e p t i n g 

the p o s s i b i l i t y o f the improbable or m i r a c u l o u s : 

Let us take beauty f r a n k l y , as though the sun 
Were not a t h i n g t h a t had shamed us: as i f anyone 
Might accept w e a l t h , and p l e a d f o r a more open sky. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) . 

T h i s p o s s i b i l i t y of r e s o l u t i o n i s , however, d i s c r e d i t e d the 

moment i t i s a r t i c u l a t e d . The i n s t r u c t i o n t o "take beauty" 

i s n o t o n l y i r o n i z e d by the word " f r a n k l y " ( 1 . 1 ) , b u t a l s o 

by t h e admissions of shame ( 1 . 2 ) and p o v e r t y ( 1 . 3 ) . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , a l t h o u g h the reader i s i n t i m a t e l y a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h the poet ( 1 1 . 1 and 2 ) , the p l e a f o r "a more open sky" 

(1 . 3 ) i s d e e p l y p e r s o n a l . The poet's resentment of h i s 

i s o l a t i o n i s p o i n t e d up by h i s need t o i n v o l v e o t h e r s , n o t 

s i m p l y "us" b u t "anyone" ( 1 1 . 1 and 2 ) . 

The c o n f l i c t between p r e t e n c e and a c t u a l i t y , which q u a l i f i e s 

the r e s t of the f i r s t s e c t i o n , becomes a t t a c h e d t o a 

p e r s o n a l a t t i t u d e t o l o v e . However, i n the same way t h a t the 

need t o l o v e i s balanced by an a f f i r m a t i o n of b r u t a l i t y and 
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h o r r o r ( 1 1 . 4 - 7 ) , the d e s i r e f o r tenderness i s balanced by a 

s t r o n g sense of d i s g u s t ( 1 1 . 6 - 7 ) . The poet's d i s g u s t , 

however, i s tempered by s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e : he s t a r e s a t "these 

worn t h i n g s . . . l i k e hams" ( 1 1 . 6 - 7 ) , l i n g e r i n g on t h e i r b e i n g 

"grotesque i n b u t c h e r y " ( 1 . 7 ) w i t h a g r o t e s q u e indecency: 

Nor y e t t r e a t l o v e so b r u t a l l y as I 
Who s t a r e d again upon h i s o l d o l d l i m b s , 
Touched l i p s and q u i v e r , as though these worn t h i n g s 
Were n o t l i k e hams, grotesque i n b u t c h e r y . 

( 1 1 . 4 - 7 ) . 
The " I " i s t r y i n g t o d i s s o c i a t e h i m s e l f from t h i s v i s i o n of 

a v i v i d l y p h y s i c a l and impersonal l o v e , t o disengage h i m s e l f 

from h i s disenchantment, y e t a l s o r e v e l l i n g i n i t s h o r r o r . 

He i s t r y i n g t o disengage h i m s e l f from h i s p r e v i o u s a t t i t u d e 

o f o b s e r v i n g non-involvement w h i l e , i m p l i c i t l y , e n j o y i n g the 

s q u a l o r of i t s v i s i o n : 

L e t us abandon p r a i s i n g c h a s t i t y 
And a l l t h i s metaphor: because t h e r e are stones 
Less c r u e l than we: because dead bones 
Preach l i k e the streams, sermons i n e v e r y t h i n g . 

(11.8-11) . 

The wish t o "abandon... a l l t h i s metaphor" (11.8-9) r i n g s 

f a l s e i n the l i g h t o f t h e poet's r e l i s h i n h i s s i t u a t i o n . 

The p r o f e s s i o n t h a t t h e r e are "s t o n e s / Less c r u e l than we" 

(11.9-10) s i m u l t a n e o u s l y condemns and lends f o r c e t o t h e 

poet's s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e , w h i l e the d i s l i k e of p r e a c h i n g and 

sermons (1.11) p o i n t s up the narrow, .almost s e r m o n - l i k e 

n a t u r e of the poet's s e l f - c o n f e s s i o n s . 

The a l l u s i o n i n l i n e eleven t o Duke Se n i o r ' s f i r s t speech 
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from As You L i k e I t draws an i r o n i c p a r a l l e l between the 

narrow, d i r t y , b r u t a l and urban w o r l d of " E p i s t l e (Near the 

Canal V and the honest, secure and r u r a l w o r l d of the F o r e s t 

of Arden: 

Sweet are the uses of a d v e r s i t y , 
Which, l i k e t he t o a d , u g l y and venomous, 
Wears y e t a j e w e l i n h i s head; 
And t h i s our l i f e , exempt from p u b l i c haunt, 
Finds tongues i n t r e e s , books i n the r u n n i n g brooks, 
Sermons i n s t o n e s , and good i n e v e r y t h i n g . 

(As You L i k e I t , I I . 1 . 1 2 - 1 7 ) . 
However, the v i s i o n of the f i r s t s e c t i o n of " E p i s t l e (Hear 

the C a n a l ) " does not r e j o i c e i n the uses of a d v e r s i t y b u t 

r e l i s h e s i t s c r u e l h o r r o r s , does n o t r e f l e c t upon the 

u n d e r l y i n g goodness, u s e f u l n e s s or beauty of the w o r l d but 

d w e l l s upon weakness, h y p o c r i s y and u g l i n e s s . 

But t h e poet i s o b d u r a t e , e n j o y s h i s p r e j u d i c e s a l t h o u g h 

r e c o g n i z i n g t h e i r l i m i t s (11.12-18), and r e s o l v e s n o t t o 

change: 

I s h a l l r e p r o a c h the day, 
Because the sun has b r i g h t n e s s ; I s h a l l t u r n 
And p l u c k the r o s e , because i t s c o l o u r s burn 
As hot as l i p s : l i p s s p o t t e d and condemned. 
There i s no f l e s h t h a t i s not v i l e l y stemmed, 
L u d i c r o u s l y boned, a stone t o c h a r i t y , 
Reproach t o v i g o u r , i t s c e l e r i t y . 

(11.18-24) . 

The a c t of p l u c k i n g the rose (1.20), though c l i c h e d and 

t h e r e b y s u g g e s t i n g a l a c k of c o n v i c t i o n , i s o d d l y 

a p p r o p r i a t e t o t h e poet's a f f i r m a t i o n t h a t he w i l l " t u r n " 

(1.20), w i l l r e t u r n , perhaps w i t h a vengeance, t o how he 
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was. The mention of l i p s (1.21) l o o k s back t o l i n e s i x -

"Touched l i p s and q u i v e r " - and proposes i t s e l f as t h e 

r e s o l u t i o n of the t e n s i o n t h e r e between h o r r o r and l o v e . 

Yet t h e poet's n e w l y - a s s e r t e d l o v e of t h e g r o t e s q u e , of 

" l i p s s p o t t e d and condemned" ( 1 . 2 1 ) , i s i n i t s e l f p r e s e n t e d 

as h o r r i b l e . H o r r o r i s r e c o g n i s e d f o r what i t i s , but 

p e r v e r s e l y , i s n o t o n l y accepted b u t a p p a r e n t l y welcomed. 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , the rhyming of "condemned" and "stemmed" 

(11.21 and 22) i s f o r c e d , the s t a t e m e n t t h a t t h e r e i s "no 

f l e s h t h a t i s not v i l e l y stemmed" (1.22) too b o l d , and the 

phrases "a stone t o c h a r i t y " and "Reproach t o v i g o u r " (11.23 

and 24) seem l e s s t o condemn than t o r e c a l l w i s t f u l l y 

p o s i t i v e v i r t u e s . Moreover, the f i n a l phrase of t h i s 

s e c t i o n , " i t s c e l e r i t y " ( 1 . 2 4 ) , a s s e r t s a p o s i t i v e v a l u e i n 

n e g a t i v e q u a l i t i e s . T h i s c o n f u s i o n of v a l u e s p o i n t s , a g a i n , 

t o the u n c e r t a i n p o e t . The c l i c h e d a c t of p l u c k i n g the rose 

(1.20) p r o v i d e s an a n t i d o t e t o t h i s u n c e r t a i n t y , r e s o l v e s i t 

i n t o t h e p r e d i c t a b l e : 

I s h a l l t u r n 
And p l u c k the r o s e , because i t s c o l o u r s burn 
As hot as l i p s : l i p s s p o t t e d and condemned. 

(11.19-21) . 

That Spender has here r e s o r t e d t o s t o c k e f f e c t s p o i n t s t o a 

l a c k of f a i t h i n h i s own i m a g i n a t i o n . Spender r e v e a l s an 

awareness of such f a u l t s i n h i s d i s m i s s a l of " t h i s p l e a s a n t 

t i n k l i n g " ( 1 . 2 6 ) , a d i s m i s s a l based on l i f e g o i n g "too 

madly" (1.26) and h i s own t e c h n i c a l i n a b i l i t y ( 1 . 2 7 ) . 

He s i n g l e s out f o r p a r t i c u l a r c r i t i c i s m t he i m p e r f e c t rhyme 
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of " l i m b s " and " t h i n g s " from l i n e s f i v e and s i x , but 

i m m e d i a t e l y a t t e m p t s t o j u s t i f y t h i s poor t e c h n i q u e because 

he i s "nauseous s i c k / Of a l l , b u t a h a r s h l y - p e r f e c t 

music..." (11.27 and 2 8 ) . A l t h o u g h the poet l o o k s f o r w a r d t o 

"a h a r s h l y - p e r f e c t music" (1.28) t h e r e i s no i n d i c a t i o n of 

what t h a t music i s or might be. Indeed, the f o r m l e s s n e s s of 

the p o e t's v i s i o n , t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e awkward t e c h n i q u e , 

makes " E p i s t l e (Hear t h e C a n a l ) " i t s e l f n o t so much 

" h a r s h l y - p e r f e c t " (1.28) as harsh and f l a w e d . 

Spender's manner i n t h i s poem i s o v e r t l y s a r d o n i c , 

s e l f - d e p r e c i a t i n g and a b s t r a c t e d , b u t c o v e r t l y u n c e r t a i n , 

image-conscious and embarrassed. The c o v e r t p u l l s d i r e c t l y 

a g a i n s t the o v e r t i n a way which undermines the c r e d i b i l i t y 

of b o t h . I n t h e c l o s i n g l i n e s of the f i r s t s e c t i o n the poet 

shows h i m s e l f t o be b o t h s e l f - c o n s c i o u s w i t h i n h i s p o e t r y 

and about h i s p o e t r y (11.25-26), an awareness which c e n t r e s 

on a knowledge of h i s own f a i l i n g s ( a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c theme 

of Spender). But t h i s awareness f a i l s t o t r a n s f o r m weakness 

i n t o s t r e n g t h , as occurs i n "Acts passed beyond t h e boundary 

of mere w i s h i n g " , because t h e r e i s no sense of a engaged 

p e r s o n a l i t y i n f o r m i n g or communicating t h r o u g h t h e poem. The 

o v e r - b o l d demand t h a t " a l l t h i s metaphor" ( 1 . 9 ) be d i s c a r d e d 

u n d e r c u t s i t s e l f ; t h e a s s e r t i o n t h a t " I am s i c k of rhyming" 

(1.26) i s r e f u t e d by the i n s i s t e n t rhymes; the poet's 

s e l f - d i s g u s t i s r e v e a l e d as s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e (11.20-25). 
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" E p i s t l e ("Near the C a n a l ) " does n o t , as poems such as "The 

Landscape near an Aerodrome" do, p r e s e n t a complex 

p e r s o n a l i t y r i v e n w i t h t e n s i o n but a pose c h a r a c t e r i s e d by 

i n c o n s i s t e n c y . 

The d i f f e r e n t aspects of the " I " which are r e v e a l e d i n each 

of the f o u r s e c t i o n s of " E p i s t l e (Near the C a n a l ) " tend t o 

obscure and undercut r a t h e r than i l l u m i n a t e ; f o r example, 

the b r u t a l and j a d e d f i g u r e i n the f i r s t s e c t i o n reproaches 

the sun whereas the w i s t f u l and t e n t a t i v e l y homoerotic 

f i g u r e i n the second s e c t i o n accepts t h a t the sun has shamed 

him. T h i s second s e c t i o n i s a new and d i f f e r e n t development 

r a t h e r than a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f the s e l f - i m a g e of the f i r s t 

s e c t i o n . The " I " of the second s e c t i o n i s embarrassed (1.29) 

b u t n e v e r t h e l e s s f e e l s the need t o confess: 

I must r e p r e s s 
T h i s nakedness, 
Or t h e r e ' s no doubt 
That t h a t w i l l out 
Which cannot pay 
To g i v e away. 
And then must he, 
The l o v e l y y o u t h , 
The gooseboy he, 
Vanish so, 
Vanish away? 
0, o, o, 

a! 
( " E p i s t l e (Near the Canal V. 11.30-42 ( s e c t i o n t w o ) ) . 

The spareness of these l i n e s c o u n t e r p o i n t s y e t s i m p l y 

conveys the w i s h t o " r e p r e s s / T h i s nakedness" (11.30-31), 

w h i l e the s e x u a l i m p l i c a t i o n s of r e p r e s s i o n (11.30-31) and 
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"That t h a t w i l l o u t " (1.33) o f f - s e t s t h e a r d e n t tenderness 

connected w i t h the d e p a r t u r e of the " l o v e l y y o u t h " ( 1 . 3 7 ) . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , the c l o s i n g s e r i e s of "o"s b o t h r i d i c u l e s and 

s t r e n g t h e n s the l o v e expressed i n these l i n e s ; t he r i d i c u l e 

s e e k i n g t o pre-empt t h e i r s e r i o u s i n t e n t from b e i n g 

r i d i c u l e d . However, t h e t h i r d s e c t i o n takes the emotion t h u s 

e s t a b l i s h e d and f u r t h e r t r i v i a l i z e s i t ; the awkward rhymes 

compounding the a b s u r d i t y of the s i t u a t i o n d e s c r i b e d : 

B o i l i n g the d e s p e r a t e c o f f e e , I 
Am c r u s h i n g l o v e immoderately; 
0 r a i s e t h e t e p i d cup, and see 
How p a s s i o n y i e l d s b e f o r e s t r o n g t e a : 
But more d i s t r a u g h t , now must I f i n d 
A s t r a i g h t e r s t r a i g h t n e r f o r the mind; 
What w i l l induce my h e a r t t o say:-
"Then take those l i p s " , e t c e t e r a ? 
( " E p i s t l e (Near the C a n a l ) " . 11.43-50 ( s e c t i o n t h r e e ) ) . 

F urthermore, b o t h the t e c h n i c a l concern and the mocking 

humour - perhaps most apparent i n t h e word p l a y of 

" s t r a i g h t e r s t r a i g h t n e r " (1.48) - r e v e a l Spender's 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s . The l a s t l i n e of t h i s s e c t i o n a l l u d e s t o 

the f i r s t l i n e of a song i n Shakespeare's Measure f o r 

Measure ( I V . 6 . 1 ) ; a song which b o t h b r i e f l y d e s c r i b e s a 

b e a u t i f u l but u n f a i t h f u l person (sex u n s p e c i f i e d ) and 

d e s p a i r s a t the s i n g e r ' s f o r l o r n l o v e f o r him or her. 

However, the s t a t e d d e s i r e of t h i s s e c t i o n , t o be able t o 

c r u s h l o v e more e f f e c t i v e l y ( 1 . 4 4 ) , runs c o n t r a r y t o the 

a l l u s i o n t o a f o r l o r n and m a l i n g e r i n g l o v e . The song i s 

f o l l o w e d by Mariana's e x c l a m a t i o n : 

Break o f f t h y song, and haste thee q u i c k away. 
Here comes a man of c o m f o r t , whose a d v i c e 
Hath o f t e n s t i l l ' d my b r a w l i n g d i s c o n t e n t . 

(Measure f o r Measure. I V . I . 9 - 1 1 ) . 
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But t he t h i r d s e c t i o n of " E p i s t l e (Near t he Canal V i s not 

f o l l o w e d by a d v i c e which calms t he poet's own " b r a w l i n g 

d i s c o n t e n t " , but i r o n i c a l l y by a s a r c a s t i c damnation of man: 

COME, LET US PRAISE THE GASWORKS! 
Let us p r a i s e man, who s h i r k s 
A l l b u t t h i s beauty: l i k e cranes 
S t y g i a n upon the sewage o f h o r i z o n , 
Fogbound and fogbound sky; t h a t l i e s on 
Grim l a n d . And man, the grimmest, s t a r k e s t 
Of a l l those i n t i m a t e machines: t h e h a r s h e s t 
Grate g r a t e . 

(11.51-58). 

The poet's i n i t i a l d e s i r e t o "t a k e beauty f r a n k l y " (1.1) 

here becomes the s a r d o n i c acceptance o f " t h i s beauty" 

(1.53); t h e beauty of "GASWORKS", "the sewage of h o r i z o n " 

and t he "fogbound sky" (11.51, 54 and 55). No "man of 

com f o r t " e n t e r s ; r a t h e r man i s seen as mechanical and 

impersonal (11.56-57), i n c a p a b l e of l o v e . The poet's 

i s o l a t i o n , u n d e r l i n e d by the r e p e t i t i o n o f "fogbound" 

(1.55), i s here a g e n e r a l c o n d i t i o n of man. T h i s g r i m v i s i o n 

i n c o r p o r a t e s t he poet's d e s i r e t o be o t h e r w i s e : 

I ' d l o v e 
I n an a r c h a i c a l l y p e r f e c t mechanic t o move 
With c l o c k w o r k l i m b s . Out o u t , b r i e f l o v e ! 

(11.58-60) . 
The phrase "Out o u t , b r i e f l o v e ! " (1.60) a l l u d e s t o 

Macbeth's l i n e s : 

And a l l our y e s t e r d a y s have l i g h t e d f o o l s 
The way t o d u s t y death. Out, o u t , b r i e f c a n dle! 
L i f e ' s b u t a w a l k i n g shadow; a poor p l a y e r , 
That s t r u t s and f r e t s h i s hour upon the stage, 
Then i s heard no more: i t i s a t a l e 
T o l d by an i d i o t , f u l l of sound and f u r y , 
S i g n i f y i n g n o t h i n g . 

(Macbeth, v.5.22-28). 
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The poet, l i k e Macbeth, i s coming t o an end t y p i f i e d by 

d e s p a i r . But whereas Shakespeare's candle image i s c o n c r e t e 

and s y m b o l i c , t he phrase " b r i e f l i f e ! " (1.60) i s so vague as 

t o be meaningless. Moreover, the d e s i r e t o "move/ With 

c l o c k w o r k l i m b s " (11.59-60) n o t o n l y r e c o r d s the poet's 

v i s i o n o f h i s w o r l d b u t a l s o h i s f e a r o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . The 

poet's r e a c t i o n , i n c o n t r a s t t o Macbeth's, i s w i s t f u l l y 

r e t r o s p e c t i v e and cowardly. 

U n s u r p r i s i n g l y , " E p i s t l e (Near t h e C a n a l ) " l a c k s b o t h the 

e m o t i o n a l d e p t h and s t u r d y rhythm of Shakespeare's Macbeth; 

the a l l u s i o n does n o t so much r e i n f o r c e the poet's p o s i t i o n 

as r e v e a l i t s s h a l l o w ness: an i m p r e s s i o n which grows w i t h 

t he poet's a t t e m p t t o fuse t o g e t h e r l o v e , h a t e , melancholy 

and passion -

Love b e i n g hate 
Being t h i s melancholy, s t r o n g e r impulse 
Which has swept me: has made the f i e r c e blood p u l s e 

(11.64-66) . 

- terms whose o p p o s i t i o n formed the b a s i s of the a t t i t u d e s 

t o which these l i n e s are presumably t h e c l i m a x and 

c o n c l u s i o n . The c l o s i n g l i n e s f o l l o w t h i s inadequate a t t e m p t 

t o u n i f y w i t h a scene of u n e q u i v o c a l urban s q u a l o r : 

Walking beside a stenchy b l a c k c a n a l , 
Regarding s k i e s o b t u s e l y a n i m a l , 
C o n t e m p l a t i n g r u b b i s h heaps, and smoke, 
And tumid f u r n a c e s , o b e d i e n t l y a t work. 

(11.67-70) . 

These l i n e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y "Walking beside a stenchy b l a c k 

c a n a l " ( 1 . 6 7 ) , are s t r o n g l y r e m i n i s c e n t of "The F i r e 
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Sermon", the t h i r d s e c t i o n of T.S. E l i o t ' s The Waste Land: 

A r a t c r e p t s o f t l y t h r o u g h the v e g e t a t i o n 
Dragging i t s s l i m y b e l l y on the bank 
While I was f i s h i n g i n the d u l l c a n a l 

(The Waste Land. "The F i r e Sermon", 11.187-189). 

A l t h o u g h b o t h poems contemplate a f i e r c e and s t a r k 

i n d u s t r i a l landscape, i n " E p i s t l e (Near the C a n a l ) " t h e 

landscape i s not d e c a y i n g but " o b e d i e n t l y a t work" ( 1 . 7 0 ) . 

Moreover, i n " E p i s t l e (Hear the C a n a l ) " the poet r e g a r d s 

" s k i e s o b t u s e l y a n i m a l " (1.68) r a t h e r than musing upon the 

death o f o t h e r s ; he i s d i s t a n t l y i n v o l v e d r a t h e r than 

detached. Indeed, the i n d u s t r i o u s landscape c o u n t e r p o i n t s 

the c o n t e m p l a t i v e p o e t ; the " s k i e s o b t u s e l y animal" (1.68) 

p o i n t s up h i s v i g o r o u s sense o f f u t i l i t y . 

The m o c k - e v a n g e l i c a l opening of the f o u r t h s e c t i o n , "COME, 

LET US PRAISE THE GASWORKS!", t o g e t h e r w i t h phrases such as 

"the sewage o f h o r i z o n " and "a stenchy b l a c k c a n a l " (11.54 

and 67) seem designed t o shock and might even be c o n s i d e r e d 

t o be Audenesque. Fur t h e r m o r e , such phrases as " f i e r c e b l o o d 

p u l s e " and "Love b e i n g hate" (11.66 and 64) seem t o r e v e a l 

the i n f l u e n c e of D.H.Lawrence. However, the v a r i o u s 

a l l u s i o n s obscure one ano t h e r , Macbeth's f i n a l and t o t a l 

condemnation of l i f e hangs u n e a s i l y w i t h t h e r e f e r e n c e s t o 

Lawrence's v i s i o n of a r i c h and v i b r a n t l i f e - f o r c e . But here 

and t h e r e , beneath and between the elements of the pose, t h e 

reader o c c a s i o n a l l y glimpses something s p e c i a l and o r i g i n a l ; 
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one t h i n k s of f i n e l y s u g g e s t i v e phrases l i k e " i n t i m a t e 

machines" and " o b e d i e n t l y a t work" (11.57 and 7 0 ) . 

I n Nine Experiments Spender's use of l i t e r a r y a l l u s i o n s 

tends t o obscure and a t times o b s t r u c t h i s engagement w i t h 

h i s s u b j e c t m a t e r i a l . I n "Evening on t h e l a k e ( d o l c e ) " one 

senses the i n f l u e n c e of Pound i n t h e l y r i c i s m and a t o u c h of 

Keats i n the rhythm: 

S i g h t i s here: How p l e a s a n t now 
To murmur music Drugged w i t h bees, 
A heavy incense Which we throw, 
Towards the mountains On t h e i r knees; 

(11.15-18). 

I n these l i n e s the l i t e r a r y i n f l u e n c e s m u f f l e r a t h e r than 

h i g h l i g h t the p o s i t i o n of the p o e t . T h i s tendency i s 

d e f l a t e d , t o a degree, by the p l a y f u l n e s s and humour of some 

of the rhymes and word-play: 

Beauty cometh: See how g e n t l y 
Graven i n the Water, p l a y 
The l a z y w h o r l s , which W h i r l a b s e n t l y 
Round the prow, and G l i d e away: 
L i k e s o f t marine 
Crepe de Chine, 
L i e s the l a k e , and Fades t o gra y . 

(11.8-14) . 

The matching of " w h o r l s " and " W h i r l " , t o g e t h e r w i t h the 

w-sounds of "Water" and "which", s t r e t c h e s the i n t e r n a l 

r e p e t i t i o n of sounds t o an absurd degree. Furthermore, the 

rhyming of " s o f t marine" w i t h "Crepe de Chine" i s f a r too 

s l i c k f o r i t s c o n t e x t . The b a l a n c i n g of humorous touches and 

l i t e r a r y a l l u s i o n s f a i l s n o t o n l y t o produce a harmonious 

e f f e c t but a l s o t o e s t a b l i s h a c r e d i b l e p o e t i c v o i c e . The 
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dominant i m p r e s s i o n i s of s u p e r f i c i a l glamour and l i t t l e 

e l s e ; b o t h poem and poet appear s l i g h t . 

"Ovation f o r S p r i n g " r e v e a l s a q u i t e d i f f e r e n t awareness of 

o t h e r l i t e r a t u r e . I n t h i s poem we see a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s 

which seems t o s p i l l over i t s n a t u r a l b o u n d a r i e s : 

The n i n e t e e n t h t i m e , from bough t o bough 
I see the mocking f i r e s of s p r i n g ; 
And t w i c e I've rhymed the name w i t h ' k i n g ' , 

But I am grown more b l a s ^ now. 
( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The phrase " n i n e t e e n t h t i m e " ( 1 . 1 ) would seem not o n l y t o 

r e f e r t o the f a c t t h a t t h i s poem appears on page n i n e t e e n , 

but a l s o t o the f a c t t h a t the poet's i n h i s n i n e t e e n t h year 

- even though the t i t l e page d e c l a r e s "Being Poems W r i t t e n 

a t the Age of E i g h t e e n " - c o n n e c t i n g the poem w i t h the 

m a t u r i n g and d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t of the p o e t . Indeed, t h e 

a s s e r t i o n "But I am grown more b l a s e now" ( 1 . 4 ) a p p a r e n t l y 

r e f e r s t o a p e r c e i v e d development i n v i s i o n , i f not 

t e c h n i q u e , from the f i r s t or an e a r l i e r poem t o t h i s one. I n 

t h i s way "Ovation f o r S p r i n g " seems t o r e f e r t o p r e v i o u s 

a t t e m p t s t o w r i t e a s p r i n g poem - d u r i n g which process he 

presumably t w i c e "rhymed t h e name w i t h ' k i n g ' " ( 1 . 3 ) - and 

c e r t a i n l y t h r o u g h o u t h i s career Spender e x e r c i s e s the r i g h t 

t o r e - w r i t e , even r e - c r e a t e , h i s poems. 

The admission t h a t " I am grown more blase' now" ( 1 . 4 ) 

proposes b o t h a d u l l i n g t o p l e a s u r e and, c o n v e r s e l y and more 
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s t r o n g l y , a heightened s e n s i t i v i t y . T h i s double sense, 

suggested e i t h e r by a v i g o r o u s or an i r o n i c r e a d i n g of the 

i t a l i c i s e d " b l a s e " ( 1 . 4 ) , g i v e s the poem a cumbersome 

a m b i g u i t y , and, perhaps more i m p o r t a n t l y , l o o k s f o r w a r d t o 

the complex word p l a y o f l a t e r poems such as "My p a r e n t s 

kept me from c h i l d r e n who were rough" and "Your body i s 

s t a r s whose m i l l i o n g l i t t e r here". 

The second stanza pursues t he idea of s p r i n g , n o t w i t h 

r e j o i c i n g and enthusiasm (as t h e poem's t i t l e would suggest) 

b u t d u l l o b s e r v a t i o n : 

She cannot s t i r me w i t h her sound, 
Her l i g h t no l o n g e r makes me burn : 
I o n l y see e a r t h wake, and t u r n 

Again i n p e n i t e n t i a l round. 
(11.5-8) . 

S p r i n g i s p e r s o n i f i e d as a woman who once a l l u r e d and 

i n s p i r e d the poet; b u t who i s now d r a i n e d of s i g n i f i c a n c e 

and d i v o r c e d from the waking e a r t h which t u r n s a gain " i n 

p e n i t e n t i a l round" ( 1 . 8 ) . Indeed, t h e poem i t s e l f may be 

seen as t u r n i n g "Again i n p e n i t e n t i a l round" ( 1 . 8 ) ; the poem 

b e i n g the l a t e s t , perhaps f i n a l , moment of t h e poet's 

s t r u g g l e t o w r i t e a s p r i n g poem. I n t h i s way the poet i s 

a l s o seen as t u r n i n g "Again i n p e n i t e n t i a l round" ( 1 . 8 ) ; as 

s t r u g g l i n g w i t h h i s t e c h n i q u e and s u b j e c t i n or d e r t o w r i t e 

t h e poem. T h i s s l i g h t s e l f - a w a r e n e s s l o o k s f o r w a r d t o t h e 

s e l f - r e f l e x i v i t y of such poems as "Abrupt and charming 

mover". 
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"Enshrinement of the I d e a l , P a r t i v " i s an e a r l y e f f o r t t o 

embody the d e e p l y p e r s o n a l i n an attempted i m p e r s o n a l i t y . 

The i n d i v i d u a l use of the s t o c k image of snow, which l o o k s 

f o r w a r d t o " A f t e r they have t i r e d " (Poems (1933 and 1 9 3 4 ) ) , 

i s e n l i v e n e d by r e l i g i o u s r e f e r e n c e s : 

The snow has e x p l o r e d the v e r y h e a r t of innocence. 
The people are a l l c h i l d r e n plunged i n C h r i s t . 
Toboggans, a r k - l i k e 
S p l u t t e r i n g a w h i t e s u r r e n d e r , 
Cleave a w i n d i n g sheet. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 5 ) . 

The t r a n s i t i o n between the d i f f e r e n t aspects of snow i s 

smooth and seamless, e f f o r t l e s s l y moving from a scene of 

w i n t e r games t o a sense of m o r t a l i t y . From the impersonal 

f i r s t s tanza we move t o t a l k of " I " , "we" and "you". The 

s e r i o u s tone of t h e second s t a n z a , w i t h i t s c o n f e s s i o n t h a t 

" I am d i z z y l o o k i n g a t t h e i r f a c e s " and i t s a s s e r t i o n s t h a t 

"Here, we w i l l bury him" and "we w i l l bury you", i s balanced 

by the humour of the t h i r d stanza which d e c l a r e s : " R o l l up 

the c a r p e t ! " The rhyming of t h e f i r s t l i n e of the t h i r d 

s t a n z a w i t h the l a s t l i n e of the second sta n z a serves t o 

l i g h t e n the t o n e , w h i l e another c o n f e s s i o n , t h i s t i m e t o "an 

almost s a d i s t p l e a s u r e " , adds a touch of b r u t a l i t y t o an 

o t h e r w i s e s y m p a t h e t i c and s e n s i t i v e poem. But r a t h e r than 

t r i v i a l i z i n g the poem, t h e t h i r d s t a n z a adds a touch of 

coarse humanity and i n c r e a s e s the depth of f e e l i n g by way of 

b e i n g a comic i n t e r l u d e . The f o u r t h stanza r e t u r n s t o the 

" I " : 
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I am weak w i t h t h e i r eyes' b r i g h t n e s s , 
My h a i r i s plunged i n t o t he s k i e s : 
0 k i l l the e a g l e , t he keenness of eyes! 

(11.13-15) . 

The word "plunged" - used i n b o t h p e n u l t i m a t e and second 

l i n e s - t e n u o u s l y connects the opening and c l o s i n g stanzas; 

w h i l e t he b r i g h t n e s s which one a s s o c i a t e s w i t h t h e snow i n 

the f i r s t s tanza (an i m p r e s s i o n which i s s t r e n g t h e n e d by the 

poet's d i z z i n e s s ) i n the c l o s i n g l i n e s becomes a q u a l i t y of 

eyes, whose p i e r c i n g s t a r e i n s p i r e s a need f o r darkness. 

The v a r i o u s elements of "Enshrinement of the I d e a l , P a r t i v " 

balance one another r a t h e r than awkwardly c o h a b i t because 

the poem c a r e f u l p rogresses t h r o u g h imagery c e n t r e d on a 

s i n g l e idea and r o o t e d i n a coherent and c r e d i b l e " I " . The 

poem s t a r t s w i t h b r i g h t n e s s and "innocence" and people who 

"are a l l c h i l d r e n plunged i n C h r i s t " , and ends w i t h an 

i s o l a t e d " I " who c a l l s f o r darkness and k i l l i n g . The poem 

moves from t he attempted i m p e r s o n a l i t y of t h e f i r s t s t a n z a 

t o the v e r y p e r s o n a l demands of the l a s t , w i t h t h e two 

l i n k e d by the easy t r a n s i t i o n of images t h r o u g h t he c e n t r a l 

s t a n z a s . However, the two are n o t u n i t e d b u t u n e q u a l l y 

balanced, w i t h the emphasis n a t u r a l l y f a l l i n g on the c l o s i n g 

stanzas because of t h e i r p o s i t i o n i n the poem. The c l o s i n g 

l i n e s suggest t h a t t h e p o s s i b i l i t y of t h e enshrinemeent of 

the i d e a l i s remote, and t h a t t h e o n l y r e s o l u t i o n t o t h e 

a t t e m p t i s t h e n e g a t i v e one of k i l l i n g t h e eagle ( 1 . 1 5 ) . 

However, the a l l u s i o n t o the b u r i a l of C h r i s t which i n f o r m s 
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the movement of ideas t h r o u g h the poem p o i n t s t o a l a t e r and 

m i r a c u l o u s r e s o l u t i o n . 

I n "Enshrinement of the I d e a l , P a r t i v " one sees the 

enshrinement o f t r a i t s which one would c a l l 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of Spender; n o t a b l y the a t t e m p t t o embody 

the p e r s o n a l i n the i m p e r s o n a l , the t a n g e n t i a l r e v e l a t i o n of 

the " I " t h r o u g h engagement w i t h a s u b j e c t and the e f f e c t i v e 

managment of one image t h r o u g h t h e whole poem, t r a i t s which 

I s h a l l be s t u d y i n g i n g r e a t e r depth i n my d i s c u s s i o n o f h i s 

l a t e r poems. 

The l a s t poem, the sonnet "The f a r e w e l l " , p r o v i d e s a f o r m a l 

ending f o r Nine Experiments. T h i s poem i s framed by myth: 

As Ulysses. and those o l d voyagers do, 
Seeking t o c l u t c h , and o n l y p a s s i n g by 
T h e i r mammoth i s l e s , soon l o s t i n memory; 

( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) . 

"The f a r e w e l l " , l i k e t h e f i r s t s e c t i o n of " E p i s t l e (Near the 

C a n a l ) " r e v e a l s an awareness b o t h i n and of the poem: 

(Pa s s i n g them by, l o v e l y & c o r a l - v e i n e d , 
Too p e r f e c t , t oo immense, f r o n z e d l i k e a dream; 
U n r e a l l y v i s i o n e d , o n l y a poem t o seem 
S h i n i n g across t h e wreckage where t h e y s t a n d ) : 

( 1 1 . 4 - 7 ) . 

The range of words which r e f e r t o "those o l d voyagers" a l s o 

seems, g i v e n t h e use of b r a c k e t s t o i s o l a t e m a t e r i a l , t o 

r e f e r t o the "thee" (1.13) t o whom the poem i s l o o s e l y 

addressed. I f we equate the "thee" w i t h Spender, then one 

36 



c o u l d see t h i s poem as a f i n a l e x t r a v a g a n t g e s t u r e of 

f a r e w e l l t o the w o r l d of p o e t r y , t o "mammoth i s l e s " and 

" f a b l e d i s l e s " . However, one c o u l d read the "thee" as 

r e f e r r i n g t o the poem, a r e f e r e n c e which p o i n t s back t o the 

idea of a poem b e i n g "Too p e r f e c t , t oo immense" ( 1 . 5 ) and 

which c o n f i r m s the u n r e a l n a t u r e of p o e t r y " s u r p a s s i n g a l l 

the l o v e l y e a r t h " ( l i n e f o u r t e e n ) . T h i s image a l s o l o o k s 

f o r w a r d t o the c o n c l u d i n g stanza of "What I expected" (Poems 

(1933 and 1 9 3 4 ) ) . A l t e r n a t i v e l y , i f we read t he "thee" as 

e i t h e r a s p e c i f i c person or the read e r , then i t i s e i t h e r 

t h e y or we who w i l l s u f f e r t h i s s e p a r a t i o n : 

T i l l , s i c k o f wandering, they leave s h i p s & sea. 
(No more t o clea v e the c h i l d i s h , h a i r l e s s s k i e s , 
No more t o f a t h e r i n t h e i r t r e a s u r i e s 
The f a b l e d i s l e s ; b u t t i r e d of mind & bone, 
With weary hands t o f r e t a nauseous h e a r t h ) : 

( 1 1 . 8 - 1 2 ) . 

The f a c t o f the s e p a r a t i o n o c c u r i n g a t the end of the poem 

t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e a m b i g u i t y o f "thee" c o m f o r t a b l y 

accommodates these r e a d i n g s , c o n f u s i n g the consciousnesses 

of b o t h reader and poet i n the f a c t o f t h e poem i t s e l f , a 

c o n f u s i o n which removes the poet from a d i r e c t engagement 

w i t h t h e reader or the poem: 

0 thus and thus f a r e w e l l ; f o r thee, no one 
Could own, s u r p a s s i n g a l l t he l o v e l y e a r t h . 

(11.13-14). 

Throughout Nine Experiments Spender i s se e k i n g t o defend 

h i m s e l f w i t h i r o n y ; b u t the e f f e c t of the r e s u l t i n g nervous, 

d i f f i d e n t s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s i s t o b e l i t t l e b o t h h i m s e l f and 
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h i s p o e t r y . These poems are c h a r a c t e r i s e d n o t so much by 

"an appearance of madness" but r a t h e r the impact of f e a r and 

the i m p r e s s i o n of embarrassment. Spender i s a f r a i d of t h e 

s t r e n g t h of h i s own f e e l i n g s , and thus hides them behind 

humour, c l i c h e d imagery and p r e t e n t i o u s n e s s . Nine 

Experiments mix a cumbersome sel f - a w a r e n e s s w i t h a concern 

w i t h t e c h n i q u e , and the dominant i m p r e s s i o n i s of an 

u n c e r t a i n s e l f e x p e r i e n c i n g a c o n f u s i o n of v a l u e s . 
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P a r t Two: Oxford P o e t r y (1929 and 1930). 

Spender's c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o Oxford P o e t r y mark a s i g n i f i c a n t 

change i n approach from the one r e v e a l e d i n Nine Experiments 

Spender i s now e x p l o r i n g t he s e l f i n r e l a t i o n t o o t h e r 

people, n o t a b l y Marston, b u t a l s o t he poor ("Now You've no 

Work, L i k e a Rich Man"), h i s p a r e n t s ("Souvenir de Londres") 

and h i s f r i e n d s ("The Faces of L i v i n g F r i e n d s I See on 

Wate r " ) . I n these poems h i s t e c h n i q u e grows more competent 

and c o n f i d e n t . 

The f o u r poems Spender p u b l i s h e d i n Oxford P o e t r y (1929) 

c e n t r e on h i s homoerotic love f o r Marston, a lov e which was 

the cue f o r Spender t o : 

. . . w r i t e poems d i f f e r e n t from any o t h e r s I had done. A 
c o n c r e t e s i t u a t i o n had suddenly c r y s t a l l i z e d f e e l i n g s 
which u n t i l then had been d i f f u s e d and found no 
o b j e c t . 1 

A l t h o u g h t he s i t u a t i o n which i n s p i r e d these e a r l y l o v e poems 

may have been " c o n c r e t e " , t he s i t u a t i o n t h e y d e s c r i b e i s 

i n t a n g i b l e and i n d e f i n i t e . Moreover, w h i l e they may have 

been i n s p i r e d by " c r y s t a l l i z e d f e e l i n g s " t h e y a t times r e c o r d 

a hazy and i n d u l g e n t s e n t i m e n t a l i t y . Spender's o p i n i o n of 

these poems appears t o r e f l e c t a p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e 

r a t h e r than t h e i r a r t i s t i c m e r i t . 

The t h i r d poem, "Hearing from i t s cage", i s a g l o r i f i c a t i o n 

o f "he", whom one takes t o be Marston: 
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For he was c o n s t a n t A p r i l 
A l l times and everywhere; 
L i k e the s t r a i g h t , c h e r i s h e d deer 
By p r i d e fenced from the people. 

(11.5-8) . 

The r i c h n e s s of the n a t u r a l imagery, r e i n f o r c e d by the s h o r t 

p i t h y l i n e s and l i g h t measured rhythm, conveys the p u r i t y 

and s t r e n g t h of b o t h t h e beloved and t h e poet's a d o r a t i o n . 

That Marston i s c o n j u r e d by the n o i s e of the "Lion t h a t 

r o a r s the t r a f f i c down" ( 1 . 2 ) or the s i g h t of the d i s p e r s i n g 

f o g (11.3-4) a l i g n s him w i t h n a t u r a l f o r c e s , but he not o n l y 

r e p r e s e n t s a power s u r p a s s i n g v i b r a n t n a t u r a l f o r c e s but 

a l s o something of t h e e t e r n a l : 

And s e e i n g a new god 
Dropped from the sky, no l e s s 
C a l l s out on t i m e l e s s n e s s 
Than s e e i n g where he t r o d . 

(11.9-12) . 

The o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t s e e ing where Marston t r o d c a l l s "out on 

t i m e l e s s n e s s " (11.11-12) communicates a sense of p e r s o n a l 

r e v e l a t i o n which i s absent from b o t h the tone and the 

l y r i c i s m . The s t r o n g p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f Marston t o the 

poet i s c o u n t e r p o i s e d by the poet's d i s t a n t and unresponsive 

a d o r a t i o n , s u g g e s t i n g an u n e x p l o r e d and u n f u l f i l l e d y e a r n i n g 

i n the poet. 

The phrase "seeing a new god/ Dropped from t h e sky" 

( 1 1 . 9 - 1 0 ) , which echoes C l a s s i c a l myths such as the f a l l of 

I c a r u s and the c a s t i n g of Vulcan out of Olympus, develops 

Marston's n a t u r a l potency i n t o a r e l i g i o u s s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

40 



However, the tone remains l i g h t and bouyant even as the 

d e s c r i p t i o n s o f Marston become more extreme. The f i n a l l i n e 

a s s e r t s Marston's a b s o l u t e q u a l i t y i n the un d y i n g n a t u r e of 

the w r i t t e n word, a s e n t i m e n t t h a t one f i n d s i n many of 

Shakespeare's sonnets: 

And where h i s form passed by 
Grass would have tongues f o r t r u t h , 
Stones would speak words of t r u t h . 
And these words cannot d i e . 

(11.21-24) . 

The r e l i g i o s i t y o f the d e s c r i p t i o n frames t h e n a i v i t y o f the 

s e n t i m e n t ; Marston i s seen i n almost m y t h i c terms y e t h i s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e appears h i g h l y p e r s o n a l . Marston's p a s s i n g , 

which g r a n t s grass "tongues f o r t r u t h " (1.22) and stones 

"words of t r u t h " ( 1 . 2 3 ) , appears t o leave t h e poet 

untouched. The poet observes o t h e r s p o s s e s s i n g t r u t h r a t h e r 

than p o s s e s s i n g i t h i m s e l f . His r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Marston i s 

one-sided and i n d e f i n i t e ; he r e c o r d s r a t h e r than 

e x p e r i e n c e s ; v a l u e s y e t i s not v a l u e d , and t h i s 

one-sidedness i s r e f l e c t e d i n the poem b e i n g l i g h t w e i g h t 

though s u p e r f i c i a l l y glamorous. 

The second poem, " L y i n g awake a t n i g h t " , which a l s o sees 

Marston i n s u p e r n a t u r a l terms, e x p l o r e s the i m p l i c i t 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between l o v e r and beloved suggested i n "Hearing 

from i t s cage": 

L y i n g awake a t n i g h t 
Shows again t he d i f f e r e n c e 
Between me, and h i s innocence. 
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I vow he was born of l i g h t 
And t h a t d a r k g r a d u a l l y 
Closed each eye, 

He woke, he sleeps so n a t u r a l l y . 
(11.1-7) . 

The poet's n a t u r e i s d e f i n e d i n terms o f c o n t r a s t w i t h 

Marston. The poet sees h i m s e l f as a c r e a t u r e of c o r r u p t i o n 

and darkness (11.3 and 4 ) , whereas Marston, who i s "born of 

l i g h t " ( 1 . 4 ) , i s a p p a r e n t l y pure, u n t o u c h a b l e and a b s o l u t e . 

Marston i s g r a d u a l l y cocooned i n darkness, and t h e n , l i k e 

Jesus C h r i s t , i s : 

born of n a t u r e , amongst men most d i v i n e , 
He c o p i e d , and was our sun. 

(11.8-9) . 

The smooth movement of the rhythm r e f l e c t s t he smooth 

t r a n s i t i o n between i d e a s , w h i l e the s i m p l e , s h o r t phrases 

a s s e r t a s i g n i f i c a n c e which the image of "our sun" ( 1 . 9 ) 

r o o t s i n t r a d i t i o n a l symbolism of l i f e and d i v i n i t y . 

However, the poet's gushing a d o r a t i o n i s submerged beneath 

r e l i g i o u s c o n n o t a t i o n s i n the same way t h a t t h e p e r s o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f Marston i s submerged by the c l a i m of a 

c o l l e c t i v e s i g n i f i c a n c e ( 1 . 9 ) . The f i n a l i m p r e s s i o n of 

Marston, however, i s not messianic but p l e a s a n t l y i r o n i c : 

And h i s mood was thunder 
For anger, 

But m o s t l y a calm, E n g l i s h one. 
(11.10-12). 

Spender here sees h i m s e l f i n terms of h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o 

o t h e r s , and a l t h o u g h h i s s e l f - i m a g e i s a t a i n t e d one, i t i s 

n e v e r t h e l e s s a c o n f i d e n t and coherent one. Moreover, the 

t e n s i o n between the poet and h i s c i r c u m s t a n c e s i n " L y i n g 
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awake a t n i g h t " , e v i d e n t i n the i n t e r w e a v i n g of broad c l a i m s 

w i t h p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , l o o k s f o r w a r d t o such l a t e r 

poems as "The F u n e r a l " and " I n Railway H a l l s " . 

The f i r s t poem i n Oxford P o e t r y ( 1 9 2 9 ) , "Marston", i s 

remarkable f o r imagery which p r o c l a i m s i t s e l f t o be 

arb i t r a r y : 

Marston, d r o p p i n g i t i n the g r a t e , broke h i s p i p e . 

N o t h i n g hung on t h i s a c t , i t was no symbol 
P r o p h e t i c f o r c a l a m i t y , b u t merely l u d i c r o u s . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) . 

The e n t i r e poem s p i n s out from t he f i r s t l i n e , w i t h each 

p a r t q u a l i f y i n g , i l l u m i n a t i n g and j u d g i n g t h e o t h e r s . The 

i n i t i a l image i s of Marston b r e a k i n g h i s p i p e , b u t the 

f o l l o w i n g l i n e s t e l l s us t h a t " N o t h i n g hung on t h i s a c t " , 

t h a t t h i s a c t i o n was "merely l u d i c r o u s " , b e i n g n e i t h e r 

symbolic nor m e a n i n g f u l . The image i s g i v e n p u r e l y as an 

image. However, the poet has deci d e d t o p r e s e n t us w i t h t h i s 

image; t h u s i t must be w o r t h c o n s i d e r i n g f o r i t s own sake. 

The a r b i t r a r i n e s s of the image p l a c e s t h e emphasis on t h e 

poet's judgement, on the d e c i s i o n t o r e c o r d t h a t p a r t i c u l a r 

a r b i t r a r y image r a t h e r than any o t h e r . I n t h i s way the 

s u b j e c t o f "Marston" i s not Marston's p i p e , b u t the poem 

about Marston's p i p e . The poem i s b o t h s u b j e c t and o b j e c t . 

T h i s a g a i n i s an e x t e n s i o n of the poet's s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 
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The t h i r d s tanza develops the image of the now broken p i p e : 

That heavy-wrought b r i a r w i t h the g r e a t p i n e face 
Now s p l i t across l i k e a boxer's hanging dream 
Of p u n i s h i n g a n i g g e r , he b r o u g h t from the C o n t i n e n t . 

( 1 1 . 4 - 6 ) . 

The v i o l e n t o v e r t o n e s of " s p l i t " and " p u n i s h i n g " (11.5 and 

6) emphasise the v i o l e n c e of the a c t of " d r o p p i n g i t i n the 

g r a t e " ( 1 . 1 ) ; an i m p r e s s i o n h e i g h t e n e d not o n l y by the 

comparison between the p i p e ' s " g r e a t p i n e f a c e " ( 1 . 4 ) and 

the human f a c e of a " n i g g e r " ( 1 . 6 ) b u t a l s o by the 

a s s o c i a t i o n of Marston w i t h r a c i s t f a n t a s i e s . A l t h o u g h the 

poet i s r e l u c t a n t t o concede any sense of v a l u e , the l i n e 

" n o t h i n g hung on t h i s a c t " ( 1 . 2 ) c l e a r l y i m p l y i n g t h a t 

judgement sh o u l d be suspended, the c h o i c e of words such as 

"absurd" ( 1 . 7 ) and " p u n i s h i n g " ( 1 . 6 ) t e n t a t i v e l y c o n f i r m s a 

sense of s i g n i f i c a n c e . The t h i r d s t a n z a f i n i s h e s by 

d i s c l o s i n g t h e p e r s o n a l v a l u e of the broken p i p e , a v a l u e 

not shared by the poet: 

I t was h i s absurd r e l i c , l i k e bones, 
Of stamping on the w h i t e - f a c e d mountains, 
E a r l y beds i n h u t s , and o t h e r j o u r n e y s . 

( 1 1 . 7 - 9 ) . 
The a b s u r d i t y of the r e l i c ( 1 . 7 ) , which p a r a l l e l s the 

l u d i c r u o u s n e s s of t h e i n i t i a l a c t ( 1 . 3 ) , i s heightened by 

the p i p e ' s p u t a t i v e s i g n i f i c a n c e ; b o t h as one of presumably 

few mementoes "brought from the C o n t i n e n t " ( 1 . 6 ) and as a 

symbol of p r i v a t i o n s endured w h i l e t r a v e l l i n g : 

To h o l d the banks of the Danube, the slow barges down 
th e r i v e r . 

Those c o r a c l e s w i t h f aces p a i n t e d on 
Demanded h i s l a s t penny, 
A f o o d l e s s j o u r n e y home, as p i l g r i m a g e . 

(11.10-13). 
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The image of the f a c e , i n t r o d u c e d as d e s c r i p t i v e o f t h e p i p e 

( 1 . 4 ) and p i c k e d up i n the phrase " w h i t e - f a c e d mountains" 

(1. 8 ) and the o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t t h e c o r a c l e s had "faces 

p a i n t e d on" ( 1 . 1 1 ) , besides i n d i c a t i n g t h a t Marston's p i p e 

had a carved f a c e , and t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e s i n g l e s u b j e c t and 

tone, by i t s r e p e t i t i o n helps p r o v i d e a s t r u c t u r a l coherence 

which balances the a r b i t a r i n e s s . The t e n s i o n between 

a r b i t a r i n e s s and coherence i s r e f l e c t e d i n the poem's v a r i e d 

s t r u c t u r e ; from the i r r e g u l a r rhythms o f the opening l i n e s 

t o t h e echoing of f o r m a l metres i n t h e l a s t stanza ( l i n e s 

eleven and t h i r t e e n are iambic p e n t a m e t e r s ) , and i s r o o t e d 

i n t h e d u a l i t y of the poet's a t t i t u d e t o the poem; combining 

the s p e c i f i c choice o f images and words w i t h a s t a t e d 

i n d i f f e r e n c e t o those c h o i c e s . T h i s d u a l i t y obscures w h i l e 

i n d i c a t i n g t h e poet's s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

I n "Marston, d r o p p i n g i t i n the g r a t e , broke h i s p i p e " t h e 

at t e m p t t o deny c e r t a i n v a l u e s t e n t a t i v e l y i n d i c a t e s o t h e r s , 

whereas i n "Acts t h r u s t beyond t h e boundary of mere w i s h i n g " 

the r e v e l a t i o n of t h e love i s c i r c u m s c r i b e d by h e s i t a n c y and 

u n c e r t a i n t y . The c o n t r a s t between t h e two suggests an 

u n c e r t a i n t y as t o the importance o f d e t e r m i n i n g v a l u e ; an 

u n c e r t a i n t y which r e s o l v e s i n t o a search f o r v a l u e i n l a t e r 

poems such as "The Express" and "The Landscape near an 

Aerodrome". 
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"Acts t h r u s t beyond t h e boundary of mere w i s h i n g " i s 

d i s c r e e t l y h omoerotic; t a l k i n g i n terms of "you" and " I " and 

never once d i s c l o s i n g the sex of e i t h e r p a r t n e r . I n l a t e r 

v e r s i o n s of t h i s poem (Twenty Poems and Poems (1933 and 

1934)) t h e word " t h r u s t " i n the f i r s t l i n e i s changed t o 

"passed", a change presumably inf o r m e d by the same se x u a l 

d i s c r e t i o n . The immediate, v i g o r o u s c o n n o t a t i o n s o f the word 

" t h r u s t " , which i m p l i e s p h y s i c a l , even s e x u a l a c t i o n , 

perhaps seemed out of keeping w i t h t h e q u i e t p o t e n t i a l i t y of 

the image of " t r i c k l i n g s t h r o u g h a dam" (1.15) and the 

m e d i t a t i v e , r e f l e c t i v e n a t u r e o f the poem. 

I n "Acts t h r u s t beyond the boundary of mere w i s h i n g " the 

poet's i n t e n s e y e t embarrassed lo v e i s c o u n t e r p o i s e d by 

s u r p r i s e a t the p o s s i b i l i t y of a n o t h e r ' s l o v e f o r him. The 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f b e i n g loved i s framed by a s i n g u l a r a d o r a t i o n 

i n the same way t h a t the b r i e f o u t l i n e o f a c o n c r e t e 

s i t u a t i o n (11.4-6) i s framed by poet's s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s : 

These b l u n d e r i n g , h e a r t - s u r r e n d e r e d t r o o p e r s were 
Small p r e s e n t s made, and w a i t i n g f o r t he tram. 
Then once you s a i d " W a i t i n g was v e r y k i n d " 
And looked s u r p r i s e d : s u r p r i s i n g f o r me too 

(11.3-6) . 

The m a r t i a l image of " h e a r t - s u r r e n d e r e d t r o o p e r s " ( 1 . 3 ) , 

which l o o k s f o r w a r d t o the images of a "chance d e s e r t e r from 

my f o r c e " ( 1 . 1 2 ) , " t he whole r e b e l " and "mutiny" ( 1 . 1 3 ) , 

conveys b o t h t h e poet's e m b a t t l e d emotions and h i s d e s i r e 

f o r a r e s o l u t i o n . However, the poet d e s i r e s y e t f e a r s a 
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r e s o l u t i o n ; h i s a c t s exceed "the boundary of mere w i s h i n g " 

( 1 . 1 ) y e t h i s l o o k s are " p r i v y " and h i s words "hedged" 

(1. 2 ) . 

"Acts t h r u s t beyond t h e boundary of mere w i s h i n g " e x h i b i t s 

two c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Spender's p o e t i c t e c h n i q u e , b o t h 

informed by the t e n s i o n between f e a r and d e s i r e ; f i r s t l y , 

t h e emotion of the moment merges i n t o t h e c o n t e m p l a t i o n of 

t h a t moment: 

Then once you s a i d " W a i t i n g was v e r y k i n d " 
And looked s u r p r i s e d : s u r p r i s i n g f o r me too 
Whose every movement had been m i s s i o n a r y , 
A p l e a d i n g tongue unheard. I had not t h o u g h t 
That you, who n o t h i n g e l s e saw, would see t h i s . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 9 ) . 

The s u r p r i s e o f the a c t u a l moment i s submerged by the 

c o n t e m p l a t i o n of t h a t moment as a r e v e l a t i o n of the n a t u r e 

of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between "you" and " I " . The a c t u a l moment 

has been r e f i n e d t o the e x t e n t t h a t t h e o r i g i n a l emotions no 

lon g e r dominate, b u t r a t h e r serve the c o n t e m p l a t i o n . 

Secondly, t he poem i l l u s t r a t e s Spender's need t o e l a b o r a t e 

on an image. T h i s need sometimes, as w i t h t h e image " the 

s m a l l v i v i d l o n g i n g s / L i k e minnows gnaw the body" (11.14-15) 

from "For T.A.R.H." 2 , produces a b s u r d i t y and d e s t r o y s t he 

l y r i c a l p i t c h , y e t sometimes, as here, t r a n s f o r m s a seeming 

weakness i n t o a s t r e n g t h : 

T h i n k i n g , i f these were t r i c k l i n g s t h r o u g h a dam, 
I must have love enough t o run a f a c t o r y on, 
Or g i v e a c i t y power, or d r i v e a t r a i n . 

(11.15-17). 
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A l t h o u g h the image i n the l a s t phrase appears l e s s 

i m p r e s s i v e than t h e ones t h a t b u i l d up t o i t , i n t h a t 

d r i v i n g a t r a i n r e q u i r e s l e s s energy than powering a f a c t o r y 

or a c i t y , t h i s f i n a l image i s a p p r o p r i a t e because of the 

w i s t f u l humour i t adds. The t r a i n - d r i v i n g image g e n t l y 

i r o n i z e s t he l o g i c a l p r o g r e s s i o n of power i m p l i e d i n the 

p r e v i o u s l i n e s . The impersonal grandeur of the p r e v i o u s 

images are brought down t o a more human l e v e l , by means of 

a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h schoolboy dreams of becoming an 

e n g i n e - d r i v e r , r e v e a l i n g the poet as v u l n e r a b l e and 

embarrassed. T h i s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of a seeming weakness i n t o 

an a c t u a l s t r e n g t h i s a l s o t y p i c a l of Spender. 

"Acts t h r u s t beyond the boundary of mere w i s h i n g " a l s o 

i l l u s t r a t e s two more fundamental c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Spender. 

F i r s t , the r e - c o i n i n g of language, t h e sudden c r e a t i o n of 

a phrase which n o t o n l y d e s c r i b e s but c a p t u r e s the t h i n g 

w i t h i n i t s e l f (one t h i n k s of " h i s n o s t r i l ' s curved 

adventure" (1.16) from "Hearing from i t s cage"), which 

occurs i n these l i n e s : 

Then once you s a i d " W a i t i n g was v e r y k i n d " 
And looked s u r p r i s e d : s u r p r i s i n g f o r me too 
Whose every movement had been m i s s i o n a r y , 
That you, who n o t h i n g e l s e saw, would see t h i s . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 8 ) . 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t t he phrase " W a i t i n g was v e r y k i n d " 

s u r p r i s e d them b o t h : i t suddenly a c q u i r e d an independent 

l i f e , e x i s t e d between them as s y m b o l i c , as a r e v e l a t i o n , of 
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t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p . I n the r e v e l a t i o n o f the phrase b o t h 

Spender and Marston are i l l u m i n a t e d , r e v e a l e d , made aware. 

The assignment of the phrase " W a i t i n g was v e r y k i n d " t o 

Marston seems t o i n d i c a t e t h a t , f o r Spender, the s e l f i s 

most c l e a r l y d e f i n e d t h r o u g h r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h o t h e r s . 

The s e l e c t i o n o f the phrase r e c o r d s and p r e s e n t s a 

r e f l e c t i v e s e l f - a w a r e n e s s . Moreover, the use of "you" 

t e n t a t i v e l y a s s o c i a t e s t he reader w i t h Marston, and thus by 

i m p l i c a t i o n we a l s o s a i d : 

" W a i t i n g was v e r y k i n d " 
And looked s u r p r i s e d : 

(11.5-6) . 

and saw a t t i m e s : 

Acts t h r u s t beyond the boundary of mere w i s h i n g 
Not p r i v y l o o k s , hedged words, 

( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) . 

Indeed, t he poem i t s e l f might be c o n s i d e r e d t o be an a c t 

t h r u s t beyond t h e boundary of mere w i s h i n g , t o be a 

c o n f e s s i o n of l o v e r a t h e r than a c o l l e c t i o n of p r i v y l o o k s 

and hedged words. I n t h i s way the " b l u n d e r i n g , 

h e a r t - s u r r e n d e r e d t r o o p e r s " which Spender p r e s e n t s t o 

Marston are a l s o the words of the poem which Spender g i v e s 

t o us, and i n t h e same way t h a t "very k i n d " was "merest 

o v e r f l o w / Something I had n o t reckoned i n mys e l f " (11.10 and 

11), so i s the poem a r e v e l a t i o n and r e c o r d of the emotion 

which i t c o n t e m p l a t e s , another m i s s i o n a r y movement ( 1 . 7 ) 

and another u t t e r a n c e o f the " p l e a d i n g tongue unheard" 

( 1 . 8 ) . F u r t h e r m o r e , Spender's r e a l i z a t i o n of the s t r e n g t h of 
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h i s emotion, which i s the dynamic behind the poem's l a s t 

l i n e s , r e s o l v e s i t s e l f not i n t o the powering of a f a c t o r y or 

c i t y or d r i v i n g of a t r a i n but i n t o t h e w r i t i n g of a poem; a 

c o n t r a s t which u n d e r l i n e s the w i s t f u l n e s s o f the idea o f 

d r i v i n g a t r a i n . T h i s t e n t a t i v e l y s e l f - r e f l e x i v e p e r s p e c t i v e 

i n c l u d e s t he reader as a p a r t n e r i n , as w e l l as an observer 

o f , i t s i n t i m a c y . 

Marston's phrase " " W a i t i n g was v e r y k i n d " " ( 1 . 5 ) v o i c e s f o r 

Spender "Something I had not reckoned i n myself" ( 1 . 1 1 ) . The 

c o n n o t a t i o n s of c o u n t i n g and c a l c u l a t i n g i n the word 

"reckoned" 3 suggests an a t t e m p t t o analyse c o l d l y r a t h e r 

than t o absorb openly t he r e v e l a t i o n o f Marston's phrase. 

T h i s i m p r e s s i o n i s r e i n f o r c e d by the word "Something", 

s i g n i f y i n g s i g n i f i c a n c e y e t i n d e t e r m i n a c y 4 , and by the 

poet's need t o t u r n away ( 1 . 1 4 ) . Spender r e c o r d h i s weakness 

i n c o p i n g w i t h the r e v e l a t i o n and f e a r a t i t s p o t e n t though 

u n d e f i n e d f o r c e . 

Secondly, we see i l l u s t r a t e d i n t h i s poem the a c c i d e n t a l 

r e v e l a t i o n of the s e l f i n the n o n - s e l f : 

So v e r y k i n d was merest o v e r f l o w 
Something I had n o t reckoned i n m y s e l f , 
A chance d e s e r t e r from my f o r c e . When we touched hands 
I f e l t t h e whole r e b e l , f e a r e d mutiny 
And t u r n e d away, 
T h i n k i n g , i f these were t r i c k l i n g s t h r o u g h a dam, 
I must have l o v e enough t o run a f a c t o r y on, 
Or g i v e a c i t y power, or d r i v e a t r a i n . 

( 1 1 . 10-17) . 
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I n the ex p e r i e n c e Spender i s r e v e a l e d t o h i m s e l f ; an 

e x t e r n a l c i r c u m s t a n c e i n i t i a t e s an i n t e r n a l change. The 

ex p e r i e n c e of t o u c h i n g the o t h e r ' s hand causes Spender t o 

understand h i m s e l f b e t t e r , a l t h o u g h t h i s awareness i s 

tempered by a f e a r o f e m o t i o n a l m u t i n y and a w i t h d r a w a l from 

a c c e p t i n g i t s f u l l consequences (11.13 and 14). I n v o l v e d i n 

h i s change i s a r e - e v a l u a t i o n and r e - s t r u c t u r i n g of what 

c o n s t i t u t e s h i s s e l f , t o g e t h e r w i t h t he c r e a t i o n of a 

d i s t a n c e between h i s p r e s e n t and former s e l v e s : 

So v e r y k i n d was merest o v e r f l o w 
Something I had n o t reckoned i n m y s e l f , 

(11.10-11). 

The " o v e r f l o w " i s a p r o p e r t y o f b o t h Spender and Marston; i t 

i s b o t h an o v e r f l o w i n g o f Marston's a f f e c t i o n f o r Spender, 

th e e x t e r n a l t r i g g e r of change, and an o v e r f l o w i n g of 

Spender's lov e f o r Marston, a l o v e whose s t r e n g t h i s here 

r e v e a l e d ("Something I had not reckoned i n m y s e l f " ) . The 

idea of " o v e r f l o w " t i e s i n w i t h t he l i n e " i f these were 

t r i c k l i n g s t h r o u g h a dam" ( 1 . 1 5 ) ; s u g g e s t i n g a g r e a t n a t u r a l 

f o r c e h e l d i n check by a r t i f i c i a l means, w a i t i n g f o r 

r e l e a s e . However, the poet who i s r e c o u n t i n g t h i s moment 

has, t o re-phrase l i n e e l e v e n , reckoned t h i s i n h i m s e l f , and 

i s here r e f l e c t i n g on how he used t o be: the p o e t - a s - h e - i s 

i s l o o k i n g back on the poet-as-he-was. 

I n "Souvenir de Londres", one of f i v e poems Spender 

p u b l i s h e d i n Oxford P o e t r y ( 1 9 3 0 ) , the poet-as-he-was i s not 
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a young a d u l t but a c h i l d , and the r e l a t i o n s h i p p r e s e n t e d i s 

n o t a h e s i t a n t y e t i n t e n s e a d o r a t i o n but h i s p a r e n t s ' 

s u f f o c a t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p . However, "Souvenir de Londres" i s 

a l s o c h a r a c t e r i s e d by a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s which u l t i m a t e l y 

becomes i s o l a t e d and s e l f - r e g a r d i n g . 

The poem i n i t i a l l y p r e s e n t s a c o n v e r s a t i o n between a f a t h e r 

and a mother; but t h e i r images are l e s s c o n v e r s a t i o n a l than 

e v o c a t i v e of s t a t e s of mind: 

My p a r e n t s q u a r r e l i n the neighbour room:-
"How d i d you s l e e p l a s t n i g h t ? " " I woke a t f o u r 
To hear the wind t h a t s u l k s a l o n g the f l o o r 
B l o w ing up d u s t l i k e ashes from t h e tomb." 

" I was awake a t t h r e e . " " I heard t h e moth 
Breed p e r i l o u s worms." " I wept 
A l l n i g h t , w a t c h i n g your r e s t . " " I never s l e p t 
Nor s l e e p a t a l l . " Thus g h a s t l y t h e y speak, b o t h . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 8 ) . 

The p a r e n t s vye w i t h one o t h e r , each c l a i m i n g t o be 

d i s t u r b e d and d i s t u r b i n g ; a p u r e l y p r i v a t e exchange enclosed 

by " t h e neighbour room" ( 1 . 1 ) b u t n e v e r t h e l e s s overheard by 

the son, who r e p o r t s , q u e s t i o n s and judges them: 

How can these s l e e p who eat upon t h e i r f e a r 
And watch t h e i r d r e a d f u l l o v e fade as i t grows? 
T h e i r l i f e f l o w e r s l i k e an a n t i q u e l o v e r s ' rose 
Set p u f f ' d and s p r e a d i n g i n the chemist's j a r . 

(11.9-12) . 

The p a r e n t s ' r e l a t i o n s h i p , which has formed t h e son, appears 

morbid, tormented and p a r a n o i d , s t i l t e d and s t u l t i f y i n g . The 

poem moves from the p a r e n t s t o t h e son, who a r i s e s "from bad 

dreams" ( 1 . 1 3 ) , the d i r e c t e x t e n s i o n of h i s p a r e n t ' s f e a r . 

He i s d y i n g as t h e y are d y i n g : 
52 



I am your son, and from bad dreams a r i s e . 
My s i g h t i s f i x e d w i t h h o r r o r , as I pass 
Before the t r a n s i t o r y g l a s s 
And watch the fungus cover up my eyes. 

(11.13-16). 

The f i n a l l i n e l o o k s back t o the image of t h e p r e s e r v e d b u t 

dec a y i n g " a n t i q u e l o v e r s ' rose" ( 1 . 1 1 ) , c o n f i r m i n g t he slow 

decay of the l i v e s of t h e p a r e n t s and the w a s t i n g 

imprisonment of t h e son. However, the son seems disengaged 

from h i s c o n d i t i o n ; watches " t h e fungus cover up my eyes" 

(1.16) from a p o s i t i o n o f impersonal h o r r o r which s t a r k l y 

c o n t r a s t s w i t h t h e h o r r o r of what i s happening. T h i s 

a m b i g u i t y r e f l e c t s t h a t o f t h e poem's t i t l e , "Souvenir de 

Londres", which seems t o l o c a t e t he poem's emotions i n a 

p a r t i c u l a r p l a c e and t i m e , y e t leave such d e t a i l s 

u n s p e c i f i e d w h i l e f o c u s i n g on the i n n e r drama. 

I n "The Faces of L i v i n g F r i e n d s I See on Water" im p e r s o n a l 

h o r r o r i s combined w i t h a c o l d r e l i g i o s i t y . The poem p l a c e s 

the i n n e r drama of the " I " between " l i v i n g f r i e n d s " ( 1 . 1 ) , 

who are a s s o c i a t e d w i t h water, and wicked p a r e n t s ( 1 1 . 6 - 1 0 ) , 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h "dust and death" ( 1 . 1 0 ) . The focus on the 

" I " , t o g e t h e r w i t h the immediacy of the use of the p r e s e n t 

t e n s e , conveys a sense of p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . The poem's 

tone i s n o t one of b i t t e r n e s s , anger or hate, but r a t h e r one 

of r e f l e c t i o n and acceptance. A l t h o u g h t he poem appears t o 

be p e r s o n a l and i n t i m a t e , one senses i n the r e l i g i o u s 

a f f e c t a t i o n and uncompromising judgements, n o t a b l y the 
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almost B i b l i c a l s e n t i m e n t " I am of the d u s t " ( 1 . 1 2 ) , a 

f a i l u r e o f sympathy. The poet condemns h i s p a r e n t s y e t does 

n o t judge h i m s e l f ; he punishes h i m s e l f y e t confesses no s i n ; 

damns h i m s e l f y e t p o r t r a y s h i m s e l f as a m a r t y r : 

T h e r e f o r e t h e r e f o r e a t the l a s t I am s o r r y . 
I am of the d u s t , and parched d r y : 

(11.11-12). 

The speaker accepts t h a t h i s " p a r e n t ' s s i n " ( 1 . 6 ) has 

t a i n t e d him; t h a t a l t h o u g h the "faces of l i v i n g f r i e n d s I 

see on water" ( 1 . 1 ) he does n o t see h i m s e l f w i t h them. The 

d i s s o c i a t i o n b o t h from h i s f r i e n d s "Laughing i n the sun" 

( 1 . 2 ) and from the sorrow and d r y l u s t o f h i s p a r e n t s i s 

emphasised by t h e a s s e r t i o n t h a t " t h e r e f o r e a t the l a s t I am 

s o r r y " ( 1 . 1 1 ) ; t h e apology serves t o e s t a b l i s h h i s 

i n d i v i d u a l p o s i t i o n of r e f l e c t i o n and acceptance. The tone 

i s p a r t l y a p r o d u c t of the words, and p a r t l y a p r o d u c t of 

t h e slow rhythm and t i g h t rhyme scheme. However,the 

c o n c l u d i n g l i n e s are u n s a t i s f a c t o r y , even unnecessary: 
0 l i v i n g h e a r t s , 0 f l o w e r s of e t e r n i t y , 
Laugh w i t h me f o r my s h o r t day. 

(11.14-15) . 

What are these " f l o w e r s of e t e r n i t y " and what p a r t do t h e y 

p l a y ? Are they h i s p a r e n t s ? I f so, why should t h e y "Laugh 

w i t h me f o r my s h o r t day" (1.15) when the second sta n z a says 

the "mother's s i n was t o conceive i n sorrow" ( 1 . 7 ) , and says 

of the son, the p o e t , t h a t : 

1 was not born from the l a u g h t e r 
But from the d r y l u s t , t h e d r y f a l l i n g 
Through dus t and d e a t h of my f a t h e r . 

( 1 1 . 8 - 1 0 ) . 
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Are t h e y , as seems more l i k e l y , h i s f r i e n d s ? The t r a n s i t i o n 

back t o h i s f r i e n d s seems too sudden, a l t h o u g h t h e word 

" f l o w e r s " harks back t o the l i n e "From l a u g h t e r they were 

plu c k e d f o r t h l i k e l i l i e s " ( 1 . 5 ) which r e f e r s t o the poet's 

" l i v i n g f r i e n d s " ; the use of " l i v i n g " i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h 

b o t h " f r i e n d s " and " h e a r t s " c o n f i r m s t h i s . Yet t h e " l i v i n g 

h e a r t s " and " f l o w e r s o f e t e r n i t y " , coming as t h e y do a f t e r a 

s e r i e s of d o t s , seem r a t h e r t o be an i n t r u s i o n from beyond 

the w o r l d t he poem c r e a t e s w i t h i n i t s f i r s t t h i r t e e n l i n e s . 

The f i n a l l i n e s , which appear t o be an a f t e r t h o u g h t or 

appendage, p o r t r a y a s e n t i m e n t a l and m e l a n c h o l i c pose which 

n o t o n l y changes the mood a b r u p t l y but g e n t l y r i d i c u l e s the 

poet. However, the f i n a l two l i n e s c o u l d be seen as a new 

e r u p t i o n o f the emotion which i n f o r m s t he poem, a l t h o u g h t he 

r a t h e r b l u n t and even c l i c h ^ d rhyming of "away" (1.13) and 

"day" ( t h e poem's l a s t word) d e s t r o y s much of t h e s u b t l e t y 

b u i l t up i n p r e v i o u s s t a n z a s . The l a s t two l i n e s seem s i m p l y 

t o be a means of p r o v i d i n g t he poem w i t h a c o n c l u s i o n , of 

f u l f i l l i n g the f o r m a l need f o r t h r e e verses of f i v e l i n e s 

each. 

There i s a l s o some c o n f u s i o n of v a l u e s i n the way the poem 

employs r e l i g i o u s language: t he use of t h e word " s i n " i n the 

second stanza may i n d i c a t e Spender's need t o f i x h i m s e l f and 

h i s work i n a l a r g e r scheme of v a l u e s , n o t a b l y h i s p a r e n t s ' 

v a l u e s . The phrase "my p a r e n t s ' s i n was t o s i n " ( 1 . 6 ) 
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excludes t h e poet, a l t h o u g h the poet bears t he consequences 

of t h a t s i n (11.12 and 13). I n the same way, a l t h o u g h he was 

not "born from the l a u g h t e r " ( 1 . 8 ) which i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

water and f r i e n d s , t h e poet i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h water and 

f r i e n d s t h r o u g h h i s dreams: 

And as c h i l d r e n t o o they were born from t he s m a l l waves 
On which t he babe f l o a t s i n our dreams-

( 1 1 . 3 - 4 ) . 

Spender here seems t o be p u r e l y d e f i n e d as a space, a 

m a l l e a b l e form, shaped by e x t e r n a l f o r c e s and o n l y h a v i n g 

s u f f i c i e n t i n t e r n a l i n t e g r i t y t o express t h a t c o n d i t i o n . 

"The Swan", which appeared second i n Oxford P o e t r y (1930) 

a l s o appears t o be info r m e d by Spender's h e s i t a n c y i n 

p o r t r a y i n g h i m s e l f as a shaping, d e c i d i n g f o r c e . T h i s 

s e x u a l l y charged poem c e n t r e s on an image of a b a l l e r i n a 

which merges ideas of a woman and a swan, y e t t h e e r o t i c i s m 

i s o n l y t e n t a t i v e l y , even o b l i q u e l y , p r e s e n t . The poem i s 

h i g h l y d e s c r i p t i v e w i t h i n a v e r y f o r m a l s t r u c t u r e , b u t the 

d e s c r i p t i o n , which i s s y m p a t h e t i c and f u l l , t a k e s p l a c e 

i n s i d e t h e poet's mind: 

The trumpets were c u r l e d away, the drum beat no more. 
Only t he Swan the Swan danced i n my b r a i n : 

( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) . 

The i n t e r i o r i t y of the poem makes the b a l l e r i n a ' s dance a 

p r i v a t e performance; t he e r o t i c i s m t h i s suggests i s tempered 

by t he f r a i l , even ephemeral grace of the dance: 

A l l n i g h t she spun; drooped, l i f t e d a g a i n ; 
Bent and arched her arms; sunk on the f r o r e 
S n o w - b r i t t l e f e a t h e r s s k i r t i n g her; r e c l i n e d on hands 
B u c k l i n g her w a i s t , where the moon g l a n c e d . 

(11.3-6) . 
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F u r t h e r m o r e , t he f o r m a l i t y of t h e b a l l e r i n a ' s dance 

p a r a l l e l s t h e f o r m a l i t y of the poem's s t r u c t u r e , w h i l e i t s 

elegance and d i g n i t y r e f l e c t t h e r e s t r a i n e d , even f r a g i l e 

d e s i r e of the poet. The poet's f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h the 

b a l l e r i n a i s conveyed t h r o u g h words t h a t suggests p a s s i v i t y , 

such as "drooped", " s k i r t i n g " , " r e c l i n e d " and "glanced", or 

words which suggest an almost f r a c t u r i n g s t r a i n , such as 

"arched", " S n o w - b r i t t l e " and " b u c k l i n g " . The poet seems 

c o n t e n t t o observe, a l t h o u g h t h e r e i s a s l i g h t s e x u a l 

responsiveness which c u l m i n a t e s i n the u n o b t r u s i v e l y 

h a l f - r h y m e d f i n a l c o u p l e t : 

Sometimes she bent back, and a breeze fanned 
Her h a i r t h a t touched t h e ground, and, shown 
Between her Swan's l e g s , f e a t h e r s and w h i t e down. 

(11 . 8 - 1 0 ) . 

The b a l l e r i n a , whose i d e n t i t y seems t o serve and be an 

e x t e n s i o n o f the poet's d e s i r e , seems t o dance out her 

submission: 

A l l n i g h t she spun; drooped, l i f t e d a g a i n ; 
Bent and arched her arms; sunk on the f r o r e 
S n o w - b r i t t l e f e a t h e r s s k i r t i n g her; r e c l i n e d on hands 
B u c k l i n g her w a i s t . . . 

( 1 1 . 3 - 6 ) . 

The b a l l e r i n a ' s dance cl i m a x e s i n a p o s t u r e of e x h a u s t i o n 

and exposure, a p o s i t i o n whose o v e r t s e x u a l o v e r t o n e s 

m o m e n t a r i l y t r a n s f o r m s the poet's c a r e f u l o b s e r v a t i o n s i n t o 

a s t r o n g , y e t u n f u l f i l l e d , d e s i r e . The c l o s i n g phrase, 

" f e a t h e r s and w h i t e down" ( 1 . 1 0 ) , i s c o n f i d e n t and d e l i c a t e , 

and the c o n t r o l of the language i n g e n e r a l ensure t h a t t he 

e r o t i c i s m i s d e l i c a t e l y shaded. 
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The c o n c l u d i n g l i n e s of "The Swan" serve as a u s e f u l 

p a r a l l e l t o the l a s t l i n e s of "The Faces of L i v i n g F r i e n d s I 

See on Water". Those i n the l a t t e r are u n s a t i s f a c t o r y and 

ambiguous; those i n the former are n a t u r a l and l o g i c a l , the 

r e s u l t r a t h e r than the s i d e - e f f e c t of f o r m a l r e q u i r e m e n t s . 

The f o u r t h poem, "Now You've no Work, L i k e a Rich Man", has 

an odd and i r r e g u l a r rhythm i n i t s f i r s t f o u r s t a n z a s , w h i l e 

the " I " o f the poem i s g r o s s l y c a r i c a t u r e d i n the words 

"funny" ( 1 . 6 ) and "our s e n t i m e n t a l poet" ( 1 , 1 4 ) . Some of 

the language i s v e r y s t r i k i n g indeed: 

I'm j e a l o u s of your empty hours 
Spent s t a r i n g w i t h such hungry eyes, 

(1 1 . 9 - 1 0 ) . 

There i s a s t r a n g e and i r r e g u l a r s h i f t i n g of v i e w p o i n t ; t he 

f i r s t s t a n z a addresses a poor man, the second s t a r t s 

d e s c r i p t i v e l y b u t ends r e f l e c t i v e l y , the t h i r d c a r r i e s on 

the r e f l e c t i v e mood, w h i l e t h e l a s t t h r e e stanzas f l o w and 

b u i l d up t o the c l o s i n g l i n e s . There i s no u n i f i c a t i o n 

around a c e n t r a l emotion or s i t u a t i o n ; i n s t e a d t h e poem i s 

ragged and d i s j o i n t e d , e x p e r i m e n t a l r a t h e r than s u c c e s s f u l . 

"Now You've no Work, L i k e a Rich Man" was the b a s i s o f the 

poem "Moving t h r o u g h the s i l e n t crowd" which f i r s t appeared 

i n Poems ( 1 9 3 3 ) . "Moving t h r o u g h t he s i l e n t crowd" was n o t 

so much a r e - w r i t e as a complete o v e r h a u l of the o r i g i n a l 

u ndergraduate poem. I n s t e a d of seven stanzas t h e r e are now 
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f o u r , and a l t h o u g h t h e r e are many phrases kept from t h e 

f i r s t v e r s i o n , t h e y are so a l t e r e d i n c o n t e x t and word order 

t h a t t h e y have a c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t impact. The poet i s no 

l o n g e r v a g u e l y absurd: one t h i n k s of the l i n e "For f e a r my 

t e a r s should f a l l l i k e r a i n " ("Now You've no Work, L i k e a 

Rich Man", 1.8) where the i n t e r n a l rhyme of " f e a r " w i t h 

" t e a r s " , t h e r e p e t i t i o n of sounds, and t h e f i n a l c l i c h e d 

image, a l l work a g a i n s t the sharp e x p r e s s i o n of s t r o n g and 

f o r t h r i g h t emotion. That l i n e has been c u t , as have t h e 

l i n e s which c h a r a c t e r i s e the " I " as a vaguely absurd and 

melodramatic f i g u r e , namely: 

Your pockets gape w i t h wry dismay, 
Turned i n s i d e - o u t we f i n d them funny... 

I g i v e you my q u i c k hand of c o m f o r t -
We know our s e n t i m e n t a l p o e t . 
Yet have I bought my h e a r t no ease, 

("Now You've no Work, L i k e a Rich Man",11.5-6 and 13-15). 

Other l i n e s have been a l t e r e d t o express more s h a r p l y the 

scene and i t s emotion, as can be seen i f one compares 

stanzas two and t h r e e of "Now You've no Work, L i k e a Rich 

Man" w i t h s t a n z a two of "Moving t h r o u g h the s i l e n t crowd". 

Many images have been k e p t , but t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e i s q u i t e 

d i f f e r e n t ; compare, f o r example, these two e x t r a c t s : 

I have the sense of f a l l i n g l i g h t s 
And l i v e l y f i r e s which s u f f o c a t e . 

("Now You've no Work, L i k e a Rich Man",11.19-20). 

I have the sense of f a l l i n g l i g h t . 
("Moving t h r o u g h the s i l e n t crowd",1.4). 

I n t he second, l a t e r poem t h i s l i n e , which bears such an 

outward resemblance t o the e a r l i e r l i n e s , i s compressed w i t h 
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meaning and emotion. I t i s o l a t e s and focuses upon the poet's 

r e a c t i o n , and s t r o n g l y conveys the f e e l i n g of t h a t r e a c t i o n . 

The change from " l i g h t s " t o " l i g h t " i s p a r t o f t h i s 

compression, as i s the l o s s of the accompanying l i n e , but 

a l s o t h e r e i s the moving of the l i n e from the middle of the 

poem t o the f i r s t s t anza. Such changes are added t o new 

l i n e s ( such as the f i r s t l i n e of "Moving t h r o u g h the s i l e n t 

crowd") t o produce a t i g h t e r and b e t t e r poem. Furt h e r m o r e , 

emotion and ideas undergo change. For example, i n s t e a d of 

the l i n e s -

Now you've no work, l i k e a r i c h man 
Y o u ' l l s l e e p l o n g hours and r i s e a t t e n . 

("Now You've no Work, L i k e a Rich Man",11.1-2). 

- which compare the unemployed t o the r i c h i n t h e i r l a c k o f 

g a i n f u l employment, i m p l y i n g a c a u s a l r e l a t i o n between t h e 

two ( a communist i n t e r p r e t a t i o n one might s a y ) , Spender 

g i v e s us: 

Now they've no work, l i k e b e t t e r men 
Who s i t a t desks and take much pay 
They sle e p l o n g hours and r i s e a t t e n . 

("Moving t h r o u g h the s i l e n t crowd",11.9-11). 

The r e p l a c i n g of "a r i c h man" w i t h " b e t t e r men" n o t o n l y 

m a i n t a i n s the rhythm but t r a n s f o r m s the ide a : the unemployed 

are now seen as b e i n g l e s s good than " b e t t e r men", as 

somehow l a c k i n g i n necessary q u a l i t i e s which t h e r e b y 

p r e v e n t s them from w o r k i n g . Or, i f one reads the phrase 

" b e t t e r men" i r o n i c a l l y , t h e unemployed are s t i l l seen as 

l a c k i n g t h a t which gave the " b e t t e r men" t h e i r p o s i t i o n i n 
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l i f e , a l t h o u g h they may i n many o t h e r r e s p e c t s be s u p e r i o r . 

Indeed, the " b e t t e r men" seem to be b e t t e r m e r e l y by v i r t u e 

of t h e i r h a v i n g j o b s . Whichever, i t i s no l o n g e r a 

one to one comparison between the a d d r e s s e d "you" and a 

" r i c h man": the move to the p l u r a l has s u b t r a c t e d Spender 

from the e q u a t i o n : he i s no l o n g e r t h e r e , t a l k i n g to a man, 

but i s a b s t r a c t e d , m e d i t a t i n g upon i s s u e s l a r g e r than the 

i m m e d i a t e l y p e r s o n a l . T h i s s e n s e of a b s t r a c t i o n i s a l s o 

t h e r e i n the emotion; one n o t e s the t r a n s i t i o n from: 

I'm j e a l o u s of your weeping hours 
Spent s t a r i n g w i t h s u c h hungry e y e s . 

("Now You've no Work, L i k e a R i c h Man",11.9-10) 

to : 

I'm j e a l o u s of the weeping hours 
They s t a r e through w i t h s u c h hungry e y e s . 

("Moving through the s i l e n t crowd",11.13-14) 

I n the f i r s t e x t r a c t the p h r a s e "your weeping hours" i s the 

f o c u s of the s t a r i n g "hungry e y e s " and the p o e t ' s j e a l o u s y , 

whereas i n the second e x t r a c t the f o c u s i s "They". The 

b a l a n c e of the l i n e s i s v e r y d i f f e r e n t . The o v e r a l l e f f e c t 

of s u c h a l t e r a t i o n s and m o d i f i c a t i o n s has been to e x p r e s s 

more a c c u r a t e l y emotions common to both poems; emotions 

which i n both c a s e s a r e r o o t e d i n the p o e t ' s 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s : 

For on my b r a i n I f e l t i m p r e s s 
T h a t w h i t e , a p p a l l i n g e m p t i n e s s . 

("Now You've no Work, L i k e a R i c h Man",11.27-28) 

I'm haunted by t h e s e images, 
I'm haunted by t h e i r e m p t i n e s s . 

("Moving through the s i l e n t crowd",11.15-16) 
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I n the second e x t r a c t Spender conveys the p e r s o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s r e a c t i o n w i t h o u t compromising or 

c a r i c a t u r i n g h i s f e e l i n g s , as o c c u r s i n the f i r s t e x t r a c t , 

by a t t e m p t i n g to d i r e c t l y convey the q u a l i t y and n a t u r e of 

h i s f e e l i n g s . 

I n the l a s t s t a n z a of "Moving through the s i l e n t crowd" the 

p o e t ' s p e r v e r s e j e a l o u s y of "the s i l e n t crowd" ( 1 . 1 ) and 

t h e i r "weeping h o u r s " ( 1 . 1 3 ) i s accompanied by a numbing 

h o r r o r : 

I'm haunted by t h e s e images, 
I'm haunted by t h e i r e m p t i n e s s . 

("Moving through the s i l e n t crowd",11.15-16). 

The r e p e t i t i o n of " I " and "haunted" conveys the i n t e n s e 

p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of moving "through the s i l e n t crowd" 

( 1 . 1 ) , y e t the e x p e r i e n c e i s one c h a r a c t e r i s e d by d i s t a n c e d 

o b s e r v a t i o n . The poet i s "haunted" but wants to be "hungry" 

( 1 1 . 1 5 , 16 and 1 7 ) ; w i s h e s to " s t a r e through" ( 1 . 1 4 ) but 

o n l y s t a r e s a t . Although the p r e f i x i n g of " t h e " to "weeping 

hours" ( 1 . 1 3 ) g r a n t s t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e e x p e r i e n c e of 

"the s i l e n t crowd" ( 1 . 1 ) might i n c l u d e the poet, h i s 

i n d i v i d u a l l o n e l i n e s s i s but a p a l e r e f l e c t i o n of t h e i r 

c o l l e c t i v e d e s o l a t i o n . The poet s p e a k s through the poem but 

the crowd i s " s i l e n t " ( 1 . 1 ) ; t h e poet i s moving whereas the 

crowd " s t a n d behind d u l l c i g a r e t t e s " ( 1 . 2 ) ; the "poor" ( 1 . 8 ) 

s i m p l y "watch the hours t h a t d r a i n away" ( 1 . 1 2 ) but the poet 

watches both them and h i m s e l f ( 1 . 1 5 ) . The c o n t r a s t between 
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the p r e f i x i n g of " t h e s e " to "images" ( 1 . 1 5 ) and the 

p r e f i x i n g of " t h e i r " to " e m p t i n e s s " ( 1 . 1 6 ) i n d i c a t e s t h a t 

t h e p h r a s e " t h e s e images" ( 1 . 1 5 ) r e f e r s not o n l y to the 

s t r e e t s c e n e s which i n s p i r e the poem, but a l s o to the poem 

i t s e l f . Moreover, i t i s " t h e s e images" ( 1 . 1 5 ) r a t h e r than 

the s t r e e t s c e n e s w h i c h u l t i m a t e l y c o n t a i n s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r 

the poet. 

I n "Moving through t h e s i l e n t crowd" the p o e t ' s i s o l a t i o n i s 

framed by h i s awareness not o n l y of h i s c i r c u m s t a n c e s but 

a l s o h i s s e l f - c o n s c i o u s r e a c t i o n to them, whereas i n "Now 

You've no Work, L i k e a R i c h Man" the poet i s p r e s e n t e d as 

th e a l m o s t absurd c a r i c a t u r e of "our s e n t i m e n t a l poet" 

( 1 . 1 4 ) . 

I n the l a s t of t h e s e f i v e poems, "Because I Love You So", 

the theme of s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s i s e n t a n g l e d w i t h the poem's 

a m b i g u i t y , which i s r o o t e d i n t he l a c k of d e f i n i t i o n of the 

" I " and the "you" w i t h whom the poem i s c o n c e r n e d . As a 

r e s u l t , one c o u l d r e a d t h i s poem as b e i n g about a l o v e 

a f f a i r , an a l l e g o r y about the p o e t ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

C h r i s t , or a poem about w r i t i n g . 

I n the l a s t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n the " g o d - l i k e " poet, who i s 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a i r which i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y s y m b o l i c of the 

i m a g i n a t i o n , s t r u g g l e s to c a p t u r e the memorable, 
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n o n - l i n g u i s t i c e x p e r i e n c e i n and w i t h language: 

What a r e you t h a t I l o v e ? I cannot know: 
When I am w i t h you, you a r e f a r from h e r e . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 6 ) . 

However, because the e x p e r i e n c e and the language a r e 

e s s e n t i a l l y i n i m i c a l , o n l y the most tenuous and t e n t a t i v e 

c o n n e c t i o n s and c o n t a c t s can be e s t a b l i s h e d . The poem, i n 

s t r i v i n g to c a p t u r e the n o n - l i n g u i s t i c e x p e r i e n c e , becomes 

ob s c u r e and ambiguous, t h e r e b y e m p h a s i s i n g both i t s f a i l u r e 

and the courage of the at t e m p t : 

Because I l o v e you so 
I cannot t a s t e , even the t a s t e of c a r e . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e e v i d e n c e and f a c t of the poem c o n f i r m the 

p o e t ' s courage and the w o r t h i n e s s of the at t e m p t . However, 

the n a t u r e and shape of the attempt imply the e x p e r i e n c e ; 

and the d i s t a n c e between t h a t e x p e r i e n c e and i t s language i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t : 
I s t h i s l o v e good? Then I must answer, no. 
Yet am I g o d - l i k e and who r i d e on a i r ; 
I t r a m p l e common f e a t u r e s , as on shadow, 
And see you walk to meet me everywhere. 

( 1 1 . 9 - 1 2 ) . 

Moreover, i f the "common f e a t u r e s " a r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

a c c e p t e d forms of e x p r e s s i o n , the attempt a l s o a c q u i r e s 

v a l u e by v i r t u e of i t s o r i g i n a l i t y which m o d i f i e s the gap 

between the e x p e r i e n c e and i t s e x p r e s s i o n . 

I f one read the "you", to whom the poem i s a d d r e s s e d , as the 

r e a d e r r a t h e r than a n o n - l i n g u i s t i c e x p e r i e n c e , then t h e " I " 
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of t h e poem assumes a double s i g n i f i c a n c e : f i r s t as a 

l i m i t e d and i g n o r a n t " I " w i t h i n the poem a d d r e s s i n g a l o v e d 

one, and s e c o n d l y , as t he omnipotent author t a l k i n g d i r e c t l y 

to the r e a d e r about the n a t u r e of h i s poem. I n t h i s second 

c a s e the poet i s aware t h a t he can o n l y have an image of 

r a t h e r than a c t u a l l y know the r e a d e r : 

What a r e you t h a t I l o v e ? I cannot know: 
When I am w i t h you, you a r e f a r from h e r e . . . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 6 ) . 

F u r t h e r m o r e the d i s t a n c e between the image and the a c t u a l i t y 

of t h e r e a d e r means t h a t the poem can o n l y a c t as the most 

tenuous of communications between t h e poet and the a c t u a l 

r e a d e r , even though the poet s t r o n g l y d e s i r e s to 

commun i c a t e : 

L i k e t h e c o n t i n u a l f e v e r 
My l o v e b u r n s , m e a n i n g l e s s and hollow. 

I s t h i s l o v e good? Then I must answer, no. 

( 1 1 . 7 - 9 ) . 

The d e s i r e to communicate cannot be t r u l y f u l f i l l e d b e c a u s e 

of t h e weakness of the means of communication. I n c o n t r a s t 

to t h i s a p p a r e n t weakness i s t he complete c o n t r o l the poet 

e x e r c i s e s over the c r e a t i o n of h i s poem, i n c l u d i n g the 

c r e a t i o n of an image of the r e a d e r : 

Y e t am I g o d - l i k e and who r i d e on a i r ; 
I t r a m p l e common f e a t u r e s , as on shadow... 

( 1 1 . 1 0 - 1 1 ) . 

The f i n a l l i n e of the poem seems to merge both t h e p o e t ' s 

a p p a r e n t weakness and h i s a b s o l u t e c o n t r o l , r e s o l v i n g i n t o a 

c o n c l u s i o n which seems l e s s a paradox than a compromise: 
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And see you walk to meet me everywhere, 
( 1 . 1 2 ) . 

The attempt to r e c o n c i l e c o n t r a r i e s l o o k s f o r w a r d to s u c h 

poems as "Darkness and L i g h t " ( i n The S t i l l C e n t r e ( 1 9 3 9 ) ) , 

where o p p o s i t e s a r e a c c e p t e d and understood by the " I " , and 

marks a need i n Spender to a c h i e v e a p o s i t i o n of s e c u r i t y 

and calm. 

The f i n a l l i n e of the poem a f f i r m s t h a t the poem i s a 

meeting ground f o r the r e a d e r and poet, both i n a c t u a l i t y 

and i n image. I n t e r p r e t i n g t h e poem i n t h i s way, one not 

o n l y a c c e p t s t h a t an image i s made of o n e s e l f , but t h a t one 

makes an image of the poet. We a r e made c o n s c i o u s of our 

r o l e i n t h e poem, and t h u s made s e l f - c o n s c i o u s . 

The a l l e g o r i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , which i s p e r h a p s the most 

u n l i k e l y , r uns a l o n g t h e s e l i n e s : the poet i s s u f f e r i n g 

b e c a u s e of h i s l o v e f o r God or f o r J e s u s : 

Because I l o v e you so 
I cannot t a s t e , even t h e t a s t e of c a r e . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) . 

However, t h i s l o v e i s based on p a r a d o x e s : the poet cannot 

know what i t i s t h a t he l o v e s ( 1 . 5 ) and y e t l o v e s , he 

cannot a c h i e v e communion w i t h the a b s o l u t e ( 1 . 6 ) and y e t he 

l o v e s ; he can see no purpose nor v a l u e i n h i s l o v e ( 1 . 9 ) 

and y e t he s a y s : 
Y e t am I g o d - l i k e and who r i d e on a i r ; 
I t r a m p l e common f e a t u r e s , a s on shadow, 
And see you walk to meet me everywhere. 

( 1 1 . 1 0 - 1 2 ) . 
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The p o e t ' s i n a b i l i t y to j u s t i f y h i s emotion becomes i n 

i t s e l f h i s j u s t i f i c a t i o n . But the o b j e c t of h i s emotion 

might be human r a t h e r than d i v i n e ( o r the f u s i o n of the 

human and the d i v i n e i n J e s u s C h r i s t ) , t h u s a l l o w i n g us to 

i n t e r p r e t the poem as c o n c e r n i n g a l o v e - a f f a i r . I n t h i s 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n the poem r e v o l v e s around the p o e t ' s i n a b i l i t y 

to comprehend t h e l o v e d one ( 1 . 5 ) - h i s o n l y chance of 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g r e s t i n g on h i s memory of the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

r a t h e r than the r e l a t i o n s h i p i t s e l f , h i s o n l y chance of 

c o n t a c t r e s t i n g on i m a g i n a t i o n : 

What a r e you t h a t I l o v e ? I cannot know: 
When I am w i t h you, you a r e f a r from h e r e . . . 

Y e t am I g o d - l i k e and who r i d e on a i r ; 
I t r a m p l e common f e a t u r e s , as on shadow, 
And see you walk to meet me everywhere. 

(11.5-6 and 1 0 - 1 2 ) . 

Whichever i n t e r p r e t a t i o n one chooses to p u r s u e , i t i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t the l o v e r and the l o v e d , the emotion and 

i t s o b j e c t , n e v e r meet. The poem's ambiguous s u b j e c t s e r v e s 

to h i g h l i g h t the means by which the r e a d e r c o n f r o n t s and 

u n d e r s t a n d s a poem, and to s u g g e s t t h a t the s e a r c h f o r a 

c o r e around which to e x p l a i n the words i s f a l l a c i o u s . The 

poem's a m b i g u i t y i l l u m i n a t e s the s e a r c h f o r meaning, r e v e a l s 

the r e a d e r ' s r o l e i n t h e poem and the need to be 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s . I n d o i n g so, i t l o o k s f o r w a r d to Spender's 

more i m p r e s s i v e a c h i e v e m e n t s i n h i s f i r s t major p u b l i s h e d 

work, Poems (1933 and 1934). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

I n the foreword f o r the f a c s i m i l e e d i t i o n of Nine 

E x p e r i m e n t s Spender wrote " I d i d not p u b l i s h a n y t h i n g 'worth 

p r e s e r v i n g ' u n t i l B l a c k w e l l i s s u e d my TWENTY POEMS i n 1930". 

The poems i n t h i s second c o l l e c t i o n were w r i t t e n between the 

w i n t e r of 1928 and May 1930; t h e y o v e r l a p and encompass 

Spender's c o n t r i b u t i o n s to Oxford P o e t r y . Indeed, the poems 

"Marston, d r o p p i n g i t i n the g r a t e , broke h i s p i p e " ( f i r s t 

l i n e ) , " A c t s p a s s e d beyond the boundary of mere w i s h i n g " 

( f i r s t l i n e ) , " H e a r i n g from i t s cage" ( f i r s t l i n e ) , " L y i n g 

awake a t n i g h t " ( f i r s t l i n e ) , and "The Swan" from Twenty 

Poems a l l i n i t i a l l y appeared i n , and a r e d i s c u s s e d i n t h e 

s e c t i o n on, Oxford P o e t r y . 

Twenty Poems i s d i v i d e d i n t o two s e c t i o n s , "The 'Marston' 

Poems" and "Other Poems"; the former e x p l o r e s a homoerotic 

f r i e n d s h i p a s a c o r o l l a r y to t h e e x p l o r a t i o n of the 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of s e l f , w h i l e t h e l a t t e r t e n d s e i t h e r to 

m e d i t a t e on t h e p u r e l y i n t r o s p e c t i v e or t e n t a t i v e l y to 

l o c a t e the s e l f w i t h i n a p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l c o n t e x t . 

T h i s c h a p t e r d i s c u s s e s t h e s e poems i n terms of t h e s e a r e a s , 

h i g h l i g h t i n g the p o e t r y ' s movement from a c e n t r e of 

i n t r o s p e c t i o n , through a c o n c e r n w i t h p e r s o n a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s , to a c i r c u m f e r e n c e of p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l 

i s s u e s . The poems a r e d i s c u s s e d i n d i v i d u a l l y because t h e y do 
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not compose a c o h e r e n t and l o g i c a l argument; r a t h e r , they 

i l l u m i n a t e d i s c r e t e a s p e c t s of a q u e s t f o r c e r t a i n t y , a 

q u e s t whose n a t u r e i s r e f l e c t e d i n the i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s of 

a t t i t u d e and b e l i e f between poems. 

The f i r s t poem, "At the Edge of B e i n g " , p r e s e n t s Spender's 

s t r u g g l e to d e f i n e h i m s e l f i n terms of the d i v i s i o n between 

h i s s p i r i t and h i s s e n s e s : 

Never b e i n g , but a l w a y s a t the edge of B e i n g 
My head, l i k e Death-mask, i s brought i n t o t h e Sun. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) . 

The b l u n t and a b r u p t a s s e r t i o n of "Never b e i n g " ( 1 . 1 ) 

c o n t r a s t s w i t h the e l a b o r a t e a s s e r t i o n " a l w a y s a t the edge 

of B e i n g " ( 1 . 1 ) , r e i n f o r c i n g t h e d i s t i n c t i o n made by the use 

of c a p i t a l l e t t e r s between " b e i n g " and "Being" ( 1 . 1 ) . The 

second l i n e i n i t i a l l y a p p e a r s to r e s o l v e t h i s g e n e r a l 

p h i l o s o p h i s i n g i n t o the s p e c i f i c and c o n c r e t e : "My head" 

( 1 . 2 ) . However, the p h r a s e s "My head" and "the Sun" ( 1 . 2 ) do 

not so much convey p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , a l t h o u g h the 

language i s i d i o s y n c r a t i c , than a s e n s e of the s y m b o l i c and 

m y t h i c . The poem p r o p o s e s an " I " ( 1 . 4 ) who i s a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e r a t h e r than an i n d i v i d u a l f i g u r e : 

The Shadow p o i n t i n g f i n g e r a c r o s s cheek, 
I move l i p s f o r t a s t i n g , I move hands f o r t o u c h i n g , 
But n e v e r am n e a r e r than t o u c h i n g 
Though the S p i r i t l e a n outward f o r s e e i n g . 

( 1 1 . 3 - 6 ) . 

The " I " , the s e l f , i s here n e i t h e r " b e i n g " nor "Being" ( 1 . 1 ) 

but i s s t r e t c h e d between the two; r e s t s w i t h i n a n e u t r a l 
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s t a t e a f f e c t e d by anonymous e x t e r n a l powers who b r i n g the 

head " i n t o the Sun" ( 1 . 2 ) and engender the moves toward 

s e n s a t i o n . F u r t h e r m o r e , the l i n k between the S p i r i t and the 

s e n s e s i s the " I " ( 1 . 4 ) , c o n s c i o u s n e s s r e c o r d i n g i t s 

s e l f - o b s e r v a t i o n s . T h i s " I " i s aware of and c o n n e c t s the two 

and y e t cannot u n i t e them. 

The " I " t h u s a p p e a r s to c o h e r e v a r i o u s f r a g m e n t s , to f o c u s 

v a r i o u s t e n s i o n s . Moreover, t h e use of c a p i t a l l e t t e r s to 

emphasise "Shadow" ( 1 . 3 ) , " S p i r i t " ( 1 . 6 ) , "Death-mask" and 

"Sun" ( 1 . 2 ) , and to d i s t i n g u i s h between "be i n g " and "Being" 

( 1 . 1 ) , s u g g e s t s t h a t even though t h e s e terms o v e r l a p , t h e y 

a r e i n i m i c a l . F u r t h e r m o r e , the " I " i s d i s t i n c t from y e t 

i n f l u e n c e d by t h e i r i n t e r p l a y : 

O b s e r v i n g r o s e , g o l d , e y e s , an a d m i r i n g l a n d s c a p e , 
My s e n s e s r e c o r d the a c t of w i s h i n g 
W i s h i n g to be 
Rose, g o l d , l a n d s c a p e or a n o t h e r -

( 1 1 . 7 - 1 0 ) . 

I t i s u n c l e a r whether the " a d m i r i n g l a n d s c a p e " ( 1 . 7 ) i s the 

s u b j e c t or o b j e c t of a d m i r a t i o n , and the word " O b s e r v i n g " 

( 1 . 7 ) might r e f e r e i t h e r to "My s e n s e s " ( 1 . 8 ) , to the " I " or 

to the o b j e c t s l i s t e d . The i m p e r s o n a l i t y and c o l d p r e c i s i o n 

of the words " O b s e r v i n g " ( 1 . 7 ) and " r e c o r d " ( 1 . 8 ) r e i n f o r c e 

t h i s s e n s e of f r a g m e n t a t i o n and emphasise the detachment of 

the " I " . The r e p e t i t i o n of " w i s h i n g " (11.8 and 9) s t r e s s e s 

the d e s i r e to be something d i f f e r e n t , e i t h e r "Rose, g o l d , 

l a n d s c a p e or a n o t h e r " ( 1 . 1 0 ) , but i t i s u n c l e a r whether t h i s 
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d e s i r e s p r i n g s from or i s imposed on the " I " . The u n c e r t a i n 

r o l e of the " I " c o u n t e r p o i n t s the c l e a r f o r c e of the 

" w i s h i n g " , and the poem c o n c l u d e s : 

C l a i m i n g f u l f i l m e n t i n t h e a c t of l o v i n g . 
( l . U ) . 

The s e n s e s seem to respond when the S p i r i t l e a n s outward 

( 1 . 6 ) , but f u l f i l m e n t i s not c l a i m e d f o r t h i s r e a c h i n g out 

or f o r t h i s s e e i n g , but " i n the a c t of l o v i n g " ( 1 . 1 1 ) . The 

p o s i t i o n of the word " l o v i n g " a t t h e end of the poem 

em p h a s i s e s " l o v i n g " as the means of f u l f i l m e n t . However, 

f u l f i l m e n t a p p e a r s to have been c l a i m e d r a t h e r than 

a c h i e v e d . The l a s t l i n e i s framed between two v e r b s , 

c o n v e y i n g a s e n s e t h a t w h i l e the poem has been c o n c l u d e d the 

p r o c e s s t h a t i n f o r m s i t s t i l l ongoing. The " I " r e m ains i n a 

s t a t e of u n c e r t a i n t y up to and beyond the end of the poem. 

Spender's s t a t e d p o s i t i o n i n t h i s poem echoes K e a t s ' s i d e a 

of N e g a t i v e C a p a b i l i t y . T h e r e a r e many s i m i l a r i t i e s 

between the two p o e t s : t h e i r l y r i c i s m , s e n s i t i v i t y , l o v e of 

n a t u r e , d i s t r u s t of r a t i o n a l f o r c e s , b e l i e f i n the world as 

m y s t e r i o u s . But the p h i l o s o p h i e s t h a t i n f o r m t h e i r work a r e 

d i f f e r e n t . K e a t s saw h i m s e l f i n t h e s e terms: 

As to the p o e t i c a l C h a r a c t e r i t s e l f . . . i t i s not 
i t s e l f - i t has no s e l f - i t i s e v e r y t h i n g and n o t h i n g - i t 
has no c h a r a c t e r . . . A Poet i s the most u n p o e t i c a l of any 
t h i n g i n e x i s t e n c e ; because he has no I d e n t i t y - h e i s 
c o n t i n u a l l y i n f o r - . a n d f i l l i n g some o t h e r Body. 1 

I n "At the Edge of B e i n g " Spender s e e s h i m s e l f i n terms of a 

S p i r i t which i s c o n t i n u a l l y s t r i v i n g to inf o r m and f i l l some 
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o t h e r body ( 1 1 . 7 - 1 0 ) but n e v e r a c h i e v i n g t h a t s t a t e of 

b e i n g . I n poems s u c h as "The Eve of S t . Agnes" K e a t s 

c o n t i n u a l l y d e m o n s t r a t e s h i s a f f i n i t y w i t h what he o b s e r v e s 

The owl, f o r a l l h i s f e a t h e r s , was a - c o l d ; 
The h a r e limped t r e m b l i n g through the f r o z e n g r a s s , 

("The Eve of S t . Agnes", 11.2-3) 2 

I n the second l i n e the hare i s c l o s e l y , v i v i d l y and 

s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y p r e s e n t e d , the l i m p i n g rhythm of the l i n e 

r e f l e c t i n g the h a r e ' s t r e m b l i n g limp. Spender, on the o t h e r 

hand, seems to be c o n t i n u a l l y s t r i v i n g not f o r N e g a t i v e 

C a p a b i l i t y but a s y m p a t h e t i c d i s t a n c e : 

I move l i p s f o r t a s t i n g , I move hands f o r t o u c h i n g , 
But n e v e r am n e a r e r than t o u c h i n g 
Though the S p i r i t l e a n outward f o r s e e i n g . 

( 1 1 . 4 - 6 ) . 

I n World W i t h i n World Spender r e p o r t s t h i s o b s e r v a t i o n of 

h i m s e l f , which he a s c r i b e s to a c e r t a i n T r i s t a n , c o n c e r n i n g 

h i s u n d e r g r a d u a t e d a y s : 

You n e v e r look a t a n y t h i n g . You don't become a t r e e or 
a f i e l d when you a r e i n t h e c o u n t r y . You j u s t go on 
t h i n k i n g your own t h o u g h t s w h i l e you a r e absorbed i n 
your i n n e r w o r l d . Or e l s e , when you do look a t 
something, i t becomes a d e s c r i p t i o n of i t s e l f i n your 
mind. 3 

T h i s o b s e r v a t i o n i s c r i t i c a l but i l l u m i n a t i n g . Spender does 

not so much e x p l o r e the world as a l l o w the w o r l d to e x p l o r e 

him; he i s p a s s i v e y e t r e c o r d i n g . H i s p a s s i v i t y i s not the 

r e s u l t of a l a c k but a c o r n e r s t o n e of h i s p e r s o n a l i t y . I n 

poems su c h as " A c t s p a s s e d beyond the boundary of mere 

w i s h i n g " t h i s p a s s i v i t y i s r e v e a l e d as a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s 

embarrassment, a t u r n i n g away from the p o s s i b i l i t y of l o v e , 
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whereas i n "At the Edge of B e i n g " i t i s tempered w i t h t h e 

urge to l o v e ( 1 . 1 1 ) to c r e a t e a s e n s e of u n c e r t a i n 

f u l f i l m e n t : 

C l a i m i n g f u l f i l m e n t i n the a c t of l o v i n g . 
( 1 . 1 1 ) . 

The p o e t ' s d e s i r e to c l a i m f u l f i l m e n t b e t r a y s a l a c k of 

f u l f i l m e n t , the demand i s unsupported and too a s s e r t i v e . 

However, the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the view t h a t f u l f i l m e n t can 

o n l y be c l a i m e d i n the attempt to l o v e remains c l e a r . 

I n "At the Edge of B e i n g " the " I " seems to be d e f i n e d i n 

terms of what i s d e s i r e d but i s u n a c h i e v e d or u n a c h i e v a b l e , 

of l o v e u n a b l e to come i n t o b e i n g . The " I " i s shaped by the 

p r e s s u r e of t he S p i r i t upon t h e s e n s e s . I n World W i t h i n 

World Spender has proposed s u c h a n o t i o n : 

W i t h i n each of us t h e r e i s a w o r l d of h i s own s o u l as 
immense a s the e x t e r n a l u n i v e r s e , and e q u a l l y w i t h 
t h a t , d w a r f i n g the l i t t l e s t r e t c h of c o h e r e n t waking 
which c a l l s i t s e l f " I " . * 

F u r t h e r m o r e , one c o u l d d e f i n e t h e poem as the shape c r e a t e d 

by the p r e s s u r e of t h i s " I " w orking through the i m p e r s o n a l 

medium of l i t e r a t u r e . The conc e p t of t he " I " , of Spender's 

s e l f , c e r t a i n l y dominates the poem. 

"At the Edge of B e i n g " appeared i n Poems (1933 and 1934) 

under t h e t i t l e "Never b e i n g but a l w a y s a t the edge of 

Be i n g " ( f i r s t l i n e ) and w i t h a s e r i e s of a l t e r a t i o n s . The 

most i m p o r t a n t of t h e s e concerned the use of c a p i t a l l e t t e r s 
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i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h c e r t a i n words; a t e c h n i q u e which may have 

g r a n t e d an unwanted p s e u d o - m y s t i c a l q u a l i t y to the poem. I n 

the l a t e r p u b l i s h e d v e r s i o n the words "Sun" ( 1 . 2 ) , "Shadow" 

( 1 . 3 ) and " S p i r i t " ( 1 . 6 ) a r e s p e l t w i t h o u t c a p i t a l l e t t e r s . 

However, the c r u c i a l d i s t i n c t i o n i m p l i c i t i n the use of a 

c a p i t a l l e t t e r f o r one of the two s p e l l i n g s of " b e i n g " i n 

the f i r s t l i n e i s m a i n t a i n e d . The r e p l a c e m e n t of " a c t " w i t h 

" f a c t " i n the l a s t l i n e changes the n a t u r e of the l o v i n g 

from something which i s c a p a b l e of a t t e m p t i n g to c o n t a c t 

o t h e r s ( " a c t " ) to something which i s i s o l a t e d , c o n c r e t e and 

perhaps i m p e r s o n a l but a l s o q u i e t l y a f f i r m a t i v e of the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of a c h i e v i n g f u l f i l m e n t . The r e p l a c e m e n t of 

" a d m i r i n g " w i t h "admired", i n l i n e s e v e n , makes i t the 

l a n d s c a p e which i s admired r a t h e r than the o b s e r v e r , w h i l e 

the r e p l a c e m e n t of the dash a t the end of l i n e ten w i t h a 

f u l l s t o p , r a t h e r than e m p h a s i s i n g the r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

p e n u l t i m a t e and u l t i m a t e l i n e s , makes t h e c l o s i n g l i n e a 

p r o d u c t of a l l of the p r e v i o u s l i n e s . E a c h of t h e s e changes 

seems to c l a r i f y , even s l i g h t l y to modify, t h e p o s i t i o n of 

the " I " o u t l i n e d i n the opening l i n e ("Never b e i n g , but 

a l w a y s a t the edge of B e i n g " ) . Moreover, i t i s a p o s i t i o n 

which, because of the p r e f a t o r y p o s i t i o n of the poem, 

overshadows the r e m a i n i n g poems i n the c o l l e c t i o n . 

The f o u r t e e n t h poem, " " I ' can n e v e r be g r e a t man" ( t i t l e d 

"An ' I ' can n e v e r be g r e a t man" i n Poems (1933 and 1 9 3 4 ) ) , 
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as i t s t i t l e s u g g e s t s , a l s o p r o p o s e s t h e u n f u l f i l m e n t of 

" I " . Moreover, r a t h e r than expounding a g e n e r a l p h i l o s o p h y , 

the poem e x t e n d s the s t r u g g l e f o r meaning and v a l u e 

i n t r o d u c e d i n "At the Edge of B e i n g " . The poem r e l a t e s the 

concept of g r e a t n e s s to a m e d i t a t i o n on the f r a g m e n t a t i o n of 

i d e n t i t y ; i t e x p l o r e s g r e a t n e s s i n t h e c o n t e x t both of a 

" C e n t r a l " i , , M ( 1 . 8 ) , which might be i d e n t i f i e d w i t h the 

o b j e c t i v e s e l f or ego, and of the "composite s e l f " ( 1 . 7 ) , a 

p h r a s e which s u g g e s t s t h a t the s u b c o n s c i o u s i s a p l u r a l i t y . 

I n both c a s e s g r e a t n e s s i s q u a l i f i e d by weaknesses, as the 

f i r s t l i n e s t a t e s : "An " I " can never be g r e a t man". The 

s o c i a l " I " of the f i r s t s t a n z a i s i d i o s y n c r a t i c , awkward and 

u n s o c i a b l e : 

T h i s known g r e a t one has weakness 
To f r i e n d s i s most r e m a r k a b l e f o r weakness: 
H i s i l l - t e m p e r a t meals, d i s l i k e of b e i n g c o n t r a d i c t e d , 
Only r e a l p l e a s u r e f i s h i n g i n ponds 
Only r e a l d e s i r e f o r g e t t i n g . 

( 1 1 . 2 - 6 ) . 

The "known g r e a t one" ( 1 . 2 ) a p p e a r s to be g r e a t y e t i s 

r e v e a l e d as " r e m a r k a b l e f o r weakness" ( 1 . 3 ) . The r e p e t i t i o n 

of "weakness" (11.2 and 3 ) c o u n t e r p o i n t s the r e p e t i t i o n of 

" r e a l " ( 1 1.5 and 6 ) , s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t h e " g r e a t one" ( 1 . 2 ) 

i s o n l y anchored, o n l y s e c u r e , i n the unremarkable p l e a s u r e 

of " f i s h i n g i n ponds" ( 1 . 5 ) and the d e s i r e of " f o r g e t t i n g " 

( 1 . 6 ) . Moreover, the p h r a s e " r e a l d e s i r e f o r g e t t i n g " ( 1 . 6 ) 

a l l o w s f o r the d e s i r e to f o r g e t to be f o r g o t t e n ; a 

p o s s i b i l i t y which l o o k s f o r w a r d to t h e c l o s i n g words of the 
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poem: ""We d y i n g " " ( 1 . 1 6 ) . 

The n o t i o n of the " r e a l " ( 1 1.5 and 6) c o n t r a s t s the e x t e r n a l 

image ( 1 . 2 ) , the o p i n i o n of f r i e n d s and the g r e a t one's 

u r g e s ( 1 1 . 5 - 6 ) . F u r t h e r m o r e , i n t he f i r s t s t a n z a q u i e t 

a s s e r t i v e n e s s ( n o t a b l y 1.1) i s b a l a n c e d by d e t a i l e d 

knowledge ( 1 1 . 4 - 6 ) , e s t a b l i s h i n g the p o e t ' s s y m p a t h e t i c 

judgement and s u g g e s t i n g an u n d e r s t a n d i n g , i f not an 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , w i t h the s i t u a t i o n . 

The second s t a n z a advances "from f r i e n d s to the composite 

s e l f " ( 1 . 7 ) , and s u r r o u n d s " g r e a t n e s s " w i t h more p r a c t i c a l 

c o n c e p t s : 

C e n t r a l " I " i s surrounded by " I e a t i n g " 
" I l o v i n g " , " I angry", " I e x c r e t i n g " , 
And the " g r e a t I " p l a n t e d i n him 
Has n o t h i n g to do w i t h t h e s e 

( 1 1 . 8 - 1 1 ) . 

The s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d p r e s e n t a t i o n and a n a l y t i c a l s t y l e 

c o u n t e r p o i n t the t u r m o i l d e s c r i b e d . The al m o s t p r o s a i c 

n o t i o n of the " " g r e a t I " " b e i n g " p l a n t e d i n him" ( 1 . 1 0 ) 

s u g g e s t s g a r d e n i n g r a t h e r than a j o s t l i n g f o r p o s i t i o n . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , the p o e t ' s s y m p a t h e t i c judgement, r e i n f o r c e d by 

the l a c k of images, conveys l e s s a s e n s e of "would-be 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d knowingness", as G e o f f r e y T h u r l e y s t a t e s 6 , 

than a d i s t a n c e d y e t o b s e r v i n g c o n c e r n . 

The torment of the "known g r e a t one" ( 1 . 2 ) i s r o o t e d i n the 
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concept of g r e a t n e s s b e i n g m i s p l a c e d : 
Can never c l a i m i t s t r u e p l a c e 
R e s t i n g i n f o r e h e a d , secure i n h i s gaze-
"Great I " i s an u n f o r t u n a t e i n t r u d e r 
Q u a r r e l l i n g w i t h " I t i r i n g " and " I s l e e p i n g " 
And a l l those o t h e r " I " s , who l o n g f o r "We d y i n g " . 

( 1 1 . 12-16) . 

The concept of g r e a t n e s s i s p e r c e i v e d t o be out of p l a c e as 

a r e s u l t of the s t r u c t u r e of t h e "composite s e l f " , a t whose 

core i s the concept of the " C e n t r a l " I " " ( 1 . 8 ) , the ego, 

around which has accrued a framework of a c t i o n s , f r i e n d s , 

s o c i a l and p h y s i c a l norms. The "composite s e l f " can be 

i d e n t i f i e d as s e l f - a s - d o i n g , w h i l e the " C e n t r a l " I " " can be 

c o n s i d e r e d t o be s e l f - a s - b e i n g . The " C e n t r a l " I " " , a l t h o u g h 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h " " g r e a t I " " ( 1.10) t h r o u g h t h e s t r u c t u r e of 

the second s t a n z a , i s n o t i n v a l i d a t e d by t h e demands of the 

"composite s e l f " . 

The " " g r e a t I " " , which r e f e r s t o a q u a l i t y of b e i n g r a t h e r 

than an a c t i v i t y , appears t o be a misplaced aspect of the 

" C e n t r a l " i , , M ( 1 . 8 ) which has been r e l e g a t e d from i t s " t r u e 

p l a c e / R e s t i n g i n the f o r e h e a d " (11.12 and 13) by known 

p u b l i c weaknesses ( 1 1 . 2 - 5 ) . F u r t h e r m o r e , " " g r e a t I " " appears 

t o be a p o s s i b i l i t y of b e i n g which has been p l a n t e d i n and 

i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the " C e n t r a l " I " " ( 1 . 1 0 ) , a p o s s i b i l i t y 

which can never be r e a l i z e d (11.12 and 13). 

The " C e n t r a l " i " " ( 1 . 8 ) u l t i m a t e l y d e s i r e s " f o r g e t t i n g " , the 

l o s s of awareness of p o t e n t i a l g r e a t n e s s , and r e t r e a t from 
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the p u b l i c t o a p r i v a t e w o r l d (11.5 and 6 ) , w h i l e the 

"composite s e l f " longs f o r ""We d y i n g " " ( 1 . 1 6 ) , f o r a 

c e s s a t i o n of d o i n g . I r o n i c a l l y , these two d e s i r e s c o u l d 

accomplish one another: w i t h d r a w a l and i s o l a t i o n from the 

w o r l d c o u l d c r e a t e , and be c r e a t e d by, a c e s s a t i o n of a c t i o n 

i n t he w o r l d . The a b s t r a c t " C e n t r a l " I " " , however, n e i t h e r 

cares f o r nor c o n s i d e r s such i s s u e s . F urthermore, a l t h o u g h 

the " " g r e a t " I " " remains an u n r e a l i z e d but v i t a l 

p o s s i b i l i t y , g r e a t n e s s i s n o t c o n s i d e r e d by the " C e n t r a l 

" I " " , which appears t o be b o t h the i n t e r s e c t i o n of the axes 

of s o c i a l and composite s e l v e s and the h o l d i n g s t r u c t u r e 

which p e r p e t u a t e s them t h r o u g h t i m e . 

The a n a l y t i c a l s t y l e of "An " I " can never be g r e a t man", 

i n v o l v i n g a r e l a t i v e l a c k of images and an almost p r o s a i c 

a s s e r t i v e n e s s , e f f e c t i v e l y p o r t r a y s b o t h the s i t u a t i o n of 

t h i s "known g r e a t one" ( 1 . 2 ) and t h e poet's s y m p a t h e t i c y e t 

j u d g i n g a t t i t u d e . L i n e s such as ""Great I " i s an u n f o r t u n a t e 

i n t r u d e r " (1.14) combine almost everyday language w i t h a 

r a t h e r complex model of a mind, and t h i s c o m b i n a t i o n makes 

the poem seem a t once e l a b o r a t e and s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d . The 

b o l d , almost easy a s s e r t i v e n e s s a l l o w s the reader t o be 

c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the p o e t , t o share i n the judgements 

made. 

I n "Always between hope and f e a r " , i n c o n t r a s t t o the 
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c a r e f u l and c o n s i d e r e d i n t r o s p e c t i o n of "At t h e Edge of 

Being" and " * i ' c a n never be g r e a t man", Spender p r e s e n t s an 

extreme s t a t e of b e i n g which apes a s t e r e o t y p i c a l Romantic 

temperament: 

Soul , swaying between hope and f e a r , 
F i r s t r a d i a n t and l e a p i n g , then p a l l i d and t r e m b l i n g , 
Always p l u n g i n g the f u t u r e 
Always i n d i f f e r e n t t o what i s near; 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 
The Soul's a g i t a t i o n i s conveyed by the e x t r e m i t y of t h e 

opposed p o s i t i o n s and r e i n f o r c e d by the use of p a r t i c i p l e s . 

The r i d i c u l o u s and unwarranted n a t u r e of these p o s i t i o n s , 

i n d i c a t e d by t h e t r i t e n e s s of the language, i s c o n f i r m e d i n 

t h e second st a n z a : 

Now now be a t peace, 
Cancel t h a t heaven and t h a t abyss 
Whose b l u e s and reds r o a r back t o madness, 
Avoid these chasms and steep gaps i n space. 

(11.6-8) . 
A p o s i t i o n of peace and s t a b i l i t y i s proposed as an 

a l t e r n a t i v e t o the w i l d and dangerous f l u c t u a t i o n s of t h e 

Soul: an a l t e r n a t i v e which s h o u l d be r o o t e d i n an immediate 

and r u d i m e n t a r y acceptance of e x p e r i e n c e : 

Sense sho u l d grope on a l l f o u r s , n o t d r i v e n 
By p l e a s u r e or h o r r o r a s s a i l i n g l i k e t he wind, 
Not g i d d i e d by s t a r s , b u t t o u c h i n g t h e ground, 
Not s t r u g g l i n g t h r o u g h flame t o the imagined heaven. 

(11.9-12). 

However, the poem's c l o s i n g l i n e concedes the power and 

a t t r a c t i o n of l i v i n g t o extremes; a concession r e i n f o r c e d by 

t h e l a c k of development of the a l t e r n a t i v e . T h i s f i n a l 

a l l o y i n g of m i s t r u s t w i t h f a s c i n a t i o n i s i n d i c a t i v e of a 
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deeper c o n f l i c t w i t h i n the p o e t r y and the po e t , as Fraser 
has a c c u r a t e l y observed: 

There i s a deep i n h e r i t e d w i s h i n Mr. Spender t o y i e l d 
t o t h e r o m a n t i c a f f l a t u s ; t h e r e i s a l s o a s t r o n g 
contemporary impulse t o q u e s t i o n i t and check i t . B 

The f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h , b u t m i s t r u s t o f , the Romantic i n 

"Always between hope and f e a r " i s i n c o n t r a s t t o the 

a d o p t i o n of a s t e r e o t y p i c a l Romantic p o s i t i o n i n " I hear the 

c r i e s o f evening" ( f i r s t l i n e ) : a poem which e x p l o r e s t he 

t e n s i o n between the c i t y and the c o u n t r y , between the 

n a t u r a l and the c i v i l i z e d . The poem c r y s t a l l i s e s t h e 

r e a c t i o n s o f the " I " t o the c o n f l i c t i n g demands of t h e two: 

I am i n c o n s t a n t , y e t t h i s constancy 
Of n a t u r a l r e s t twangs a t my h e a r t ; 
Town-bred, I f e e l t h e r o o t s o f each e a r t h - c r y 
Tear me a p a r t . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 8 ) . 

The " I " i s i g n o r e d by " t h i s huge sphere" and "the g r e a t 

wheel" ( 1 . 1 3 ) , or the beasts who "move t o t h e i r ease". 

A l t h o u g h the " I " f e e l s h i m s e l f t o be made i n s i g n i f i c a n t -

"These f i n g e r s g r i p my s o u l and t e a r away/ And p l u c k me l i k e 

a harp" (11.11-12) - the poem b o t h focuses on and s t a r t s 

w i t h t h e " I " ; i n d o i n g so, i t r e f u t e s t h e sweeping away of 

the " I " t h a t i s the poem's re c o r d e d e x p e r i e n c e . The r e g u l a r 

rhythm and rhyme of the poem c o n t r a d i c t the i r r e g u l a r n a t u r e 

of t he ex p e r i e n c e d e s c r i b e d . The p o i n t where these 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s meet i s t h e " I " i t s e l f ; b u t no r e s o l u t i o n i s 

proposed. The " I " pervades, j u d g e s and a r t i c u l a t e s . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , a l t h o u g h he i s s t r o n g enough t o f e e l " t h i s huge 
80 



sphere t u r n , the g r e a t wheel s i n g " , and s e n s i t i v e enough t o 

" f e e l t h e r o o t s of each e a r t h - c r y " , he d e c l a r e s h i s 

i n s i g n i f i c a n c e . Perhaps i t was such u n r e s o l v e d q u e s t i o n s 

which, t o g e t h e r w i t h t he l a c k o f s t y l i s t i c m a t u r i t y which i s 

e v i d e n t i n Spender's b e t t e r p i e c e s , l e d Spender t o leave 

t h i s poem out of the 1934 c o l l e c t i o n Poems even though i t 

had appeared i n the 1933 v e r s i o n . 

Spender's i n t r o s p e c t i o n combines w i t h h i s awareness of o t h e r 

people and of h i m s e l f as a poet i n t h e never r e - p u b l i s h e d 

poem "The Dust Made F l e s h " . I n t h i s poem, whose t i t l e i s 

drawn from Genesis 2:7, the poet c r e a t e s f o u r c h a r a c t e r s and 

n e a t l y c a p t u r e s each one i n a s e r i e s of images. Weatherhead 

observes t h a t i t " i s a c r e a t i o n somewhat i n the manner i n 

which Yeats c r e a t e d h i s c h a r a c t e r s , and Spender's l i n e s 

r e c a l l t h e rhythms of Yeats" 7 . I n t h i s poem Spender does 

no t see h i s s e l f i n terms of o t h e r people, b u t sees o t h e r 

people as p o e t i c c r e a t i o n s p o s s e s s i n g s i g n i f i c a n c e because 

he has g i v e n them l i f e and because t h e y t h e r e b y r e f l e c t h i s 

consciousness. The " I " i n the poem comes i n t o e x i s t e n c e a t 

the p o i n t between the i n n e r space o u t l i n e d i n t h e poem and 

the e x t e r n a l f o r c e s which have helped mould the poem's 

shape. 

The f i r s t c h a r a c t e r c r e a t e d i s Marston: 
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F i r s t made I Marston t he superb boxer 
More than w i t h men who d e a l t w i t h d e a t h , 
Marston who s k i e d t h r o u g h snow, 
Curved t h r o u g h t he w h i t e n e s s , r a n , 
Helmeted drove t h r o u g h a i r , 
-A balanced winner backed by a l l the crowd, 
Of t e n p o r t r a y e d i n t r a v e l l e r s ' photographs. 

( 1 1 . 2 - 8 ) . 

Second came "Helen, t he a s t o n i s h i n g h o s t e s s , / Dark-eyed, 

words p i e r c i n g n i g h t l i k e s t a r s " ( 1 1 . 9 - 1 0 ) , w h i l e t h i r d 

came C a t h e r i n e : 

who despised me even when i n womb, 
Too i n s o l e n t f o r t he e a r t h she sprang i n sky, 
Along the i c e - f l e e c e d r o cks shot chamois down. 

(11.12-14). 

F o u r t h came A i n g e r , t he poet: 

severe, v o i c e d raucous-reed, 
With f a s c i n a t i n g f a c e t s o f crude mind, 
An enormous p e r c i p i e n t mass on the p l a i n . 

(11.16-18). 

The f i r s t c h a r a c t e r , Marston, i s r o o t e d i n a r e a l person and 

one suspects the same t o be t r u e o f the o t h e r t h r e e . For 

example, Weatherhead has p o s t u l a t e d t h a t " Ainger, indeed, 

might f o r some f e a t u r e s be Auden, b r i e f l y sketched" B . The 

r e f e r e n c e s t o "Europe" (1.20) and "Athens" (1.26) a l s o h e l p 

e s t a b l i s h t h a t the i n n e r space occupied by these c h a r a c t e r s 

i s r o o t e d i n and r e f l e c t s an e x t e r n a l w o r l d . However, t h e 

poem does n o t d e a l w i t h t h e f o u r c r e a t e d c h a r a c t e r s as i f 

th e y were r e a l people, but p r e s e n t s them as p u r e l y imagined 

f i g u r e s : 
These made, these loved I : t he f o u r f i x e d l i k e r o c k s 
On Europe. 

(11.19-20). 

The c h a r a c t e r s are extreme b u t s t a t i c i n terms of b o t h 
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p e r s o n a l i t y and response t o the poet. They merely a c t out 
the i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h i s s t a s i s , f o r example: 

Marston h i s brows bound up w i t h Athens 
-A runner s t i l l i s r u n n i n g p a s t my house. 

(11.26-27). 

Marston can o n l y box or s k i or run because t h a t i s what the 

poet has c r e a t e d him t o do and a l l o w s him t o do. T h i s 

s i m p l i c i t y appears t o appeal t o Spender, as Weatherhead has 

r i g h t l y commented: 

The c h a r a c t e r s are more l i k e l y t o be coveted because 
each of them seems a l l of a p i e c e : each can be b r i e f l y 
summarized i n one or more s w i f t s t u d i e s of imagery. I n 
t h i s r e s p e c t the poem a n t i c i p a t e s a l a t e r e x p r e s s i o n of 
Spender's q u a l i f i e d a d m i r a t i o n f o r people whose 
p e r s o n a l i t i e s were so u n i f i e d t h a t t h e y c o u l d be summed 
up i n a s i n g l e phrase or image: the " t r u l y g r e a t " , f o r 
example. a 

However, t h i s s i m p l i c i t y and s t a s i s a l s o i n d i c a t e t he 

s t e r i l i t y o f the i n n e r w o r l d which the poem d e s c r i b e s . 

A l t h o u g h t h e " I " i s d e f i n e d i n terms of h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h each of the f o u r a r c h e t y p a l c h a r a c t e r s who stand a t the 

c o r n e r s o f t h i s i n n e r w o r l d , the " I " has a l r e a d y d e f i n e d 

them and m a i n t a i n s an a b s o l u t e c o n t r o l over them: 

These made, these l o v e d again t h e i r s o u l s a r i s e , 

( 1 . 2 5 ) . 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p between the " I " and the c r e a t e d c h a r a c t e r s 

i s t w o - f o l d . The a s s e r t i v e v e r b "made" (1.25) e s t a b l i s h e s 

the poet's a b s o l u t e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h e i r e x i s t e n c e , 

whereas the verb " l o v e d " (1.25) g r a n t s a measure of 

independence, even of " o t h e r n e s s " . The poet's l o v e of h i s 

c r e a t i o n s appears t o have c r e a t e d , i n i t s t u r n , a s e p a r a t i o n 
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from t h e c r e a t o r . N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e c r e a t e d c h a r a c t e r s 

g i v e s i g n i f i c a n c e t o the " I " because they d e f i n e a seemingly 

i n v i o l a b l e i n n e r space a g a i n s t e x t e r n a l f o r c e s : 

Across the f r o z e n map 
Wi n t e r s weave f r o s t , t h e o l d d u s t - p a t t e r n s change. 
A l a k e cracks i t s s u r f a c e . The winds 
-Black bears-haunt d r e a d f u l c o r n e r s . 
C a t a r a c t i n our eyes, the v u l t u r e s come. 

(11.20-24). 

However, t h e r e s u r r e c t i o n o f the c h a r a c t e r s t h r o u g h l o v e i n 

the t h i r d s t a n z a r e v e a l s t h a t t he i n n e r landscape which t he 

poem sketches i s a l s o s u b j e c t t o change, a l t h o u g h t he sedate 

i f n o t s t a t i c q u a l i t y o f t h e c h a r a c t e r s r e t a i n s s i g n i f i c a n c e 

t o t h e poet: 

Ainger r e p o r t s 
With s u l l e n v o i c e t he gr o w t h of o t h e r graves, 
But t h e r e . . . 

These are not grass or t h r u s t i n t o a f u r n a c e . 
(11.31-34). 

Spender's f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h a sedate and a p p a r e n t l y s t e r i l e 

i n n e r w o r l d , and h i s omnipotent and o m n i s c i e n t p o s i t i o n 

w i t h i n t h a t w o r l d , seem i n d i c a t i v e of a f e a r o f an 

engagement w i t h the e x t e r n a l w o r l d . The s t e r i l e 

i n t r o s p e c t i o n and concern w i t h h i s own c r e a t i o n s i n "The 

Dust Made F l e s h " are i n c o n t r a s t t o the s y m p a t h e t i c 

engagement, and even i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , w i t h another a r t i s t i n 

"Beethoven's Death Mask", a poem whose t i t l e i s an i m p o r t a n t 

key t o u n r a v e l l i n g the t h r e a d of ideas i n the poem. 

I n "Beethoven's Death Mask" t h e poet c o n s t r u c t s an image of 
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Beethoven i n l i f e t h r o u g h m e d i t a t i o n upon the composer's 

death-mask: 

I imagine him s t i l l w i t h heavy brow. 
Huge, b l a c k , w i t h bent head and f a l l i n g h a i r 
He ploughs the landscape. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) . 
The poet holds i n h i s v i s i o n b o t h t he imagined l i v i n g f a c e , 

which i s " t h i s hanging mask t r a n s f i g u r e d " ( 1 . 4 ) , and the 

s t a r k and h o r r i d "mask of dea t h which t he w h i t e l i g h t s make 

s t a r e " ( 1 . 5 ) . Indeed, t he v i t a l s t r e n g t h of the poet's 

i m a g i n i n g s ( 1 . 1 ) , r e f l e c t e d i n t h e strenuous rhythm, i s 

d i s t u r b e d and even t a i n t e d by t h i s awareness of deat h . The 

second st a n z a d e s c r i b e s t h e h o r r o r and u g l i n e s s o f the 

death-mask, and a l s o i m p l i c i t l y o f d e a t h , by a s s o c i a t i o n 

w i t h m u s i c a l i n s t r u m e n t s : 

The beast squat i n t h a t mouth, whose opening i s 
The h o l l o w opening o f an organ p i p e : 
There the wind s i n g s and the harsh l o n g i n g c r i e s . 

( 1 1 . 8 - 1 0 ) . 
The harshness and hollowness o f t h e i n s t r u m e n t s n o t o n l y 

g r a n t s a hollowness and "harsh l o n g i n g " (11.9-10) t o 

Beethoven's music, i n c o n t r a s t t o the beauty and v i t a l i t y 

n o r m a l l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h i t , b u t a rugged t e x t u r e t o 

Spender's concept o f deat h . The death-mask i s symbolic of 

b o t h t he dea t h of Beethoven and h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h l i f e : 

He moves across my v i s i o n l i k e a s h i p . 
What e l s e i s i r o n b u t he? The f i e l d s d i v i d e 
And, heaving, are changing waters of the sea. 
He i s p r i s o n e d , masked, shut o f f from b e i n g ; 
L i f e l i k e a f o u n t a i n he sees l e a p - o u t s i d e . 

(11.11-15). 
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The easy movement and immediacy of the verse r e i n f o r c e t h e 

way the images coalesce and b u i l d on one an o t h e r , seemingly 

j u s t by a s s o c i a t i o n : "he" (1.12) i s " l i k e a s h i p " ( 1 . 1 1 ) , 

then a ploughman ( 1 . 1 2 ) , then a p r i s o n e r ( 1 . 1 4 ) . He moves 

( 1 . 1 1 ) , then d i v i d e s ( 1 . 1 2 ) , then s i m p l y observes ( 1 . 1 5 ) . He 

t r a v e l s t h r o u g h the "waters o f the sea" ( 1 . 1 3 ) ; " L i f e l i k e a 

f o u n t a i n he sees l e a p - o u t s i d e " ( 1 . 1 5 ) . The images are l i n k e d 

by t h e i r p e r t i n e n c e t o "he" (1.12) and t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e t o 

the p o e t . Poignancy i s i n t r o d u c e d by the r e v e l a t i o n o f human 

v a l u e i n a mechanical image, a poignancy e x p l o r e d i n the 

f o u r t h stanza i n terms o f a w o r l d w i t h i n c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o 

th e w o r l d w i t h o u t : 

Yet, i n t h a t head t h e r e t w i s t s t h e r o a r i n g c l o u d 
And c o i l s , as i n a s h e l l , t h e r o a r i n g wave. 
The damp leaves whisper; bending t o the r a i n 
The A p r i l r i s e s i n him, chokes h i s lungs 
And c l i m b s t he t o r t u r i n g s t a i r w a y s of h i s b r a i n . 

(11.16-20). 

The i n t e r w e a v i n g o f n a t u r a l imagery, l i n k e d t o i n s p i r a t i o n 

( 1 1 .16-20), w i t h mechanical imagery, l i n k e d t o changes 

wrought i n the e x t e r n a l w o r l d (11.11-13), l o o k s f o r w a r d t o 

such poems as "The Express". The gr o w i n g p r e s s u r e o f the 

i n t e r i o r f o r c e s i s conveyed by the r e f e r e n c e t o s p r i n g and 

the d e t a i l s which seem t o p r e l u d e a storm, w h i l e t h e i r 

g r o w ing p a i n i s conveyed i n t h e words "chokes" and 

" t o r t u r i n g " (11.19 and 2 0 ) . The p a i n and p r e s s u r e o f t h e 

i n t e r i o r f o r c e s i n c r e a s e u n t i l t h e y s p i l l over i n t o the 

e x t e r n a l w o r l d : 
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Then the drums move away, the d i s t a n c e shows; 
Now cloudy peaks are bared; t he m y s t i c One 
Horizons haze, as the b l u e incense heaven. 
Peace, peace...Then s p l i t t i n g s k u l l and dream, t h e r e 

comes, 
B l o t t i n g out l i g h t s , t h e t r u m p e t e r , t he Sun. 

(11.21-25). 

Images and ideas are here p i l e d on one ano t h e r , c r e a t i n g a 

sense of s i g n i f i c a n c e so i n t e n s e t h a t language begins t o 

f r a c t u r e and fragment: 

the m y s t i c One 
Horizons haze, as the b l u e incense heaven. 

(11.22-23). 

T h i s f r a g m e n t a t i o n p o w e r f u l l y conveys the f o r c e o f the 

emotion w h i l e o b s c u r i n g t he s p e c i f i c n a t u r e of the moment. 

The poem does n o t so much speak w i t h a v o i c e " t h a t i s n o t 

the poet's own, one possessed of a f e l i c i t o u s n e s s unknown t o 

the waking man" 1 0 , as G e o f f r e y T h u r l e y c l a i m s , as speak 

w i t h t h e poet's v o i c e charged w i t h i n t e n s e s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

The r e p e t i t i o n o f "peace" (1.24) rounds o f f t he g e n t l e , 

almost m e l o d i c , p r e c e d i n g l i n e s (11.21-23), c o u n t e r p o i n t i n g 

the a b r u p t i n t e r r u p t i o n of "Then s p l i t t i n g s k u l l and dream" 

(1.24) and the r e v e l a t i o n o f the poem's c o n c l u s i o n . 

I n s p i r a t i o n and p r o d u c t are u n i t e d i n the " s p l i t t i n g " o f 

" s k u l l and dream" ( 1 . 2 4 ) , i n the overpowering f o r c e of " t h e 

t r u m p e t e r , the Sun" ( 1 . 2 5 ) . The c r e a t i v e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n and 

m y s t i c a l r e v e l a t i o n of these i n t e r i o r f o r c e s becoming 

e x t e r n a l , f o r c e s s p r i n g i n g from w i t h i n and u n i t i n g b o t h 

i n n e r and o u t e r w o r l d s , are c a p t u r e d i n words which might 

d e s c r i b e a p i e c e o f music. 
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Experience i s t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o a r t , and t h i s a c t u n i t e s b o t h 

Spender and Beethoven t h r o u g h t h e f a c t of the poem. As 

T h u r l e y n o t e s , t he poem a l l o w s Spender t o " e x p l o r e t he 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of the s p i r i t u a l a s p i r a t i o n t h r o u g h t he a c t u a l 

achievement of Beethoven-the t r a n s i t i o n from Scherzo t o 

F i n a l e o f the F i f t h Symphony i n t h i s case" 1 X ; i t a l s o 

g r a n t s Spender the o p p o r t u n i t y i n d i r e c t l y t o address h i m s e l f 

t o i s s u e s of s e l f w i t h o u t l o s i n g h i s p e r s p e c t i v e or our 

i n t e r e s t t h r o u g h an o v e r b e a r i n g s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

The p e n u l t i m a t e poem i n Twenty Poems. "That g i r l who laughed 

and had b l a c k eyes" ( l i n e one), serves t o b r i d g e the gap 

between Spender's i n t r o s p e c t i o n and h i s concern w i t h 

p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . The po e t ' s memory of a g i r l who i s 

now dead ( 1 . 5 ) b o t h g r a n t s a p u r e l y p e r s o n a l and i n t e r n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e t o the g i r l and s t r e s s e s t h e importance o f the 

r o o t o f t h a t memory i n the e x t e r n a l and p u b l i c w o r l d . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , t he poem's c l o s i n g l i n e s a s s e r t a d i a l e c t i c a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , r a t h e r than the mutual e x c l u s i v e n e s s i m p l i e d 

i n poems l i k e " ' I ' can never be g r e a t man" and "At t h e Edge 

of Being": a d i a l e c t i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between i n t e r n a l and 

e x t e r n a l w o r l d s . 

The f i r s t s tanza e x p l o r e s t he a b i l i t y of memory seemingly t o 

d e f y d e a t h : 
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That g i r l who laughed and had b l a c k eyes 
Spoke here t e n days ago. She s m i l e s 
S t i l l i n my t h o u g h t s ; the l i p s t i l l promises 
The body l i v e s , and the q u i c k eye b e g u i l e s . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The memory of the g i r l i s s t i l l v i v i d even though she i s 

dead ( 1 . 5 ) , and t h a t memory o v e r - r u n s and u n d e r p i n s the 

p r e s e n t scene w i t h tender y e t p o t e n t a s s o c i a t i o n s : 

A l t h o u g h d e a t h p l a y s i t s t r i c k s , and the e a r t h ' s c r u s t 
Swallows her up i n the enormous tomb, 

I meet her every t u r n ; t he m u f f l e d p a r t 
The s t i l l e d applause, t h e pageant t o a p p a l , 
S t a r t l e her shade t o take b i r t h i n my h e a r t : 
I see her d a n c i n g t h r o u g h t h e s o l i d w a l l ! 

(11.11-16). 

The s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d d e l i g h t of l i n e s i x t e e n , emphasised by 

the e x c l a m a t i o n mark, g r a n t s t h e poet a p o i g n a n t , even 

d i s a r m i n g , charm. The p o e t , and the reader w i t h him, are 

caught up i n the i n s i s t e n t y e t l o v e l y h a u n t i n g . The 

r e f e r e n c e s t o " p a r t " , " s t i l l e d applause" and "pageant" 

(11.13-14) e s t a b l i s h a sense of the t h e a t r i c a l which l o o k s 

back t o when she "Spoke here t e n days ago" ( 1 . 2 ) . The "here" 

i s now "my h e a r t " ( 1 . 2 ) whereas e a r l i e r i t was, presumably, 

"th e room" ( 1 . 1 0 ) . When the poet meets "her every t u r n " 

(1.13) he i s meeting her a t h i s every movement, se e i n g her 

every movement and s e e i n g her every performance. The r e a d e r , 

however, o n l y sees the poet's s t a r t l e d r e a c t i o n r a t h e r than 

her s t a r t l e d shade ( 1 . 1 5 ) . The memory of the g i r l i s 

i n s p i r e d by e x t e r n a l f a c t s which i t then t r a n s f o r m s : 
She l i v e s beneath our common o b j e c t s , d u s t 
And c h a i r s , and her few poems about the room. 

(11 . 9 - 1 0 ) . 
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The r e g u l a r rhythm and rhyme c r e a t e a l i g h t y e t e m o t i o n a l l y 

s t r o n g t o n e , which, t o g e t h e r w i t h the ingenuous d e s c r i p t i o n , 

b o t h disarms and engages the reader. The f i r s t l i n e , "That 

g i r l who laughed and had b l a c k eyes", i s p o t e n t i a l l l y 

absurd. The g i r l , i t might seem, has b a d l y b r u i s e d eyes y e t 

can s t i l l , somehow, laugh. But t h e l i n e comes across n o t as 

absurd b u t charged w i t h p o w e r f u l f e e l i n g s , an i m p r e s s i o n 

c o n f i r m e d , even s t r e n g t h e n e d , by the r e s t of the poem. 

T h i s poem i s s i m i l a r t o "Not t o you I si g h e d " ( l i n e one) i n 

i t s e x p l o r a t i o n of memory, and i t s p r e s e n t a t i o n of t h a t 

e x p l o r a t i o n . A l t h o u g h i t i s the p e n u l t i m a t e poem, "That g i r l 

who laughed and had b l a c k eyes" ( l i n e one) seems b o t h t o 

p r e f i g u r e and u n d e r l i n e t he concerns and tone of "The 

'Marston' Poems" which occur e a r l i e r i n the c o l l e c t i o n . 

Marston f i g u r e s i n "The 'Marston' Poems" b o t h as an aspect 

of Spender's consciousness, n o t a b l y i n "The Dust Made 

F l e s h " , and as a r e a l person. Spender's r e l a t i o n s h i p a t 

Oxford w i t h "an undergraduate, whom i n s e v e r a l poems I 

c a l l e d Marston" 1 2 was immensely s i g n i f i c a n t though a l s o 

immature and o f t e n one-sided. I n h i s a u t o b i o g r a p h y World 

W i t h i n World Spender d e s c r i b e s a t some l e n g t h the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of Marston t o him: 

He was n o t t a l e n t e d or i n t e l l e c t u a l or even s t r i k i n g l y 
i n t e l l i g e n t . What was e x t r a o r d i n a r y about him was the 
p u r i t y o f h i s o r d i n a r i n e s s . I n the Oxford w o r l d , where 
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even a t h l e t i c i s m had t o a g r e a t e x t e n t become 
s e l f - c o n s c i o u s , here was a person who q u i t e s i m p l y was 
what he was, u n a f f e c t e d l y p u r s u i n g h i s i n t e r e s t s i n 
games and f l y i n g . . . H e was l i k e someone i s l a n d e d w i t h i n 
q u a l i t i e s supposedly common t o many people but which 
w i t h him had a c q u i r e d such a p u r i t y t h a t t h e y a c t u a l l y 
i s o l a t e d him from everyday l i f e . 1 3 

A l t h o u g h , as Spender a d m i t s , "Marston was someone w i t h whom 

I had few i n t e r e s t s i n common" 1 4 , he p r o v i d e d a c o n t r a s t 

and a c o r o l l a r y t o Spender's sense of s e l f i n terms of t h a t 

o r d i n a r i n e s s : 

...my " e x t r a o r d i n a r i n e s s " , i f I had i t , d i d n ot l i e i n 
my b e i n g e x c e p t i o n a l l y c l e v e r or even g i f t e d . I t l a y i n 
a s t r o n g grasp o f my uniqueness i n time and space, i n 
my s i m p l i c i t y . I was aware t h a t I was d i f f e r e n t from 
everyone e l s e i n the same sense i n which everyone i s 
d i f f e r e n t from everyone e l s e . 1 5 

Moreover, Marston was a p o e t i c source and model; Spender 

notes t h a t " t h e r e was a k i n d o f innocence and i n t e g r i t y i n 

him which was p r e s e n t a l s o i n my p o e t r y " i e . His 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Marston helped Spender focus upon and 

d i s c u s s a s e r i e s o f i s s u e s , i n c l u d i n g h e r o - w o r s h i p , l o v e , 

" i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of my own aims w i t h those of another man" 
1 7 , homoeroticism and f r i e n d s h i p , t o g e t h e r w i t h the 

o p p o r t u n i t y t o c h a l l e n g e h i s p o e t i c t e c h n i q u e w i t h l u c i d and 

f o r t h r i g h t emotions: 

My poems were a l l a t t e m p t s t o r e c o r d , as t r u t h f u l l y as 
I c o u l d , e x p e r i e n c e s which, w i t h i n r e a l i t y , seemed t o 
be p o e t r y . 1 8 

However, i n the l i g h t of the u n q u e s t i o n i n g g l o r i f i c a t i o n i n 

many of "The 'Marston' Poems", one doubts t he t r u t h o f 

Spender's a s s e r t i o n t h a t : 
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I f r e q u e n t l y abandoned lo v e poems because I f e l t t h a t 
perhaps a f t e r a l l I was e x a g g e r a t i n g and not s t a t i n g 
the t r u t h about my f e e l i n g s , i a 

The r e a l i t y of Marston becomes confused or a l l i e d i n many of 

"The 'Marston' Poems" w i t h awesome and g o d l i k e f i g u r e s who 

bear l i t t l e resemblance t o a remarkably o r d i n a r y Oxford 

undergraduate. 

The s u b j e c t of "Discovered i n Mid-ocean" i s i d e n t i f i e d as 

Marston s i n c e t h i s poem i s the f i r s t i n the s e r i e s headed 

"The "Marston' Poems" ( t h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n i s not apparent 

i n l a t e r appearances of the poem): 

He w i l l watch the hawk w i t h an i n d i f f e r e n t eye 
Or p i t i f u l l y ; 

Nor on those eagles t h a t so f e a r e d him, now 
W i l l s t r a i n h i s brow; 

Weapons men use, s t o n e , s l i n g , and strong-thewed bow 
He w i l l n o t know. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 6 ) . 

The "he" a l s o combines ideas of the p o e t , a b i r d , an 

a e r o p l a n e , an airman, and the Icarus-Daedalus myth. Even i n 

Twenty Poems, t h e n , the "he" i s g e n e r a l i z e d i n t o an 

a r c h e t y p a l h e r o i c f i g u r e from t h e p a s t . Spender's a d m i r a t i o n 

f o r the "he" i s o n l y s u p e r f i c i a l l y f i x e d on an i n d i v i d u a l ; 

more d e e p l y i t i s r o o t e d i n what t h a t i n d i v i d u a l s i g n i f i e s 

t o Spender: 

T h i s a r i s t o c r a t , superb of a l l i n s t i n c t , 
W ith d e a t h c l o s e l i n k e d 

Had paced the enormous c l o u d , almost had won 
War on t h e sun; 

T i l l now, l i k e I c a r u s mid-ocean drowned, 
Hands, wings, are found... 

( 1 1 . 7 - 1 2 ) . 
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I n h i s f l i g h t and f a l l t h i s " a r i s t o c r a t " e i t h e r d eigns n o t 

t o " s t r a i n h i s brow" ( 1 . 4 ) or watches w i t h "an i n d i f f e r e n t 

eye/ Or p i t i f u l l y " ( 11.1 and 2 ) . The word " p i t i f u l l y " ( 1 . 2 ) 

suggests b o t h the p i t y "he" l o o k s w i t h and, more 

i m p o r t a n t l y , the p i t y "he" w i l l be regarded w i t h . The 

" a r i s t o c r a t " ( 1 . 7 ) i s b o t h p i t y i n g and p i t i e d , h e r o i c y e t a 

f a i l u r e . I n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h t he word " i n d i f f e r e n t " t h e 

a r i s t o c r a t ' s p i t y i s i n i t i a l l y d i r e c t e d a t "the hawk", 

"those eagles" and "men"; those who have not attempted what 

he has. T h i s i s o l a t e s and a b s t r a c t s him from h i s p l i g h t and 

g r a n t s him heroism r a t h e r than f o l l y i n a t t e m p t i n g "War on 

the sun". However, the i n j u r i e s recorded i n t h e l a s t l i n e , 

t o g e t h e r w i t h the immediacy of "now" (1.11) and the f u t u r i t y 

of " w i l l " (11.1,4 and 6 ) , suggests t h a t the poem d e s c r i b e s 

someone e i t h e r dead or c l o s e t o de a t h ; someone whose p i t y i s 

t u r n e d inward t h r o u g h the r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t t h e dangers and 

r i s k s o f p a c i n g "the enormous c l o u d " ( 1 . 9 ) and the p r o x i m i t y 

of success (11.9 and 10) have f i n a l l y come t o n o t h i n g . 

I t i s c e r t a i n l y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f Spender t h a t t he poem 

d e a l s w i t h f a i l u r e . The a u x i l i a r y " w i l l " (11.1,4 and 6) 

conveys not o n l y a d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o "watch w i t h an 

i n d i f f e r e n t eye/ Or p i t i f u l l y " ( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) , but t h e sense t h a t 

t h i s a c t i o n i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f the " a r i s t o c r a t " ( 1 . 7 ) 

though r o o t e d i n the poet's o b s e r v a t i o n of him. Furthermore, 

the v o l i t i o n i m p l i c i t i n the word " w i l l " (11.1,4 and 6 ) , 
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t o g e t h e r w i t h t he c o n f i d e n t , a s s e r t i v e t o n e , suggests t h a t 

Spender understands and sympathises w i t h the s i t u a t i o n o f 

t h i s " a r i s t o c r a t " ( 1 . 7 ) . Indeed, one c o u l d see the h e r o i c 

"he" as Spender's a l t e r - e g o , the mythic b u t t r a g i c hero whom 

Spender can never be and y e t who he yearns t o be. 

Ideas o f the h e r o i c and of f a i l u r e c o l o u r the r e m a i n i n g 

poems i n "The 'Marston' Poems", which o u t l i n e moments i n a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , e i t h e r d e s c r i b i n g emotions of sadness and l o s s 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h f a i l e d l o v e or an e c s t a t i c j o y i n t h e 

company of a r e g a l and g o d - l i k e man. 

"His F i g u r e Passes" i s a seven l i n e l y r i c which, l i k e "At 

the Edge of Being", i s concerned w i t h a love which e x i s t s i n 

i s o l a t i o n from t h a t which i t l o v e s ; b u t here t h e emotion i s 

framed n o t by p s y c h o l o g i c a l n o t i o n s b u t by a c r e d i b l e 

s i t u a t i o n which g i v e s t h e poem g r e a t e r immediacy and 

i n t e n s i t y : 

His f i g u r e passes, and I confess 
No suddenness of p a i n , b u t an o l d p a i n 
More c o n s t a n t i n the h e a r t t h a t h e a r t l i v e s by 
Again r e v i v e d : 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The poet's emotions f l o w from t h e i n i t i a l o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t 

"His f i g u r e passes" ( 1 . 1 ) , s w i f t l y moving from c o n c r e t e 

c i r c u m s t a n c e t o the poet's i n n e r w o r l d . The word "confess" 

( 1 . 1 ) r e v e a l s t he poem t o be a c o n f e s s i o n , w h i l e t h e 

i n t i m a t e tone n o t o n l y conveys a sense of the poet's 
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s e l f - a b s o r p t i o n b u t makes the reader a v i r t u a l eavesdropper. 

The p l a i n s t a t e m e n t of s i t u a t i o n i s v i t a l i z e d by an a l l u s i o n 

t o martyrdom and v i v i d n a t u r a l imagery: 

as though from happiness, 
Freshness of mind and the c l o u d - b r e a t h i n g sky, 
A l l happiness r o l l e d away - again r e v e a l e d 
That sore and f l a m i n g wheel I must l i v e by. 

(11.4-7) . 

The f i n a l image broadens out the p e r s o n a l i n t o t he g e n e r a l , 

w i t h the " I " ( 1 1 . 1 and 7) becoming b o t h i n d i v i d u a l and 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e . H i s s u f f e r i n g f i n d s meaning i n the wider 

c o n t e x t of martyrdom. A l t h o u g h t h e " f l a m i n g wheel" ( 1 . 7 ) i s 

p r e d i c t e d by the words " r o l l e d " and "confess" (11.6 and 1 ) , 

i t appears as an a b r u p t c o n c l u s i o n . T h i s sense of abruptness 

c o u n t e r p o i n t s the e a r l i e r c o n f e s s i o n of "No suddenness of 

p a i n , b ut an o l d p a i n " ( 1 . 2 ) , b u t s t r i k i n g l y c o n f i r m s the 

agony of t h a t " o l d p a i n " r e v i v e d ( 1 1 . 2 - 3 ) . 

"Not t o you I s i g h e d " ( l i n e one) a l s o d e s c r i b e s emotions of 

sadness and l o s s , though here the language i s more v i g o r o u s . 

The r u r a l s e t t i n g of the f i r s t s t a n z a i s i n c o n t r a s t t o the 

urban scene of s t a n z a two. I t p r e s e n t s a l a c k of 

communication between an " I " and a "you" i n c o n t r a s t t o 

t h e i r p h y s i c a l p r o x i m i t y and shared a c t i v i t y ( 1 . 2 ) . The 

f e e l i n g s of the " I " , and perhaps a l s o of the "you", are 

unfocused and vague but n e v e r t h e l e s s reach out f o r 

communion, a l t h o u g h they t e n t a t i v e l y c o n j o i n o n l y w i t h the 

h i l l s : 
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Not t o you I s i g h e d . No, not a word. 
We climbed t o g e t h e r . Any f e e l i n g was 
Formed w i t h the h i l l s . I t was l i k e t r e e s ' unheard 
And monumental s i g n of c o u n t r y peace. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The second st a n z a p r e s e n t s t h e consequences of t h a t l a c k of 

communication. A l t h o u g h t he emotion i s now f o r t h r i g h t and 

p r e c i s e i t i s d i r e c t e d inwards, e x i s t s as a t e n s i o n between 

d e s c r i b e d p h y s i c a l t h i n g s drawn i n t o t h e poet's mind: 

Oh empty w a l l s , book-carcasses, b l a n k c h a i r s 
A l l s p l i n t e r e d i n my head and c r i e d f o r you. 

(11.7-8) . 

E x t e r n a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s are i n t e r n a l i s e d ; s o l i d o b j e c t s are 

t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o emblems of emotion and t h o u g h t . The 

e x t e r n a l here corresponds t o t h e i n t e r n a l , one e s p e c i a l l y 

n otes t he pun "book-carcasses" ( 1 . 7 ) , and the matching o f 

the rhythm t o the d e s c r i b e d p h y s i c a l a c t i o n : 

But n e x t day s t u m b l i n g , p a n t i n g up dark s t a i r s , 
Rushing i n room and door f l u n g wide, I knew. 

( 1 1 . 5 - 6 ) . 

The r e g u l a r i t y of the rhythm and the use of the past tense 

and such words as "monumental" and "peace" ( 1 . 4 ) i n t h e 

f i r s t s t anza h e l p t o c r e a t e an i m p r e s s i o n of solemn c o n t e n t , 

whereas i n t h e second stanza t he u r g e n t rhythm and use of 

p a r t i c i p l e s and the p r e s e n t tense h e l p t o c r e a t e an 

i m p r e s s i o n of immediate and a c t i v e d i s c o n t e n t . The movement 

between stanzas n o t o n l y d e s c r i b e s t h e change i n the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the "you" and " I " b u t a l s o t he po e t ' s 

awareness of i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e , which t r a n s f o r m s an i n a b i l i t y 

t o communicate i n t o a poem which can. 
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The d u a l i t y i n the poem's s t r u c t u r e p a r a l l e l s the d i v i s i o n 

between the i n n e r and e x t e r n a l w o r l d s which frames the 

poem's emotion and t h o u g h t . The i n t e r n a l i s a t i o n of p h y s i c a l 

o b j e c t s suggests t h e poet's need t o enclose and absorb 

r a t h e r t h a n , as i s i m p l i e d by the word "Formed" i n l i n e 

t h r e e , t o merge w i t h or d o v e t a i l i n t o t he e x t e r n a l w o r l d . 

By the end, the e x t e r n a l w o r l d i s seen as b e i n g g i v e n r a t h e r 

than i n t r i n s i c a l l y p o ssessing s i g n i f i c a n c e , as h a v i n g v a l u e 

o n l y as i t i s symbolic of the poet's consciousness: 

Oh empty w a l l s , book-carcasses, b l a n k c h a i r s 
A l l s p l i n t e r e d i n my head and c r i e d f o r you. 

(11.7-8) . 

The i n t r o v e r s i o n of the poet has c r e a t e d the c o n d i t i o n s f o r 

a l a c k of communication, has f o r c e d the d i s s o c i a t i o n of t h e 

i n n e r w o r l d from the e x t e r n a l . 

The "you" i n "Not t o you I s i g h e d " ( l i n e one) i s b r i e f l y 

g l impsed and unnamed, whereas i n o t h e r p e r s o n a l l y r i c s such 

as "Constant A p r i l " t h e "you" i s i d e n t i f i e d as Marston. The 

naming of the l o v e d seems t o a l l o w Spender n o t o n l y t o be 

e n t h u s i a s t i c b u t a l s o unguarded. The g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f 

Marston i n "Constant A p r i l " i s an e x t e n s i o n of s e n t i m e n t s 

expressed i n "Hearing from i t s cage" ( l i n e one) and " L y i n g 

awake a t n i g h t " ( l i n e one). Indeed, the f i r s t l i n e , "You 

t h a t were c o n s t a n t A p r i l " , p i c k s up on two l i n e s from 

"Hearing from i t s cage": 
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For he was c o n s t a n t A p r i l 
A l l times and everywhere; 

("Hearing from i t s cage",11.5-6). 

"Constant A p r i l " r e c o r d s t he poet's f e e l i n g s when h i s 

beloved r e c e i v e d him f o r f i v e days ( 1 . 2 ) ; these f e e l i n g s 

are c e n t r e d on a c e l e b r a t i o n of the "you" couched i n r i c h 

n a t u r a l imagery and v i v i d language. The l y r i c i s m i s enhanced 

and i n t e n s i f i e d by the t i g h t rhyme s t r u c t u r e and c o n t r o l l e d 

rhythm. The second s t a n z a goes on t o d e s c r i b e an abundant 

happiness: 

And, when you laughed, your l a u g h t e r 
Was l i k e the b r i g h t cascade 
The sun sheds on a c l o u d , 

W i t h i t s f a i n t shadow a f t e r . 
( 1 1 . 5 - 8 ) . 

However, t h i s v i s i o n i s marred by the mention of the " f a i n t 

shadow a f t e r " ( 1 . 8 ) which h i n t s a t an awareness of the 

s h o r t n e s s of t i m e , an awareness r e i n f o r c e d by t h e r e p e t i t i o n 

o f " f i v e " i n the f i r s t s t a n z a . The t h i r d s tanza n e a t l y 

i n t r o d u c e s a l i g h t - h e a r t e d d e p r e s s i o n i n g e n t l e c o n t r a s t t o 

th e opening mood: 

And, i f you frowned, your f r o w n i n g 
Was k n i t as l i g h t as these 
S l i g h t showers, t h a t shake the t r e e s 

And gleam across the morning. 
( 1 1 . 9 - 1 2 ) . 

The poet's d e l i g h t i n the "you" i s over-shadowed by the 

one-sidedness of the r e l a t i o n s h i p t y p i c a l of many o f 

Spender's e a r l y l o v e l y r i c s . The mention of " f i v e days" 

( 1 . 2 ) and the c l o s i n g r e f e r e n c e t o "morning" (1.12) c r e a t e s 

a sense of l i m i t e d t i m e , r e i n f o r c i n g t h e ominous 
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overshadowing of the poet's d e l i g h t by h i s a d o r a t i o n ' s 

charming simple-mindedness and t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p ' s i m p l i c i t 

one-sidedness. The end of the poem, perhaps r e m i n i s c e n t of 

the " f a i n t shadow a f t e r " ( 1 . 8 ) , m i r r o r s the expected end of 

the f i v e day v i s i t and the r e l a t i o n s h i p . The warm, 

c e l e b r a t o r y tone i s p i e r c e d w i t h an unhappy u n c e r t a i n t y i n 

the same way t h a t t h e poem i s a " b r i g h t cascade" ( 1 . 6 ) shed 

by the poet's lo v e y e t a l s o a memento. 

The awareness of l i m i t e d t i m e , and thus a l s o by i m p l i c a t i o n 

t he i n e v i t a b l e end of the r e l a t i o n s h i p , h i n t e d a t i n 

"Constant A p r i l " , i s r e a l i z e d i n the l y r i c a l sonnet "Saying 

'Good morning' becomes p a i n f u l " ( l i n e one). I n t h i s poem the 

words n o t o n l y express i n t e n s e f e e l i n g b u t a l s o emphasise 

th e importance or uselessness of words w i t h i n t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p : 

Saying 'Good morning' becomes p a i n f u l 
And t a l k i n g a t meals, s i n c e s l i g h t words 
F a l l cumbrously about our f e e t , l i k e swords. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) . 

The clumsy a d d i t i o n o f the metaphor " l i k e swords" t o l i n e 

t h r e e p o i n t s up the awkward rhyming of "words" w i t h "swords" 

(11.2 and 3 ) , w h i l e the appending of "And t a l k i n g a t meals" 

( 1 . 2 ) t o "Saying 'Good morning'" ( 1 . 1 ) n o t o n l y i s g r a c e l e s s 

but d e t r a c t s from t he s i m p l i c i t y of the opening l i n e . The 

poem uses words "cumbruously" ( 1 . 3 ) , conveying a s t u m b l i n g , 

even crabbed, eloquence. Such s l i g h t words as "'Good 

morning'" ( 1 . 1 ) do n o t express emotion b u t o n l y s o c i a l 
99 



p l e a s a n t r y , i n c o n t r a s t t o words used v i b r a n t l y and 

v i g o r o u s l y as p a r t of a r e l a t i o n s h i p : 

Hours we've braved out t o g e t h e r t h r o u g h a l u l l 
And then word f o r word we've fac e d t h e storm; 
At such times I have made c o n v e r s a t i o n , 
Speaking across t a b l e s , a form o f p r o c e s s i o n 
L i k e t a k i n g your w r i s t s and f e e l i n g your l i p s warm. 

( 1 1 . 4 - 8 ) . 
The " s l i g h t words" ( 1 . 2 ) i g n o r e emotion whereas "Speaking" 

(1. 7 ) i s a form o f making l o v e , o f answering d e s i r e . 

Moreover, t h e poem modulates e f f e c t i v e l y between the two. I t 

i s r i c h and p o e t i c when d e s c r i b i n g a c t u a l , even t a c t i l e , 

c o n t a c t , b u t awkward, s l i g h t and p r o s a i c when r e p o r t i n g 

" s l i g h t words" ( 1 . 2 ) : 

L i k e t a k i n g your w r i s t s and f e e l i n g your l i p s warm. 

But chance 'Good mornings', s e e i n g you i n the s t r e e t , 
T a l k i n g a t the door, or when each s t a r t s 
Looks eye t o eye and then breaks eyes away, 
I s more than I can s t a n d . 

(11.8-12) . 

However, the poem concludes w i t h the idea t h a t i f words 

cannot communicate emotion, t h e y c e r t a i n l y s hould n o t 

express p o l i t e i r r e l e v a n c i e s : 

We should n o t meet 
So l i g h t l y . L e t us break our h e a r t s 
Not c a s u a l l y , but on a s t a t e d day. 

( 11.12-14). 

The poem c l o s e s by t e n d e r l y y e t s e r i o u s l y p r o p o s i n g an end 

t o t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p . Moreover, the " s t a t e d day" (1.14) w i l l 

presumably be marked by "Speaking" ( 1 . 7 ) : t h a t which 

c h a r a c t e r i s e d t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p a t i t s most i n t i m a t e w i l l 

presumably a l s o mark i t s end. "Saying 'Good morning' becomes 
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p a i n f u l " i s modelled on the P e t r a r c h a n sonnet form: the 

c o n s t r i c t i o n s imposed by t h i s form, t o g e t h e r w i t h a f i n e 

c o n t r o l of words, f o r c i b l y m i r r o r the f r u s t r a t i o n and need 

f o r r e s o l u t i o n of the p o e t . 

I t seems s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t t h e l a s t o f "The 'Marston' Poems", 

"The P o r t " , does not o u t l i n e a moment i n an o f t e n one-sided 

r e l a t i o n s h i p or express hero-worship or o v e r f l o w i n g l o v e , 

b u t develops a p i c t u r e of a townscape. One c o u l d see "The 

P o r t " as i n d i c a t i v e of the poet's mind a f t e r t h e c o l l a p s e of 

t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o u t l i n e d i n "Saying "Good morning' becomes 

p a i n f u l " , and, as Weatherhead has n o t e d , "perhaps the 

s i n i s t e r imagery of graves, caves, skewed f a c e s , l i g h t n i n g , 

and so on are an o b j e c t i v e e q u i v a l e n t f o r the poet's 

f e e l i n g s of f r u s t r a t i o n and g r i e f " 2 ° . However, a copy of 

the t w e l f t h poem, "The P o r t " , h e l d i n the Plomer C o l l e c t i o n 

(Palace Green L i b r a r y , Durham) has a h a n d - w r i t t e n emendation 

by Spender which p l a c e s the t i t l e "Other Poems" above t h i s 

poem r a t h e r than above the subsequent one. A l t h o u g h t h e 

poem's r e l a t i o n t o Spender's r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Marston i s 

u n c l e a r , i t s b r o a d e n i n g out from the i m m e d i a t e l y p e r s o n a l t o 

encompass p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l issues i s apparent. The 

opening l i n e s i n t r o d u c e ideas of d e s p a i r , b e i n g l o s t , and 

s i n i s t e r b u t a l l u r i n g danger: 

H o p e l e s s l y wound round w i t h the cords of s t r e e t 
Men wander down t h e i r l i n e s of l e v e l g r aves. 
Sometimes t h e maze knots i n t o f l a m i n g caves 
Where m a g i c - l a n t e r n faces skew f o r g r e e t i n g . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 
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The use of such words as "cords", " l i n e s " , k n o t s " and 

"skew", t o g e t h e r w i t h the t i g h t rhyming of "wound" and 

"round" i n the opening image, conveys a sense of harsh and 

rough imprisonment. The poem s l o w l y moves from a g e n e r a l 

overview t o s p e c i f i c d e t a i l s of the l i f e on t h e s t r e e t s . The 

images and i n s t a n c e s are u g l y and u n p l e a s a n t : 

Smile dawns w i t h a harsh l i g h t n i n g , t h e r e ' s no 
speaking, 

And f a r from l a p p i n g l a u g h t e r , a l l ' s parched and hard. 
Here the p a l e l i l y boys f l a u n t t h e i r b r i g h t l i p s , 
Such p r e t t y cups f o r money, and o l d e r whores 
S k u t t l e r a t - t o o t h e d i n t o t h e dark o u t d o o r s . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 9 ) . 

Passion i s not here a t h i n g o f c l e a n emotions or s t u t t e r i n g 

e x p r e s s i o n , b u t a q u e s t i o n of p r o s t i t u t i o n (11.8 and 9 ) . The 

" I " of t h e poem i s d i s i l l u s i o n e d and d i s h e a r t e n e d , and 

condemns what he sees. He i s s y m p a t h e t i c towards " l a p p i n g 

l a u g h t e r " ( 1 . 6 ) and "speaking" ( 1 . 5 ) - a word which r e c a l l s 

"Saying 'Good morning' becomes p a i n f u l " ( l i n e one) - but 

h o r r i f i e d by t h e "parched and hard" ( 1 . 6 ) , t h e g a u d i l y 

p a i n t e d ( 1 . 7 ) , the u g l y " o l d e r whores" ( 1 . 8 ) . A p o s s i b i l i t y 

of sympathy appears i n the s m i l e ( 1 . 5 ) , whose n a t u r e 

a s s o c i a t i o n s combine tenderness w i t h a v i o l e n t urgency. 

However, the s m i l e i s i s o l a t e d and overshadowed by the 

imperviousness of the phrase " t h e r e ' s no speaking" ( 1 . 5 ) . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , w i t h o u t l a u g h t e r the mouth t h a t s m i l e s remains 

"parched and hard" ( 1 . 6 ) , and i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e 

i n v i t i n g but u n c a r i n g " b r i g h t l i p s " of the "pale l i l y boys" 

( 1 . 7 ) . I n the second stanza t h i s d e t a i l e d b u t d i s i l l u s i o n e d 
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v i s i o n , which i s focused by t h e image of a mouth, i s 

q u a l i f i e d and framed by what surrounds the p o r t : 

Northwards t h e sea e x e r t s h i s huge mandate. 
His g u a r d i a n s , candles s t a n d , the f u r n a c e beam, 
B l i n k i n g pharus, and r i n g i n g from the y a r d s . 

(11.10-12). 

The sea, which seems i n the word "mandate" t o be 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of a g r e a t e r power, i s l i n k e d w i t h l a u g h t e r 

t h r o u g h the word " l a p p i n g " ( 1 . 6 ) and i s seen as immensely 

p o t e n t i n t h e phrase " e x e r t s h i s huge mandate" ( 1 . 1 0 ) . The 

v a s t power of the sea, whose " g u a r d i a n s " (1.11) seem b o t h t o 

c o n t a i n and t o p r o t e c t i t from the i m p l i c i t t h r e a t of 

" r i n g i n g from the yards" ( 1 . 1 2 ) , i s balanced by an i r o n i c 

c o n t e m p l a t i o n of t h e smug and s e c r e t c o r r u p t i o n of the r e s t 

of t h e c i t y : 

I n t h e i r f a t gardens, the merchants d w e l l , Southwards. 
L i k e oak v a s t - r o o t e d i n t h e c e n t u r i e s , 
W e l l - f e d , w e l l - l i t , w e l l - s p o k e n men are t h e s e , 
W i t h bronze-faced sons, and happy i n t h e i r d a u g h t e r s . 

(11.13-16) . 

The c o l d i r o n y of the c l o s i n g l i n e s i m p l i c a t e s t h e 

" W e l l - f e d , w e l l - l i t , w e l l - s p o k e n men" (1.15) i n t h e 

c o r r u p t i o n r e p r e s e n t e d by the "pale l i l y boys" and " o l d e r 

whores" (11.7 and 8 ) . The concept of s a l v a t i o n i s a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h " l a p p i n g l a u g h t e r " ( 1 . 6 ) and the sea; but t h e sea i s 

bound by h i s "guardians" and r e p r e s e n t s an unknown a l t h o u g h 

p o t e n t f o r c e . The poet, a l t h o u g h he condemns the p o r t , i s 

n e v e r t h e l e s s h o p e l e s s l y t r a p p e d w i t h i n the "cords of 

s t r e e t " . 
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" D i f f e r e n t L i v i n g " combines Spender's i n t r o s p e c t i o n and 

concern w i t h s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l i s s u e s ; i t suggests t h a t 

the i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l w o r l d s , though n o t i d e n t i c a l , are 

analogous. The opening s t a n z a , i n a manner s u g g e s t i n g a 

s c i e n t i f i c h y p o t h e s i s r a t h e r than a p e r s o n a l c o n v i c t i o n , 

s t a t e s t h a t d i f f e r e n t l i v i n g i s a q u e s t i o n o f one's s t a t e of 

mind r a t h e r than p h y s i c a l s i t u a t i o n : 

D i f f e r e n t l i v i n g i s n ot l i v i n g i n d i f f e r e n t p l a c e s 
But c r e a t i n g i n mind map 
C r e a t i n g i n mind d e s e r t 
I s o l a t e d mountain or k i n d e r h e a l t h r e s o r t . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The q u i e t a s s e r t i v e n e s s o f the opening l i n e i s heightened by 

the abruptness of the second and t h i r d l i n e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

t he i n s i s t e n t r h y t h m i c s t r e s s , r e i n f o r c e d by t h e l a c k of 

d e f i n i t e a r t i c l e s , on the words "map" and " d e s e r t " (11.2 and 

3 ) , and broadened out by the s o f t e r rhythm and f u l l e r 

d e s c r i p t i o n s of the f o u r t h l i n e . 

P h y s i c a l l o c a t i o n s here correspond and r e l a t e t o i n t e r n a l 

s t a t e s o f b e i n g . The second s t a n z a pursues t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n 

between the i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l , which are u n i t e d and 

comprehended by a d e s i r e or w i l l t o c r e a t e (11.2 and 3 ) , 

b u t , l i k e "At the Edge of Being" and " ' I ' can never be 

g r e a t man", the poem h i n t s a t much but o f f e r s no answers. 

The p a r a l l e l between the poet who "frowned" ( 1 . 5 ) and "Ape" 

who " w i t h f u r r o w e d hand/ Grabbed a t stone" (11.7 and 8 ) , 

a l t h o u g h p o t e n t i a l l y absurd, f o r c e f u l l y suggests t h a t a l l 
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time i s s i m u l t a n e o u s , t h a t a l l a c t i o n s are a r c h e t y p a l . 

However, the l i n e " P u t t i n g a n o t c h a g a i n s t the mind's 

p r o g r e s s " ( 1 . 9 ) i m p l i e s the need t o r e c o r d one's 

development, t h e r e b y assuming a s e q u e n t i a l t i m e . The f i n a l 

l i n e - "Shaking Time, b u t w i t h no change of Place", which 

might r e f e r t o e i t h e r poet or Ape - f o r c e s t h e d i s t i n c t i o n 

between space and t i m e , w i t h space b e i n g an a b s o l u t e , a 

c o n s t a n t , a g a i n s t which time i s seen as f o r e v e r u n s t a b l e . 

These ideas are n o t n e a t l y worked o u t , but are enmeshed i n 

imagery and spoken by an i n d i v i d u a l v o i c e . The poem i s no 

neat p h i l o s o p h i c a l diagram: t h e second sta n z a does not 

a t t e m p t t o prove or d i s p r o v e the a s s e r t i v e n e a r - h y p o t h e s i s 

of the f i r s t s t a n z a , b u t e x p l o r e s the s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

" D i f f e r e n t l i v i n g " ( 1 . 1 ) t o a b r i e f l y i n t r o d u c e d b u t 

f r o w n i n g " I " ( 1 . 5 ) . The a p p a r e n t l y c o r r e s p o n d i n g s i t u a t i o n s 

of t h e " I " and "Ape" (11.5 and 6) are examples of r a t h e r 

than p r o o f s t h a t " D i f f e r e n t l i v i n g i s not l i v i n g i n 

d i f f e r e n t p l a c e s " ( 1 . 1 ) . 

I n " W r i t t e n w h i l s t w a l k i n g down the Rhine" Spender addresses 

h i m s e l f d i r e c t l y t o h i s p o s i t i o n i n h i s t o r y . He connects 

themes which had p r e o c c u p i e d h i s e x a m i n a t i o n of p e r s o n a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s - h o m o e r o t i c i s m , l o v e and f r i e n d s h i p - i n t o 

p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l i s s u e s . However, the poem u l t i m a t e l y 

seems t o d e c l a r e t h e n e c e s s i t y of keeping t h e p u b l i c and 

p r i v a t e , the i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l , s e p a r a t e and d i s t i n c t . 
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The t i t l e of the poem ( t h e t h i r t e e n t h ) , " W r i t t e n w h i l s t 

w a l k i n g down the Rhine", echoes the Romantic c o n v e n t i o n of 

l o c a t i n g an emotion w i t h i n a s p e c i f i c area or event, and 

t h e r e b y r a i s e s t he e x p e c t a t i o n of p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , an 

e x p e c t a t i o n which i s f u l f i l l e d i n the poem ( 1 . 5 ) and 

s u b s t a n t i a t e d by Spender's f i c t i o n a l i z e d b i o g r a p h y The 

Temple. The l a t e r t i t l e , " I n 1929", g e n e r a l i s e s t h i s 

p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , which i s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h a p o l i t i c a l 

meaning t h a t i n c l u d e s f r i e n d s h i p : 

A whim of t i m e , t h e g e n e r a l a r b i t e r , 
P r o c l a i m s t h e l o v e i n s t e a d of death of f r i e n d s . 
Under the domed sky and a t h l e t i c sun 
The t h r e e stand naked: t h e new, bronzed German, 
The young communist, and m y s e l f , b e i n g E n g l i s h . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 5 ) . 
I n The Temple Spender u n r a v e l s , a c c u r a t e l y and c o n c i s e l y I 

t h i n k , the t h r e a d o f t h o u g h t i n these l i n e s : 

The "whim of t i m e " i n the poem i s not r e a l l y a whim, i t 
i s human h i s t o r y , " t h e g e n e r a l a r b i t e r " , which may seem 
w h i m s i c a l , though, i n d e c i d i n g t h a t i n 1917 young 
Germans l i k e you [Joachim] and young E n g l i s h l i k e me 
[Spender] must be occupied i n k i l l i n g each o t h e r : 
whereas i n 1929, i t p e r m i t t e d us t o be f r i e n d s . Perhaps 
i n 1929 we loved each o t h e r a l l the more, because i n 
d o i n g so, we u n c o n s c i o u s l y f e l t o u r s e l v e s t o be the 
r e s u r r e c t e d b o d i e s , the f l e s h y ghosts of those k i l l e d 
i n 1917 or perhaps as th e y w i l l be k i l l e d i n 1939. 2 1 

The f i r s t two stanzas o f the poem at t e m p t t o d e f i n e a space 

f r e e from b o t h the envy and revenge of the past and the 

blood and s a c r i f i c e of the f u t u r e ; a space i n which t he 

t h r e e young men can be u n i t e d and equal i n t h e i r l o v e and 

nakedness (11.2 and 4 ) . The f i r s t two stanzas a l s o emphasise 
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the p r e c i o u s n e s s of t h i s space and i m p l y p r e s s u r e s which 

would o b l i t e r a t e i t . The poet's p o s i t i o n i s shaped by an 

u n r e s o l v e d t e n s i o n between love and d e a t h which i s c e n t r e d 

on an awareness of e n c r o a c h i n g p u b l i c events and the 

p r e c i o u s n e s s of the i n t i m a t e and p e r s o n a l . The poem weaves 

p o l i t i c a l meanings around the t h r e e f r i e n d s , who are 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i n d i v i d u a l s and y e t r e p r e s e n t a t i v e , and who 

are f l e e t i n g l y glimpsed as framed i n what Hynes has c a l l e d 

the "Myth of the [ G r e a t ] War", the "Myth of the Next War" 

and the "Myth of R e v o l u t i o n " 2 Z . The poem lo o k s back t o the 

Great War and sees two of the t h r e e t a k i n g arms a g a i n s t one 

another (presumably Spender and "the new, bronzed German" 

( 1 . 4 ) ) , then l o o k s f o r w a r d ten years t o f i n d the "young 

communist" ( 1 . 5 ) b u i l d i n g " h i s heaven" out of "our bones" 

( 1 . 1 0 ) : 

Yet t o unwind the t r a v e l l e d sphere t e n years 
Then two take arms, s p r i n g t o a g h o s t l y p o s t u r e . 
Or e l s e r o l l on the t h i n g a f u r t h e r t e n 
And the poor c l e r k w i t h w o r l d - o f f e n d e d eyes 
B u i l d s w i t h red hands h i s heaven; makes our bones 
The necessary s c a f f o l d i n g t o peace. 

(11.6-11) . 

The c o n j u n c t i o n s "Yet" and " o r " (11.6 and 8) are i n f o r m e d by 

an urgency which p o i n t s t o the poet's d e s i r e not s i m p l y t o 

e i t h e r " r o l l on" or "unwind the t r a v e l l e d sphere" (11.8 and 

6 ) , b u t m a i n l y t o escape the p r e s e n t moment. The t e n d e r 

p r e s e n t seems too p r e c i o u s t o be s u s t a i n e d , t o c o n t a i n the 

seeds of i t s d e s t r u c t i o n ( 1 1 . 9 - 1 1 ) . The p a s t and f u t u r e seem 

t o r e p r e s e n t , even possess, the s a f e t y and c e r t a i n t y which 
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t h e poet d e s i r e s . The c o l o u r of the "poor c l e r k ' s " hands 

conveys the c o l o u r of b l o o d and the communist ( r e d ) 

r e v o l u t i o n . The concept of r e v o l u t i o n and t h e s a c r i f i c e s and 

deaths i t w i l l demand are o n l y b r i e f l y mentioned. The second 

s e c t i o n of the poem, the l a s t f o u r s t a n z a s , i s a m e d i t a t i o n 

on the dead. The sentence "Our f a t h e r s k i l l e d " (1.18) 

g r a v e l y and e m p h a t i c a l l y i n c l u d e s b o t h the s l a i n f a t h e r s and 

those whom our f a t h e r s k i l l e d : 

Now I suppose t h a t the once-envious dead 
Have l e a r n t a s t r i c t p h i l o s o p h y of c l a y 
A f t e r these c e n t u r i e s , t o haunt us no l o n g e r 
I n the c h u r c h y a r d , or a t the end of the lane 
Or h o w l i n g a t the edge of the c i t y 
Beyond the l a s t bean-rows, near the new f a c t o r y . 

(11.12-17) . 

The word "Now" (1.12) r e v e a l s a solemn concern which, 

u n d e r l i n e d by the l o n g vowels and r o l l i n g rhythm, c u t s 

across and r e s t r a i n s the u r g e n t w i s h t h a t " t h e once-envious 

dead" s h a l l "haunt us no l o n g e r " (11.12 and 14). The 

c l o s i n g , b r i e f mention of "the new f a c t o r y " ( 1 . 1 7 ) , which 

l o o k s back t o the "edge of the c i t y " ( 1 . 1 6 ) , adds an 

awareness of an i n d u s t r i a l f u t u r e i n c o u n t e r p o i n t t o the 

s m a l l b u t homely " c h u r c h y a r d " , " l a n e " and "bean-rows" (11.15 

and 17). However, b o t h the churchyard and t h e f a c t o r y , the 

emblems of the p a s t and f u t u r e , are haunted. Only the 

p r e s e n t appears t o be f r e e of g h o s t s , and t h e r e b y t o be the 

l i n k between y e t d i s j o i n e d from what was and what w i l l be. 

Because t h e r e " y e t l i v e s no f e u d " (1.18) t h e r e can be "our 

b l a n k of peace" ( 1 . 2 0 ) . The poem goes on t o c o n s i d e r b r i e f l y 
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the b e l i e f s which i n f o r m these deaths; once again 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y c o n s i d e r a t i o n s are avoided: 

Our f a t h e r ' s m i s e r y , t he dead man's mercy, 
The c y n i c ' s mystery, weaves a p h i l o s o p h y -

(11.23-24). 

The r e p e t i t i o n of the "y" sound mocks the apparent 

s e r i o u s n e s s o f the l i n e s , suddenly r e s o l v i n g i n t o a c o l d and 

harsh tone i n f o r m i n g a s u r r e a l and morbid image: 

That t he h i s t o r y o f man t r a c e d p u r e l y from d u s t 
I s l i p p i n g s k u l l s on the r e v o l v i n g r i m 
Or p o s t u r e of genius w i t h t h e g r a n i t e head bowed: 

(11.25-27). 

The poem r e s o l v e s i n t o a g e o l o g i c a l image of man's 

m o r t a l i t y , an image which p i c k s up and expands t h e " s t r i c t 

p h i l o s o p h y o f c l a y " (1.13) besides e v o k i n g scenes of 

war-weary s o l d i e r s c o l l a p s i n g i n t o t h e b a t t l e f i e l d mud t o 

d i e : 

These, r i s e n a moment, j o i n e d or s e p a r a t e , 
F a l l h e a v i l y , then are always s e p a r a t e , 
A s t r a t u m unreckoned by g e o l o g i s t s , 
Sod l i f t e d , t u r n e d , slapped back again w i t h spade. 

(11.28-31) . 

I n The Temple Spender c a l l s our a t t e n t i o n t o "Strange 

Meeting" by W i l f r i d Owen as a comparison w i t h " W r i t t e n 

w h i l s t w a l k i n g down the Rhine" 2 3 . Both poems c o n s i d e r the 

f u t i l i t y , s u f f e r i n g and waste i n v o l v e d i n war, and b o t h 

poems c o n t a i n h i n t s of homoerotic l o v e . "Strange Meeting" i s 

c o n s i s t e n t l y informed by sadness, p i t y and r e s i g n a t i o n , 

whereas " W r i t t e n w h i l s t w a l k i n g down the Rhine" mentions b u t 

t h e r e a f t e r a v o i d s t he human c o s t s i m p l i e d i n the l i n e "The 

necessary s c a f f o l d i n g t o peace" ( 1 . 1 1 ) . 
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A l t h o u g h t he poem p r o c l a i m s " the love i n s t e a d o f dea t h o f 

f r i e n d s " ( 1 . 2 ) , and i m p l i c i t l y p r a i s e s the young men's 

val u e s of n a t u r a l n e s s , freedom, e q u a l i t y and f r a t e r n i t y , 

these v a l u e s are seen as the a c c i d e n t a l r e s u l t of the murder 

of t h e i r f a t h e r s , an a c c i d e n t t o be s w i f t l y c u r t a i l e d by 

r e v o l u t i o n . Furthermore, the r e v o l u t i o n appears n o t t o be a 

common p r o p e r t y or the c u l m i n a t i o n of t h e v a l u e s o f the 

young men's f r i e n d s h i p , b u t r a t h e r w i l l be b u i l t by and 

belong t o t h e communist c l e r k (11.10 and 11). The imagined 

r e v o l u t i o n i s seen as t h e murderer of the f r i e n d s h i p and i t s 

v a l u e s : 

And t he poor c l e r k w i t h w o r l d - o f f e n d e d eyes 
B u i l d s w i t h red hands h i s heaven; makes our bones 
The necessary s c a f f o l d i n g t o peace. 

(11.9- 1 1 ) . 

The p o et's sympathies are w i t h t he f l e e t i n g p r e c i o u s n e s s of 

" w a l k i n g down the Rhine" ( t i t l e ) w i t h h i s f r i e n d s , a l t h o u g h 

he concedes the n e c e s s i t y of s a c r i f i c e , i n c l u d i n g h i s own 

death, t o t h e r e v o l u t i o n (11.10 and 11). Indeed, t he poet 

a l l o w s h i s j o y i n the f r i e n d s h i p (11.2-4) t o be emasculated 

by h i s f e a r f o r the f u t u r e and t h e burden of the p a s t . 

Spender's j o y i n the freedom from the demands of feud 

(11.18-22) i s d i s c r e d i t e d and s u f f o c a t e d by t h e imagined 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f r e v o l u t i o n . Indeed, i t appears t h a t o n l y i n 

death w i l l t h e f r i e n d s be u n i t e d and r e c o n c i l e d n o t o n l y t o 

t h e i r f a t e s b u t t o the demands of t h e i r p a s t . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The p u b l i c a t i o n of Spender's f i r s t major c o l l e c t i o n , Poems. 

by Faber and Faber i n 1933 r e v e a l e d him as a s i g n i f i c a n t 

poet w i t h , as Hynes suggests, "an e s t a b l i s h e d r e p u t a t i o n and 

a d e f i n e d r o l e i n the d r a m a t i s personae o f h i s g e n e r a t i o n " 
1 . The du s t j a c k e t , p r o b a b l y w r i t t e n by E l i o t , p r o c l a i m e d 

t h a t : " I n h i s work t h e e x p e r i m e n t a l i s m o f the l a s t two 

decades i s b e g i n n i n g t o f i n d i t s r e w a r d . . . T e c h n i c a l l y these 

poems appear t o make a d e f i n i t e s t e p f o r w a r d i n E n g l i s h 

p o e t r y " 2 . M.D.Zabel t h o u g h t t h i s c o l l e c t i o n "should 

e s t a b l i s h him as a w r i t e r n o t o n l y of immediate v a l u e s b u t 

of permanent and c o n v i n c i n g t r u t h " 3 . Indeed, many of these 

poems n o t o n l y e s t a b l i s h immediate v a l u e s , t o borrow 

M.D.Zabel's phrase, b u t a l s o q u e s t i o n them i n a search f o r a 

p e r s o n a l "permanent and c o n v i n c i n g t r u t h " . H e r b e r t Read 

p r a i s e d t he volume i n these terms: 

Mr. Spender i s conscious of h i s s o c i a l h e r i t a g e of 
chaos and d e s p a i r . . . perhaps t he book's most n o t a b l e 
q u a l i t y i s i t s s o c i a l consciousness, and t h e p e r f e c t 
f u s i o n of t h i s t o o o f t e n i n t r a c t a b l e m a t e r i a l w i t h t h e 
p o e t i c i d i o m . 4 

A l t h o u g h i n t h i s volume Spender c e r t a i n l y demonstrates a 

p o t e n t " s o c i a l consciousness" and an awareness of " h i s 

s o c i a l h e r i t a g e of chaos and d e s p a i r " , i n these poems he 

r a r e l y f u ses h i s p e r s o n a l concerns w i t h t he demands of h i s 

" s o c i a l h e r i t a g e " . I n poems such as "The F u n e r a l " , "The 

Landscape near an Aerodrome" and " I n r a i l w a y h a l l s " t h e 
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s t a t e d i n t e n t i o n i s c o n t r a d i c t e d by the language; a t e n s i o n 

which g r a n t s us an o p p o r t u n i t y t o lo o k a t t h e d e c i s i o n s and 

t e n s i o n s i n f o r m i n g the poem. Many of these poems r e c o r d , as 

F r a n c i s Scarfe has observed, "a s t r u g g l e t o adapt h i s 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m t o h i s s o c i a l views" 5 . 

Poems. which c o n t a i n s many of the poems which appeared i n 

and are di s c u s s e d i n my ch a p t e r on Twenty Poems, r e p r e s e n t s 

the t o t a l i t y of Spender's work up t o 1933 which he 

c o n s i d e r e d , t o borrow a phrase from h i s f o r e w o r d f o r t h e 

f a s c i m i l e e d i t i o n of Nine Experiments, " w o r t h p r e s e r v i n g " " . 

The i n c l u s i o n o f poems from Twenty Poems helps e s t a b l i s h a 

framework of ideas i n which t o l o c a t e t he new poems. The new 

poems extend e a r l i e r concerns, c o n c e n t r a t i n g on themes of 

lo v e and f r i e n d s h i p and the p r e s s u r e of the contemporary 

p o l i t i c a l scene. Spender's awareness of p u b l i c events shapes 

h i s e x p l o r a t i o n o f p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , as he observes i n 

h i s a u t o b i o g r a p h y : "From 1931 onwards, i n common w i t h many 

o t h e r people, I f e l t hounded by e x t e r n a l events" 8 . Yet 

Spender's p o l i t i c a l v i s i o n , e i t h e r i n p r o t e s t or of a 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y u t o p i a , focuses on the i m m e d i a t e l y p e r s o n a l . 

I n 1934 Spender r e - c o n s i d e r e d the s e l e c t i o n he had made f o r 

Poems t o produce a r e v i s e d c o l l e c t i o n , a l s o e n t i t l e d Poems. 

Spender d i d not amend any of the poems from Poems (1933) f o r 

Poems ( 1 9 3 4 ) , and the sequence of poems remains l a r g e l y 
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unchanged. However, two poems were c u t : "My p a r e n t s q u a r r e l 

i n the neighbour room", the e l e v e n t h poem i n the 1933 

c o l l e c t i o n (and d i s c u s s e d i n the s e c t i o n on Oxford P o e t r y 

(1929 and 1930) and " I hear t h e c r i e s of evening", which was 

r e p l a c e d i n t h e sequence by "At the end of two months' 

h o l i d a y " . Spender a l s o added another e i g h t poems, t u r n i n g 

t he o r i g i n a l t o t a l of 33 poems i n t o a t o t a l of 40. 

Poems (1933 and 1934) appears t o be l o o s e l y o r g a n i z e d 

a c c o r d i n g t o the c h r o n o l o g i c a l o r d e r of the w r i t i n g of the 

poems; Spender's e a r l i e r concerns f o r m i n g t he b a s i s of new 

poems. The d e c i s i o n t o p l a c e "He w i l l watch t he hawk w i t h an 

i n d i f f e r e n t eye" a t the b e g i n n i n g of t h i s and l a t e r 

c o l l e c t i o n s suggests t h a t t h e poem's d e s i r e f o r a h e r o i c but 

t r a g i c s a v i o u r , tempered w i t h i r o n i c s e l f - k n o w l e d g e , i n f o r m s 

the e x p l o r a t i o n o f ideas i n the subsequent poems. 

The new poems i n Poems e x p l o r e w i d e n i n g c i r c l e s of concern, 

from p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s t o p o l i t i c s . The poems 

c o n c e n t r a t i n g on p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s e x p l o r e the 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of s e l f t h r o u g h an e x p l o r a t i o n of remembered 

experiences and of an o v e r t l y homoerotic f r i e n d s h i p , Marston 

h a v i n g been r e p l a c e d i n Spender's a f f e c t i o n s by 

T.A.R.Hyndman. The poems f o c u s i n g on p o l i t i c s p r o c l a i m 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y f e r v o u r w h i l e c o v e r t l y r e c o r d i n g p e r s o n a l 

doubts, l o c a t i n g the s e l f w i t h i n y e t d e f i n i n g i t a g a i n s t a 
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p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l c o n t e x t . I s h a l l d i s c u s s these poems i n 

terms of t h e i r e x p l o r a t i o n of p e r s o n a l and p o l i t i c a l 

concerns. 

I n "My p a r e n t s kept me from c h i l d r e n who were rough" Spender 

e v o c a t i v e l y e x p l o r e s the p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of a 

remembered experience which n o t o n l y i l l u m i n a t e s h i s p a s t 

b u t a l s o h i s p r e s e n t s e l f . The c o m b i n a t i o n of the p a s t tense 

and the immediate f o r c e of t h e emotions c r e a t e s a 

double-sense of the poet b o t h as an o l d e r man who i s 

r e c a l l i n g the e x p e r i e n c e and as the c h i l d who i s d i r e c t l y 

e x p e r i e n c i n g . 

There i s a h a l f - w i s h i m p l i e d i n the f i r s t s t anza t h a t h i s 

p a r e n t s had l e t him p l a y w i t h the rough c h i l d r e n ; a t h r e a d 

of h omoeroticism i s bound up w i t h an envy of t h e i r 

n a t u r a l n e s s and freedom, t o g e t h e r w i t h resentment toward h i s 

p a r e n t s . These complex emotions are e f f e c t i v e l y c a p t u r e d i n 

s i m p l e language which r e l i e s on d i r e c t s tatement r a t h e r than 

a d j e c t i v e s or metaphors f o r i t s e f f e c t : 

My p a r e n t s kept me from c h i l d r e n who were rough 
And^threw words l i k e stones and who wore t o r n c l o t h e s . 
T h e i r t h i g h s showed t h r o u g h rags. They ran i n t h e 

s t r e e t 
And climbed c l i f f s and s t r i p p e d by the c o u n t r y streams. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The l i n k i n g of "streams" w i t h "the c o u n t r y " b a l d l y p o i n t s up 

the a s s o c i a t i o n of the rough c h i l d r e n w i t h n a t u r a l f o r c e s ; 

an a s s o c i a t i o n which r e i n f o r c e s the poet's d e s i r e t o j o i n 
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them. The poem's homoeroticism i s more apparent i n the 

second s t a n z a , where the scene d e s c r i b e d c o u l d e i t h e r be of 

a schoolboy scrap or of a more se x u a l n a t u r e : 

I f e a r e d more than t i g e r s t h e i r muscles l i k e i r o n 
And t h e i r j e r k i n g hands and t h e i r knees t i g h t on my 

arms . 
( 1 1 . 5 - 6 ) . 

But Spender i s embarrassed by h i s c l a s s , by h i s l a c k of 

e v e r y t h i n g which c h a r a c t e r i z e s the rough c h i l d r e n . The o n l y 

means by which he can b r i d g e the gap i s t o f o r g i v e them, 

which, w i t h t h e n a i v e t e of the c h i l d , he assumes t o be h i s 

p r e r o g a t i v e t o extend: 

They threw mud 
And I looked another way, p r e t e n d i n g t o s m i l e . 
I longed t o f o r g i v e them, y e t t h e y never s m i l e d . 

(11.11-13) . 

The l a s t l i n e may echo Jesus's p r a y e r "Father, f o r g i v e them; 

they do not know what they are d o i n g " 7 . But Spender i s no 

messiah, and he cannot f o r g i v e them because they do n o t want 

t o be f o r g i v e n ; t h e i r honesty throws h i s own h y p o c r i s y i n t o 

sharp r e l i e f . 

The p o s s i b l e a l l u s i o n t o Jesus may i n d i c a t e a d e s i r e t o be 

l i k e Jesus; t o be someone who redeems t h e w o r l d t h r o u g h the 

l i v i n g s a c r i f i c e of h i m s e l f . Indeed, one r e c a l l s t h a t L o u i s 

MacNeice s a i d of the young Spender t h a t : "He was a l r e a d y 

t a k i n g upon h i m s e l f the t r a v a i l o f the w o r l d , u n d e r g o i n g a 

c h r o n i c couvade. Redeeming the w o r l d by i n t r o s p e c t i o n " 8 . 

However, i n t h e poem t h i s d e s i r e i s no more than i n d i c a t e d ; 
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the poet i s an i n e f f e c t u a l observer of o t h e r s r a t h e r than 

one who t r a n s f o r m s . 

The muscular f o r c e of the rhythm, which r e f l e c t s the 

muscular s t r e n g t h of the " c h i l d r e n who were rough" ( 1 . 1 ) , 

a s s e r t s the c o n f i d e n c e and c e r t a i n t y w i t h which Spender i s 

r e - e n c o u n t e r i n g t h i s fragment of h i s p a s t . Spender's f e a r 

( 1 . 5 ) i s n o t h i s own c r e a t i o n , b u t has been i n s t i l l e d i n him 

by h i s p a r e n t s . The poem i s t h e r e b y not o n l y an e x p r e s s i o n 

of h i s d e s i r e t o f o r g i v e and be accepted by the rough 

c h i l d r e n , b u t a l s o , and by way of a c o n t r a s t , a condemnation 

of h i s p a r e n t s who kept him "from c h i l d r e n who were rough" 

( 1 . 1 ) . Spender i s encumbered by imposed e x p e c t a t i o n s and 

i n h i b i t i o n s , shut out from a comradeship he longs t o be p a r t 

of . 

The poem does not ask us t o judge the e x p e r i e n c e , or 

Spender's d e s i r e t o f o r g i v e and condemn, b u t p r e s e n t s us 

w i t h an i n s i g h t i n t o the p o e t , a s k i n g us t o j o i n w i t h t h e 

poet-as-older-man i n coming t o terms w i t h and u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

h i s p a s t whose s i g n i f i c a n c e i s c o n f i r m e d by the p r e c i s i o n of 

the language. 

Spender's e x p l o r a t i o n of remembered experiences f i n d s a 

s p e c i a l f o cus i n p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h 

h i s homoerotic f r i e n d s h i p w i t h T.A.R.Hyndman, the 
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g l o r i f i c a t i o n of whom serves t o d e f i n e Spender's own 

p o s i t i o n . T.A.R.Hyndman, l i k e Marston b e f o r e him, p r o v i d e d 

Spender w i t h an o p p o r t u n i t y o f " ' i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h 

another man... i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of our s i t u a t i o n s , n o t t h a t I 

wanted t o f i n d someone i d e n t i c a l w i t h myself" s . The poems 

concerned w i t h p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s tend t o s t r e s s t he 

d i f f e r e n c e between Spender and those w i t h whom he i s 

i n v o l v e d . 

"My p a r e n t s kept me from c h i l d r e n who were rough" uses 

a p p a r e n t l y s i m p l e language t o e x p l o r e t he c o m p l e x i t y o f the 

poet's background, whereas " A f t e r success, your l i t t l e 

a f t e r n o o n success" uses o f t e n complex imagery t o p o r t r a y an 

a p p a r e n t l y s i m p l e r e l a t i o n s h i p . The r e l a t i o n s h i p i n " A f t e r 

success, your l i t t l e a f t e r n o o n success" i s based on l a c k of 

communication; on i l l u s i o n s c a s t t o enmesh another i n 

o n e s e l f . The poet i n i t i a l l y appears t o be detached from t he 

s i t u a t i o n he d e s c r i b e s , merely r e c o r d i n g t he emotions which 

the "you" provokes i n the " I " : 

A f t e r success, your l i t t l e a f t e r n o o n success, 
You watch j e a l o u s p e r p l e x i t y mould my head 
To the shape of a da r k and t a l o n e d b i r d 
And f i x claws i n my l u n g s , and then you pass 
Your s i l k s o o t h i n g hand across my arm 
And s m i l e ; 

( 1 1 . 1 - 6 ) . 

The image of "a dark and t a l o n e d b i r d " ( 1 . 3 ) conveys t h e raw 

v i c i o u s a n i m a l i t y of the " I " ' s " j e a l o u s p e r p l e x i t y " ( 1 . 2 ) 

whose savage s t r e n g t h t h r e a t e n s them b o t h ( 1 . 4 ) . However, 
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t h i s r e a c t i o n i s seemingly q u e l l e d as e a s i l y as i t was 

i n s p i r e d (11.4 and 5 ) , a l t h o u g h the detachment of the poet, 

who i s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e " I " i n l i n e s i x , a l l o w s him t o 

judge b o t h h i s r e a c t i o n and i t s p r o v o c a t i o n : 

I l o o k a t you, and t h r o u g h as i f t h r o u g h g l a s s , 
And do n o t say "You l i e " . There i s something i n you 
Less v i s i b l e than g l a s s or e l s e i t i s 
A v o i d i m a g i n a t i o n f i l l s w i t h p i t i e s . 

(11.6-9) . 

However, the poem's f i n a l judgement i s t h a t one i s unable t o 

j u d g e . There i s something i n b o t h the "you" and " I " which i s 

"Less v i s i b l e than g l a s s " ( 1 . 8 ) ; i n the "you" i t i s the h i n t 

of an o u t l i n e w h i l e i n the " I " i t i s h i s demonstrated 

detachment; b o t h are u l t i m a t e l y unknown q u a n t i t i e s . T h i s 

i n v i s i b i l i t y r e l a t e s t o the uniqueness of the i n t e r n a l w o r l d 

of each i n d i v i d u a l . Moreover, because the " I " i s j e a l o u s he 

f e e l s unable t o speak: 

I l o o k a t you, and t h r o u g h as i f t h r o u g h g l a s s , 
And do n o t say "You l i e " . 

( 1 1 . 6 - 7 ) . 

He p i t i e s t h e "you" ( 1 . 9 ) b u t does not express h i s o p i n i o n , 

a l l o w i n g h i s condemnation of the "you" t o sep a r a t e them 

f u r t h e r : 
You and t h a t famous whore and the t h i e f 
Are s i m p l e s t i l l , I t h i n k : you t r u s t b e l i e f 
Of the lean s p e c t a t o r l i v i n g on i l l u s i o n . 

(11.6-12) . 

The phrase " l e a n s p e c t a t o r " (1.12) i s r e m i n i s c e n t of "the 

lean s o l i c i t o r / I n our empty rooms" (11.409-410) from 

E l i o t ' s "What the Thunder Said" (The Waste Landy. from a 
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passage which e a r l i e r asked "what have we g i v e n ? " (1.402) 

and a s s e r t e d t h a t n o t h i n g had been g i v e n t h r o u g h f e a r of the 

danger and abandon of the a c t of g i v i n g : 

My f r i e n d , b l o o d s h a k i n g my h e a r t 
The a w f u l d a r i n g of a moment's s u r r e n d e r 
Which an age of prudence can never r e t r a c t 

(The Waste Land. 11.403-405). 
I n " A f t e r success, your l i t t l e a f t e r n o o n success" n e i t h e r 

the "you" nor the " I " has g i v e n a n y t h i n g ; n e i t h e r 

communicates; each i s i n v i s i b l e . The q u a l i f y i n g phrases " I 

t h i n k " (1.11) and "your t r u t h ' s " (1.14) r e i n f o r c e the l a c k 

of communication between the "you" and " I " . The i n v i s i b i l i t y 

of each t o the o t h e r i s i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e i r a b i l i t y t o 

provoke responses i n one another. A l t h o u g h n e i t h e r p a r t y can 

t a l k t o one a n o t h e r , t h e y shape images around the o t h e r , 

p r e j u d g e and devalue the o t h e r . 

T h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p i s c a p t u r e d , encapsulated and d i s m i s s e d i n 

f o u r t e e n l i n e s . The l a s t l i n e s are charged w i t h h o s t i l i t y 

bu t accept the power of the "you"; they a s s e r t the 

" d e l i c a t e " b u t p o w e r f u l h o l d over the " I " : 

T h i s d e l i c a t e s m i l e t h a t s t r o k e s my arm I cannot 
Break. I t i s your t r u t h ' s i n v i s i b l e c r e a t i o n . 

(11.13-14) . 

" A f t e r success, your l i t t l e a f t e r n o o n success" v i v i d l y 

p r e s e n t s a r e l a t i o n s h i p and an image of s e l f c r e a t e d by the 

i n t e r a c t i o n o f i n v i s i b l e i n t e r i o r t r u t h s (1.14) and the 

e x t e r n a l i n f l u e n c e s of o t h e r people. However, the detachment 

of the poet bleeds the poem of p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e and 
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d i s t a n c e s our own i n v o l v e m e n t ; one i s no more than i n t r i g u e d 

by the s i t u a t i o n p o r t r a y e d . 

By way of a c o n t r a s t "How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me of 

my l o v e " p o r t r a y s an a p p a r e n t l y f a i l e d r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h an 

immediacy and e m o t i o n a l i n t e n s i t y which charges the poem 

w i t h p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . "How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds 

me of my l o v e " d e s c r i b e s an i d y l l i c p a s t o r a l scene c a p t u r e d 

i n a photograph w i t h a l y r i c a l elegance and e m o t i o n a l 

v u n e r a b i l i t y which c e n t r e s around the loved " f i g u r e l e a n i n g 

over a map" ( 1 . 1 0 ) . I n The Temple t h i s f i g u r e i s i d e n t i f i e d 

as Marston. Spender i s l o o k i n g back w i t h a t e n d e r and 

i n t r o s p e c t i v e s e n t i m e n t a l i t y ( 1 . 1 ) t o a t e n t a t i v e l y 

homoerotic r e l a t i o n s h i p c h a r a c t e r i s e d by h i s s i l e n t 

a d o r a t i o n and the p a s s i v e acceptance of such by the f i g u r e : 

I remember my s t r a i n e d l i s t e n i n g t o h i s v o i c e 
My s t a r i n g a t h i s f a c e and t a k i n g the photograph 
With t h e r i v e r behind and the woods touched by S p r i n g ; 

(11.4-6) . 

The photograph, which b o t h i n s p i r e s and t o some e x t e n t 

symbolises the poet's memory, l i n k s the p a s t and the p r e s e n t 

t o g e t h e r t h r o u g h the poet's l o v e of the " f i g u r e l e a n i n g over 

a map" ( 1 . 1 0 ) . The poet's g r o w i n g awareness o f the p e r s o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of the r e l a t i o n s h i p i s p a r a l l e l e d by the 

g r a d u a l emergence and r e s o l u t i o n of the scene i n the 

photograph: 
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T i l l t h e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of a morning-
Expansive sheets of b l u e r i s i n g from f i e l d s 
R oaring movements of l i g h t observed under shadow-
With h i s f i g u r e l e a n i n g over a map, i s now complete. 

(11. 7 - 1 0 ) . 

The s p e c i f i c d e t a i l s of the scene are of r e l a t i v e 

i n s i g n i f i c a n c e ; the word "morning" i s p r e f a c e d by "a", the 

"Expansive sheets of b l u e " and "Roaring movements of l i g h t " 

(11.7-9) are broad and g e n e r a l d e s c r i p t i o n s . The importance 

of the d e t a i l o f " h i s f i g u r e l e a n i n g over a map" ( 1 . 1 0 ) , 

which t he o t h e r d e t a i l s bear upon, i s c o n f i r m e d by i t s 

p o s i t i o n a t t h e end of the sta n z a . The second stanza 

r e f l e c t s upon the changes which f o l l o w e d the event d e p i c t e d 

by t he photograph, b o t h f o r the one loved and the l o v e r : 

What i s l e f t of t h a t smoke which t he wind blew away? 
I c o r r u p t e d h i s c o n f i d e n c e and h i s s u n l i k e happiness 
So t h a t even i n h i s t u r n i n g of b o l t s or d r i v i n g a 

machine 
His hand w i l l show e r r o r . That i s f o r him. 
For me t h i s memory which now I beh o l d , 
When, from t h e p a s t u r a g e , azure round me i n r i n g s 
And t he l a r k ascends, and h i s v o i c e s t i l l r i n g s , s t i l l 

r i n g s . 
( 1 1 . 11-17). 

C o r r u p t i o n and e r r o r are a s s o c i a t e d w i t h " d r i v i n g a machine" 

and the " t u r n i n g of b o l t s " ( 1 . 1 3 ) , whereas the loved one's 

happiness was " s u n l i k e " (1.12) and the poet's p r e s e n t j o y i s 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h " t he p a s t u r a g e " , "azure" and "the l a r k " 

(11.16 and 17). The awareness of t h e d i s a f f e c t i o n of the 

loved one has i n c r e a s e d the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the s u r r o u n d i n g 

and s u p p o r t i n g d e t a i l s ; the poet no l o n g e r t a l k s o f " f i e l d s " 

but of " p a s t u r a g e " , of "azure" r a t h e r than " b l u e " . Moreover, 

the r e p e t i t i o n o f " r i n g s " ( i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h b o t h sound and 
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c o l o u r ) emphasises t h a t i t i s no l o n g e r t he loved one who i s 

framed and focused by the d e t a i l s but the poet: 

For me t h i s memory which now I beh o l d , 
When, from t he p a s t u r a g e , azure round me i n r i n g s 
And t he l a r k ascends, and h i s v o i c e s t i l l r i n g s , s t i l l 

r i n g s . 
(11.15-17). 

The l a c k o f communication between the l o v e r and the lo v e d i n 

the f i r s t s t anza was a p r e l u d e t o the s e p a r a t i o n d i s c l o s e d 

i n the second. Furthermore, t he e r r o r and f l u i d i t y of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s are i n c o n t r a s t t o the r e v i s i o n a r y y e t 

c e l e b r a t o r y n a t u r e of b o t h t h e poem and the p a s t . 

Spender's c o n t i n u a l d e s i r e t o review and r e - w r i t e h i s sense 

of s e l f i n h i s poems, i n d i c a t e d by h i s r e v i s i o n of the 

p h r a s i n g and the t i t l e of poems, i s demonstrated by 

comparing "How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me of my l o v e " 

w i t h one of i t s l a t e r v e r s i o n s , "The Photograph" ( C o l l e c t e d 

Poems ( 1 9 2 8 - 1 9 8 5 ^ . 

The awareness which i n f o r m s b o t h poems i s , as i t were, 

moving f o r w a r d w h i l e l o o k i n g back, l i v i n g i n a p r e s e n t 

t r a n s f i g u r e d by and i n c o n t r a s t t o a memory of a seemingly 

i d y l l i c p a s t . "The Photograph" n o t o n l y conveys a need t o 

save and savour something of p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , b u t 

combines and balances t h i s w i t h a d e s i r e t o express 

i m p e r s o n a l l y . A comparison o f the opening l i n e s of the two 

poems r e v e a l s n o t o n l y d i f f e r e n t emphases but a l s o d i f f e r e n t 
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p e r s p e c t i v e s : 

How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me of my l o v e ! 
("How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me of my l o v e " ) . 

How i t reminds me of t h a t dayl 
("The Phot o g r a p h " ) . 

The e a r l i e r opening l i n e i n t r o d u c e s t he p e r s o n a l and 

s i n g u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e o f a memory of a loved one, w h i l e the 

l a t e r opening l i n e i n t r o d u c e s a memory of a s i g n i f i c a n t day. 

I n b o t h poems memory i s provoked by an e x t e r n a l power; i n 

the f i r s t poem by " t h i s sun" and i n the second by " i t " . 

However, the choice of t h e word " s t r a n g e l y " i n the f i r s t 

poem suggests t h a t the memory has come t o t h e poet unbidden; 

t h a t t h e process of remembering has an u n p r e d i c t a b l e and 

m y s t e r i o u s s i d e . "The Photograph" possesses t he same 

engaging and immediate emotion of "How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun 

reminds me of my l o v e " b u t combines t h i s w i t h a f e e l i n g t h a t 

the d e t a i l s o f the scene p r e s e n t e d are q u i t e a r b i t r a r y , are 

i m p o r t a n t o n l y i n so f a r as t h e y were chosen and are 

d e t a i l s . I n "The Photograph" t he poet's f e e l i n g s are more 

g e n e r a l and the t e x t i s more autonomous, g e n e r a t i n g a 

d i s t a n c e between the poet and h i s poem which we can p e r c e i v e 

and t o some e x t e n t e n t e r : 
The r i v e r c u r v i n g behind branches, 
M i s t expunging the dark water, 
Fragments of sun l i k e s h a t t e r e d m i r r o r s 
S c a t t e r e d t h r o u g h d i t c h e s , and you l e a n i n g over 
The map of everywhere we'd been. 

( 1 1 . 5 - 9 ) . 

The c h o i c e o f the word "expunging" i n l i n e s i x a f f o r d s a 

123 



glimpse i n t o the awareness i n f o r m i n g the poem. To expunge i s 

" t o wipe o u t ; t o e f f a c e ; t o mark f o r d e l e t i o n " 1 D , and the 

i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t Spender t r e a s u r e s the photograph because 

w i t h o u t i t he f e a r s t h a t he w i l l f o r g e t . T h i s p e r s o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e i s i n c o n t r a s t t o the a r b i t r a r y f e e l i n g o f the 

c h o i c e of d e t a i l s , which seem, l i k e t he m i s t of l i n e s i x , t o 

obscure what i s p r e c i o u s . The word "expunge" serves t o 

h i g h l i g h t the purpose of the photograph: 

How i t reminds me of t h a t day! 
Walking alone w i t h o u t you, 
Remembering your v o i c e 
And l o o k i n g a t your f a c e , t o take t h i s photograph: 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The l y r i c a l elegance of "How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me 

of my l o v e " , though more vu n e r a b l e t o mockery, i s more 

e m o t i o n a l l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d than "The Photograph", which i s 

n o t a b l e f o r i t s s i m p l e r emotion and s i m p l i f i e d s t r u c t u r e . 

However, a l t h o u g h "The Photograph" seems t o c a p t u r e a 

p e r s o n a l v a l u e , one i s l a r g e l y l e f t w a t c h i n g the poet i n the 

a c t of t r e a s u r i n g w i t h o u t knowing why or when or whom. I n 

"The Photograph" the l o v e d one i s a b l a n k f i g u r e , even the 

gender of the "you" i s n o t mentioned, whereas i n "How 

s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me of my l o v e " the loved one i s 

i d e n t i f i e d as "he", and the development of the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

i s o u t l i n e d . 

I n The Temple, i n another v e r s i o n of the same scene, Spender 
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d e s c r i b e s the loved one as " l i k e an E n g l i s h Great War p i l o t 

i n France s t u d y i n g a map of the Western F r o n t " 1 X , which 

i m p r e s s i o n i s c e r t a i n l y not conveyed by e i t h e r "How 

s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me of my l o v e " or "The 

Photograph". The c o n t r a s t between t h i s prose e x t r a c t and the 

poems, and t h e i r c o n t r a s t w i t h one another, sheds l i g h t on 

Spender's a t t i t u d e t o the e x p r e s s i o n of s e l f . The 

m o d i f i c a t i o n and r e - e v a l u a t i o n of the i n f o r m i n g emotions and 

the changing d i s t a n c e of the w r i t e r from h i s work suggests 

t h a t Spender i s n o t g o i n g "back t o f i r s t i n t e n t i o n s and t o 

memory of the c i r c u m s t a n c e s from which the poem [ o r p r o s e ] 

arose" 1 2 as he c l a i m s , but c r e a t i n g and r e - c r e a t i n g images 

of h i m s e l f and h i s p a s t . 

"How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me of my l o v e " was one of 

Spender's l a s t poems concerned w i t h h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

Marston, a r e l a t i o n s h i p which served as a p r e c u r s o r and a 

p r o t o t y p e t o h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h T.A.R.Hyndman. Hyndman, 

or Jimmy as he i s c a l l e d i n World W i t h i n World, was b o t h a 

source of i n s p i r a t i o n and "symbolized a p s y c h o l o g i c a l f a c t o r 

w i t h i n " 1 3 which r e l a t e d t o Spender's u p b r i n g i n g and 

background: 

...the d i f f e r e n c e s of c l a s s and i n t e r e s t between Jimmy 
and me c e r t a i n l y d i d p r o v i d e some element of mystery 
which corresponded almost t o a d i f f e r e n c e of sex. I was 
i n l o v e , as i t were, w i t h h i s background, h i s 
s o l d i e r i n g , h i s w o r k i n g - c l a s s home...When Jimmy t a l k e d 
of such t h i n g s , I was perhaps nearer p o e t r y than 
t a l k i n g t o most of my f e l l o w p o e t s . At such moments, 
t o o , I was v e r y c l o s e t o c e r t a i n emotions awakened i n 
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c h i l d h o o d by the workers, who t o us seemed a t the same 
time coarse, u n c l e a n , and y e t w i t h something about them 
of f o r b i d d e n f r u i t , and a l s o of warm-heartedness which 
suddenly f l a s h e d across the c o l d g u l f o f c l a s s , s e c r e t 
and unspoken. 1 4 

I n many of Spender's poems the l o v e d , whether Marston or 

Hyndman or someone unnamed, embodies q u a l i t i e s of n a t u r a l 

potency and an e a r t h y e m o t i o n a l warmth which the poet l a c k s . 

The c o n t e m p l a t i o n and g l o r i f i c a t i o n of those loved o f t e n 

p o i n t up the poet's i s o l a t i o n and need. Poems such as 

"Abrupt and charming mover" examine a one-sided r e l a t i o n s h i p 

f rom a p o s i t i o n of detached o b s e r v a t i o n . However, "Your 

body i s s t a r s whose m i l l i o n g l i t t e r here" c e l e b r a t e s a 

communion which f i n e c e l e s t i a l imagery suggests i s b o t h 

p h y s i c a l and s p i r i t u a l : 

Your body i s s t a r s whose m i l l i o n g l i t t e r here: 
I am l o s t amongst the branches of t h i s sky 
Here near my b r e a s t , here i n my n o s t r i l s , here 
Where our v a s t arms l i k e streams of f i r e l i e . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The b e a u t i f u l opening l i n e c o n j u r e s a double-sense b o t h of 

an i n t i m a t e t a c t i l e immediacy and a gleaming v a s t n e s s . The 

second stanza adds an awareness of time and t i m e l e s s n e s s , of 

d i s t a n t "worlds I cannot near" ( 1 . 6 ) . The poet i s s t r e t c h e d 

between such extremes, has become the focus of a l l t h i n g s 

and a l l t i m e s : 

How can t h i s end? My h e a l i n g f i l l s the n i g h t 
And hangs i t s f l a g s i n w o r l d s I cannot near. 
Our movements range t h r o u g h m i l e s , and when we k i s s 
The moment widens t o enclose l o n g y e a r s . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 8 ) . 
The a c t of l o v i n g has broadened out the s p e c i f i c i n t o t h e 
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u n i v e r s a l ( 1 . 7 - 8 ) . The p o w e r f u l l y d i r e c t appeal t o the 

reader i n the use of "you" i s s t r e n g t h e n e d by the poem's 

exuberant, encompassing emotion. 

A s e r i e s of a s t e r i s k s breaks t h e poem i n t o two d i s t i n c t 

s e c t i o n s each po s s e s s i n g two stanzas. The t h i r d s t a n z a , i n 

t h e second s e c t i o n , uses images of d i s c o v e r y t o r uminate 

upon the e x p e r i e n c e i n t r o d u c e d i n the f i r s t : 

B eholders of the promised dawn of t r u t h 
The e x p l o r e r s of immense and s i m p l e l i n e s , 
Here i s our g o a l , men c r i e d , b u t i t was l o s t 
Amongst the mountain m i s t s and mountain p i n e s . 

( 1 1 . 9 - 1 2 ) . 

Rather than d i s c o v e r y , however, the poet encounters l o s s . 

Not o n l y i s "the promised dawn of t r u t h " ( 1 . 9 ) l o s t , b u t 

a l s o any r e f e r e n c e t o the "you" and t h e " I " . The answer t o 

t h e q u e s t i o n "How can t h i s end?" ( 1 . 5 ) i s p r o v i d e d i n the 

f o u r t h and f i n a l stanza: 

So w i t h t h i s f a ce of l o v e , whose b r e a t h i n g s are 
A mystery shadowed on the d e s e r t f l o o r : 
The promise hangs, t h i s swarm of s t a r s and f l o w e r s , 
And then t h e r e comes the s h u t t i n g of a door. 

(11.13-16) . 

The "promised dawn of t r u t h " ( 1 . 9 ) here shines from the 

poet's "face of l o v e " ( 1 . 1 2 ) . There i s the h i n t of 

r e v e l a t i o n w i t h i n t h i s e c s t a t i c communion, and "then t h e r e 

comes the s h u t t i n g of a door" ( 1 . 1 6 ) . The l a s t l i n e 

concludes the r i c h and e v o c a t i v e imagery of communion w i t h 

commonplace a c t i o n : "the s h u t t i n g of a door" ( 1 . 1 6 ) . 
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T h i s f i n a l image seems t o r e f e r p r i m a r i l y t o the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the "you" and the " I " . The p r e f i x i n g of 

"a" t o "door" (1.16) a l l o w s f o r a m u l t i p l i c i t y o f 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , which extend backwards from the l a s t l i n e 

t o i n c l u d e the whole poem. I n r e l a t i o n t o the concept of 

memory i m p l i e d i n l i n e e i g h t , " t h e s h u t t i n g of a door" 

(1.16) might p o s t u l a t e t h a t communion between the p r e s e n t 

and the p a s t i s momentary and o f t e n a b r u p t . The f i n a l image 

e f f e c t i v e l y s h u t s the door on the parade of images which 

precede i t and which c o n s t i t u t e the poem. 

The f i n a l image might p e r t a i n t o a f a i l u r e by the poet t o 

express and t h u s t o evoke l o v e . But i n t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

one encounters the paradox of the poet communicating t o us 

h i s i n a b i l i t y t o communicate. Moreover, i f the l i n e 

" e x p l o r e r s of immense and s i m p l e l i n e s " (1.11) r e f e r s t o the 

reader then one c o u l d see the f i n a l image, i n c o n n e c t i o n 

w i t h the l o s s of the "dawn of t r u t h " ( 1 . 9 ) , as r e f e r i n g t o 

the f a l l i b i l i t y o f any a t t e m p t t o f i n a l i s e an 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 

One a l s o notes t h a t i n h i s poems Spender commonly addresses 

"you" r a t h e r than s p e c i f y i n g a gender or g i v i n g a name. T h i s 

a m b i g u i t y suggests a degree of embarrassment c o n c e r n i n g 

those l o v e d ; a f e a r of i n d i c a t i n g homoeroticism except 

i n d i r e c t l y . Cunningham, b o r r o w i n g a phrase from George 
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O r w e l l , has suggested t h a t good poems l i k e good n o v e l s "are 

w r i t t e n by people who are not f r i g h t e n e d " 1 S , and t h a t 

Spender i s f r i g h t e n e d because i n Poems he o n l y d i r e c t l y 

acknowledges T.A.R.Hyndman i n the i n i t i a l s of the twenty 

second poem's t i t l e , "For T.A.R.H". However, the poems do 

not so much a v o i d as s u b v e r t the homoerotic. 

I n t h e same way t h a t t h e homoerotic s u b v e r t s t h e statement 

of l o v e , so f o r Spender memory o f t e n o v e r t u r n s the p r e s e n t 

w i t h unbidden r e c o l l e c t i o n s . I n "For T.A.R.H." Spender's 

love i s "soaked i n memory" ( 1 . 4 ) , and he wears " A l l p a s t s 

and f u t u r e s l i k e a doomed, domed sky" ( 1 . 6 ) . The poem 

p r e s e n t s a scene which, l i k e "That g i r l who laughed and had 

b l a c k eyes" and "How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun reminds me of my 

l o v e " , i s t r a n s f i g u r e d by and i n memory; past and p r e s e n t 

c o - e x i s t i n the scene: 

Even w h i l s t I watch him I am remembering 
The q u i c k laugh of the wasp g o l d eyes. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) . 

The image of the " q u i c k laugh of the wasp g o l d eyes" ( 1 . 2 ) 

c o n j u r e s not o n l y t h e wasp's y e l l o w banding b u t a l s o i t s 

r a p i d , d a r t i n g f l i g h t and e x c i t e d b u z z i n g . Spender's immense 

concerns are pressed i n t o t h i s s m a l l o b s e r v a t i o n i n t h e same 

way t h a t h i s memories are b e i n g pressed i n t o t h e p r e s e n t 

moment. 

Spender's t h o u g h t s r e v o l v e around t he t r a n s c e n d i n g of t i m e ; 
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i n the f i r s t stanza h i s l o v e wears " A l l p a s t s and f u t u r e s " 

( 1 . 7 ) ; a l l t h i n g s and times e x i s t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y w i t h i n him. 

The poet's awareness t r a n s f o r m s t h i s knowledge of t h e 

l i m i t l e s s i n t o a f i x e d aspect i n a f i x e d space and t i m e ; the 

eye again becomes the emblem of immense t h i n g s : 

Thus I wear always the g l i n t of q u i c k l i d s 
And the b l u e a x e l t u r n i n g ; these s h a l l be 
F i x e d i n a n i g h t t h a t knows and sees 
The equable c u r r e n t s . 

( 1 1 . 8 - 1 1 ) . 

I n the second stanza h i s l i f e " l i e s w i t h no p a s t nor f u t u r e / 

But o n l y space" (11.12 and 13), a l l t h i n g s b e i n g s m a l l and 

s t a t i c , w a t c h i n g : 

Hope and d e s p a i r and the s m a l l v i v i d l o n g i n g s 
L i k e minnows gnaw the body. Where i t drank love 
I t l i v e s i n sameness. 

(11.14-16). 

The i d e a of l i f e b e i n g w o r r i e d away as i f by s m a l l 

f r e s h w a t e r f i s h , a l t h o u g h s u s t a i n i n g the t h r e a d of n a t u r a l 

imagery i n t r o d u c e d w i t h the wasp, seems i n a p p r o p r i a t e and 

even absurd. I n "For T.A.R.H." the imagery focuses the broad 

concerns of the poem, and a l t h o u g h the phrase " s m a l l v i v i d 

l o n g i n g s " (1.14) might suggest s m a l l d a r t i n g f i s h seen 

t h r o u g h c l e a r water, the e l a b o r a t i o n of t h a t s u g g e s t i o n i n 

the image of gnawing minnows reduces r a t h e r than e n r i c h e s 
I B 

Where "my l i f e " (1.12) drank l o v e i t e x i s t s i n sameness and 

s t a t i c t i m e l e s s n e s s (1.15-16) d i s t i n c t from the t r a n q u i l 

a p p r a i s a l of the l o v e r i n the opening l i n e s . T h i s calm 
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s t a s i s , a b a l a n c i n g of i n n e r and o u t e r w o r l d s , i s c e n t r e d on 

and presumably achieved t h r o u g h t he image of h i s l o v e r who 

i s d e s c r i b e d i n t o u c h i n g b u t b r i e f d e t a i l : 

Here are 
Gestures i n d e l i b l e . The w i r y copper h a i r 
And t h e m o t h l i k e l i p s a t dusk and t h a t human 
Glance, which makes the sun f o r g o t t e n . 

(11.16-19) . 
The word " i n d e l i b l e " (1.17) s i g n i f i e s a d e s i r e t h a t t h i s 

i n s t a n t of l o v e be p r e s e r v e d , t he answer t o t h i s d e s i r e i s 

memory and the poem i t s e l f . The poem ends by e n c l o s i n g 

i t s e l f p u r e l y i n space; the i n t e r n a l , enclosed w o r l d o f l o v e 

a c h i e v i n g pre-eminence over t h e w o r l d of e x t e r n a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s and o b j e c t s . The v i b r a n t image of " m o t h l i k e 

l i p s " ( 1 . 1 8 ) , which concludes t he t h r e a d of n a t u r a l imagery, 

adds a t e n d e r beauty t o the human face of l o v e which has 

shaped b o t h t he i n f o r m i n g memory and t h e poem. However, the 

poem says n o t h i n g of the f e e l i n g s of the loved one beyond 

the presumed a f f e c t i o n i m p l i e d i n " q u i c k laugh of wasp g o l d 

eyes" ( 1 . 2 ) and " t h a t human/ Glance" (11.18-19). The poet i n 

i s o l a t i o n has g r a n t e d t h a t the g e s t u r e s (1.17) are 

i n d e l i b l e ; g i v i n g t he g e s t u r e s a p r o f o u n d b u t n e v e r t h e l e s s 

p u r e l y p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

I n "Abrupt and charming mover" Spender e x p l o r e s the 

one-sidedness and detachment i n v o l v e d i n such a d o r a t i o n . The 

poem i s i n t i m a t e l y addressed i n the p r e s e n t tense t o the 

"Abrupt and charming mover" ( 1 . 1 ) , and d e s c r i b e s b o t h the 
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"mover" and Spender's r e l a t i o n s h i p t o him. The f i r s t s t anza 

d e s c r i b e s the loved "you", whom the poem makes c l e a r i s male 

(11.16-17), w i t h s l i g h t but s e n s i t i v e o b s e r v a t i o n s : 

Your p o i n t e d eyes under l i t l e a v e s , 
Your l i g h t h a i r , your s m i l e , 

(11.2-3) . 

The second stanza c o u n t e r p o i n t s p r e s e n t - t e n s e n i g h t - t i m e 

tenderness w i t h p a s t - t e n s e daytime unkindness: 

Beneath t he r i b s , i n Jonah's whale, 
A l l n i g h t I h o l d you: from day 
I have r e c a l l e d your p l a y 
D i s t u r b i n g as b i r d s ' f l y i n g 
And w i t h t h e Sp r i n g ' s i n f e c t i o n 
And d e n i a l o f s a t i s f a c t i o n . 

( 1 1 . 7 - 1 2 ) . 

The phrase "Spring's i n f e c t i o n " (1.11) draws t o g e t h e r the 

poet's l o v e and the r i c h n a t u r a l imagery used t o d e s c r i b e 

the "you". The upbeat rhythm and the two rhyming c o u p l e t s 

(11.8 and 9 and 11 and 12) emphasise the idea of "your 

p l a y " ( 1 . 9 ) and g r a n t t he poet a c e r t a i n j a u n t i n e s s . 

However, the words " D i s t u r b i n g " (1.10) and " d e n i a l " (1.12) 

add a sombre n o t e which p o i n t s t o the t h i r d s t a n z a and the 

s e l f - c o n t a i n e d , s e l f - s u p p o r t i n g j o y of the dancer. I t i s i n 

dan c i n g t h a t t h e hars h e s t unkindness o f i s o l a t i o n o c c u r s . 

The "mover" ( 1 . 1 ) does n o t answer the l o v e r ' s need; t h e 

dancer does n o t need the l o v e r a l t h o u g h the l o v e r needs the 

dancer: 

We have no meeting p l a c e 
Beneath t h a t d a n c i n g , g l a s s y s u r f a c e : 
The outward f i g u r e of d e l i g h t 
Creates no warm and sanguine image 
Answering my language. 

( 11.23-27) . 
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The poet's y e a r n i n g love f i n d s form w i t h i n h i s y e a r n i n g 

language, whereas the dancer's s e l f - c o n t a i n e d j o y f i n d s form 

w i t h i n a s e l f - c o n t a i n e d dance. There i s no answer t o the 

poet's language ( 1 . 2 7 ) . The poet d e s i r e s an answer b u t knows 

t h e r e w i l l be none: the poem i s f o l l o w e d by t h e empty space 

of the u n p r i n t e d page. The t e n s i o n between the u n p r i n t e d 

page and the v i t a l poem, which u n s u c c e s s f u l l y c a l l s f o r a 

c r e a t i v e d i a l o g u e , r e i n f o r c e s t he s e l f - r e f l e x i v e n e s s o f the 

c l o s i n g h a l f - r h y m e of "image" and "my language" (11.26 and 

27). The poem c a l l s f o r more p o e t r y , and the l a c k of a r e p l y 

r e f l e c t s the one-sidedness of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

l o v e r or poet and the mover, and an acute awareness of the 

r o l e o f language, and i t s l a c k , w i t h i n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

I n "Abrupt and charming mover" and "Alas, when he laughs i t 

i s n o t he" Spender's concern w i t h p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

t u r n s from t h e j o y and beauty he r e c o r d s i n such poems as 

"For T.A.R.H." and "Your body i s s t a r s whose m i l l i o n g l i t t e r 

here" t o a c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f the s u p p r e s s i o n of j o y and 

beauty i n the l i v e s of o t h e r s . " A l a s , when he laughs i t i s 

not he" i s p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g f o r i t s v i s i o n o f the 

d i v i d e d s e l f and the p o s s i b i l i t y o f s a l v a t i o n ; a v i s i o n 

shared by and u n d e r p i n n i n g o t h e r poems. Indeed, the poem's 

c e n t r a l f i g u r e , the "shopwalker" ( 1 . 2 ) , might be seen as the 

o p p o s i t e of t h e my t h i c but t r a g i c hero p o r t r a y e d i n ""He 

w i l l watch t he hawk w i t h an i n d i f f e r e n t eye". The shopwalker 
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r e p r e s e n t s another i m p o r t a n t image of s e l f i n Spender's 

m y t h o l o g i s e d w o r l d . 

I n "Alas, when he laughs i t i s not he" the i m p l i c i t image of 

the poet i s i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e l u c i d and v i v i d c h a r a c t e r 

p o r t r a i t o f "a shopwalker" ( 1 . 2 ) whose s o c i a l aspect does 

n o t correspond w i t h h i s i n n e r f e e l i n g s . A l t h o u g h the poet, 

who i s glimpsed i n such phrases as " I t h i n k " ( 1 . 9 ) , p i t i e s 

and judges the shopwalker, h i s concern i s s y m p a t h e t i c . 

Indeed, t h e poet's v i s i o n of p o s s i b l e s a l v a t i o n (11.6-13) 

bespeaks a sympathy r o o t e d i n a v i s i o n of t h e shopwalker as 

an a l t e r n a t i v e , perhaps e a r l i e r , image of h i s own s e l f . The 

shopwalker i s a h y p o c r i t e p r o f e s s i o n a l l y , "out of hours" 

( 1 . 4 ) and t o h i m s e l f . The e x p r e s s i v e , a l b e i t cliche'd, 

i n t e r j e c t i o n "Alas" ( 1 . 1 ) , t o g e t h e r w i t h the h i g h - s o u n d i n g 

g e n e r a l i t y of the a s s e r t i o n t h a t "when he laughs i t i s not 

he", c l a s h e s w i t h the s o r d i d and drab d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e 

shopwalker. Moreover, the shopwalker's drabness i s c a p t u r e d 

i n g r a p h i c and c o m p e l l i n g language: 

A l a s , when he laughs i t i s not he: 
But a shopwalker who scrapes h i s hands, and bows, 
S e l l e r of t i e s and s h i r t s who shows h i s t e e t h 
Even out of hours. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

A d j e c t i v e s such as "too-generous" and " r u i n e d " ( 1 . 5 ) c l e a r l y 

and f o r c e f u l l y c a r r y the poet's judgement. The p o e t ' s 

p r e - o c c u p a t i o n w i t h a l o v e and freedom which overcome 

d i v i s i o n s shapes the p r e s e n t a t i o n of t h e shopwalker's 
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s e l f - a w a r e n e s s . The shopwalker i s aware, though o n l y 

o c c a s i o n a l l y and o n l y f i t f u l l y ( 1 . 4 ) , o f h i s l a c k o f s o c i a l 

and s e l f - e s t e e m . His se l f - a w a r e n e s s b o r d e r s on s e l f - p i t y : he 

i s n e i t h e r v a l u e d by o t h e r s nor does he v a l u e h i m s e l f : 

Sometimes a f l i c k e r i n g r e g r e t 
For these damp, too-generous r u i n e d g e s t u r e s 
Burns i n h i s eyes. 

( 1 1 . 4 - 6 ) . 
The v i s i o n of the poem i s v i t a l and v i v i d l y r e a l i z e d . The 

shopwalker seems u n w i l l i n g t o change h i m s e l f or a l l o w 

h i m s e l f t o be changed. He i s almost t he p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of 

the r u r a l - u r b a n o p p o s i t i o n . He i s made up of the masks and 

g e s t u r e s of h i s p r o f e s s i o n and formed by the harsh p r e s s u r e s 

of t h e c i t y . W i t h i n him i s a momentarily glimpsed h i n t of 

immense p o t e n t i a l , of a raw and v i t a l b e i n g v i s u a l i z e d i n 

terms o f "the j u n g l e " ( 1 . 8 ) which i f r e l e a s e d might make the 

o u t e r w o r l d correspond t o the i n n e r w o r l d , make urban 

s t e r i l i t y r i c h w i t h n a t u r a l f o r c e : 

I f he h i m s e l f c o u l d laugh 
To match h i s l i g h t and naked h a i r 
And the j u n g l e s t i l l g l i m m e r i n g beneath h i s l a s h e s , 
I t h i n k t h a t obdurate c l i f f 
That s h u t s out a l l our sky and always grows 
Blac k between us and t h e s i l e n t p o o l s o f t h e w i l l 
Would f a l l : and t h a t t h e ro c k s 
Would b u r s t w i t h German streams a g a i n . 

(11.6-13) . 

The chance of s a l v a t i o n i s suppressed by d i v i s i o n s w i t h i n 

the s e l f ( 1 1 . 9 - 1 1 ) ; d i v i s i o n s which can o n l y be overcome 

w i t h i n the s e l f r a t h e r than by e x t e r n a l power. I f the 

shopwalker c o u l d laugh "To match h i s l i g h t and naked h a i r / 

And t h e j u n g l e s t i l l g l i m m e r i n g beneath h i s las h e s " (11.7 
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and 8) then he would r e a l i z e t h e immense n a t u r a l potency 

which l u r k s w i t h i n him. 

The l a s t l i n e c o n t a i n s a n o t a b l e p e r s o n a l and h i s t o r i c a l 

r e f e r e n c e . D u r i n g t he p e r i o d p r i o r t o the p u b l i c a t i o n of 

Poems (1933) Spender had l i v e d a t i n t e r v a l s i n Germany, 

which was h i s mother's c o u n t r y 1 7 . Spender e x p l a i n e d t he 

a t t r a c t i o n which Germany h e l d f o r him i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n t o 

The Temple: 

1929 was the l a s t year of t h a t s t r a n g e I n d i a n summer-
the Weimar Re p u b l i c . For many of my f r i e n d s and f o r 
mys e l f , Germany seemed a p a r a d i s e where t h e r e was no 
ce n s o r s h i p and young Germans enjoyed e x t r a o r d i n a r y 
freedom i n t h e i r l i v e s . 1 B 

The phrase "German streams" (1.13) i n "Alas, when he laughs 

i t i s n ot he", coming as the f i n a l and presumably most 

c a t e g o r i c a l e x p r e s s i o n of a raw and v i t a l p o t e n t i a l i t y , 

seems t o bubble over w i t h t h i s sense of freedom and 

e x c i t e m e n t . I t i s i r o n i c t h a t t h e contemporary Weimar 

freedom would be smothered and stamped out i n 1934. The 

shopwalker i n "A l a s , when he laughs i t i s not he", who i s 

he l d back by d i v i s i o n s w i t h i n h i m s e l f , p r e s e n t s an 

i n t e r e s t i n g c o r o l l a r y t o Spender's d i v i d e d s e n s i b i l i t y 

s y m p a t h i s i n g w i t h t h e poor y e t conscious of h i s own 

p r i v i l e g e d p o s i t i o n - a d i v i s i o n whose r o o t s are e x p l o r e d i n 

"My p a r e n t s kept me from c h i l d r e n who were rough". 

The "German streams" (1.13) embody an e f f u s i v e enthusiasm 
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f o r l i b e r t y and l o v e , f o r an overcoming of d i v i s i o n s , 

untrammelled by broader concerns such as r e l a t i o n s h i p s or 

s o c i e t y . The poem has a Romantic, i d e a l i s t i c view of t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l and p e r s o n a l s a l v a t i o n , and i t s unguarded 

c e l e b r a t i o n of "German streams" (1.13) r e v e a l s a 

g l o r i f i c a t i o n , even a m y t h o l o g i s a t i o n , o f the Weimar 

Re p u b l i c . The "German streams" (1.13) possess a s i g n i f i c a n c e 

which, a l t h o u g h r o o t e d i n the Romantic a d o r a t i o n o f the 

c o u n t r y s i d e and a contemporary i n t e r e s t i n the Weimar 

Re p u b l i c , i s q u i t e p e r s o n a l . The shopwalker moves i n a 

w o r l d , framed between damnation and s a l v a t i o n ( 1 1 . 6 - 1 3 ) , 

c r e a t e d by the poet. 

I n "At the end of two months' h o l i d a y " t h e symbolic w o r l d , 

such as the one i n "Alas when he laughs i t i s n o t he", 

becomes a dream landscape. The poem e x p l o r e s the s u p p r e s s i o n 

and disappearance of the n a t u r a l t h r o u g h a dream sequence 

t r i g g e r e d , l i k e t h e memories i n "How s t r a n g e l y t h i s sun 

reminds me of my l o v e " , by e x t e r n a l d e t a i l s : 

At the end of two months' h o l i d a y t h e r e came a n i g h t 
When I l a y awake and the sea's d i s t a n t f r e t l e s s 

s c ansion 
By i m a g i n a t i o n scourged rose t o a f i g h t 
L i k e the town's r o a r , p o u r i n g out apprehension. 
I was i n a t r a i n . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 5 ) . 

The f i r s t f o u r l i n e s e s t a b l i s h a waking w o r l d c h a r a c t e r i s e d 

by a n x i e t y (11.2-4) which frames and i n s p i r e s the subsequent 

dream. The dream seems t o t r y t o e s t a b l i s h f i x e d v a l u e s , an 
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anchor, which w i l l answer the waking a n x i e t y . The phrase " I 

was i n a t r a i n " ( 1 . 5 ) suddenly y e t b l a n d l y i n t r o d u c e s the 

dream of b e i n g i n a t r a i n ( 1 . 5 ) , whose f l o w and u n r e a l i t y i s 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the cinema. The dream r e v o l v e s around a 

t y p i c a l Romantic o p p o s i t i o n between Nature and the c i t y : 

L i k e t he q u i c k s p o o l of a f i l m 
I watched hasten away the sim p l e green which can he a l 
A l l sadness. A b r u p t l y the s i g n F e r r v t o Wilm 
And the c o t t a g e by the l a k e , were v i v i d , b u t u n r e a l . 

Real were i r o n l i n e s , and, smashing the grass 
The cars i n which we r i d e , and r e a l our compelled t i m e : 

( 1 1 . 5 - 1 0 ) . 

The i m p r e s s i o n s , though d e a l t w i t h as i f c o n c r e t e and 

t a n g i b l e , possess the a b r u p t poignancy of a dream. However, 

t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e i s c o n c r e t e and c e r t a i n . The o p p o s i t i o n 

between Nature and the c i t y r e s o l v e s i n t o a f e a r t h a t 

c e r t a i n v a l u e s , a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the c o u n t r y s i d e and Nature 

and embodied i n and i n c l u d i n g p o e t r y , w i l l be l o s t : 

P a i n t e d on enamel beneath the moving g l a s s 
Unreal were cows, the wave-winged s t o r k s , the l i m e : 
These burned i n a c l e a r w o r l d from which we pass 
L i k e rose and l o v e i n a f o r g o t t e n rhyme. 

(11.11-14) . 

I n the dream Nature i s seen i n terms of a r t , as f i l m ( 1 . 5 ) 

and p a i n t i n g ( 1 . 1 1 ) , and then f o r l o r n l y d i s m i s s e d as 

" u n r e a l " (11.8 and 12). Conversely, the r e l e n t l e s s 

mechanisms and u r g e n t p r o g r e s s of the t r a i n are seen as 

r e m o r s e l e s s l y " r e a l " ( 1 1 . 9 - 1 0 ) . The words " r e a l " and 

" u n r e a l " u n i t e t he w o r l d s of dreaming and waking i n a search 

f o r v a l u e s ; r e v e a l a need t o e s t a b l i s h v a l u e s which are 

t r u e , s i n c e r e and f i x e d . I n t h e anxious c o n f u s i o n of " t h e 
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sea's d i s t a n t f r e t l e s s s c a n s i o n " ( 1 . 2 ) and "the town's r o a r " 

( 1 . 4 ) , the poet wants t o anchor h i m s e l f . I n h i s 

au t o b i o g r a p h y Spender observes of h i s younger Oxford s e l f : 

We [ T r i s t r a n and Spender] t h o u g h t t h a t perhaps b e i n g a 
wo r k i n g man, or perhaps even making l o v e w i t h a 
p r o s t i t u t e , was t o be r e a l . We wanted t o w r i t e p o e t r y , 
we wanted t o b e l i e v e , we wanted t o l o v e , we wanted t o 
l i v e w i t h o u t excuse or ev a s i o n , and we f e l t t h a t t he 
power t o do these t h i n g s was b e i n g taken from us. 1 S 

The p o e t , l i k e the younger Oxford Spender, s i m p l i s t i c a l l y 

q u e s t i o n s t he s e l f and the e x t e r n a l w o r l d i n terms of 

c o n f l i c t i n g extremes. His concern w i t h time/memory, Nature 

and p o e t r y i s r e v e a l e d by the rhyming o f "compelled t i m e " 

( 1 . 1 0 ) , " l i m e " (1.12) and " f o r g o t t e n rhyme" ( 1 . 1 4 ) . A l t h o u g h 

the poet w i s t f u l l y p r e f e r s the " c o t t a g e by t h e l a k e " ( 1 . 8 ) 

and " t h e wave-winged s t o r k s " (1.12) t o the "cars i n which we 

r i d e " ( 1 . 1 0 ) , he i s r e q u i r e d t o choose the " r e a l " and r e j e c t 

t he " u n r e a l " i n the same sim p l e way t h a t the dream p r e s e n t s 

them. I t i s i r o n i c t h a t t h i s s i m p l e , seemingly i n s e n s i t i v e , 

c h o i c e a r i s e s from a complex i n t e r p l a y of dreaming and 

waking, s e l f and w o r l d , poet and poem, and t h a t i t i s 

ca p t u r e d i n s e n s i t i v e , e x p r e s s i v e language. 

While t h e use of the words " r e a l " and " u n r e a l " r e v e a l the 

poet's need f o r a secure anchor, whether s u p p l i e d by p o e t r y 

or broader v a l u e s such as l o v e or l i b e r t y , w hich w i l l f i x 

h i s sense of s e l f , the poem i s i n s e c u r e l y anchored i n 

u n r e l i a b l e memory. "At the end of two months' h o l i d a y " 
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c l o s e s w i t h an a l l u s i o n t o an e a r l i e r poem: 

These burned i n a c l e a r w o r l d from which we pass 
L i k e rose and love i n a f o r g o t t e n rhyme. 

(1.13-14) . 

The "we" (1.13) t o whom the poem r e f e r s i n c l u d e s the p o e t , 

who p a t e n t l y cannot have f o r g o t t e n t h e "rose and l o v e " 

(1.14) because he i s r e c o r d i n g t he memory, and the rea d e r , 

who i s not i n a p o s i t i o n i n i t i a l l y t o know l e t alone 

remember the " f o r g o t t e n rhyme" ( 1 . 1 4 ) . The c o n t r a d i c t i o n of 

knowing what i s f o r g o t t e n i n d i c t s memory as u n r e l i a b l e and 

i n s u b s t a n t i a l . Indeed, memory seems t o be d i s c r e d i t e d as a 

p o s s i b l e anchor f o r the poet. 

A l t h o u g h the poem i n t r o d u c e s i t s e l f as a dream sequence, i t 

does n o t end w i t h t h e poet coming awake but w i t h t h e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of the dream i m p r e s s i n g i t s e l f upon the poet 

and poem i n terms o f p o e t r y (11.13 and 14). The r e f e r e n c e 

t o "rose and lov e i n a f o r g o t t e n rhyme" i n the l a s t l i n e 

might r e f e r t o the poem " E p i s t l e (Near t he C a n a l ) " from Mine 

Experiments. perhaps marking the l o s s of an innocence and 

i d e a l i s m which t he poet has progressed beyond b u t 

n e v e r t h e l e s s t r e a s u r e s . 

N ature, another p o s s i b l e anchor, passes as the p i c t u r e s on a 

cinema screen or as the scene t h r o u g h the window of a moving 

t r a i n . W i t h the p a s s i n g of Nature i s l o s t the chance of 

s a l v a t i o n embodied i n Nature: 
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L i k e t he q u i c k s p o o l of a f i l m 
I watched hasten away the sim p l e green which can he a l 
A l l sadness. 

( 1 1 . 5 - 7 ) . 

A l t h o u g h i t s v i s i o n i s p e s s i m i s t i c , the poem does n o t 

i n s p i r e any sense of ni g h t m a r e or d e s p a i r b u t r e c o g n i z e s the 

demands made on the poet by "our compelled t i m e " ( 1 . 1 0 ) . The 

poet i s o b s e r v i n g and disengaged, as one would expect of 

someone w a t c h i n g a changing landscape from a moving t r a i n . 

The i n t i m a t e , even i n f o r m a l , tone b e t r a y s t h e v i v i d l y imaged 

sense of h o r r o r . The poem p r e s e n t s an image of s e l f based on 

a sense of f a i l u r e and inadequacy q u a l i f i e d by an i n a b i l i t y 

t o a c t , an i m p r e s s i o n r e i n f o r c e d by the l a s t l i n e s : 

P a i n t e d on enamel beneath t he moving g l a s s 
Unreal were cows, the wave-winged s t o r k s , t h e l i m e : 
These burned i n a c l e a r w o r l d from which we pass 
L i k e rose and lov e i n a f o r g o t t e n rhyme. 

(11.11-14). 

The Romantic i d y l l of the " c l e a r w o r l d from which we pass" 

(1.13) i s p a r a l l e l e d by the Romantic c l i c h e ' of " rose and 

l o v e " ( 1 . 1 4 ) . Both the phrase and the " c l e a r w o r l d " (1.13) 

have been d r a i n e d of t h e i r meaning and r e a l i t y . The poem 

c l o s e s w i t h a v i v i d i m p r e s s i o n of a past i d y l l and an 

u n c l e a r sense of a r u s h i n g , u r g e n t f u t u r e . The poem 

d e s c r i b e s a d i r e c t i o n , a c o n t i n u a l movement between v a l u e s , 

but i m p l i e s no u l t i m a t e g o a l . The poet's d e s i r e f o r f i x i t y 

i s c o n t r a d i c t e d by the poem's v i s i o n . I r o n i c a l l y , the poem 

i t s e l f , a l t h o u g h s u b j e c t t o t h e u n r e l i a b i l i t y of memory and 

p o s s i b l e l o s s of meaning, r e p r e s e n t s a form o f f i x i t y . The 

f i x i t y of the poem, the legacy of the search f o r f i x i t y of 
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s e l f , appears as the f i n a l and c l o s i n g chance of c e r t a i n t y . 

Spender's r o m a n t i c concern w i t h the modern s u p p r e s s i o n of 

the i n d i v i d u a l , f o r example the shopwalker i n "Alas, when he 

laughs i t i s not he", and the l o s s of c o n t a c t w i t h Nature, 

e v i n c e d i n such poems as "Passing men are s o r r y f o r b i r d s i n 

cages", r e s o l v e s i n t o a p o l i t i c a l sympathy w i t h Communism i n 

poems such as "Not p a l a c e s , an era's crown" and "New Year", 

Communism p r o v i d e d a s t r u c t u r e w i t h i n which Spender c o u l d 

u n d e r stand h i s p e r s o n a l i t y , which excused h i s s e l f - d o u b t s as 

c l a s s - c o n d i t i o n i n g 2 0 and e s t a b l i s h e d a purpose w i t h i n t h e 

p u b l i c w o r l d : "The w r i t e r who grasps a n y t h i n g of the M a r x i s t 

t h e o r y f e e l s t h a t he i s moving i n a w o r l d of r e a l i t y and i n 

a p u r p o s i v e w o r l d " 2 1 . 

Spender's p o l i t i c s were no narrow dogma but a r e a c t i o n t o "a 

f a t a l i t y which I f e l t t o be o v e r t a k i n g our c i v i l i z a t i o n " 2 2 . 

The f ocus o f h i s p o l i t i c s were n o t the impersonal h i s t o r i c a l 

f o r c e s which Marx p r e d i c t e d would overthrow c a p i t a l i s t 

s o c i e t y , b u t the r o l e and s i g n i f i c a n c e of the i n d i v i d u a l 

and, more p a r t i c u l a r l y , p o e t r y . Spender's poems a t t e m p t t o 

d e f i n e f o r h i m s e l f an image of s e l f t h r o u g h an e x p l o r a t i o n 

and s e l e c t i o n of v a l u e s . 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e of the i n d i v i d u a l , which i s the f i r s t 

s t r a n d i n Spender's p o l i t i c a l commitment, i s e x p l o r e d i n 
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"Who l i v e under the shadow of a war", whose t i t l e echoes the 

p r e m o n i t i o n of a f o r t h c o m i n g major war i n the poem " I n 1929" 

( 1 1 . 6 - 1 1 ) . "Who l i v e under the shadow of a war" poses the 

q u e s t i o n of the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the i n d i v i d u a l , e s p e c i a l l y 

t he p o e t , i n a time of c r i s i s : 

Who l i v e under the shadow of a war, 
What can I do t h a t m a t t e r s ? 

( 1 1 . 1 - 2 ) . 

T h i s sense of i n s i g n i f i c a n c e i s compounded by an i n a b i l i t y 

t o a c t or a f u t i l i t y of a c t i o n : 

My pen s t o p s , and my l a u g h t e r , d a n c i n g , s t o p 
Or r i d e t o a gap. 

( 1 1 . 3 - 4 ) . 

A l t h o u g h t h e poet c l a i m s t h a t he i s brought t o a s t a n d s t i l l 

by the p r e s s u r e of e v e n t s , the h a l f - r h y m i n g of " s t o p " w i t h 

"gap" (11.3 and 4) n e a t l y suggests the word stop-gap and a 

sense t h a t the s t a n d s t i l l i s temporary. Indeed, t h e s t o p p i n g 

a f f o r d s the time t o m e d i t a t e upon the poet's p r e s e n t 

s i t u a t i o n ; t o c o n s i d e r the q u e s t i o n "What can I do t h a t 

m a t t e r s ? " ( 1 . 2 ) . 

The second stanza adopts and f i n e l y develops t h i s s t a t e of 

h e s i t a n t i n s i g n i f i c a n c e ; employing n a t u r a l imagery t o 

s i g n i f y i n t e r n a l f o r c e s : 

How o f t e n , on the p o w e r f u l c r e s t of p r i d e , 
I am shot w i t h t h o u g h t 
That h a l t s the untamed horses of the b l o o d , 
The g r i p on good. 

( 1 1 . 5 - 8 ) . 

The images of " t h e p o w e r f u l c r e s t of p r i d e " ( 1 . 5 ) and "the 
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untamed horses of the b l o o d " ( 1.7) re-work t r a d i t i o n a l 

symbols which, a l t h o u g h s u g g e s t i n g a c o m b i n a t i o n of the 

p a r a b l e and the aphorism and r e c a l l i n g b o t h t he r e l i g i o u s 

symbolism of W i l l i a m Blake and the c e l e b r a t o r y and sensual 

w r i t i n g s of D.H.Lawrence, exude an i n t e n s e p e r s o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

The t h i r d stanza p i c k s up the l i v e l y image of "the untamed 

horses of the b l o o d " ( 1 . 7 ) , e x p l o r i n g t h e i r s h a c k l e d and 

" r e a l e r " power: 

That moving whimpering and mating bear 
Tunes t o deaf e a r s : 
S t u f f e d w i t h t he r e a l e r passions of t h e e a r t h 
Beneath t h i s h e a r t h . 

( 1 1 . 9 - 1 2 ) . 

The improper s u f f i x i n g of -er t o " r e a l " (1.11) combines 

i n t e n s e s i g n i f i c a n c e w i t h a touch of u n r e a l i t y . The need f o r 

th e r e a l , which Spender a l s o e x p l o r e s i n " R o l l e d over on 

Europe: the sharp dew f r o z e n t o s t a r s " and "At the end of 

two months' h o l i d a y " , here a s s e r t s t he supremacy of the 

i n n e r l i f e over t h e e x t e r n a l , even though t h e i n n e r l i f e i s 

r e s t r a i n e d and oppressed by t h e e x t e r n a l . I n the p e s s i m i s t i c 

v i s i o n o f "At the end of two months' h o l i d a y " u n r e a l i t y 

p e r t a i n e d t o a p a s t Romantic n a t u r a l i d y l l whereas r e a l i t y 

p e r t a i n e d t o an u r g e n t and c o m p e l l i n g t e c h n o l o g i c a l f u t u r e . 

I n "Who l i v e under the shadow of a war" r e a l i t y i s n ot 

opposed by u n r e a l i t y b u t i s q u a l i f i e d by degrees i n t o l e s s 

r e a l or r e a l e r ( 1 . 1 1 ) . T h i s s h i f t of usage r e f l e c t s a change 
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i n Spender's a p p r e c i a t i o n of the problem of f i x i n g h i s s e l f 

i n t he e x t e r n a l w o r l d , and r e f l e c t s an uneasiness w i t h the 

n o t i o n of r e a l i t y : 

I f we [ T r i s t r a n and Spender] put the problem of b e i n g 
r e a l t o the s t u d e n t s of p h i l o s o p h y , t h e y answered: 
"What do you mean by " r e a l " ? . . . Why i s i t r e a l e r t o be 
a worker than t o be an undergraduate? S u r e l y t h e r e i s 
n o t h i n g r e a l e r about l i v i n g w i t h your body than w i t h 
your mind? And i t i s j u s t as " r e a l " t o t h i n k as t o 
a c t " , e t c . These c o n s i d e r a t i o n s persuaded us t h a t 
perhaps we s h o u l d d i s m i s s the word " r e a l " from our 
v o c a b u l a r y , but t h e y d i d not remove our uneasiness. 2 3 

Spender f e l t t h a t O x f o r d , t o g e t h e r w i t h h i s background and 

u p b r i n g i n g , had c u t "away the c o n n e c t i o n s of a c t i v i t y w i t h i n 

o u r s e l v e s w i t h the w o r l d o u t s i d e , had d e p r i v e d us of the 

c o n v i n c i n g sense of our own i d e n t i t y o u t s i d e Oxford" 2 4 . The 

word " r e a l e r " acknowledges but r e j e c t s the r e a l i t y of Oxford 

l i f e and h i s c l a s s s i t u a t i o n ; choosing i n s t e a d the "passions 

of the e a r t h " ( 1 . 1 1 ) . The r e a l i t y of the i n d i v i d u a l ' s i n n e r 

w o r l d of t h o u g h t s and f e e l i n g s i s h e l d t o be more r e a l than 

the e x t e r n a l w o r l d of a c t i o n s and events. N e v e r t h e l e s s , the 

e x t e r n a l must at l e a s t be v a l u e d f o r i t s e f f e c t upon the 

i n t e r n a l . 

The second s t r a n d t o Spender's p o l i t i c a l commitment, the 

i n j u s t i c e and o p p r e s s i o n of t h e i n d i v i d u a l by t h e p u b l i c 

w o r l d , i s e x p l o r e d i n "Van der Lubbe'^, which i s p r e s e n t e d as 

the t h o u g h t s of the man who was c o n v i c t e d of b u r n i n g down 

the R e i c h s t a g i n 1933. The poem c o n s i s t s of a loose 

c o l l e c t i o n of a l m o s t - s u r r e a l images r e v o l v i n g around ideas 
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of j u s t i c e and death which are h a l f - a d d r e s s e d t o c h a r a c t e r s 

named "Sombre Judge" and "dear movietone", b u t are l a r g e l y 

i n t e r i o r monologue: 

Whv do you laugh? Sombre Judge asks. 
I l augh a t t h i s t r i a l , a l t h o u g h i t s h a l l make 
My l i f e end a t a d a z z l i n g s t e e l g a t e , 
Axe s e v e r i n g a s t a l k . 
Yes, no, yes, no. S h a l l I t e l l you what I know? 
Not t o Goering, b u t , dear movietone, I whisper i t t o 

you. 
I laugh because my l a u g h t e r 
I s l i k e j u s t i c e , t w i s t e d by a h o w i t z e r . 

(11.9-16) . 

The phrase "dear movietone" (1.14) r e f e r s t o the American 

Movietone newsreels, named a f t e r a v i s i o n - w i t h - s o u n d 

r e c o r d i n g process 2 S , which g l o b a l l y r e p o r t e d w o r l d a f f a i r s . 

The " I " appears t o speak, i n a manner a t once c o n s p i r a t o r i a l 

and c o n f e s s i o n a l , t o a mass audience which i n i t s t u r n can 

o n l y l i s t e n as i t would l i s t e n t o a n e w s r e e l . The " I " r e v e l s 

i n a w e l t e r of fragmented images; f e e l s i n t e n s e p l e a s u r e i n 

h i s madness ( 1 . 7 ) . The " I " appears t o be aware of h i m s e l f as 

a s e r i e s of i m p r e s s i o n s whose v a l u e r e s t s i n t h e i r s h o c k i n g 

h o r r o r : 
I throw you these words, I care n o t which I t e a r , 
You must eat my scraps and dance. 
I am g l a d I am g l a d t h a t t h i s people i s mad: 
T h e i r eyes must d r i n k my newspaper g l a n c e . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 8 ) . 

Moreover, t he mention of " s e a r c h l i g h t d i s k s " ( 1 . 1 ) , "an 

inhuman channel" ( 1 . 3 ) and "a d a z z l i n g s t e e l g a t e " (1.11) 

l o c a t e s the " I " w i t h i n a w o r l d o f sho c k i n g and h o r r i f i c 

i m p r e s s i o n s . The mention of a town w i t h a " n o t o r i o u s mast" 
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( 1 . 4 ) might r e f e r t o Movietone C i t y , "a t a l k i n g - p i c t u r e town 

n e a r l y a m i l e l o n g and h a l f as wide, c o n t a i n i n g 108 acres of 

p r o p e r t y " 2 B , which was b u i l t i n C a l i f o r n i a by t h e Fox F i l m 

C o r p o r a t i o n a t t h e same time "Van der Lubbe" was w r i t t e n . 

The h o r r i f i c , s u r r e a l w o r l d p o r t r a y e d i n the poem i s r o o t e d 

i n r e a l i t i e s of Spender's own t i m e . 

The c o m b i n a t i o n of v a r i o u s fragments o f d i f f e r e n t m a t e r i a l , 

from the n u r s e r y rhyme and rhythm o f l i n e t h i r t e e n t o the 

modern v o c a b u l a r y , c r e a t e an image of an obsessed and i n f i r m 

mind. The e x t e r n a l has invaded t he i n t e r n a l , has shaken the 

senses "from the j u d g i n g h e a r t " (1.20) and t u r n e d t he senses 

backwards and inwards i n t o the s e l f . The " o u t s i d e w o r l d " 

(1.21) has r o l l e d i n t o " t he grave of the s k u l l " ( 1 . 2 2 ) . T h i s 

p e r v e r s e s e l f - a b s o r p t i o n i s as de a d l y as the shopwalker's 

l a c k of s e l f h o o d i n "Alas, when he laughs i t i s n o t he". The 

f i n a l s tanza a s s o c i a t e s t h i s i n v e r s i o n of j u s t i c e w i t h 

c h i l d i s h n e s s and c h i l d h o o d games, w i t h p l e a s u r e which i s as 

pure as i t i s p e r v e r s e : 

The s p i t t i n g a t j u s t i c e , the d e l i g h t o f mere guns 
E x p l o d i n g the t r e e s , where i n t h e i r branches 
T r u t h g r e e n l y balances, and what I am 
Who d i e w i t h t h e dead and s l o b b e r w i t h f u n . 

(11.24-27). 

I n t h e same way t h a t t h e " j u s t i c e " meted out t o Van der 

Lubbe i s r e p r e s e n t e d as u n j u s t , so the t r u t h which the poem 

conveys i s deeply f a l s e . The poem's v i s i o n o f c o n f u s i o n i s 

communicated t h r o u g h a complex, coherent t e c h n i q u e . 
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Confusion i s , i r o n i c a l l y , envisaged v e r y c l e a r l y . 

Furthermore the rea d e r , l i k e the p o e t , does n o t eat Van der 

Lubbe's "scraps" ( 1 . 6 ) nor d r i n k h i s "newspaper glance" 

( 1 . 8 ) , b u t judges d i s t a n t l y y e t s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y . The poem i s 

pre s e n t e d as an a n t i d o t e t o the d i s t o r t i o n i t p r e s e n t s . T h i s 

t r e a t m e n t of a c o n t r o v e r s i a l and contemporary p o l i t i c a l 

i s s u e i s as remarkable as i t s unusual i d i o m . 

The search f o r p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e i n a o p p r e s s i v e and 

confused w o r l d - which r e p r e s e n t t he i n t e r t w i n i n g of the two 

s t r a n d s o f Spender's p o l i t i c a l commitment - ends i n f a i l u r e 

i n "Van der Lubbe", b u t i n "Perhaps" r e s o l v e s i n t o the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of s a l v a t i o n . The t i t l e of t h e poem suggests 

t h a t chance, f o r t u n e or a c c i d e n t may be the d e c i d i n g and 

c o n t r o l l i n g f a c t o r s i n h i s t o r y . The opening stanza balances 

seemingly a r b i t r a r y j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f f a c t u a l d e t a i l a g a i n s t 

a concern f o r p l a c i n g r e s p o n s i b i l i t y : 

The e x p l o s i o n o f a bomb 
the submarine-a b u r s t bubble f i l l e d w i t h w a t e r -
the c h a n c e l l o r c l u t c h i n g h i s shot arm (and t h a t was 

Perhaps 
a put-up j o b f o r t h e i r own p h o t o g r a p h e r s ) 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The opening l i n e , which proposes an event u n c o l o u r e d by 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , i n t r o d u c e s a sim p l e and apparent o b j e c t i v i t y 

which i s b l u r r e d by the suceeding l i n e s . Moreover, t he 

j u x t a p o s i t i o n of the f i r s t two l i n e s suggests a ca u s a l 

r e l a t i o n between the events t h e y propose. The wounding of 

the c h a n c e l l o r ( 1 . 3 ) a l s o appears t o be caused by the 
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" e x p l o s i o n of a bomb" ( 1 . 1 ) ; though presumably a d i f f e r e n t 

e x p l o s i o n and a d i f f e r e n t bomb. The poet's v o i c e , 

t e n t a t i v e l y i n t r o d u c e d i n "our p a r t y " and " I hope" (11.6 and 

7 ) , comments on t h e f a c t s p r e s e n t e d and suggests c a u s a l i t y : 

the c h a n c e l l o r c l u t c h i n g h i s shot arm (and t h a t was 
Perhaps 

a put-up j o b f o r t h e i r own p h o t o g r a p h e r s ) 
the p a r l i a m e n t t h e i r own s i d e s e t a f i r e 
and then our p a r t y f o r b i d d e n 
and the mine f l o o d e d , an a c c i d e n t I hope. 

( 1 1 . 3 - 7 ) . 

The c r i t i c i s m of "a put-up j o b " ( 1 . 4 ) i s q u a l i f i e d by the 

r e v e l a t i o n i n t h e phrase "our p a r t y " ( 1 . 6 ) of the poet b e i n g 

p a r t i s a n . However, the involvement i m p l i e d i n "our p a r t y " i s 

d i s c r e d i t e d by the detachment of " I hope" i n response t o the 

d i s a s t e r of "the mine f l o o d e d " ( 1 . 7 ) . T h i s sense of 

c o n f u s i o n i s r e i n f o r c e d by the seeming a r b i t r a r i n e s s of the 

items and t h e i r o r d e r i n l i n e e i g h t : 

m o t o r c y c l e s w i r e s aeroplanes cars t r a i n s 
c o n v e r g i n g a t t h a t one town Geneva 
t o p - h a t s t a l k i n g a t edge of c r y s t a l h e a l i n g l a k e 
then mountains. 

(11.8-11) . 

The confused and urban w o r l d of l i n e s e i g h t and n i n e , which 

i s p o p u l a t e d not by people but by symbols of s o c i a l s t a t u s 

( 1 . 1 0 ) , c o n t r a s t s w i t h the pure and h e a l i n g r u r a l w o r l d 

which i t b o r d e r s ( 1 . 1 0 ) . I n the t h i r d s tanza t h i s w e l t e r of 

i m p r e s s i o n s i s g i v e n a r o o t i n t h e w o r l d of newspapers: 

We know t h i s from r o t a t i n g machines 
from f l a n g e s stamping, c u t t i n g , s i c k i n g out sheets from 

paper r o l l s . 
The newsmen run l i k e p o i n t s of compass: t h e i r arms are 
g u s t s t h a t c a r r y sheets of mouldy paper: 
our eyes mud those scraps rub on. 

( 1 1 . 12-16) . 
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The i n f o r m a t i o n which t he newspapers convey, l i k e the paper 

the news i s p r i n t e d on, has been spewed out from " r o t a t i n g 

machines" ( 1 . 1 2 ) , i s "mouldy" (1.15) and scrappy ( 1 . 1 6 ) . 

"We" (1.17) are o n l y aware a t second hand, t h r o u g h the 

p r e s s , of d e c i s i o n s and events which w i l l n o t o n l y shape 

h i s t o r y b u t a l s o i m m e d i a t e l y a f f e c t t h e i r l i v e s . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , the i n f o r m a t i o n i s merely shapes which have 

been stamped and c u t ( 1 . 1 3 ) , then i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y spread 

across a r e a d e r s h i p who are m a l l e a b l e and i m p r e s s i o n a b l e . 

The l a c k of i n d i v i d u a l s e l f - d e t e r m i n a t i o n i s c o n f i r m e d i n 

the f o u r t h stanza by q u e s t i o n s r e l a t i n g t o the u n c e r t a i n t y 

of knowledge about one's f a t e : 

I n h i s s k i d d i n g car he wonders 
when w a t c h i n g landscape a t t a c k him 
" i s i t r u s h i n g ( I cannot grasp i t ) or i s i t 
a t r e s t w i t h i t s own s i l e n c e I cannot touch?" 

( 1 1 . 17-20) . 

The "he", whose p a s s i v i t y seems t o i n d i c a t e t h a t he i s a 

passenger r a t h e r than t he d r i v e r o f the " s k i d d i n g c ar" 

( 1 . 1 7 ) , appears t o be a f i g u r e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the 

c o n d i t i o n of common humanity i n t h i s time of c o n f u s i o n and 

c r i s i s . The "he"'s detached c o n t e m p l a t i o n and even 

p r e d i c t i o n o f h i s f a t e s t a r k l y c o n t r a s t s w i t h t h a t f a t e ; a 

sudden and v i o l e n t c o l l i s i o n w i t h t h e landscape. The use of 

the p a s s i v e verb " s k i d d i n g " (1.17) r e f l e c t s t h e "he"'s 

calmness w h i l e a l s o a v o i d i n g t he p l a c i n g of blame or 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . His detachment from h i s s i t u a t i o n p a r a l l e l s 

the detachment of people r e a d i n g about t h e i r own l i v e s i n 
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the newspapers. The wondering of the "he" a s s e r t s a d e s i r e 

f o r c e r t a i n t y , which the poem never s a t i s f i e s , i n c o n t r a s t 

t o t h e monumental c e r t a i n t y of the a t t a c k i n g landscape and 

the i n e v i t a b l e death. 

The f i f t h stanza s u s t a i n s the b l e n d of c e r t a i n t y and 

wondering. Here the poet's q u e s t i o n s are based upon a 

c e r t a i n knowledge. The poet's need f o r c e r t a i n t y and 

s t a b i l i t y , a s s e r t e d by the use of " f i n a l " i n the f i r s t 

q u e s t i o n , encompasses b o t h p r i v a t e and p u b l i c w o r l d s and i s 

framed between " t h a t war" (1.21) and " t h a t r e v o l u t i o n " 

(1.23) : 

Was t h a t f i n a l when they shot him? d i d t h a t war. 
l o p our dead branches? are my new leaves s p l e n d i d ? 
i s i t l e v i a t h a n , t h a t r e v o l u t i o n 
hugely n o s i n g a t the edge of a n t a r t i c ? 

(11.21-24) . 

The u n c e r t a i n t y of the poet i s r o o t e d i n a d e s i r e f o r 

s t a b i l i t y . I f indeed i t was " f i n a l when th e y shot him" 

( 1 . 2 1 ) , the "him" presumably b e i n g "the c h a n c e l l o r " ( 1 . 3 ) , 

then t h e q u e s t i o n need n o t be asked. The poet's second 

q u e s t i o n i m p l i e s t h a t h e a l t h y branches were lopped by " t h a t 

war", l e a v i n g o n l y dead wood which v a l i a n t l y a t t e m p t s t o 

b r i n g f o r t h new l i f e . The v i t a l i t y of t h i s new l i f e i s 

c h a l l e n g e d i n the t h i r d q u e s t i o n . However, the p o e t ' s 

q u e s t i o n s s t r e t c h from hope t h a t the p a s t has p u r i f i e d t o 

hope t h a t the f u t u r e w i l l be j u s t . 
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The q u e s t i o n e d comparison between " l e v i a t h a n " and " t h a t 

r e v o l u t i o n " i s o n l y p a r t l y a comparison of s i z e , a f t e r a l l 

" t h a t r e v o l u t i o n " i s "hugely n o s i n g " (11.23 and 24). The 

comparison i s i m p o r t a n t f o r the a l l u s i o n t o The Book of Job, 

makes out " t h a t r e v o l u t i o n " t o be as i n d e s t r u c t i b l e , 

unaccountable and t e r r i b l e as the B i b l i c a l l e v i a t h a n : 

His h e a r t i s hard as a s t o n e , hard as the n e t h e r 
m i l l s t o n e . 

When he r a i s e s h i m s e l f up the mighty are a f r a i d ; a t the 
c r a s h i n g t h e y are beside themselves. 

Though the sword reaches him, i t does not a v a i l ; nor 
the spear, the d a r t or the j a v e l i n . 

He counts i r o n as s t r a w , and bronze as r o t t e n wood. 
...Upon e a r t h t h e r e i s n o t h i s l i k e , a c r e a t u r e w i t h o u t 

f ear. 
(61.24-27 and 3 3 ) . 

I t i s i r o n i c t h a t a B i b l i c a l a l l u s i o n i s used t o q u e s t i o n 

the might of the a t h e i s t i c Communist r e v o l u t i o n . I n the 

s i x t h stanza the poet's u n c e r t a i n t y r e s o l v e s i n t o acceptance 

of t he f a c t t h a t u n c e r t a i n t y i s i n e v i t a b l e ; i t i n c o r p o r a t e s 

r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e " s k i d d i n g car" and "sheets from paper 

r o l l s " (11.17 and 13) i n t o a g e n e r a l image of b e i n g r u l e d by 

random p r o b a b i l i t y : 

o n l y Perhaps. Can i t be t h a t we grow s m a l l e r 
donnish and bony shut i n our r a c i n g p r i s o n : 
h e a d l i n e s are w a l l s t h a t shake and c l o s e 
the d r y d i c e r a t t l e d i n t h e i r wooden box. 

(11.25-28). 

I n t he f i f t h and s i x t h stanza each statement s u p e r f i c i a l l y 

appears t o be a q u e s t i o n ; a l t h o u g h p r e f a c e d w i t h "Can" 

(11.25 and 29) t h e y do not end w i t h q u e s t i o n marks. The 

s t a t e m e n t s thus u n e a s i l y combine c e r t a i n t y w i t h u n c e r t a i n t y , 

r e f l e c t i n g t he t e n s i o n between the u n c e r t a i n t y and 
152 



imprisonment of "we" (1.25) and the s u g g e s t i o n of the 

p u r p o s i v e "growth of humanity" o c c u r r i n g "Out t h e r e " (11.30 

and 2 9 ) . Furthermore, the l a c k of c e r t a i n t y of the "we" 

might r e s u l t n o t from l a c k of knowledge but from a c c u r a t e 

knowledge of a s i t u a t i o n which i s no l o n g e r the same: 

Can be d e c e p t i o n of t h i n g s o n l y changing. Out t h e r e 
perhaps growth of humanity above the p l a i n 
hangs: n o t the timed e x p l o s i o n , oh but Time 
monstrous w i t h s t i l l n e s s l i k e t he himalayan range. 

(11.29-32). 

The "growth of humanity" i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h " t h a t 

r e v o l u t i o n " (11.30 and 23) b o t h t h r o u g h t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e 

s i z e s , the former b e i n g "monstrous" and the l a t t e r 

" l e v i a t h a n " (11.32 and 3 3 ) , and t h r o u g h t h e i r g r e a t 

p o t e n t i a l f o r change. The l a s t l i n e i s r e m i n i s c e n t of p a r t 

of T . S . E l i o t ' s "What the Thunder Sa i d " , not o n l y i n the 

r e f e r e n c e s t o " s t i l l n e s s " and "the himalayan range" ( 1 . 3 2 ) , 

b u t a l s o i n the s u g g e s t i o n of the p o s s i b l i t y of s a l v a t i o n 

and h e a l i n g : 

Then a damp gust 
B r i n g i n g r a i n 
Ganga was sunken, and the l i m p leaves 
Waited f o r r a i n , w h i l e the b l a c k c l o uds 
Gathered f a r d i s t a n t , over Himavant. 
The j u n g l e crouched, humped i n s i l e n c e . 

(The Waste Land. 11.395-399). 

I n "Perhaps" s a l v a t i o n w i l l presumably be d e l i v e r e d by " t h a t 

r e v o l u t i o n " ( 1 . 2 3 ) . However, the poet's hope, l i k e h i s 

c e r t a i n t i e s and u n c e r t a i n t i e s , i s framed as a p o s s i b i l i t y . 

The coherence and i n t e g r i t y of "Perhaps", r o o t e d i n the 
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s o p h i s t i c a t i o n of i t s v i s i o n and r e f l e c t e d i n the c o m p l e x i t y 

and s u b t l e t y of i t s e x p r e s s i o n , r e p r e s e n t an advance from 

the Romantic s i m p l i c i t y of such poems as "Alas, when he 

laughs i t i s not he". "Perhaps" i n d i c a t e s t he s i g n i f i c a n c e 

of t h e doubts which Spender a t t e m p t s t o answer i n many of 

h i s l e s s s o p h i s t i c a t e d poems. 

I n " R o l l e d over on Europe: the sharp dew f r o z e n t o s t a r s " 

Spender r e l a t e s t he complex and o p p r e s s i v e modern w o r l d t o 

h i s need f o r c e r t a i n t y , e x p l o r i n g t he t e n s i o n between an 

i n n e r s i g n i f i c a n c e and t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of an i m p l i e d 

e x t e r n a l v a l u e system. The poem moves v e r y q u i c k l y from 

"Europe" ( 1 . 1 ) t o "us" t o the i n d i v i d u a l . The f i r s t s t a n z a 

d e s c r i b e s an a b s t r a c t , even s y m b o l i c , landscape: 

R o l l e d over on Europe: t h e sharp dew f r o z e n t o s t a r s 
Below us: above our heads the n i g h t 
Frozen again t o s t a r s : t h e s t a r s 
I n p o o l s between our c o a t s , and t h a t charmed moon: 
Ah, what supports? 

( 1 1 . 1 - 5 ) . 

The use of words l i k e "on", "below", "above" and "between" 

seems t o l o c a t e t he "us" i n a k i n d of limbo peppered by 

s t a r s somewhere between "Europe" ( 1 . 1 ) and " t h a t charmed 

moon" ( 1 . 4 ) . The q u e s t i o n "Ah, what s u p p o r t s ? " ( 1 . 5 ) 

r e i n f o r c e s t he sense of b e i n g i n m i d - a i r . T h i s i d e a , which 

i m p l i e s t h a t the "us" can be i d e n t i f i e d as airmen, i s 

r e i n f o r c e d by the f u r t h e r q u e s t i o n : 

What c r o s s draws out our arms, 
Heaves up our bodies toward t he wind 
And hammers us between t h e m i r r o r e d l i g h t s ? 

( 1 1 . 5 - 7 ) . 
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The word " c r o s s " ( 1 . 5 ) , whose shape might be t h a t of the 

wings and body of an aeroplane, p l a c e s t h i s limbo w i t h i n the 

c o n t e x t of the c r u c i f i x i o n ; a s s o c i a t i n g the s i t u a t i o n of the 

"us" w i t h C h r i s t ' s agony and doubt and death. The 

a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h C h r i s t i s l i g h t y e t t e l l i n g , i n d i c a t i n g , as 

i t d i d i n "My p a r e n t s kept me from c h i l d r e n who were rough", 

a d e s i r e t o absolve the w o r l d t h r o u g h the l i v i n g s a c r i f i c e 

of t he s e l f ; a wish t o redeem "the w o r l d by i n t r o s p e c t i o n " 
2 7 . The q u e s t i o n s concerned w i t h "us" and the r e l i g i o u s 

o v e r t o n e s of the f i r s t s t anza are answered by a s e r i e s of 

c e r t a i n t i e s which c e n t r e on an I i n the second stanza: 

Only my body i s r e a l : which wolves 
Are f r e e t o oppress and gnaw. Only t h i s rose 
My f r i e n d l a i d on my b r e a s t , and these few l i n e s 
W r i t t e n from home, are r e a l . 

( 1 1 . 8 - 1 1 ) . 
The use of the word "us" i n the f i r s t s t anza i m p l i c a t e d the 

r e a d e r , whereas i n the second stanza the use of "my" and "My 

f r i e n d " (11.8 and 10) excludes t h e reader from d i r e c t 

i n v o l v e m e n t . Furthermore, the language of b o t h stanzas 

p o i n t s inwards r a t h e r than outward, suggests an i n t e r n a l , 

s y m b o l i c landscape c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o t h e c o n f u s i o n and 

c o m p l e x i t y of the e x t e r n a l , modern w o r l d . 

The f a c t t h a t the rose i s " l a i d on my b r e a s t " , t o g e t h e r w i t h 

th e i d e a t h a t h i s body i s f r e e t o be gnawed ( 1 . 9 ) , suggests 

t h a t the poet i s a l r e a d y or n e a r l y dead, g r a n t i n g a g r e a t e r 

s i g n i f i c a n c e t o t h e a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h the c r u c i f i x i o n and 
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the use of the t r a d i t i o n a l symbols of the "wolves" and the 

"r o s e " . The "wolves" ( 1 . 8 ) seem symbolic of an untamed and 

d e s t r u c t i v e f o r c e , w h i l e the r o s e , which p a r a l l e l s t he body 

and the " l i n e s / W r i t t e n from home" (11.10 and 11) i n i t s 

r e a l i t y , weaves c o n n o t a t i o n s of l o v e , beauty and p e r f e c t i o n 

around the poet. The meaning of the n a t u r a l image of the 

rose as a "lament f o r the b r e v i t y of j o y ; moreover emblem of 

El y s i u m , the h e r e a f t e r " 2 B r e i n f o r c e s the n o t i o n t h a t t he 

poet i s a l r e a d y or n e a r l y dead. The t r a d i t i o n a l c o n n o t a t i o n s 

of the "wolves" and the "rose" are mixed w i t h p e r s o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e , and the images re-worked t o express the 

d e s o l a t i o n of the poet. 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e of these c e r t a i n t i e s i s l e s s c e r t a i n than 

t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e i r b e i n g chosen. I f one accepts the 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t "Only my body i s r e a l " ( 1 . 8 ) then presumably 

the "wolves" who are " f r e e t o oppress and gnaw" are u n r e a l , 

and y e t they are capable of o p p r e s s i n g and gnawing t h a t 

s i n g u l a r l y r e a l body. The c h o i c e of the word " r e a l " i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t i n i t s a b s o l u t e and c e r t a i n q u a l i t y i n t h e 

c o n t e x t of a poet s t r i v i n g t o e s t a b l i s h v a l u e . 

The use of the word " r e a l " demonstrates a s e l e c t i o n of 

v a l u e s , i n c l u d i n g t he sensual body ( 1 . 8 ) , " t h i s rose" ( 1 . 9 ) 

and p o e t r y ( 1 . 1 0 ) , which are f e l t t o secure the s e l f w i t h i n 

and a g a i n s t the c o n f u s i o n of the modern w o r l d . However, the 
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use of " r e a l " (11.8 and 11) a l s o p r e s e n t s a s e r i e s of 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s . I f one accepts t h a t "Only my body i s r e a l " 

( 1 . 8 ) one might assume t h a t the poet's mind i s u n r e a l . The 

rose which "My f r i e n d l a i d on my b r e a s t " (1.10) i s p r e s e n t e d 

as r e a l whereas t h a t f r i e n d i s n o t . Moreover, i f one accepts 

t h a t "Only my body i s r e a l " , then s u r e l y " t h i s rose" and 

"these few l i n e s " (11.9 and 10) which are p r e s e n t e d as r e a l 

cannot be so. These c o n t r a d i c t i o n s r e f l e c t t he t e n s i o n 

between the poet's a d o p t i o n of c e r t a i n v a l u e s and h i s 

i n a b i l i t y t o a c t on them. 

The "us" of the f i r s t s t a n z a i s p a s s i v e and abused, b a r e l y 

concerned by b e i n g c r u c i f i e d ( 1 1 . 5 - 7 ) , whereas t h e I of the 

second stanza i s a s s e r t i v e y e t i m p o t e n t . The q u e s t i o n s of 

the l a n g u i d "us" are answered by a b o l d avowal of v a l u e s 

r o o t e d i n s e l f h o o d ( 1 . 8 ) . I n " R o l l e d over on Europe: the 

sharp dew f r o z e n t o s t a r s " r e a l i t y i s not opposed by 

u n r e a l i t y , as i t i s i n "At the end of two months' h o l i d a y " , 

b u t i n s t e a d a s s e r t s one c h o i c e over another. However, t h e 

r e p e t i t i o n of "Only" (11.8 and 9) p r e s e n t s the r e a l i t y o f 

th e sensual body ( 1 . 8 ) , " t h i s rose" ( 1 . 9 ) and p o e t r y (1.10) 

as m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e . A l t h o u g h the poem b i n d s these 

c e r t a i n t i e s t o g e t h e r i n t h e f a c t of t h e i r c h o i c e , i t does 

no t a t t e m p t t o r e s o l v e t h e problem of t h e i r e x c l u s i v i t y . 

These c e r t a i n t i e s are incongruous i f not c o n t r a d i c t o r y , and 

have an a b s o l u t e a i r which proves i l l u s o r y upon c l o s e r 
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e x a m i n a t i o n . The use of the word " r e a l " r e v e a l s a need f o r 

the v a l u e s chosen r a t h e r than a r e s o l u t i o n of the c o n f l i c t 

between the s e l f and the w o r l d . 

The use of t r a d i t i o n a l symbols and a l l u s i o n s t o C h r i s t i a n i t y 

b r i n g s t o mind an e x t e r n a l v a l u e system which might answer 

the poet's need t o comprehend the modern w o r l d . 

Spender f e e l s the need n o t o n l y f o r v a l u e s b u t a l s o f o r 

a c t i o n , because of the p r e s s u r e of the modern w o r l d n o t o n l y 

upon h i m s e l f but upon h i s co n t e m p o r a r i e s . F u r t h e r m o r e , 

Spender's v i s i o n of heroism r e v o l v e d around h i s need t o 

c h a l l e n g e and redeem the modern w o r l d . I n "What I Expected", 

a poem which i s a c e n t r a l statement of h i s v i s i o n of 

heroism, he e x p l o r e s t he e x p e c t a t i o n s and f l a w s of t h a t 

v i s i o n , which r e f l e c t s t h e d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t o f gr o w i n g up. 

The f i r s t stanza p r e s e n t s a v i g o r o u s b u t r e t r o s p e c t i v e 

v i s i o n of what Spender expected i f he were t o j o i n t h e good 

and brave, who seem t o be e i t h e r f i g h t e r s or c l i m b e r s : 

What I expected was 
Thunder, f i g h t i n g , 
Long s t r u g g l e s w i t h men 
And c l i m b i n g . 
A f t e r c o n t i n u a l s t r a i n i n g 
I should grow s t r o n g ; 
Then the rocks would shake 
And I should r e s t l o n g . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 8 ) . 

Hynes p e r c e p t i v e l y observes t h a t t h e verbs " f i g h t i n g " and 
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" c l i m b i n g " (11.2 and 4) do not have o b j e c t s , and the poem 

thus " o f f e r s no causes, o n l y the v a l u e of i n d i v i d u a l , 

e f f o r t f u l s t r u g g l e " 2 9 . Moreover, the phrase "Long s t r u g g l e s 

w i t h men" ( 1 . 3 ) r e f e r s b o t h t o s t r u g g l i n g t o g e t h e r w i t h men 

and a g a i n s t men. Spender's v i s i o n of the h e r o i c i s concerned 

w i t h s t r a i n i n g t o become a hero r a t h e r than s t r a i n i n g t o 

achieve a s o c i a l i d e a l . 

The b o l d and s t r o n g e x p e c t a t i o n s o f the f i r s t s t anza 

c o u n t e r p o i n t t he c r u e l a c t u a l i t y and c e r t a i n f a i l u r e 

a s s e r t e d i n the second: 

What I had not fore s e e n 
Was the g r a d u a l day 
Weakening the w i l l 
L e a k i n g t he b r i g h t n e s s away, 
The l a c k of good t o to u c h 
The f a d i n g of body and s o u l 
L i k e smoke b e f o r e wind 
C o r r u p t , u n s u b s t a n t i a l . 

( 1 1 . 9 - 1 6 ) . 

The f a t i g u i n g verbs i n the second stan z a , as opposed t o the 

v i g o r o u s verbs i n the f i r s t , a l l have o b j e c t s . Spender's 

v i s i o n o f f a i l u r e i s p r e c i s e and comprehensive, o u t l i n i n g 

t he e f f e c t s upon "the w i l l " , upon v i t a l i t y , upon " t o u c h " , 

and upon the "body and s o u l " . 

The t h i r d s tanza draws images of i n t e n s e b u t p u b l i c 

s u f f e r i n g i n t o t h e p e r s o n a l v i s i o n , c a s t i n g Spender's 

f a i l u r e t o be h e r o i c i n g e n e r a l as w e l l as i n d i v i d u a l terms: 
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The wearing of Time, 
And t h e wa t c h i n g o f c r i p p l e s pass 
With l i m b s shaped l i k e q u e s t i o n s 
I n t h e i r odd t w i s t , 
The p u l v e r o u s g r i e f 
M e l t i n g the bones w i t h p i t y , 
The s i c k f a l l i n g from e a r t h -
These, I c o u l d not f o r s e e . 

(11.17-24). 

The misshapen l i m b s of the c r i p p l e s , who might have been the 

good and brave of the f i r s t s t a n z a , c h a l l e n g e the v a l u e o f 

the " s t r u g g l i n g " ( 1 . 3 ) which t he poet i n i t i a l l y approved and 

admired. The l u s t r e of Spender's i n n e r heroism, or r a t h e r 

h i s hope f o r heroism, i s t a r n i s h e d by the r e a l i s a t i o n t h a t 

i d e a l i s m i s misplaced and inadequate i n the face o f i n t e n s e 

s u f f e r i n g . The h o r r o r of the e x t e r n a l w o r l d f o r c e s a rude 

r e - e v a l u a t i o n of i n n e r v a l u e s ; a l s o f a s h i o n i n g h i s hopes of 

heroism i n t o shapes l i k e " q u e s t i o n s / I n t h e i r odd t w i s t " 

(11.19 and 2 0 ) . The f o u r t h and f i n a l stanza does n o t r e s o l v e 

the sense o f f a i l u r e , b u t p r e s e n t s t he poet's need t o 

b e l i e v e i n something secure and c e r t a i n : 

For I had expected always 
Some b r i g h t n e s s t o h o l d i n t r u s t , 
Some f i n a l innocence 
To save from d u s t ; 
That, hanging s o l i d , 
Would dangle t h r o u g h a l l 
L i k e t h e c r e a t e d poem 
Or t h e d a z z l i n g c r y s t a l . 

(11.25-32) . 

The poem devolves j u s t i f i c a t i o n t o the reader i n i t s demand 

t h a t t h e poet's f a i t h i s " L i k e the c r e a t e d poem" ( 1 . 3 1 ) . 

Spender demonstrates courage i n c o n f r o n t i n g and 

acknowledging h i s weaknesses, and the poem's c l o s i n g 
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i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t t h e poet p a r t a k e s of heroism n o t by 

" f i g h t i n g " and " c l i m b i n g " (11.2 and 4) b u t t h r o u g h t h i s 

" c r e a t e d poem" ( 1 . 3 1 ) . The poem proves t he poet courageous 

because i t exposes him t o c r i t i c i s m and unkindness. One i s 

reminded t h a t t h e t i t l e of the poem " I t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y of 

those who were t r u l y g r e a t " , which Spender never changed and 

which Hynes l i n k s t o "What I expected", has been mocked w i t h 

t h e c r i t i c i s m t h a t no-one c o u l d p o s s i b l y t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y 

about a n y t h i n g . However, the poem does n o t convey a b s u r d i t y 

b u t p o w e r f u l c o n v i c t i o n : t h e poet's stance i s n o t mocking 

b u t expresses deep, even h e r o i c , p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

"What I expected" n o t o n l y expresses Spender's hopes f o r 

heroism but h e r o i c a l l y acknowledges h i s weaknesses. 

Moreover, Spender's d e s i r e t o a c t f i n d s a form o f 

r e a l i s a t i o n i n the poem, as T h u r l e y has observed: 

"What I expected"... embodies t h e message i t e n u n c i a t e s ; 
i n p u r s u i n g the s t r u c t u r a l argument, one ex p e r i e n c e s 
the poem. The poem here f u n c t i o n s as an a c t r a t h e r than 
as a stat e m e n t . 3 0 

A l t h o u g h Hynes i s c o r r e c t i n n o t i n g t h a t t h e poem does n o t 

answer or address the q u e s t i o n s r a i s e d i n the f i r s t s t a n z a 

" f i g h t i n g whom? c l i m b i n g what?" 3 1 , i t does o u t l i n e t h e aims 

of such e f f o r t . I f Spender c o u l d become the hero he yearned 

t o be then he c o u l d a s p i r e t o be " L i k e t he c r e a t e d poem/ Or 

the d a z z l i n g c r y s t a l " (11.31-32). The w r i t i n g o f the poem, 

w i t h i t s commensurate s t r a i n i n g t o express c o n t e n t w i t h i n a 

form or t o fuse the two, has become a s u b s t i t u t e heroism. 

The poem, which opens w i t h t h e q u e s t i o n i n g o f a c t u a l 
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e x p e r i e n c e , ends w i t h an a f f i r m a t i o n o f a r t ; a s h i f t which 

echoes the change from the " I " as a p o s s i b l e agent of change 

t o a detached o b s e r v e r . 

The need f o r a c t i o n , which has been noted i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h 

" A l a s , when he laughs i t i s n o t he" and 7W'I ' can never be 

g r e a t man", i s here r e s o l v e d i n t o what Hynes would c a l l the 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s performance of the symbolic a c t of w r i t i n g 

t h e poem 3 2 . I n e x p r e s s i n g h i s d e s i r e s t he poet approaches 

t h e i r r e a l i s a t i o n . 

" I t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y o f those who were t r u l y g r e a t " i s 

Spender's most e l o q u e n t e x p r e s s i o n of h i s concept of the 

hero, of an i d e a l which i n poems such as "Never b e i n g , b u t 

always a t the edge of Being" and "An ' I ' can never be g r e a t 

man" he a s p i r e s t o a t t a i n . 

The c o n j u n c t i o n of the words " t r u l y " and " g r e a t " a s s e r t s the 

g r e a t e r r e a l i t y o f b e i n g a hero; as opposed t o b e i n g a 

s p e c t a t o r . The poem e x p l o r e s Spender's worship o f t h e 

h e r o i c , and the a s s e r t i o n t h a t " I t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y " ( 1 . 1 ) 

d e c l a r e s h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h i s g r e a t e r r e a l i t y . Indeed, 

t h e f a n a t i c i s m of Spender's wo r s h i p might be c o n s i d e r e d 

h e r o i c . 

Spender, as the concerns of h i s o t h e r poems make apparent, 
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does not " t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y of those who were t r u l y g r e a t " 

( 1 . 1 ) , a l t h o u g h one suspects t h a t t h e r e i s a corner of h i s 

mind which does. I t i n d i c a t e s the degree t o which we are 

disarmed by Spender's openness and v i g o r o u s rhythms t h a t we 

accept h i s a s s e r t i o n o f a hero-obsession, as C.Day Lewis has 

p e r c e p t i v e l y observed: 

. . . i t i s one of Spender's g r e a t e s t m e r i t s t h a t , when he 
t e l l s us t h a t he t h i n k s c o n t i n u a l l y of those who were 
t r u l y g r e a t , we are i n no doubt t h a t he does so. 3 3 

Spender, i n the same way t h a t he summarized the f o u r 

c h a r a c t e r s of "The Dust Made F l e s h " (Twenty Poems) i n b r i e f 

s t u d i e s o f imagery, here seems t o be a t t e m p t i n g t o sum up 

h i s own p e r s o n a l i t y i n the s i n g l e phrase of the f i r s t l i n e . 

However, t h e image of s e l f i n " I t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y of those 

who were t r u l y g r e a t " i s i r o n i z e d by the o v e r s t a t e m e n t of 

i t s p o r t r a y a l ; t h e l i n e i n d i c a t e s how Spender would l i k e t o 

p e r c e i v e h i s s e l f w h i l e a l s o i n d i c a t i n g t h e d i s t a n c e between 

the wish and the a c t u a l i t y . A l t h o u g h n o t d i r e c t l y a s p i r i n g 

t o heroism, the a s s e r t i o n t h a t " I t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y of those 

who were t r u l y g r e a t " demonstrates a d e s i r e t o be 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d , u n c o n d i t i o n a l and u n i f i e d . However, r a t h e r 

than d e t r a c t i n g from t he poem, t h i s o v e r s t a t e m e n t conveys a 

w i s t f u l n e s s and n a i v e t e . Moreover, the c o m b i n a t i o n o f 

n a i v e t e and se l f - a w a r e n e s s c r e a t e s a sense of s o p h i s t i c a t i o n 

r a t h e r than incoherence, making Spender's innocence more 

p r e c i o u s . 
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The poem, a l t h o u g h r e t r o s p e c t i v e and p e r s o n a l , emphasises 

the n a t u r e of heroism r a t h e r than the poet's f a i l u r e t o be a 

hero, which was the case i n "What I expected". Furthermore, 

as Hynes has a c c u r a t e l y observed, one c o u l d n o t c a l l the 

poem " p o l e m i c a l or p o l i t i c a l or t o p i c a l " , and moreover i t 

" n e i t h e r urges a cause or proposes a course of a c t i o n , or 

l i n k s i t s s u b j e c t e x p l i c i t l y t o immediate h i s t o r y " 3 4 . The 

e x c l u s i o n of e x p l i c i t l y contemporary and p u b l i c concerns 

from t h e poem and the u n i v e r s a l i t y of the language, n o t a b l y 

the use of terms l i k e " S p i r i t " ( 1 . 6 ) and " e s s e n t i a l d e l i g h t " 

( 1 . 1 0 ) , e s t a b l i s h the i n t e r i o r i t y o f t h e poem: 

Who, from the womb, remembered t h e s o u l ' s h i s t o r y 
Through c o r r i d o r s of l i g h t where t h e hours are suns 
Endless and s i n g i n g . Whose l o v e l y a m b i t i o n 
Was t h a t t h e i r l i p s , s t i l l touched w i t h f i r e , 
Should t e l l of the S p i r i t c l o t h e d from head t o f o o t i n 

song. 
( 1 1 . 2 - 6 ) . 

The phrase " s o u l ' s h i s t o r y " ( 1 . 2 ) n o t o n l y smacks of the 

m y s t i c a l b u t a l s o i n t i m a t e s a Romantic s e n s i b i l i t y . 

Moreover, the word " h i s t o r y " i s g i v e n a p e r s o n a l r a t h e r 

t h a n , as might be expected, a p o l i t i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

Indeed, the sensuousness, f r a n k n e s s and m y s t i c i s m of " I 

t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y of those who were t r u l y g r e a t " bear 

w i t n e s s t o the i n f l u e n c e of D.H.Lawrence, which Spender b o t h 

acknowledges and says he cannot a d e q u a t e l y e x p l a i n : 

No a t t e m p t t o resume Lawrence's ideas can e x p l a i n the 
i n f l u e n c e he had over me. T h i s was an immediate 
r e a c t i o n when I read a page o f h i s d e s c r i p t i v e prose, 
or one of h i s poems... Lawrence c o u l d not have 
c e r e b r a l i z e d the sea i n the manner of Joyce c a l l i n g i t 
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the "snot-green sea". Nor c o u l d he, l i k e E l i o t , have 
d e s c r i b e d t he evening sky as "a p a t i e n t e t h e r i s e d upon 
a t a b l e " . 3 5 

The i n f l u e n c e of Lawrence a l s o i n f o r m s t h e s p i r i t u a l i t y w i t h 

which Spender encases "the t r u l y g r e a t " ( 1 . 1 ) , and the 

balance s t r u c k between t h e i r s p i r i t u a l i t y and p h y s i c a l i t y . 

The second stanza g e n e r a l i z e s the p h y s i c a l d e t a i l s of the 

f i r s t s t a n z a i n t o p o t e n t n a t u r a l , u n i v e r s a l f o r c e s which 

demand memory and l o v e : 

What i s p r e c i o u s i s never t o f o r g e t 
The e s s e n t i a l d e l i g h t o f the blo o d drawn from ageless 

s p r i n g s 
B r e a k i n g t h r o u g h rocks i n w o r l d s b e f o r e our e a r t h . 
Never t o deny i t s p l e a s u r e i n the morning simple l i g h t 
Nor i t s grave evening demand f o r l o v e . 

( 1 1 . 9 - 1 3 ) . 
The end of the second stanza moots the p o s s i b i l i t y of the 

su p p r e s s i o n o f such f o r c e s by modern l i v i n g : 

Never t o a l l o w g r a d u a l l y t he t r a f f i c t o smother 
W i t h n o i s e and f o g the f l o w e r i n g o f the s p i r i t . 

(11.14-15) . 

The slow i n s i s t e n t rhythm and matching o f "smother" and 

" s p i r i t " a t the l i n e ends conveys a d u a l sense of the 

s t r a n g l i n g t r a f f i c and the s t u b b o r n r e s i s t a n c e o f the 

" f l o w e r i n g o f the s p i r i t " ( 1 . 1 5 ) . The e m o t i o n a l f o r c e o f the 

images i s r o o t e d i n t h e i r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e q u a l i t y ; t r a f f i c i s 

a component of the i n d u s t r i a l w o r l d and the word " f l o w e r i n g " 

a s s o c i a t e s " the s p i r i t " (1.15) w i t h Nature. N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

the poet i s t h i n k i n g of "those who were t r u l y g r e a t " ( 1 . 1 ) 

r a t h e r than those who are or w i l l be t r u l y g r e a t , i m p l y i n g 

t h e r e b y t h a t "the f l o w e r i n g o f the s p i r i t " (1.15) has been 
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smothered. Indeed, the t r u l y g r e a t now o n l y e x i s t as 

memories: 

Near the snow, near the sun, i n the h i g h e s t f i e l d s 
See how these names are f e t e d by the waving grass 
And by the streamers of w h i t e c l o u d 
And whispers of wind i n the l i s t e n i n g sky. 

(11.16-19). 

The c l o s i n g l i n e s , which echo t h e f a l l o f I c a r u s and the 

vapour t r a i l o f an aeroplane, c o n f i r m the poet's view t h a t 

th e " t r u l y g r e a t " ( 1 . 1 ) are b o t h g l o r i o u s and t r u l y gone: 

Born of the sun they t r a v e l l e d a s h o r t w h i l e toward the 
sun, 

And l e f t t h e v i v i d a i r s i g n e d w i t h t h e i r honour. 
(11.22-23). 

The " t r u l y g r e a t " ( 1 . 1 ) t r a v e l l e d b r i e f l y toward t h e i r g o a l , 

which gave them b e i n g and purpose, and were consumed by the 

f i r e and heat of the passage. The poignancy of t h e i r 

d e p a r t u r e deepens and v a l i d a t e s Spender's i n i t i a l p o s i t i o n 

of a d m i r a t i o n . 

Having accepted t h a t he i s n o t a hero, a p o s i t i o n o u t l i n e d 

i n "What I expected" and " I t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y of those who 

were t r u l y g r e a t " , Spender b e g i n s i n poems such as "Without 

t h a t once c l e a r aim, the p a t h of f l i g h t " and "Passing men 

are s o r r y f o r the b i r d s i n cages" t o d e f i n e f o r h i m s e l f a 

r o l e as a f a i l e d and f o r l o r n s a v i o u r d e f e n d i n g the i n t e r i o r 

w o r l d of the s e l f a g a i n s t the i n t r u s i v e p r e s s u r e s of the 

modern w o r l d , d e f i n i n g f o r h i s s e l f a "martyrdom serene, but 

h o r r i b l e " ("Passing men are s o r r y f o r the b i r d s i n cages", 

1.27). T h i s r o l e i s c h a r a c t e r i s e d by concerns w i t h p o v e r t y , 
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s u f f e r i n g , l o v e and d e a t h ; concerns which are animated by 

s e l f - c o n t a i n e d p i t y and made u r g e n t by "The Myth of the Next 

War" 3 B . The r o l e i s s e t a g a i n s t what t he poet cannot be: 

heroes, t he poor and "people whose p e r s o n a l i t i e s were so 

u n i f i e d t h a t t h e y c o u l d be summed up i n a s i n g l e phrase or 

image" 3 7 . Spender's f a i l u r e t o u n i t e the i n n e r and o u t e r , 

which he more t y p i c a l l y e x p l o r e s i n terms of the Romantic 

o p p o s i t i o n of the c o u n t r y and the c i t y , i s understood as a 

q u e s t i o n of choice r a t h e r than balance, and becomes a main 

p r i n c i p l e of h i s s e l f and a c e n t r a l assumption of h i s 

p o e t r y . 

The f i r s t f i v e l i n e s of the sonnet "Without t h a t once c l e a r 

aim, the p a t h of f l i g h t " i n t r o d u c e and e x p l o r e t he 

opp r e s s i o n of the poet by " t h i s c e n t u r y " ( 1 . 3 ) and the 

a s s o c i a t e d s u p p r e s s i o n o f t r u t h : 

I s u f f e r l i k e h i s t o r y i n Dark Ages, where 
T r u t h l i e s i n dungeons, from which d r i f t s no whisper: 

( 1 1 . 4 - 5 ) . 

A l t h o u g h the mention of "We" ( 1 . 6 ) g e n e r a l i z e s t he s i t u a t i o n 

t he poem f i r m l y focuses on the concerns and s u f f e r i n g of the 

" I " . Mention of " t o r t u r e s and war, i n dark and smoky rumour" 

( 1 . 7 ) suggests, g i v e n t h a t t h i s poem im m e d i a t e l y succeeds 

"Van der Lubbe" i n Poems ( 1 9 3 4 ) , a contemporary s c e n a r i o . 

The i d e a of the e x t e r n a l w o r l d i n v a d i n g and o p p r e s s i n g the 

i n n e r w o r l d of the i n d i v i d u a l echoes n o t o n l y "Van der 
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Lubbe" b u t poems such as "Alas, when he laughs i t i s n o t 

he". The c l o s i n g l i n e s encompass these concerns i n a 

t y p i c a l l y Romantic c i t y - c o u n t r y o p p o s i t i o n made i n t e n s e and 

f o r c e f u l by the poet's d i r e c t i n v o l v e m e n t : 

Road d r i l l s e x p l o r e new areas o f p a i n , 
Nor summer nor l i g h t may reach down here t o p l a y . 
The c i t y b u i l d s i t s h o r r o r s i n my b r a i n , 
T h i s w r i t i n g i s my o n l y wings away. 

(11.11-14). 
But p o e t r y i s here o n l y escape, r a t h e r than the c r e a t i v e , 

t r a n s f o r m i n g a c t i o n one might hope f o r . The c l o s i n g l i n e s 

p r o c l a i m t h e n e c e s s i t y o f r e t r e a t from t he e x t e r n a l w o r l d 

i n t o t h a t of t h e i m a g i n a t i o n . I n "Passing men are s o r r y f o r 

the b i r d s i n cages", one of t h e most i n t e r e s t i n g and 

s i g n i f i c a n t poems i n Poems ( 1 9 3 4 ) , Spender o b l i q u e l y 

develops t h i s theme, p o s i t i n g an image of s e l f a g a i n s t those 

whom he b e r a t e s . 

The modern w o r l d i s i n d i c t e d f o r i t s s u p p r e s s i o n o f n a t u r a l 

f o r c e s ; e s p e c i a l l y the human c a p a c i t y f o r " P h y s i c a l d e l i g h t " 

( 1 . 4 ) which i s l i k e n e d t o a b i r d . Our r e a d i n g o f Spender's 

concern w i t h " P h y s i c a l d e l i g h t " ( 1 . 4 ) i s heigh t e n e d by t h e 

sensuousness and eloquence of such poems as "For T.A.R.H." 

and "oh young men, oh young comrades" which are pla c e d 

nearby i n the sequence. The d i c t i o n o f the opening s t a n z a , 

"cages", " c o n s t r i c t e d " , and "hedged and l i n e d " , f o r c e f u l l y 

conveys the su p p r e s s i o n of the n a t u r a l : 
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Passing, men are s o r r y f o r t he b i r d s i n cages 
And f o r c o n s t r i c t e d n a t u r e hedged and l i n e d , 
But what do they say t o your p l e a s a n t b i r d 
P h y s i c a l d e l i g h t , s i n c e years tamed? 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The poem moves s w i f t l y from "men" ( 1 . 1 ) t o "you" ( 1 . 6 ) , the 

l a t e r term f o c u s i n g t h e i n d i c t m e n t on b o t h a g e n e r a l i s e d 

f i g u r e and a t the rea d e r . However, the poet exempts h i m s e l f 

from the a c c u s a t i o n s he makes, and h i s d e s i r e t o judge and 

condemn c a s t s doubt upon the p u r i t y of h i s mo t i v e s . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , h i s v i v i d d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e sup p r e s s i o n of 

" P h y s i c a l d e l i g h t " ( 1 . 4 ) and the h o r r o r o f " P r o c r a s t i n a t i o n 

of n a t u r e " (1.16) suggests an impassive r a t h e r than a 

sym p a t h e t i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g . The "you" ( 1 . 6 ) appears as 

Spender's a l t e r - e g o , a s e l f whom Spender needs t o judge and 

understand i n o r d e r t o t r a n s c e n d . 

The "you" of "Passing men are s o r r y f o r t he b i r d s i n cages" 

i s a g e n e r a l i z e d and common f i g u r e , i n c o n t r a s t t o the 

myth i c b u t t r a g i c "he", the " a r i s t o c r a t " , of "Discovered i n 

Mid-ocean". I n the same way t h a t the "he" of "Discovered i n 

Mid-ocean" i s an a n t i d o t e t o Spender's n a t u r a l cowardice, so 

the "you" of "Passing men are s o r r y f o r the b i r d s i n cages" 

i s an a n t i d o t e t o Spender's p e r c e p t i o n o f h i m s e l f as "acted 

upon by e x p e r i e n c e s " b u t not able t o "dominate h i s 

cir c u m s t a n c e s " 3 B . Moreover, i n p o s i t i n g a l t e r - e g o s Spender 

d e f i n e s a sense of s e l f as n e i t h e r h e r o i c nor g e n e r a l , 

n e i t h e r t r a g i c nor common, but as something withdrawn from 
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such extremes and y e t s t r e t c h e d between them. Spender's 

sense of s e l f , perhaps more c l e a r l y here than elsewhere, i s 

d e f i n e d n ot i n terms of what i t i s but i n terms of what i t 

i s n o t . 

The sensuousness t h a t c h a r a c t e r i s e s , even d e f i n e s , "your 

p l e a s a n t b i r d " ( 1 . 3 ) i s suppressed beneath l a y e r s and years 

of n e g l e c t , n e g l i g e n c e and d e l i b e r a t e a c t i o n . I n a d d i t i o n , 

the r e p r e s s i o n of the " P h y s i c a l d e l i g h t " ( 1 . 4 ) of the 

i n d i v i d u a l , who hides h i s n a t u r a l beauty beneath " c l o t h e s " 

( 1 . 6 ) , runs p a r a l l e l s t o the o p p r e s s i o n of Nature by the 

spread of the urban: 

Behind c e n t u r i e s , behind the c o n t i n u a l h i l l , 
The wood you f e l l e d , your c l o t h e s , the slums you b u i l t , 

( 1 1 . 5 - 6 ) . 

However, as i n "For T.A.R.H." and "That g i r l who laughed and 

had b l a c k eyes", the p r e s e n t s i t u a t i o n i s i n c i s i v e l y 

u n d e r cut by memories i n s p i r e d by l o v e , by images of a former 

s t a t e of b e i n g : 

Behind c e n t u r i e s , behind the c o n t i n u a l h i l l , 
The wood you f e l l e d , your c l o t h e s , the slums you b u i l t , 
Only l o v e knows where t h a t b i r d d i p s h i s head, 
Only the sun, soaked i n memory, f l a s h e s on h i s neck. 

(11.5-8) . 

A l t h o u g h " P h y s i c a l d e l i g h t " ( 1 . 4 ) i s now "tamed" ( 1 . 4 ) 

r a t h e r than dead, t h e sad t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of the b i r d caused 

by c o n s t r i c t i o n and c a g i n g i n s p i r e s the poet t o d e s i r e i t s 

d e a t h : 
Dance, w i l l you? And s i n g ? Yet p r a y he i s dead, 
I n v e n t p o l i t i c s t o hide him and law s u i t s and s u i t s : 

( 1 1 . 9 - 1 0 ) . 
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The poet's h e a r t f e l t wish not o n l y demands th e reader's 

sympathy but appears t o be f u l f i l l e d : 

Now he's i m p o s s i b l e and q u i t e d e s t r o y e d l i k e grass 
Where the f i e l d s are covered w i t h your more l i v i n g 

houses. 
(11.11-12) . 

The o v e r s t a t e m e n t of the f a c t of f u l f i l l m e n t , w i t h the word 

" i m p o s s i b l e " p r e f a c i n g the c o n j u n c t i o n of " q u i t e " and 

" d e s t r o y e d " , undermines i t s apparent c e r t a i n t y and h i n t s a t 

the f a i n t , b u t f u n d a m e n t a l , p o s s i b i l i t y of h e a l i n g . 

The c a g i n g of " P h y s i c a l d e l i g h t " ( 1 . 4 ) has robbed the "you" 

of happiness (1.13) and l e f t o n l y h y p o c r i s y . The "you", 

w i t h o u t the r o o t of sensuousness, l o s e s h i s i n d i v i d u a l 

i d e n t i t y and become a b r i t t l e s o c i a l c r e a t u r e , a m i r r o r of 

the w o r l d he i n h a b i t s . The poet knows the w o r l d of the "you" 

(11.14-15), and h i s superb e v o c a t i o n of the h y p o c r i s y of the 

"you" perhaps suggests t h a t he was once as the "you": 

i never hear you are happy, b u t I wonder 
Whether i t was a t a s h i n y bazaar, 
At a b r i t t l e dance or a p a r t y , t h a t you c o u l d c r e a t e 
P r o c r a s t i n a t i o n of n a t u r e , f o r your t a l k and l a u g h t e r 

are 
Only a g l a s s t h a t f l a s h e s back the l i g h t 
And covers o n l y hate. 

(11.13-18). 

The l o v e which i n f o r m s the memories i s d i s t i n c t from the 

hate which animates the " P r o c r a s t i n a t i o n of n a t u r e " ( 1 . 1 6 ) , 

a phrase which g r a p h i c a l l y c o n j u r e s a sense of v a i n y e t 

c l e v e r c h a t t e r . The word " P r o c r a s t i n a t i o n " (1.16) s i g n i f i e s 

d e l a y and d i l a t o r i n e s s 3 a , and i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h the word 
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" n a t u r e " (1.16) i n d i c a t e s an avoidance of t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e 

of Nature. The "you", l i k e t he " s h i n y bazaar" and " b r i t t l e 

dance" (11.14 and 15), i s a glamorous v e r s i o n of something 

more v i t a l and s i n c e r e . The "you" appears an a l t e r n a t i v e 

v e r s i o n of the " I " . 

The i n d i c t m e n t t u r n s i n t o a chance of s a l v a t i o n i n the f i f t h 

s t a n z a , i n which the poet says of the b i r d t h a t he has 

"signed h i s r e l e a s e " ( 1 . 1 9 ) . The s t e r i l i t y o f the modern 

l i f e o f the "you" c l a s h e s w i t h the L a w r e n t i a n eloquence of 

t h e s t i r r i n g of " P h y s i c a l d e l i g h t " ( 1 . 4 ) , which loo k s back 

t o t he i d y l l i c s t a t e which e x i s t e d p r i o r t o the modern: 

W i l l you not f o r g i v e him? I have sig n e d h i s r e l e a s e 
A l a r m i n g and g e n t l e l i k e t he blood's t h r o b , 
And h i s f o u n t a i n of j o y wakes the s o l i t a r y s t a g 
From h i s c h e r i s h e d s l e e p . 

(11.19-22) . 

The use of the word "you" i n the q u e s t i o n " W i l l you not 

f o r g i v e him?" ( 1 . 1 9 ) , l i k e t he mocking c a l l s t o dance and 

s i n g ( 1 . 9 ) , r e f e r s b o t h t o the "you" and t o "your p l e a s a n t 

b i r d " (11.3 and 6 ) . T h i s a m b i g u i t y l i n k s the modern man t o 

h i s sensuous b e i n g and h i n t s a t the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . The poem r e v i t a l i z e s the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

h e a l i n g . The s i x t h stanza balances the g e n e r o s i t y of t h i s 

p o t e n t i a l r e l e a s e w i t h t h e need f o r the "you" t o e x e r c i s e 

f o r g i v e n e s s and acceptance i n o r d e r a l s o t o be f o r g i v e n and 

accepted. The a l l u s i o n s t o "the angel" and "martyrdom" ( 1 1 . 

26 and 27) t e n t a t i v e l y r e i n f o r c e the C h r i s t i a n i t y of t h i s 
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p r i n c i p l e : 
But i f you s t i l l bar your p r e t t y b i r d , remember 
Revenge and d e s p a i r are p r i s o n e d i n your bowels. 
L i f e cannot pardon the i d e a l w i t h o u t s c r u p l e , 
The enemy of f l e s h , the angel and d e s t r o y e r , 
C r e a t o r of a martyrdom serene, b u t h o r r i b l e . 

(11.23-27). 

The g e n e r a l i s a t i o n of the c l o s i n g l i n e s broadens the 

i n d i c t m e n t a g a i n s t t he "you" ( 1 . 6 ) i n t o a g e n e r a l statement 

about the n a t u r e o f e x i s t e n c e . The consequence of the 

c o n t i n u i n g d i v i s i o n between i n n e r and o u t e r w o r l d s i s t o 

l i v e i n a s t a t e o f "martyrdom serene, but h o r r i b l e " (1.27) 
be 

which, a l t h o u g h i t might^an " i d e a l " ( 1 . 2 5 ) , i s n e v e r t h e l e s s 

a v i o l a t i o n o f t h e n a t u r a l balance which t he poet p r a i s e s . 

The phrase "the i d e a l " (1.25) appears t o be the o b j e c t of 

the c l o s i n g l i n e s , s u g g e s t i n g an o p p o s i t i o n between " L i f e " 

and " the i d e a l " ( 1 . 2 5 ) . While i t would appear absurd t o 

i d e n t i f y " L i f e " (1.25) w i t h t h e "enemy of f l e s h " ( 1 . 2 6 ) , the 

phrase "angel and d e s t r o y e r " (1.26) c o u l d r e f e r e i t h e r t o 

"the i d e a l " or t o "the i d e a l " and " L i f e " ( 1 . 2 5 ) , w h i l e t he 

l a c k of a p r e p o s i t i o n i n the l a s t l i n e r e i n f o r c e s the sense 

t h a t the "Crea t o r of a martyrdom serene, b u t h o r r i b l e " 

(1.27) might be e i t h e r or b o t h . Moreover, t he l a s t l i n e , 

which stands out s h a r p l y as a l y r i c a l c l i m a x , l a c k s 

d e f i n i t i o n . Martyrdom, which i s b o t h f e a r e d and d e s i r e d , 

might be the e f f e c t of the i n f l e x i b i l i t y o f e i t h e r " t he 

i d e a l " or " L i f e " ( 1 . 2 5 ) , might be c r e a t e d e i t h e r by choosing 

or by f a i l i n g t o choose between them. I n t h i s way the 
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"Creator of a martyrdom serene, b u t h o r r i b l e " (1.27) becomes 

the " I " who stands a t the p o i n t o f a m b i g u i t y and d e c i s i o n . 

I n r e f u s i n g t o come t o a f o r m a l c o n c l u s i o n "Passing men are 

s o r r y f o r the b i r d s i n cages" p o w e r f u l l y o u t l i n e s t h e 

dangers of i n d e c i s i o n y e t proposes an " I " who though 

judgemental has y e t t o choose. "Passing men are s o r r y f o r 

the b i r d s i n cages", l i k e "He w i l l watch t he hawk w i t h an 

i n d i f f e r e n t eye" and " I t h i n k c o n t i n u a l l y of those who were 

t r u l y g r e a t " , p o s i t s an i n t e n s e l y s i g n i f i c a n t image of s e l f . 

The concept o f a "martyrdom serene, b u t h o r r i b l e " (1.27) 

loo k s f o r w a r d t o t h e image of s e l f p o s i t e d i n poems such as 

"Shapes of d e a t h haunt l i f e " and the p r o f o u n d l y 

i n t r o s p e c t i v e poems of The S t i l l C e n tre, which tend t o 

r e j e c t the o u t e r i n f a v o u r of t h e i n n e r . 

T h i s tendency i s c o n t i n u e d i n "The P r i s o n e r s " i n which t he 

poet w i t h d r a w s from t he e x t e r n a l w o r l d i n t o s e l f - r e f l e c t i o n ; 

f o c u s i n g on the need t o be saved r a t h e r than the a b i l i t y t o 

save o n e s e l f . I n "The P r i s o n e r s " Spender a l s o c o n t i n u e s h i s 

e x p l o r a t i o n o f the gap between i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l w o r l d s . 

The poem p r e s e n t s e x i s t e n c e s c h a r a c t e r i s e d by i s o l a t i o n , 

s t e r i l i t y , d e s p a i r and darkness, and e x p l o r e s t he poet's 

r e a c t i o n s t o t h e i r p l i g h t . The r e p e t i t i o n of the word " f a r " 

(1.1 ) c o n f i r m s t he e x t r e m i t y of the s i t u a t i o n of "The 
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P r i s o n e r s " ( t i t l e ) and helps e s t a b l i s h t he poet's i n i t i a l 
detachment from the scene he p r e s e n t s : 

Far f a r the l e a s t of a l l , i n want, 
Are t h e s e , 
The p r i s o n e r s 
Turned massive w i t h t h e i r v a u l t s and dark w i t h d a r k , 

( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The a b s t r a c t e d poet observes the i s o l a t e d f i g u r e s who are 

o n l y d i m l y aware of an e x t e r n a l w o r l d or the w o r l d t h e y 

occupy. The phrase "Turned massive w i t h t h e i r v a u l t s " ( 1 . 4 ) 

suggests the v a s t empty chambers of a church or c a t h e d r a l 

which, l i k e t h e p r i s o n e r s , are w a i t i n g t o be f i l l e d w i t h 

meaning and purpose. The poem's p o w e r f u l and immediate 

appeal r e s t s i n i t s l a c k o f conspicuous judgements and i t s 

d i r e c t and unadorned d e s c r i p t i o n : 

They r a i s e no hands, which r e s t upon t h e i r knees, 
But lean t h e i r s o l i d eyes a g a i n s t t h e n i g h t , 
Dimly t h e y f e e l 
Only the f u r n i t u r e t h e y use i n c e l l s . 

( 1 1 . 5 - 8 ) . 

The c o m b i n a t i o n of s h o r t and l o n g l i n e s e s t a b l i s h e s a slow 

but d r a m a t i c verse movement which f o r c e f u l l y s t r e s s e s 

p a r t i c u l a r words such as " p r i s o n e r s " ( 1 . 3 ) and " f e e l " ( 1 . 7 ) . 

R e p e t i t i o n a l s o emphasises some words, n o t a b l y "dark" (11.4 

and 2 2 ) , " p i t y " (11.13 and 3 3 ) , " s t r i k e " (11.17 and 25) and 

"anger" ( 1 1 . 2 1 , 24 and 31). These b o l d emphases c r e a t e a 

t a u t n e s s , a gaunt sparseness, which i s p r o v o c a t i v e l y 

i n t e r r u p t e d by o c c a s i o n a l moments of r i c h e r language, such 

as " v i s i o n a r y l i q u i d door" (1.20) and " t h e b l a c k s i l k o f the 

b i g - b e l l i e d gown" ( 1 . 2 8 ) . The t e n s i o n between these two 
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t y p e s of language r e f l e c t s the acute detachment y e t sympathy 

of the p o e t , the r e s t r a i n e d p i t y i n s p i r e d by the s i t u a t i o n : 

My p i t y moves among them l i k e a breeze 
On w a l l s of stone 
F r e t t i n g f o r summer l e a v e s , or l i k e a tune 
On ears o f stone. 

(11.13-16) . 

The r e p e t i t i o n of "stone" (11.14 and 16), each time f a l l i n g 

h e a v i l y a t the end of the l i n e , r e i n f o r c e s t he i m p r e s s i o n of 

th e deadness of the p r i s o n e r ' s l i v e s , as j u x t a p o s e d t o the 

s a l v a t i o n e n v i s i o n e d by t h e p o e t . The images of the "breeze" 

and "the summer leaves" (11.13 and 15) s o f t e n t he poet's 

p o t e n t i a l anger i n t o a t e n d e r sympathy, and t h e stone and 

darkness of the p r i s o n e r s r e i n f o r c e s t he i s o l a t i o n of the 

po e t . The p i t y i n s p i r e d i n the poet does n o t change the 

s i t u a t i o n , does not become e f f e c t i v e a c t i o n : 

Then, when I r a i s e my hands t o s t r i k e , 
I t i s too l a t e , 
There are no chains t h a t f a l l 
Nor v i s i o n a r y l i q u i d door 
Melted w i t h anger. 

(11.17-21) . 
I n the l i g h t of t h i s i n a b i l i t y , t h i s f a i l u r e , i n the s i x t h 

s t anza t he poet asks two q u e s t i o n s , the even, ponderous 

m o n o s y l l a b l e s o f the f i r s t s t a r k l y j u x t a p o s e d t o the 

v i g o u r and pace of the second: 

When have t h e i r l i v e s been f r e e from w a l l s and d a r k 
And a i r s t h a t choke? 
And where l e s s p r i s o n e r t o l e t my anger 
L i k e a sun s t r i k e ? 

(11.22-25). 

The seventh stanza answers the q u e s t i o n s , and responds t o 
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t h e i r c o n t r o l l e d i n d i g n a t i o n and s e l f - r e p r o a c h w i t h the 
p o s s i b i l i t y of a c t i o n : 

I f I c o u l d f o l l o w them from room t o womb 
To p l a n t some hope 
Through the b l a c k s i l k of the b i g - b e l l i e d gown 
There would I win. 

(11.26-29). 

But t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y i s s u r r e n d e r e d because " I t i s too l a t e 

f o r anger" ( 1 . 3 1 ) . The f i n a l l i n e r e c o r d s r e s i g n a t i o n , the 

acknowledgement of p e r s o n a l f a i l u r e , such t h a t a l l remains 

i s t he i s o l a t e d and s e n s i t i v e poet r e c o r d i n g h i m s e l f : 

N o t h i n g p r e v a i l s 
But p i t y f o r the g r i e f t hey cannot f e e l . 

(11.32-33). 

"The P r i s o n e r s " i s r e m i n i n s c e n t o f , and p r o v i d e s an 

i n t e r e s t i n g c o n t r a s t t o , one of the c l o s i n g s e c t i o n s of 

E l i o t ' s The Waste Land: 
We t h i n k of the key, each i n h i s p r i s o n 
T h i n k i n g of the key, each c o n f i r m s a p r i s o n 
Only a t n i g h t f a l l , 

(11.413-415). 

The l i n e s from E l i o t p l a c e the awareness of the p r i s o n and 

the a b i l i t y t o a c t f i r m l y w i t h i n the scope o f each p r i s o n e r 

( t h e passage does not say whether the key has locked or 

unlocked t h e d o o r ) , whereas "The P r i s o n e r s " p o s t u l a t e s 

p r i s o n e r s who need t o be saved r a t h e r than b e i n g able t o 

save themselves. E l i o t i s e x p r e s s i n g a g e n e r a l c o n d i t i o n , 

whereas Spender i s combining a p e r c e i v e d need f o r a c t i o n 

w i t h a v i s i o n of h i m s e l f as a f o r l o r n and f a i l e d s a v i o u r . 

T h i s v i s i o n i s a r e - s t a t e m e n t of a "martyrdom serene, b u t 

h o r r i b l e " (1.27, "Passing men are s o r r y f o r t h e b i r d s i n 177 



cages"), of the ch o i c e between r a t h e r than b a l a n c i n g of 

i n n e r and o u t e r w o r l d s . 

"Shapes of de a t h haunt l i f e " l i n k s t he poet's e x p l o r a t i o n of 

s e l f w i t h a m e d i t a t i o n upon l o v e and d e a t h which, the t i t l e 

i m p l i e s , p e n e t r a t e every moment and aspect of b e i n g : 

Shapes of d e a t h haunt l i f e , 
N e urosis e c l i p s i n g each i n s p e c i a l shadow: 
U n r e q u i t e d l o v e n o t s o l v i n g 
The need t o become another ' s body 
Wears b l a c k i n v i s i b i l i t y : 

( 1 1 . 1 - 5 ) . 
The s h o r t l i n e s r e i n f o r c e the r i g i d c e r t a i n t y o f f e r e d by the 

c o m b i n a t i o n of b l u n t s t a t e m e n t s and p r e c i s e language. T h i s 

c e r t a i n t y i s i n s p i r e d y e t q u a l i f i e d by an i n t r o s p e c t i o n 

r o o t e d i n a need t o l o v e . The poet d e s i r e s a love which 

i m p l i e s t h e s u r p a s s i n g or d i s m i s s a l of s e l f , a need which 

would be f u l f i l l e d a f t e r the f a s h i o n of Keats's Negative 

C a p a b i l i t y i n becoming another's body ( 1 . 4 ) . However, lov e 

i s i n h i b i t e d by the "greed f o r p r o p e r t y " and the " s p e e d l i n e s 

of d i c t a t o r s " (11.6 and 8 ) : p r e s s u r e s from t h e p u b l i c w o r l d 

which invade and d i v i d e the i n n e r l i f e , c r e a t i n g a n x i e t y and 

o b s e s s i o n a l f e a r s which obscure one another ( 1 . 2 ) and 

oppress t h e s e l f . 

The "best of us" ( 1 . 1 0 ) , whose messianic "adored d e s i r e " t o 

" d i e f o r the w o r l d " (1.11) p a r a l l e l s t he p o e t ' s d e s i r e f o r 

l o v e , are r e m i n i s c e n t of the good and brave of "What I 

expected" and, l i k e t h e good and brave, seem t o be worn down 
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and denied by the demands of the w o r l d i n response t o t h e i r 

urge t o heroism. 

The second stanza e x p l o r e s the i d e a of l o v e i n the c o n t e x t 

of l i f e and d e a t h , i n s i s t e n t l y p r e s e n t i n g the p e r v e r s i o n s 

and d i s t o r t i o n s wrought i n the i n i t i a l c o n d i t i o n of l o v e by 

a m b i t i o n : 

A m b i t i o n i s my d e a t h . That f l a t t h i n flame 
I f e e d , t h a t p l a n t s my shadow. T h i s p r e v e n t s l o v e 
And o f f e r s l o v e of b e i n g l o v e d or l o v i n g . 
The humorous s e l f - f o r g e t f u l drunkenness 
I t h a t e s , demands the pyramids 
Be b u i l t . 

( 11.12-17). 

The i n s i s t e n t rhythm emphasises t h e abruptness of such 

phrases as " I f e e d " ( 1 . 1 3 ) , " I t hates" (1.16) and "Be b u i l t " 

( 1 . 1 7 ) . T h i s b l u n t n e s s of (Statement g i v e s w e i g h t t o the 

o p p o s i t i o n y e t i n t e r w e a v i n g of a l t e r n a t i v e s of l o v e and 

ha t e , a m b i t i o n and s e l f - f o r g e t f u l n e s s , e x i s t e n c e and d e a t h . 

Love i s s u b j e c t t o c o n v o l u t i o n s ; " l o v e of b e i n g loved or 

l o v i n g " (1.14) i s p r e s e n t e d as an a l t e r n a t i v e t o l o v e , w h i l e 

the "need t o become an o t h e r ' s body" ( 1 . 4 ) p a r a l l e l s 

"humorous s e l f - f o r g e t f u l drunkenness" ( 1 . 1 5 ) . The poet needs 

t o p i c k h i s way t h r o u g h t h i s c o n f u s i o n t o come t o c e r t a i n t y . 

The acceptance of a m b i t i o n , of s t r i v i n g t o achieve e i t h e r 

p u b l i c a c c l a i m or " U n r e q u i t e d l o v e " , t r a n s f o r m s the g i v i n g 

s u b j e c t i n t o an a c c e p t i n g o b j e c t ( 1 . 1 4 ) . The demand t o b u i l d 

pyramids, whose o p p r e s s i o n p a r a l l e l s t h a t of "a s k y s c r a p e r 

over the b r e a t h i n g r i b s " ( 1 . 7 ) and death's "towers" ( 1 . 1 9 ) , 
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i s g r a n t e d urgency t h r o u g h i t s a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e 

i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f de a t h and the d i s t o r t i o n o f l o v e , and w i t h 

the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of p r e v e n t i n g e i t h e r : 

demands the pyramids 
Be b u i l t . Who can p r e v e n t 
His death's i n d u s t r y , which when he sleeps 
Throws up i t s towers? And conceals i n sla c k n e s s 
The dreams of r e v o l u t i o n , t h e b i r t h of death? 

(11.16-20) . 

The q u e s t i o n s are r h e t o r i c a l and p o i n t e d : t h e poet i s 

r e s i g n e d t o a f a t e which he does n ot accep t , a t e n s i o n which 

i n f o r m s h i s d e s i r e y e t i n a b i l i t y t o " d i e f o r the w o r l d " 

( 1 . 1 1 ) . I f such f o r c e s as the "greed f o r p r o p e r t y " ( 1 . 6 ) and 

the " s p e e d l i n e s of d i c t a t o r s " ( 1 . 8 ) are i n e v i t a b l e , as the 

second st a n z a i n t i m a t e s , then h i s s e l f - s a c r i f i c e can o n l y be 

symbo l i c . The poet's d e s i r e t o a c t h e r o i c a l l y i s p a r t i a l l y 

answered, as i n "What I expected", by the s e l f - c o n s c i o u s , 

symbolic a c t of w r i t i n g the poem. The poem a s s e r t s and 

f o r g i v e s the o b s e r v i n g , s y m p a t h e t i c detachment of the poet. 

The statement o f the d e s i r e f o r heroism, t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e 

acknowledgement of i t s i m p o s s i b i l i t y , a s s e r t s the heroism of 

the d e s i r e w h i l e a b s o l v i n g i t of the need f o r f u l f i l m e n t . 

The image of t h e pyramids i n l i n e s i x t e e n r e c a l l s one of 

Spender's e a r l i e r poems: 

And then perhaps, i n h i s v i l e pyramid 
The modern s e r f l e f t h i d 
Love i n a g r a t e ; 

( E p i s t l e (Near the Canal),11.61-63). 

I n b o t h poems t h e image of the pyramid l i n k s an o p p r e s s i v e 
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p a s t w i t h an o p p r e s s i v e p r e s e n t . The pyramid serves as a 

g e n e r a l symbol of man's imprisonment, e x i s t s b o t h w i t h i n and 

w i t h o u t t he s e l f , i s b o t h s u b s t a n t i a l and " f a n c i e d " ( 1 . 2 4 ) . 

The n o t i o n of imprisonment a l s o i n f o r m s the c o n c e a l i n g of 

"dreams of r e v o l u t i o n " i n s l a c k n e s s (1.20) and dea t h i n 

sleep (11.17-19), and t h e c l o a k i n g of t h e d e s i r e f o r h e r o i c 

a c t i o n i n the f a c t of r e s i g n e d o b s e r v a t i o n . The e f f o r t l e s s 

elegance and smooth rhythm o f the opening l i n e s of the t h i r d 

s t a n z a c o n f i r m t h e c o m f o r t t h a t t h e s i n g u l a r d e t e r m i n a t i o n 

of the swallows g r a n t s the poet i n h i s p l i g h t : 

A l so t he swallows by autumnal i n s t i n c t 
Comfort us w i t h t h e i r e f f o r t l e s s e x h a u s t i o n 
I n g r e a t unguided f l i g h t t o t h e i r complete South. 

(11.21-23) . 
The r e f e r e n c e t o " t h e swallows by autumnal i n s t i n c t " ( 1.21) 

echoes the l a s t l i n e of Keats's "To Autumn", a r e f e r e n c e 

which i l l u s t r a t e s Spender's s y m p a t h e t i c use of Romantic 

sources, here smoothly worked i n w i t h an acute awareness of 

the modern w o r l d . 

The word "Also" (1.21) suggests t h a t t h e poet has r e s i g n e d 

h i m s e l f t o h i s s i t u a t i o n , a l t h o u g h t h i s r e s i g n a t i o n does n o t 

mean p a s s i v i t y . His o b s e r v a t i o n s of the swallows c o m f o r t 

him. The easy t r a n s i t i o n from i d e a t o i d e a , t he swallows 

coming t o r e s t merging i n t o the u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e i r 

f l i g h t , leads towards a seemingly i n e v i t a b l e c o n c l u s i o n : 
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There on my f a n c i e d pyramids they lodge 
But f o r d e l i g h t , t h e i r whole compulsion. 
Not t e a c h i n g me t o l o v e , b u t s o o t h i n g my eyes; 
Not s a v i n g me from d e a t h , b u t s a v i n g me f o r speech. 

(11.24-27) . 

The d i s t o r t i o n of l o v e t h r o u g h t h e pr e s s u r e s of the p u b l i c 

w o r l d and a m b i t i o n which t he poem i n i t i a l l y p r e s e n t e d i s n o t 

c h a l l e n g e d b u t c h a n n e l l e d ; and t h e poem i t s e l f becomes the 

evidence of t h i s new d i r e c t i o n . The poet's r e s i g n a t i o n 

t h e r e b y o b l i q u e l y becomes the p r i m a r y impulse behind, and 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n o f , the poem: 

Not t e a c h i n g me t o l o v e , b u t s o o t h i n g my eyes; 
Not s a v i n g me from d e a t h , b u t s a v i n g me f o r speech. 

(11.26-27). 
The s i b i l a n t s s o f t e n t he f o r m a l i t y of "Not" and " b u t " 

(11.26-27) and the f i r m s tatement of a new purpose. The 

c l o s i n g l i n e s do not so much propose t he statement or 

f u l f i l m e n t of d e s i r e as f a i t h f u l n e s s t o the p a t t e r n o f 

d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t . 

The f i r s t s t a n z a proposed t h a t "Shapes of dea t h haunt l i f e " 

( 1 . 1 ) and t h a t l o v e , e i t h e r u n r e q u i t e d or s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g 

(11.3 and 11 ) , cannot r e a l i s e i t s own a m b i t i o n s . The c l o s i n g 

l i n e s answers lo v e w i t h r e s t and dea t h w i t h speech. The poet 

no l o n g e r wishes " t o d i e f o r the w o r l d " ( 1 . 1 1 ) , b u t has 

r e s o l v e d t o observe and r e c o r d . The r e s i g n a t i o n of the s e l f 

t o the p r e s s u r e of the e x t e r n a l w o r l d i s tempered by the 

pas s i v e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p i n t o p o e t r y , and 

i t s f i l t e r i n g t h r o u g h an image of s e l f seen i n terms o f , t o 
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use t he c l o s i n g l i n e of "Passing men are s o r r y f o r t he b i r d s 

i n cages", a "martyrdom serene, but h o r r i b l e " . 

I n t h e l a t e r poems i n Poems (1933 and 1934), such as "Not 

pa l a c e s , an era's crown" and "New Year", Spender's concept 

of a p e r s o n a l r o l e i s tempered by b o t h a broader awareness 

of c r i s i s i n h i s s o c i e t y and a v i s i o n of r e v o l u t i o n . 

A l t h o u g h concerned w i t h t h e broader s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l 

sphere, these l a t e r " p o l i t i c a l " poems o b l i q u e l y r e f l e c t upon 

a s e l f r e c o r d i n g a p e r s o n a l p e r s p e c t i v e ; they help t o d e f i n e 

the area o f Spender's c o n f u s i o n and c o n f l i c t of v a l u e s . I n 

such poems as "The F u n e r a l " Spender e x p l o r e s the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f i n d i v i d u a l e f f o r t w i t h i n the g e n e r a l c r i s i s 

of h i s time ( a theme, t o o , of poems such as "Van der Lubbe" 

and " I n 1929"). A l l e n Tate has p e r c e p t i v e l y observed t h a t 

" W i t h i n t he g e n e r a l terms of the i n t e l l e c t u a l c r i s i s o f the 

age, Spender has d e f i n e d a p e r s o n a l c r i s i s o f h i s own" 4 D . 

Spender's p e r s o n a l c r i s i s i n v o l v e s t h e e x p l o r a t i o n and 

s e l e c t i o n o f v a l u e s , from the f l o u n d e r i n g f o r c e r t a i n t y i n 

such poems as "oh young men, oh young comrades" t o the 

c o n f l i c t o f v a l u e s i n f o r m i n g such poems as "The F u n e r a l " . 

Spender's poems are not sta t e m e n t s o f , b u t m e d i t a t i o n s on, 

v a l u e . 

I n my d i s c u s s i o n o f these " p o l i t i c a l " poems I c o n c e n t r a t e on 

those u n i f i e d by a c e n t r a l image or c e n t r a l s i t u a t i o n b e f o r e 
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l o o k i n g a t those which are more g e n e r a l c a l l s f o r r e v o l u t i o n 

or v i s i o n s of a r e v o l u t i o n a r y s t a t e . 

"The Express", an e l e g a n t and e l o q u e n t poem, d e p i c t s an 

express t r a i n steaming up, l e a v i n g t he s t a t i o n and 

t r a v e l l i n g t h r o u g h the open c o u n t r y beyond the town. The 

poem's v i s i o n i s n ot e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d but i s embodied i n 

the image of the express, which focuses and helps t o u n i t e 

the poem; t h i s v i s i o n i s r o o t e d i n a " b e l i e f i n the 

i n e v i t a b l e approaching s a l v a t i o n of s o c i e t y t h r o u g h t he use 

of machinery" 4 1 . 

The steaming up of the express, seen as "the f i r s t p o w e r f u l 

p l a i n m a n i f e s t o " ( 1 . 1 ) and the " b l a c k statement of p i s t o n s " 

( 1 . 2 ) , a s s o c i a t e s t he express w i t h r e v o l u t i o n a r y p o l i t i c s . 

The landscape t he t r a i n i n i t i a l l y t r a v e l s t h r o u g h i s a l s o 

viewed i n terms of words, " the heavy page/ Of d e a t h , p r i n t e d 

by gravestones i n the cemetery" ( 1 1 . 6 - 7 ) , an a s s o c i a t i o n 

which n e a t l y j u x t a p o s e s t he drab urban landscape w i t h t h e 

v i t a l i t y of the express. Moreover, the l i f e l e s s townscape 

(11.5-7) c o n t r a s t s w i t h t h e "metal landscapes" (1.17) 

t h r o u g h which t he express t r a v e l s when she "plunges new eras 

of w i l d happiness" ( 1 . 1 8 ) . 

The express, r e f e r r e d t o as "she" ( t h e f i r s t i n s t a n c e occurs 

i n l i n e t h r e e ) , eases out of t h e s t a t i o n i n t o " t h e open 
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c o u n t r y " ( 1 . 8 ) : 

Where, g a t h e r i n g speed, she a c q u i r e s mystery, 
The luminous s e l f - p o s s e s s i o n of s h i p s on ocean. 
I t i s now she begins t o s i n g - a t f i r s t q u i t e low 
Then l o u d , and a t l a s t w i t h a j a z z y madness-
The song of her w h i s t l e screaming a t c u r v e s , 
Of d e a f e n i n g t u n n e l s , b rakes, innumerable b o l t s . 

(11.9-14) . 

The smooth t r a n s i t i o n from image t o image, t o g e t h e r w i t h the 

i n s i s t e n t f o r w a r d movement of the rhythm and time-sequence, 

enhances the i m p r e s s i o n of a c c e l e r a t i o n . The rhythm 

g r a c e f u l l y f o l l o w s the m o d u l a t i o n from idea t o id e a . The 

s i m i l a r i t y of the sound o f the phrases " s e l f - p o s s e s s i o n " and 

" s h i p s on ocean" (1.10) augments t h e i r r e g u l a r pace, which 

g i v e s way t o the t u m u l t and complex rhythms of her " j a z z y 

madness" (1.12) and the s t a c c a t o of " d e a f e n i n g t u n n e l s , 

b rakes, innumerable b o l t s " ( 1 . 1 4 ) . The rhythm mimics the 

a c c e l e r a t i o n and c a p t u r e s the growing power and e x c i t e m e n t 

of t h e express, which becomes no l o n g e r j u s t a t r a i n b u t 

a l s o the symbol and e x p e r i e n c e of 

new eras of w i l d happiness 
Where speed throws up s t r a n g e shapes, broad curves 
And p a r a l l e l s c l e a n l i k e t he s t e e l of guns. 

(11.18-20) . 

She f i n a l l y moves out of our v i s i o n , " f u r t h e r than Edinburgh 

or Rome" ( 1 . 2 1 ) , r e a c h i n g n i g h t and becoming "a low 

s t r e a m l i n e b r i g h t n e s s / Of phosphorus" (11.23-24), an image 

which g r a p h i c a l l y compounds s u g g e s t i o n s of m o o n l i t waves, 

s h o o t i n g s t a r s and f a s t , p r e c i s e machines. The c l o s i n g l i n e s 

f i x and enclose what the express has become: 
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Ah, l i k e a comet t h r o u g h flame she moves entranc e d 
Wrapt i n her music no b i r d song, no, nor bough 
B r e a k i n g w i t h honey buds, s h a l l ever e q u a l . 

(11.25-27). 

The express a s p i r e s t o be c e l e s t i a l , and the a l l u s i o n t o 

f i r e a s s o c i a t e s i t w i t h the s p i r i t u a l . The a s s e r t e d 

s u p e r i o r i t y of the mechanical over the n a t u r a l (11.26-27) 

seems o v e r s t a t e d b u t f a i l s t o i r o n i z e t h e p o e t ' s enthusiasm. 

The g l o w i n g d e s c r i p t i o n o f the express ought t o be 

r i d i c u l o u s ; a t r a i n bears a poor resemblance t o "a comet 

t h r o u g h flame" ( 1 . 2 5 ) . However, we g r a n t Spender c r e d i b i l i t y 

by v i r t u e of h i s c o n s i d e r a b l e r h y t h m i c s k i l l , f o r c e f u l 

imagery and h i s openness. Spender overcomes the p o t e n t i a l 

a b s u r d i t y of h i s exposure l a r g e l y by t h e impetus of h i s 

search f o r v a l u e . 

The express i s seen as b o t h r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t from and 

more b e a u t i f u l than t y p i c a l l y p i c t u r e s q u e examples of 

n a t u r a l beauty. The express j u x t a p o s e s r i c h n a t u r a l imagery 

and s c i e n t i f i c and t e c h n i c a l terms. The " b l a c k statement of 

p i s t o n s " ( 1 . 2 ) i m m e d i a t e l y precedes " g l i d i n g l i k e a queen" 

( 1 . 3 ) , the abandon of "new eras of w i l d happiness" (1.18) 

c r e a t e s shapes which are " c l e a n l i k e t h e s t e e l of guns" 

( 1 . 2 0 ) , and the "comet t h r o u g h flame" (1.25) i s framed by 

" b i r d song" and "bough/ B r e a k i n g w i t h honey buds" 

(11.26-27). The c o n t r a s t i n g t h r e a d s of imagery, u n i t e d i n 

the image of the express, do n o t so much counterpose "a 

symbol of modern i n d u s t r i a l power [ w i t h ] . . . a h i s t o r i c a l l y 
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t y p i c a l s u b j e c t " 4 Z , as Marcus suggests, as combine a l o v e 

of Nature w i t h a f a i t h i n the f u t u r e good of s c i e n c e . 

"The Landscape near an Aerodrome" c o n t i n u e s the i n t e r w e a v i n g 

and u n i t i n g of images and ideas concerned w i t h Nature and 

s c i e n c e , d e v e l o p i n g a t e n s i o n r a t h e r than a balance between 

opposing ideas. The poem opens w i t h a f i n e l y developed 

comparison of an aeroplane w i t h a moth; the slow movement of 

the verse miming the q u i e t descent of the p l a n e : 

More b e a u t i f u l and s o f t than any moth 
With b u r r i n g f u r r e d antennae f e e l i n g i t s huge p a t h 
Through dusk, 

( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) . 
The plane i s f r a g i l e , even d r e a m - l i k e , i n i t s f l i g h t p a t h 

over a town: 

G e n t l y , b r o a d l y she f a l l s 
S c a r c e l y d i s t u r b i n g c h a r t e d c u r r e n t s of a i r . 

(11.5-6) . 

The image of the " a i r - l i n e r " ( 1 . 3 ) suggests, as Cox and 

Dyson have not e d , ideas of the conquest of t h e a i r and the 

advance of s c i e n c e , and r e c a l l s the dreams of pre-1914 

humanist w r i t e r s , such as H.G.Wells, who t h o u g h t men were 

about t o c r e a t e b e t t e r and b e t t e r w o r l d s 4 3 . Furt h e r m o r e , 

one notes the p e r s o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of the symbol of an 

a e r o p l a n e , which i s an o b j e c t of beauty, freedom and 

p r o g r e s s , i n such poems as "He w i l l watch t h e hawk w i t h an 

i n d i f f e r e n t eye" and "Without t h a t once c l e a r aim, the p a t h 

of f l i g h t " . 
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The second stanza of "The Landscape near an Aerodrome" loo k s 

i n s i d e t h e plane a t the t r a v e l l e r s who are " L u l l e d by 

descent" ( 1 . 7 ) , and who watch w i t h a c l i n i c a l detachment, 

t h e i r "eyes t r a i n e d by w a t c h i n g " , t he approaching town. The 

town i n i t i a l l y appears as "suburbs" ( 1 . 4 ) , and then as 

" o u t s k i r t s " where " i n d u s t r y shows a f r a y i n g edge" (11.10 and 

11), and i n t h e t h i r d s t a n z a as a s u r r e a l , even n i g h t m a r e , 

landscape whose u g l i n e s s and malevolence v i v i d l y c l a s h 

w i t h t h e f i n e and f r e e p l a n e . The descent of the p l a n e , t o 

pursue t he opening image, i s l i k e a moth b e i n g drawn 

i n e x o r a b l y towards a l i g h t - b u l b . The p l a n e , and i t s 

passengers, are b e i n g drawn i n t o " t he landscape o f h y s t e r i a " 

(1.28) a f t e r h a v i n g t r a v e l l e d : 

across sea 
And across f e m i n i n e land i n d u l g i n g i t s easy li m b s 
I n m i l e s o f s o f t n e s s , 

( 1 1 . 7 - 9 ) . 

The t r a v e l l e r s remain e m o t i o n a l l y detached; t h e y merely 

"observe" (1.14) and "remark" ( 1 . 2 0 ) , even though t he 

landscape t h e y observe i s one of " h y s t e r i a " ( 1 . 2 8 ) . The 

images used t o d e p i c t t h e townscape are h i g h l y e v o c a t i v e and 

emotive, almost s h o c k i n g us w i t h t h e i r h o r r o r : 

chimneys l i k e l a n k b l a c k f i n g e r s 
Or f i g u r e s f r i g h t e n i n g and mad: and squat b u i l d i n g s 
W i t h t h e i r s t r a n g e a i r behind t r e e s , l i k e women's faces 
S h a t t e r e d by g r i e f . 

( 1 1.15-18). 

The g e n e r a l i m p r e s s i o n o f a " s t r a n g e a i r " (1.17) i s 

i r o n i c a l l y v i t a l i s e d by the v i v i d v i s u a l image of "women's 
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f a c e s / S h a t t e r e d by g r i e f " (11.17-18). The image t e n t a t i v e l y 

suggests a p a r a l l e l between a woman's face covered by 

f i n g e r s and "squat b u i l d i n g s " (1.16) behind t r e e s , t h e 

abstruseness o f t h e comparison adding t o the sense of 

d i s q u i e t . The image demands acceptance n o t judgement, and 

momentarily suspends the reader's c o n f i d e n t e x p e c t a t i o n s . 

T h i s d i s l o c a t i o n , i n a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e a b r u p t and 

s t a r t l i n g s h i f t from the solemn b u t s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d image of 

"chimneys l i k e l a n k b l a c k f i n g e r s " (1.15) t o the s u r r e a l 

comparison between "squat b u i l d i n g s . . . behind t r e e s " 

(11.16-17) and "women's f a c e s / S h a t t e r e d by g r i e f " 

(11.17-18), augments the h o r r o r of t h e images. 

The f o u r t h s t a n z a d e s c r i b e s "the l a s t sweep of l o v e " (1.22) 

of t he p l a n e , w h i l e t he l a s t s t a n z a r e c o r d s t he im p r e s s i o n s 

of t he t r a v e l l e r s as t h e y l a n d : 

Then, as t h e y l a n d , they hear t he t o l l i n g b e l l 
Reaching across t he landscape of h y s t e r i a 
To where, l a r g e r than a l l t he c h a r c o a l e d b a t t e r i e s 
And imaged towers a g a i n s t t h a t d y i n g sky, 
R e l i g i o n s t a n d s , t he church b l o c k i n g t h e sun. 

(11.27-31). 

The c o m b i n a t i o n o f r i c h sensuous phrases such as " f e m i n i n e 

l a n d " ( 1 . 4 ) and "landscape of h y s t e r i a " ( 1 . 2 8 ) , which 

g e n e r a l i s e v i v i d v i s u a l i m p r e s s i o n s , and unremarkable and 

even hackneyed phrases such as "whose c r i e s , l i k e w i l d 

b i r d s " (1.24) and "the t o l l i n g b e l l " ( 1 . 2 7 ) , r e f l e c t s t h e 

poet's a l t e r n a t i n g engagement and detachment. T h i s process 

i s perhaps more apparent w i t h t h e l a s t l i n e . 
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The l a s t l i n e , a l t h o u g h a i r i n g a s t a n d a r d r a d i c a l view of 

r e l i g i o n , i s an incongruous appendage; i t s g e n e r a l i s a t i o n 

seems sweeping a f t e r t h e d e l i c a t e and s u g g e s t i v e d e t a i l s of 

p r e v i o u s l i n e s and stanzas. 

The i n c o n g r u i t y of the l a s t l i n e p o i n t s t o the i r o n i e s and 

t e n s i o n s which p u l l "The Landscape near an Aerodrome" i n 

v a r i o u s , c o n t r a d i c t o r y d i r e c t i o n s . There i s the i n d u s t r i a l 

imagery b u t a l s o t h e d i s t u r b i n g s u r r e a l images; t h e r e i s the 

i m p e r s o n a l i t y b u t a l s o a v e r y p e r s o n a l sense of h o r r o r . 

F u rthermore, t h e r e i s the t e n s i o n between the d e s i r e t o 

s t a t e and t h e d e s i r e t o suggest: f o r example, the f i n a l 

s tanza s t a t e s a p o s i t i o n w h i l e t he f o u r t h stanza suggests a 

host of p o s s i b i l i t i e s , i n c l u d i n g t he o p p o s i t i o n between 

Nature and t h e c i t y , i n s t i n c t and reason, and s p o n t a n e i t y 

and d i s c i p l i n e . The tender human d e t a i l of t h e p l a y i n g boys 

i s s e t a g a i n s t the i m p e r s o n a l , s m o t h e r i n g c i t y : 

where boys p l a y a l l day 
Hacking dead g r a s s : whose c r i e s , l i k e w i l d b i r d s , 
S e t t l e upon the n e a r e s t r o o f s 
But soon are h i d under t h e loud c i t y . 

( 11.23-26). 

By c o n t r a s t , t he c l o s i n g l i n e pronounces on the Church and 

i t s r o l e i n h i s t o r y , s o c i e t y and the l i f e of the i n d i v i d u a l 

c onscience, is s u e s n e i t h e r r a i s e d nor d i s c u s s e d elsewhere i n 

the poem. The answer t o W a l c u t t ' s q u e s t i o n "What does 

r e l i g i o n (1.31) have t o do w i t h t h i s poem?" 4 4 i s , I would 
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suggest, v e r y l i t t l e . The l a s t l i n e seems t o be an a t t e m p t 

t o impose a c o n c l u s i o n and a coherence on a r a d i c a l l y 

fragmented v i s i o n . T h i s f r a g m e n t a t i o n underscores t he 

imagery, from the com b i n a t i o n of such d i s s i m i l a r o b j e c t s as 

f e m i n i n e l i m b s and the landscape i n l i n e e i g h t t o the 

v a r i o u s and d i s p a r a t e images used t o d e s c r i b e t he i n d u s t r i a l 

town. T h i s f r a g m e n t a t i o n r e f l e c t s t h e t e n s i o n between the 

detachment (11.9, 12 and 14) of the passengers and the 

e m o t i o n a l involvement of the poet. The s t r e s s e s do not so 

much c r e a t e "two tones o f v o i c e t o s u i t the w o r l d s of the 

aeroplane and the town" 4 5 as r e v e a l a t e n s i o n between 

involvement and detachment, t h e l a t t e r b e i n g a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

t h e passengers and the former w i t h t he poet and t h e town. 

The d e c i s i o n t o i n c l u d e t h i s c l o s i n g , i n a p p r o p r i a t e l i n e 

p r o v i d e s an o p p o r t u n i t y t o compare Spender's a c t u a l p o e t i c 

p r a c t i c e and h i s concept of t h a t p o e t i c p r a c t i c e as 

expressed i n h i s prose; j u x t a p o s i n g t h e image of s e l f 

r e v e a l e d by t h e p o e t i c t e c h n i q u e w i t h t he image of s e l f 

b e l i e v e d t o be communicated. The i m p o s i t i o n of a s t a n d a r d 

and even cliehe'd c o n c l u s i o n c o n t r a d i c t s Spender's a s s e r t i o n 

t h a t h i s approach was "one of complete submission t o 

e x p e r i e n c e , which I approached w i t h no p r e c o n c e i v e d 

t h e o r e t i c a t t i t u d e s " 4 B . Moreover, Spender can h i m s e l f be 

i n c l u d e d i n h i s d i s m i s s a l of w r i t e r s who: 
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. . . a l l o w t h e i r ideas t o lead them back from t e r r i f y i n g 
s o l i t u d e t o t h e c o n s o l a t o r y s o c i e t y of approximate and 
f a m i l i a r phrases. An exp e r i e n c e t o them i s the 
b e g i n n i n g of a j o u r n e y where they soon a r r i v e a t 
a l r e a d y expressed ideas. 4 7 

The t e n s i o n between d e s i r e d and a c t u a l images of s e l f 

i n f o r m s t he t e n s i o n between involvement and detachment i n 

"Landscape near an Aerodrome". T h i s f r a c t u r i n g o f the poem's 

i l l u s i o n does n o t so much p r o v i d e a weak p l a c e i n the poet's 

armour f o r a f a t a l t h r u s t 4 8 as p r o v i d e an i n s t a n t of 

i n s i g h t i n t o the processes and dynamics which i n f o r m t h e 

poem. 

The i n d i c t m e n t o f urban c i v i l i z a t i o n i n "The Landscape near 

an Aerodrome" broadens out i n "The F u n e r a l " i n t o a v i s i o n of 

th e c l a s s l e s s , s t a t e l e s s c o u n t r y which t h e Communist 

r e v o l u t i o n aims a t and which i s yearned f o r i n " A f t e r they 

have t i r e d " . The poem e x p l o r e s a t t i t u d e s t o dea t h on t h e 

occasi o n o f a f u n e r a l i n an i d e a l Communist c o u n t r y : 

Death i s another m i l e s t o n e on t h e i r way. 
With l a u g h t e r on t h e i r l i p s and w i t h winds b l o w i n g 

round them 
They r e c o r d s i m p l y 
How t h i s one e x c e l l e d a l l o t h e r s i n making d r i v i n g 

b e l t s . 
( 1 1 . 1 - 4 ) . 

The almost p r o v e r b i a l opening l i n e , which appears t o propose 

a h y p o t h e s i s which t he r e m a i n i n g poem w i l l p rove, i s 

counterposed by t h e j u b i l a n t d e s c r i p t i o n of the second l i n e , 

t h e c o l d o b s e r v a t i o n of the t h i r d and the p e c u l i a r a b s u r d i t y 

of t h e f o u r t h . The poem u n i t e s these v a r i o u s s t r a n d s i n i t s 
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c e l e b r a t i o n of an i d e a l c o u n t r y which f u s e s Nature and 

s c i e n c e , whose c i t i z e n s e x h i b i t q u a l i t i e s of n a t u r a l n e s s , 

s p o n t a n e i t y , s i m p l i c i t y and t e c h n i c a l e x c e l l e n c e ( 1 1 . 2 - 4 ) . 

The phrase "They r e c o r d s i m p l y " ( 1 . 3 ) r e f l e c t s n o t o n l y on 

t h e mourning b u t the poet's s i m p l e r e c o r d i n g of t h a t 

mourning. The poet appears t o be s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y f o l l o w i n g 

i f not a c t u a l l y p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n the f u n e r a l . 

A l t h o u g h the f u n e r a l i s not an occasion f o r g r i e f b u t of 

communal c e l e b r a t i o n , the a s s e r t i o n t h a t " T his i s f e s t i v i t y " 

( 1 . 5 ) seems f o r c e d , i t s a b r u p t exuberance c u r t a i l e d by the 

d u l l and l e n g t h y e l a b o r a t i o n : 

T h i s i s f e s t i v i t y , i t i s the time of s t a t i s t i c s 
When they r e c o r d what one u n i t c o n t r i b u t e d : 

( 1 1 . 5 - 6 ) . 

The tone of t h e b o l d o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t " t h e y r e c o r d what one 

u n i t c o n t r i b u t e d " ( 1 . 6 ) i s n e i t h e r c o l d nor i m p e r s o n a l , as 

might be expected, but l i g h t and j o y f u l . However, t h i s 

c e l e b r a t o r y tone appears awkward and c o n t r i v e d . The 

s u r p r i s i n g a s s o c i a t i o n , almost i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , of 

" f e s t i v i t y " w i t h " s t a t i s t i c s " ( 1 . 5 ) b e t r a y s a d e s i r e t o see 

t h e p l a i n as l y r i c a l , and perhaps a l s o v i c e v e r s a . The 

poem's v i s i o n a d v i s e s a p r e f e r e n c e f o r the u n c o n v e n t i o n a l 

appeal of " s t a t i s t i c s " and "one u n i t " (11.5-6) r a t h e r than 

" f e s t i v i t y " ( 1 . 5 ) , b u t the l a b o u r e d rhythm c a s t s doubt upon 

t h e c o n v i c t i o n of the v i s i o n . 
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A l t h o u g h the poem's t i t l e might suggest t he b u r i a l of an 

i n d i v i d u a l t o be paramount, as the mourners walk, home ( 1 . 9 ) 

the y f o r g e t the b u r i e d worker and c o n s i d e r the s o c i e t y i n 

which they l i v e : 

They speak of the w o r l d s t a t e 
With i t s towns l i k e b r a i n - c e n t r e s and i t s p u l s i n g 

a r t e r i e s . 
They t h i n k how one l i f e hums, r e v o l v e s and t o i l s , 
One cog i n a golden and s i n g i n g h i v e : 
L i k e spark from f i r e , i t s t a s k h a p p i l y achieved, 
I t f a l l s away q u i e t l y . 

(11.11-16). 

Such images as "towns l i k e b r a i n - c e n t r e s " and "One cog" 

(11.12 and 14) sound s c i e n t i f i c b u t are p r e s e n t e d as 

l y r i c a l l y b e a u t i f u l . The phrase "one l i f e hums" (1.13) 

e l e g a n t l y b lends c o n n o t a t i o n s of a motor and an i n s e c t , and 

the " w o r l d s t a t e " (1.11) i s seen as f u s i n g Nature and 

s c i e n c e . However, t h i s new w o r l d o r d e r has no p l a c e f o r 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m or emotion, and a l t h o u g h i t s l i f e i s c l e a r l y 

and solemnly p r e s e n t e d i n l y r i c a l terms i t i s d e v o i d o f 

l y r i c i s m . The poem i s animated by a s t r o n g p e r s o n a l 

c o n v i c t i o n which the poem's v i s i o n f a i l s t o v a l u e . 

Cunningham has shrewdly observed t h a t t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of 

people i n t o b i t s of machinery, worker bees or happy spa r k s , 

who are dry-eyed when t h e i r f r i e n d s and loved ones d i e , 

h a r d l y seems a s t r o n g recommendation f o r t h i s i d e a l s t a t e 
4 8 . However, w h i l e a g r e e i n g w i t h such comments, I t h i n k i t 

i s i m p o r t a n t t o note t h e r i c h n e s s , c l a r i t y and l y r i c i s m of 
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the images which d e s c r i b e the i d e a l s t a t e which, a l t h o u g h 

t h e y do not convey a p p e a l i n g i d e a s , are i n themselves 

a p p e a l i n g . Indeed, Weatherhead has observed i n Spender: 

a d e l i b e r a t e p r a c t i c e of c o u n t e r i n g the l y r i c a l l i n e s 
t h a t handle t he c o n v e n t i o n a l p o e t i c s u b j e c t s w i t h 
images t h a t are not c o n v e n t i o n a l l y beaut i f u 1 . . . which 
the poem's r h e t o r i c i n s t r u c t s t h e reader t o p r e f e r t o 
c o n v e n t i o n a l b e a u t i e s . 5 0 

A l t h o u g h the poem's v i s i o n i n s t r u c t s a p r e f e r e n c e i t f a i l s 

t o c o nvince. The poem's l y r i c i s m c a r r i e s our sympathy, and 

a l t h o u g h t he poem b e t r a y s the d e s i r e t o see the p l a i n as 

l y r i c a l , t h e p l a i n i s n ot t r e a t e d l y r i c a l l y nor i s the 

l y r i c a l t r e a t e d p l a i n l y . The poem's v i s i o n s t a t e s a 

p r e f e r e n c e , t o use terms from l i n e f i v e , f o r "the time of 

s t a t i s t i c s " , w i s h i n g i t t o be f e s t i v e , whereas the poem's 

l y r i c i s m s o l e l y promotes " f e s t i v i t y " ( 1 . 5 ) . The d e l i c a t e 

rhythm and v i v i d imagery c o u n t e r p o i n t r a t h e r than complement 

the d r y propaganda of "the w o r l d s t a t e " ( 1 . 1 1 ) . 

The l a s t s t a n z a j u x t a p o s e s the i d e a l s t a t e w i t h t he w o r l d i t 

r e p l a c e s : 

No more are t h e y haunted by the i n d i v i d u a l g r i e f 
Nor the c r o c o d i l e t e a r s o f European g e n i u s , 
The d e c l i n e of a c u l t u r e 
Mourned by s c h o l a r s who dream of the ghosts of Greek, 

boys . 
(11.17-20). 

The people o f the i d e a l s t a t e l o o k f o r w a r d t o the f u t u r e 

r a t h e r than t o an a n c i e n t and i r r e l e v a n t p a s t ; they 

c e l e b r a t e what the deceased d i d i n h i s l i f e r a t h e r than 

p r e t e n d i n g t o p i t y h i s death , and th e y a c t and speak r a t h e r 
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than f a n t a s i z e over "the ghosts of Greek boys" ( 1 . 2 0 ) . 

However, the one who " e x c e l l e d a l l o t h e r s i n making 

d r i v i n g b e l t s " ( 1 . 4 ) seems r a t h e r absurd and c o m i c a l beside 

the " s c h o l a r s who dream of the ghosts of Greek boys" ( 1 . 2 0 ) , 

e s p e c i a l l y c o n s i d e r i n g the melodious sound of t h a t l a s t 

l i n e . As Jacobs has p o i n t e d o u t , t he language of the poem 

un d e r c u t s i t s s t a t e d i n t e n t i o n S 1 ; an i r o n y which r e v e a l s 

t h e s t r u g g l e s of the poet t o r e c o n c i l e c o n t r a r y demands. I n 

"The F u n e r a l " we see Spender s h a r p l y d e f i n e d by such 

i r o n i e s ; a c o n f l i c t of v a l u e s i n f o r m s t he ch o i c e o f words. 

Furthermore, Jacobs, who has c a l l e d the poem " b a t h e t i c " , has 

i n d i c a t e d a p o s s i b l e source f o r the t e n s i o n between the 

poem's s t a t e d i n t e n t i o n and the b e a u t i f u l l a s t l i n e : 

The beauty of the Greek i m a g e - i t s l o n g vowels, the 
sweetness and s o l e m n i t y o f i t s sounds-engenders 
n o b i l i t y and l o v e l i n e s s i n the p a s t , i n the v e r y e ra 
Spender i s t e r m i n g i n f e r i o r t h r o u g h t he r e s t of the 
poem... Enamoured w i t h a l o v e l y s t a t e m e n t , he employs 
i t , though i t s g r a v i t y and melody dwarf t he o t h e r l i n e s 
and t u r n t o a b s u r d i t y the e x p r e s s i o n Spender sought t o 
make b e f o r e i t . 5 2 

Spender's r e v o l u t i o n a r y p o l i t i c s appear t o be i n i m i c a l t o , 

are c e r t a i n l y u n d i g e s t e d by, h i s p o e t i c t e c h n i q u e . The 

t e n s i o n between the s t a t e d i n t e n t i o n and the c l o s i n g image 

r e f l e c t s the p r e s s u r e upon a r e s i l i e n t l y r i c a l form t o 

accommodate a p o l i t i c a l message. Moreover, t he i m p l i e d 

o p p o s i t i o n of p o l i t i c s and p o e t i c s here i n d i c a t e s Spender's 

u n c e r t a i n t y about Communism, p o i n t i n g t o h i s l a t e r 

abandonment of Communism and d e v o t i o n t o i n s u l a r and 
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i n t r o s p e c t i v e p o e t r y i n The S t i l l C e n tre. 

" I n r a i l w a y h a l l s " o b l i q u e l y develops t h e c o n f l i c t of 

v a l u e s , which i s most c l e a r l y developed i n "The F u n e r a l " and 

"The Landscape near an Aerodrome", by t h e seemingly 

u n i n t e n t i o n a l a b s t r a c t i o n of the poet from h i s 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s . I n poems such as "The Express" and "The 

Pylons" the poet i s p r e s e n t i n the c h o i c e s i n f o r m i n g t h e 

images, whereas i n " I n r a i l w a y h a l l s " t h e p r e s s u r e of t h e 

poet's immediate c i r c u m s t a n c e s a l l o w s , shapes and r o o t s h i s 

s e l f - r e f l e c t i o n . 

" I n r a i l w a y h a l l s " opens w i t h a s e r i e s of b r i e f , sombre 

images which d e s c r i b e s a s i t u a t i o n r e m i n i s c e n t of "Moving 

t h r o u g h the s i l e n t crowd": 

I n r a i l w a y h a l l s , on pavements near the t r a f f i c , 
They beg, t h e i r eyes made b i g by empty s t a r i n g 
And o n l y measuring Time, l i k e t he b l a n k c l o c k . 

( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) . 

The beggars, l i k e t he "blank c l o c k " ( 1 . 3 ) , are i m p o r t a n t 

because t h e i r p o v e r t y measures the r e l e n t l e s s p r o g r e s s of 

Time ( 1 . 3 ) . The beggars are d i s t a n t l y observed as a ready 

example of the o p e r a t i o n of an u n c a r i n g , impersonal f o r c e 

which "merely d r i v e s these l i v e s which do n o t l i v e / As t i d e s 

push r o t t e n s t u f f a l o n g the shore" ( 1 1 . 6 - 7 ) ; a f o r c e which 

" f o r g e t s and never h e a l s , f a r l e s s t r a n s c e n d s " ( 1 . 1 5 ) . 

Moreover, as the t h i r d s tanza goes on t o p r o c l a i m : 
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-There i s no c o n s o l a t i o n , no, none 
I n the c u r v i n g beauty of t h a t l i n e 
Traced on our graphs t h r o u g h h i s t o r y , where the 

oppressor 
St a r v e s and d e p r i v e s the poor. 

(11.8-11) . 

I n t he face of t h i s s u f f e r i n g t h e poet f e e l s h i s p o e t r y t o 

be inadequate: 

No, I s h a l l weave no t r a c e r y of pen-ornament 
To make them b i r d s upon my s i n g i n g t r e e : 

( 1 1 . 4 - 5 ) . 

The poet's ambivalence towards t h e beggars c o u n t e r p o i n t s t he 

d e l i c a t e l y r i c i s m which d e s c r i b e s h i s own s i t u a t i o n . The 

f a c t t h a t t h e poet mentions t h a t he should "weave no t r a c e r y 

of pen-ornament" ( 1 . 4 ) i n d i c a t e s h i s d e s i r e t o do e x a c t l y 

t h a t . The t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i n t o p o e t r y would c o n f r o n t y e t 

v i o l a t e the terms of the e x p e r i e n c e . The a b s o r p t i o n of the 

exp e r i e n c e i n t o an i n t e r n a l or m y t h i c w o r l d would be an 

ev a s i o n . I r o n i c a l l y , the d i s a v o w a l of t h i s o p t i o n a p p a r e n t l y 

leaves t he poet powerless. His sympathy, f l e e t i n g l y g l impsed 

i n such l i n e s as "There i s no c o n s o l a t i o n , no, none" ( 1 . 8 ) , 

f i n d s no r e l e a s e . F urthermore, the poet d e c l a r e s : 

P a i n t here no draped d e s p a i r s , no saddening c l o u d s 
Where the s o u l r e s t s , p r o c l a i m s e t e r n i t y . 
But l e t t he wrong c r y out as raw as wounds 

(11.12-14) . 

The language r e c o r d s what i t cannot do ( 1 . 1 4 ) . The 

ornamental language - n o t a b l y t he a l l i t e r a t i o n of "draped 

d e s p a i r " and t h e Romantic c l i c h e of "saddening c l o u d s / Where 

th e s o u l r e s t s " (11.12-13) - c o u n t e r p o i n t s t h e ragged 

p o v e r t y the language i s r e q u i r e d t o c o n f r o n t and embody. The 
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poem's f a i l u r e t o s a t i s f y e i t h e r t he poem's v i s i o n t o be "as 

raw as wounds" or the poet's p r e f e r e n c e f o r " t r a c e r y of 

pen-ornament" ( 1 . 4 ) c r e a t e s an awareness c e n t r e d on i t s own 

inadequacy. The poet s t a t e s t h a t he ought t o p r o c l a i m the 

wrong, but i n t h e second stanza he e m p h a t i c a l l y d e c l a r e s 

t h a t : 

No, I s h a l l weave no t r a c e r y of pen-ornament 
To make them b i r d s upon my s i n g i n g - t r e e : 

(11.4-5) . 

But " I n r a i l w a y h a l l s " i s s e l f - e v i d e n t l y a f i n e example of 

the " t r a c e r y o f pen-ornament" ( 1 . 4 ) ; indeed h i s d i s a v o w a l of 

such " t r a c e r y o f pen-ornament" ( 1 . 4 ) disavows i t s e l f . T h i s 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n p o i n t s n o t t o those who beg " I n r a i l w a y h a l l s , 

on pavements near the t r a f f i c " ( 1 . 1 ) but t o the poet and the 

poem, t o the a r t i s t r y employed t o be i g n o r e d . 

I would suggest t h a t Spender d e c l a r e s " I s h a l l weave no 

t r a c e r y of pen-ornament" ( 1 . 4 ) because he wishes t o r e c o r d 

the p i t y and s u f f e r i n g from w i t h i n , express these emotions 

as c o n d i t i o n s of an i n t e r i o r s t a t e o f b e i n g . However, the 

awareness of t h i s w i s h i s o l a t e s i t s f u l f i l m e n t from the 

wish-maker. Spender, a l t h o u g h deeply i n v o l v e d as a weaver of 

" t r a c e r y o f pen-ornament" ( 1 . 4 ) , i s unable t o e i t h e r 

empathize or i d e n t i f y w i t h those who beg though he wishes t o 

do so. The p o v e r t y he sees o n l y serves t o a b s t r a c t him more, 

and the o b j e c t of c o n t e m p l a t i o n becomes not the p o v e r t y of 

the beggars but the p o v e r t y of h i s sympathy. SeIf-awareness 
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c o n f r o n t s the awareness of o t h e r s , and the t e n s i o n between 

t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e c l a i m s makes the poem b o t h t he s u b j e c t and 

o b j e c t of i t s e l f . 

Spender appears here t o be deceived by the w i l l t o make a 

t h i n g of p i t y , which b e t r a y s i t s e l f by the e x c e s s i v e use of 

synonyms of p i t y . The r e s u l t i s a seemingly u n i n t e n t i o n a l 

n a r c i s s i s m . We watch Spender w a t c h i n g h i m s e l f , i n s t r u c t i n g 

h i m s e l f how he ought t o r e a c t r a t h e r than r e c o r d i n g a 

r e a c t i o n : 

P a i n t here no draped d e s p a i r s , no saddening clouds 
Where the s o u l r e s t s , p r o c l a i m e t e r n i t y . 

(11.12-13). 

However, the p i c t u r e of a s e n s i t i v e and s e l f - c o n c e r n e d man 

i s q u a l i f i e d and balanced by the poem's s t a t e d i n t e n t i o n : 

No, I s h a l l weave no t r a c e r y of pen-ornament 
To make them b i r d s upon my s i n g i n g - t r e e : 
Time merely d r i v e s these l i v e s which do n o t l i v e 
As t i d e s push r o t t e n s t u f f a l o n g t he shore. 

(11.4-7) . 

The concern w i t h t h e poor, a l t h o u g h focussed upon the poet, 

n e v e r t h e l e s s s i g n i f i e s the poet's d e s i r e f o r honest and 

d i r e c t engagement w i t h the e x p e r i e n c e . The d e p t h of 

Spender's p e r s o n a l c o n v i c t i o n i s here expressed t h r o u g h t he 

evidence o f h i s s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s r a t h e r than i n the 

r e - c r e a t i o n of e x t e r n a l e x p e r i e n c e . 

" I n r a i l w a y h a l l s " r e a c t s a g a i n s t the e x t e r n a l w o r l d and 

r e t r e a t s i n t o i n t r o s p e c t i o n , whereas i n poems such as " A f t e r 
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t h e y have t i r e d " Spender moves outward from an i n d i v i d u a l 

sense of the n e c e s s i t y f o r change t o a more g e n e r a l c a l l f o r 

r e v o l u t i o n . 

I n " A f t e r t h e y have t i r e d " Spender e x p l o r e s ideas of l o v e 

and d e a t h i n " t h i s t i m e " ( 1 . 9 ) , p r o g r e s s i n g from a d i s m i s s a l 

of " t h i s t i m e " ( 1 . 9 ) t o a c a l l f o r r e v o l u t i o n . The n a t u r a l 

image of snow c l a s h e s w i t h t he urban " b r i l l i a n c e of c i t i e s " 

( 1 . 1 ) ; an o p p o s i t i o n which u n d e r l i n e s t he op p r e s s i o n of the 

s p i r i t by t h e c i t y which i n s p i r e s t h e poet's d e s i r e f o r 

r e v o l u t i o n and freedom. The poet's s t a n c e , a l t h o u g h a 

Romantic c l i c h e ' , i s present e d w i t h c o n v i c t i o n and eloquence. 

The f i r s t s t a n z a d i s m i s s e s those who s t r i v e f o r p u b l i c 

o f f i c e or possess p u b l i c honours ( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) , t o g e t h e r w i t h 

p u b l i c monuments ( 1 . 5 ) , because "Death and Jerusalem g l o r i f y 

a l s o t h e crossing-sweeper" ( 1 . 4 ) ; a l l i s temporary b e f o r e 

the u l t i m a t e a p o c a l y p t i c r e a l i t y o f d e a t h : 

Then those s t r e e t s the r i c h b u i l t and t h e i r easy l o v e 
Fade l i k e o l d c l o t h s , and i t i s d e a t h s t a l k s t h r o u g h 

l i f e 
G r i n n i n g w h i t e t h r o u g h a l l faces 
Clean and e q u a l ; l i k e t h e s h i n e from snow. 

(11.5-8) . 

The smooth movement from l i n e s which are l o n g , slow and 

hi g h - s o u n d i n g t o l i n e s which are s h o r t and p r o v o c a t i v e 

m i r r o r s the t r a n s i t i o n from t he m u l t i - c o l o u r e d " b r i l l i a n c e 

of c i t i e s " ( 1 . 1 ) t o the f a d i n g of c o l o u r " l i k e o l d c l o t h s " 

( 1 . 6 ) t o a s i n g u l a r " w h i t e " ( 1 . 7 ) which i s b o t h t he c o l o u r 
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of death's naked s k u l l and snow. " G r i n n i n g w h i t e " ( 1 . 7 ) i s 

j u x t a p o s e d w i t h c o l o u r f u l " b r i l l i a n c e " ( 1 . 1 ) i n the same way 

t h a t w h i t e ' s a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h p u r i t y and v i r g i n i t y are 

j u x t a p o s e d w i t h t he v a n i t y and s e l f - i m p o r t a n c e of the r i c h 

(11.2 and 5 ) . However, the co m b i n a t i o n of " G r i n n i n g " and 

" w h i t e " ( 1 . 7 ) q u a l i f i e s t h e r i c h v i s u a l imagery w i t h t he 

grotesque p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n , almost c a r t o o n , o f d e a t h . 

The second stanza s e t s a g a i n s t t he w e a l t h , impotence and 

f r a i l t y of "those who were p i l l a r s of t h a t day's g o l d r o o f " 

(1.11) the hunger, p o v e r t y and s t r e n g t h of "We": 
And our s t r e n g t h i s now the s t r e n g t h of our bones 
Clean and equal l i k e t h e shine from snow 
And t h e s t r e n g t h o f famine and of our e n f o r c e d 

i d l e n e s s , 
And i t i s the s t r e n g t h of our l o v e f o r each o t h e r . 

(11.14-17). 

The p e r s i s t e n t r e p e t i t i o n of " s t r e n g t h " and the s t u r d y 

rhythm of these l i n e s , w i t h i t s s t r e n u o u s y e t i n e x o r a b l e 

f o r w a r d movement, convey the sense of s t r u g g l e f o r j u s t i c e 

and r e v o l u t i o n . The "We" a s p i r e t o the c l a s s l e s s , s t a t e l e s s 

a l l - l o v i n g c o u n t r y v i s u a l i z e d i n the t h i r d s t a n z a , as 

opposed t o t h e m a t e r i a l i s t i c and o p p r e s s i v e s o c i e t y of the 

f i r s t s t anza: 

We have come a t l a s t t o a c o u n t r y 
Where l i g h t e q u a l , l i k e t h e shine from snow, s t r i k e s 

a l l f a c e s , 
Here you may wonder 
How i t was t h a t works, money, i n t e r e s t , b u i l d i n g , c o u l d 

ever hide 
The p a l p a b l e and obvious l o v e o f man f o r man. 

(11.19-23) . 
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The g e n e r a l c r i t i c i s m o f the r i c h , most n o t a b l y i n the f i r s t 

s t a n z a , and such s p e c i f i c charges as "the d e c l a r e d i n s a n i t y 

of our r u l e r s " (1.27) do not e x h i b i t t h e " p a l p a b l e and 

obvious love o f man f o r man" ( 1 . 2 3 ) . The poem's v i s i o n of an 

u n i v e r s a l l o v e i s e n e r g i z e d by the v i v i d and impassioned 

language, e x e m p l i f i e d by the Blakean " S p r i n g - l i k e r esources 

of the t i g e r " ( 1 . 2 8 ) , b u t i r o n i z e d by the poem's 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y p o l i t i c s . The poem wonders a t the h i d i n g of 

t h a t l o v e (11.21-23) y e t i t s e l f h i d es i t . The p o e t r y i s 

s t r a i n i n g beyond i t s e l f t o evoke an i d e a l w o r l d which i t can 

o n l y i n d i c a t e . The i d e a l f u t u r e c o u n t r y i s n o t i n i t s e l f 

c l e a r l y v i s u a l i z e d , nor i s t h e means by which i t might be 

acheived. The f o u r t h stanza c a l l s f o r the c r e a t i o n of such a 

c o u n t r y f o r the sake of f u t u r e g e n e r a t i o n s whose judgement, 

l i k e t h e f a c t o f r e v o l u t i o n , w i l l : 

explode l i k e a s h e l l 
Around us, d a z i n g us w i t h i t s l i g h t l i k e snow. 

(11.31-32). 

The c o n t i n u a l use of the image of snow has a numbing e f f e c t , 

i t s i n i t i a l n o v e l t y f a d i n g w i t h i t s seemingly unnecessary 

i n c l u s i o n i n , even i n t r u s i o n i n t o , such l i n e s as: 

Where l i g h t e q u a l , l i k e t h e s h i n e from snow, s t r i k e s 
a l l f a c e s , 

( 1 . 2 0 ) . 

F u rthermore, t h e r e p e t i t i o n o f l i n e e i g h t i n the second 

stanza d e t r a c t s from t h e c a t a l o g u e o f s t r e n g t h w i t h 

i n j u s t i c e which i s b e i n g compiled. The p r e v i o u s a s s o c i a t i o n 

of the l i n e w i t h "death" ( 1 . 6 ) here i n d i c a t e s t h a t d e a t h , 
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presumably war and a s s a s s i n a t i o n , i s the aim of "our 

s t r e n g t h " ( 1 . 1 4 ) . Spender's loud p r o c l a m a t i o n s of " p a l p a b l e 

and obvious l o v e " (1.23) c o n t r a s t s w i t h h i s coyness about 

the n e c e s s i t y of death: 

And our s t r e n g t h i s now t h e s t r e n g t h of our bones 
Clean and equal l i k e the shine from snow 
And t h e s t r e n g t h of famine and of our e n f o r c e d 

i d l e n e s s , 
And i t i s the s t r e n g t h of our l o v e f o r each o t h e r . 

(11.14-17) . 

T h i s dichotomy a l s o i n f o r m s the c l o s i n g l i n e s , where the 

v i o l e n t energy and o vertones of the e x p l o d i n g s h e l l are 

d i s s i p a t e d but not answered by the s o f t n e s s of t h e e f f e c t , 

"dazing us w i t h i t s l i g h t l i k e snow" ( 1 . 3 2 ) . 

MacNeice has c o n v i n c i n g l y argued t h a t "Spender's most 

e f f e c t i v e use of imagery" i s c h a r a c t e r i s e d by one p e r v a d i n g , 

c o n t r o l l i n g image 5 3 , as f o r example i n "Enshrinement of the 

I d e a l , P a r t i v " and "Marston, d r o p p i n g i t i n the g r a t e , 

broke h i s p i p e . I n " A f t e r they have t i r e d " t h e image of 

snow, which as MacNeice observes "pervades and c o n t r o l s a 

whole poem" 5 4 , f a i l s t o match the poem's d e v e l o p i n g v i s i o n 

from the e q u a l i t y of d e a t h t o the s t r e n g t h of the oppressed 

t o the g l o r y of r e v o l u t i o n . 

A l t h o u g h i n i t i a l l y the image e l o q u e n t l y conveys the e q u a l i t y 

of d e a t h , i n the second stanza i t i s u n c l e a r why "the 

s t r e n g t h of our bones" (1.14) should be "Clean and equal 
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l i k e t h e shine from snow" ( 1 . 1 5 ) . The f i r m a s s e r t i o n t h a t 

"our s t r e n g t h " (1.14) i s l i k e r e f l e c t e d l i g h t seems poor 

grounds f o r the poet's overweening c o n f i d e n c e , w h i l e t he 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h d e a t h which t he r e p e t i t i o n provokes i s 

un e x p l o r e d . I n l i n e t w e n t y t he snow image helps p o r t r a y a 

s i m p l e o p p o s i t i o n between l i g h t and d a r k . The s i m p l i c i t y of 

the poem's v i s i o n r e f l e c t s t h e poet's f a i l u r e t o address 

h i m s e l f t o the c o m p l e x i t y of the i s s u e s , n o t a b l y d e a t h , 

e q u a l i t y and r e v o l u t i o n , which he has chosen t o e x p l o r e . I n 

l i n e t w e n t y the snow image, i n j e c t e d i n t o t h e l i n e and 

framed between commas, p r o v i d e s a f a t u o u s c o n t i n u i t y between 

the t h i r d and p r e v i o u s s t a n z a s . The p h r a s i n g o f the image 

changes l i t t l e u n t i l t h e l a s t l i n e , where t h e image i s 

v i t a l i z e d by the the p e n u l t i m a t e l i n e : 

the a d m i r i n g dawn explode l i k e a s h e l l 
Around us, d a z i n g us w i t h i t s l i g h t l i k e snow. 

(11.31-32) . 

The excessive use of images of e f f u s i v e l i g h t , e s p e c i a l l y 

t h e image of snow, b o t h p r o j e c t s and i r o n i z e s t he poet's 

apparent enthusiasm f o r h i s s u b j e c t . The over-use of the 

image of snow r e v e a l s a need f o r coherence, n o t i n answer t o 

the poem's s t r u c t u r a l demands but the poet's d e s i r e f o r 

c e r t a i n t y , h i s d e s i r e t o secure h i s s e l f w i t h i n t h e e x t e r n a l 

w o r l d . 

The imagery and ideas o f " A f t e r t h e y have t i r e d " f a i l t o 

come t o terms w i t h the human c o s t of r e v o l u t i o n i n much the 
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same way as " I n 1929". There i s no t a l k o f murders and 

e x e c u t i o n s a l t h o u g h such a c t s are i m p l i c i t i n the r e f e r e n c e s 

t o d e a t h , "the d e c l a r e d i n s a n i t y of our r u l e r s " (1.27) and 

th e f a i l u r e o f the banks and c a t h e d r a l s . The i s s u e of human 

s u f f e r i n g i s smothered by the image of snow and the 

o v e r - r i d i n g concept of "the p a l p a b l e and obvious love of man 

f o r man" ( 1 . 2 3 ) , a c o m b i n a t i o n which w i l l t r a n s f o r m the 

w o r l d . The c a r e l e s s and i n n o c e n t i d e a l i s m o f the poet i s 

height e n e d by t h e e x p r e s s i o n of such s e n t i m e n t s . 

Spender's innocence and i d e a l i s m presumably l i e behind h i s 

i n a b i l i t y or r e f u s a l t o d i r e c t l y engage the q u e s t i o n o f 

human s u f f e r i n g . Moreover, i n "oh young men, oh young 

comrades" Spender's r e v o l u t i o n a r y v i s i o n appears t o be 

deep l y f l a w e d . 

"oh young men, oh young comrades" s e t s m a t e r i a l possessions 

a g a i n s t the beauty of the young male body i n the c o n t e x t o f , 

presumably, a f o r t h c o m i n g war or r e v o l u t i o n : 

i t i s too l a t e now t o s t a y i n those houses 
your f a t h e r s b u i l t where t h e y b u i l t you t o b u i l d t o 

breed 
money on money 

( 1 1 . 2 - 4 ) . 

The poet's p o s i t i o n i s here u n c l e a r ; a l t h o u g h he p a t e n t l y 

sympathises w i t h the "young men" ( 1 . 1 ) he h i m s e l f i s n o t 

d i r e c t l y i n c l u d e d i n the s a l v a t i o n he propounds f o r them. 

The young men, who are seen as the p o t e n t i a l b u i l d e r s and 
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heroes of the r e v o l u t i o n , are c a l l e d on t o admire t h e i r 

beauty i n the same way t h a t the poet., m i x i n g c o o l 

o b s e r v a t i o n w i t h h o moeroticism, has admired them: 
the h a i r s on your head the muscles e x t e n d i n g 
i n ranges w i t h t h e i r l a k e s across your l i m b s 
Count your eyes as j e w e l s and your v a l u e d sex 

(11.8-10) . 

The c o n t r a s t between "valued sex" ( 1 . 1 0 ) , which i s warm, 

human and p r e c i o u s , and the impersonal and c a l c u l a t e d 

b r e e d i n g of "money on money" ( 1 . 4 ) p o i n t s up the c o n f l i c t 

between p e r s o n a l v a l u e s embodied by the "young comrades" 

( 1 . 1 ) and t h e e x t e r n a l p r e s s u r e s r e p r e s e n t e d by the 

" f a t h e r s " ( 1 . 3 ) . Moreover, p h y s i c a l beauty i s enclosed i n 

b e a u t i f u l n a t u r a l scenery (11.11-12) i n c o n t r a s t t o the 

" g r e a t houses where the ghosts are p r i s o n e d " ( 1 . 1 3 ) . The 

ghosts are gr o t e s q u e and p r i m i t i v e p r e s e r v a t i o n s : 

-those l a d i e s l i k e f l i e s p e r f e c t i n amber 
those f i n a n c i e r s l i k e f o s s i l s of bones i n c o a l . 

(11.14-15) . 

The h e t r o s e x u a l i t y o f the l a d i e s and f i n a n c i e r s c o n t r a s t s 

w i t h the i m p l i e d homoeroticism of the young men who are 

c a l l e d upon t o redeem t h e past t h r o u g h p h y s i c a l l o v e : 

Oh comrades, s t e p b e a u t i f u l l y from the s o l i d w a l l 
advance t o r e b u i l d and sle e p w i t h f r i e n d on h i l l 

( 1 1.16-17). 

The l a c k of p r e p o s i t i o n s g r a n t s t he c a l l t o "s l e e p w i t h 

f r i e n d on h i l l " ( 1.16) a fulsome l i b e r a l i t y d i s t i n c t from 

the p r e s c r i b e d , l i m i t i n g d e v o t i o n r e q u i r e d by the g h o s t s , 

the c o l d e x a c t i t u d e of " f l i e s p e r f e c t i n amber" and " f o s s i l s 

o f bones i n c o a l " (11.14 and 15). The tender b u t f l a c c i d 
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c a l l t o "sleep w i t h f r i e n d " (1.16) i n c l u d e s t he poet o n l y as 

a p o s s i b l e " f r i e n d " t o be s l e p t w i t h . The poet appears as 

one w i s h i n g t o be loved r a t h e r than l o v i n g . Moreover, t he 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e n o r of the poem appears i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h 

th e people whom the poem addresses; who are p h y s i c a l l y 

b e a u t i f u l young men of good s o c i a l s t a n d i n g and homoerotic 

tendency. The l a c k of c a p i t a l l e t t e r s i n the f i r s t f i v e 

l i n e s c r e a t e s an a i r o f uneasy understatement, a "mood of 

c a r e f u l c o n s t r i c t i o n " 5 5 . The o c c a s i o n a l use of c a p i t a l 

l e t t e r s , w i t h t h e words "Count" (11.6 and 1 0 ) , " I t " (1.13) 

and "Oh" ( 1 . 1 6 ) , p u n c t u a t e s t he poem w i t h moments of 

p a r t i c u l a r emphasis. The sharp urgency of t h i s d r a m a t i c 

f o c u s i n g i s balanced by the w i s t f u l n e s s of the e x c l a m a t i o n s 

and the slow and calm rhythm. The g e n e r a l i m p r e s s i o n i s of a 

d r e a m - l i k e disengagement which r e i n f o r c e s t h e i m p r e s s i o n 

t h a t the poem i s l e s s a genuine c a l l t o a c t i o n than a p i e c e 

of w e l l - i n t e n t i o n e d f a n t a s i s i n g . 

"oh young men, oh young comrades" weaves Spender's p o l i t i c a l 

f a i t h w i t h h i s homoeroticism, and i n c l u d e s t h r o u g h t h e 

g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f the "young men" ( 1 . 1 ) h i s a d o r a t i o n o f the 

f i g u r e o f the hero. Spender's emotions q u a l i f y h i s p o l i t i c a l 

s t atement w i t h p e r s o n a l s e n t i m e n t , compromising h i s o v e r t 

Communism w i t h b o u r g e o i s sympathies. The poem i s f o r m a l l y 

e l e g a n t l i k e t h e " f o s s i l s of bones i n c o a l " ( 1 . 1 5 ) . I t 

s t r i v e s t o be a v i g o r o u s r e v o l u t i o n a r y c a l l b u t remains a 
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w i s t f u l p e r s o n a l t h o u g h t : r e f e r i n g t o and v a l u i n g "young 

men" b e f o r e "young comrades" ( 1 . 1 ) . Moreover, the "young 

men" ( 1 . 1 ) are p o o r l y r e a l i z e d : cardboard f i g u r e s which 

r e p r e s e n t r a t h e r than embody the p o s s i b i l i t y of h e a l i n g . The 

poem i s l e s s concerned w i t h t h e "young men" ( 1 . 1 ) than t h e i r 

s i g n i f i c a n c e t o the impo t e n t p o e t . T h i s d i s j u n c t i o n between 

i n t e n t i o n and r e a l i z a t i o n stems from the i n t e r p l a y between 

the i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l and, as w i t h "The Landscape near 

an Aerodrome", r e v e a l s a p e r s o n a l dynamic which s u b v e r t s the 

o v e r t p o l i t i c a l message and becomes i t s e l f t h e m a i n s p r i n g o f 

th e poem. 

The opening l i n e s of "Those f i r e b a l l s , those ashes" 

c o n t i n u e s t he e x p l o r a t i o n of t h e i n t e r p l a y between the 

i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l , f o c u s i n g on the p a r a l l e l s between 

them and the way i n which emotions, e s p e c i a l l y l o v e , are 

shaped by e x t e r n a l f o r c e s : 

Those f i r e b a l l s , those ashes, 
Those c l o u d b u r s t s , those w h i r l i n g madman h u r r i c a n e s 
The p a l a t i a l sky b r e a t h e s , make men's o r g a n i c change. 

( 1 1 . 1 - 3 ) . 

The opening f o r c e f u l y e t a b r u p t snatches of v i o l e n t N ature, 

s t r e n g t h e n e d by the r e p e t i t i o n of " t h o s e " , modulate i n t o a 

r e s t r a i n t c e n t r e d on human n a t u r e , on "men's o r g a n i c change" 

( 1 . 3 ) , the words " p a l a t i a l " and "b r e a t h e s " ( 1 . 3 ) 

d r a m a t i c a l l y s l o w i n g down the pace. The poet's i n t e r e s t 

s w i f t l y b u t e a s i l y moves from s p e c i f i c i n s t a n c e s o f Nature 
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(11.1-3) t o s p e c i f i c k i n d s of men. The f i r s t k i n d of men are 

" e x t i n g u i s h e d by h o r r o r " and "l e a p i n t o t h e t h i n n e s t a i r " 

( 1 . 4 ) , and t h e r e b y achieve " I n e v i t a b l e d e l i g h t " ( 1 . 5 ) by 

b e i n g able t o run i n v i s i b l y : 

Around t he endless e a r t h , f o r ever t o blow upon 
The l i p s o f t h e i r l oved f r i e n d s . 

( 1 1 . 7 - 8 ) . 

Nature causes d i r e c t e f f e c t s i n the a c t i o n s of men. The 

language speaks i n a b s o l u t e s and c e r t a i n t i e s . Nature 

d e f i n i t e l y "makes men's o r g a n i c change" ( 1 . 3 ) ; t h e e a r t h i s 

endless ( 1 . 7 ) ; " I n e v i t a b l e d e l i g h t " ( 1 . 5 ) comes t o the men 

as t h e y blow upon l i p s " f o r ever" ( 1 . 7 ) . N a t u r a l f o r c e s have 

e x t i n g u i s h e d them ( 1 . 4 ) and th e y have a c q u i r e d a freedom 

which c o n t r a s t s w i t h those who: 

shake i n bed w h i l s t t h e s o r r o w i n g elements 
T w i s t them t o shapes of d r e a d f u l g r i e f , 
Only t he m i r r o r knows t h e i r t r a i t o r o u s j o y . 

( 1 1 . 9 - 1 1 ) . 

N a t u r a l elements, such as "the s o r r o w i n g elements" ( 1 . 9 ) , 

have a d i r e c t c a usal e f f e c t upon the men. The t w i s t i n g i n t o 

"shapes of d r e a d f u l g r i e f " (1.10) i s s t r o n g l y r e m i n i s c e n t of 

t h e " l i m b s shaped l i k e q u e s t i o n s " by t h e "wearing o f Time" 

from "What I expected" (11.19 and 17), r e i n f o r c i n g t h e 

im p r e s s i o n o f e x t e r n a l f o r c e s d o m i n a t i n g and moulding men's 

l i v e s . Those who are e x t i n g u i s h e d become as the n a t u r a l 

element o f a i r , w h i l e those who "shake i n bed" ( 1 . 9 ) f e a r 

Nature and s u f f e r " d r e a d f u l g r i e f " ( 1 . 1 0 ) . 

Both analyses c o n t r a s t w i t h t he h e r o i c f i g u r e o f "Him I 
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d e l i g h t i n " , who "accepts j o y as j o y " ( 1 . 1 3 ) , and the 

d e s c r i p t i o n s of whom echo the poems "Hearing from i t s cage", 

" L y i n g awake a t n i g h t " and "Constant A p r i l " from Twenty 

Poems: 

He i s r i c h e n e d by sorrow as a r i v e r by i t s bends, 
He i s t h e swallower of f i r e , 
H i s bowels are molten f i r e ; when he leaves h i s f r i e n d 
He takes p l e a s u r e i n i c y s o l i t u d e ; he i s the dandy; 
He i s t h e swimmer, waves o n l y l i f t him h i g h e r , 
He i s t h e r o s e , s u l t r y l o v e l i n e s s does n o t oppress him; 

(11.14-19). 

The poet's b e s o t t e d a d o r a t i o n embraces b o t h e x u l t a t i o n and 

a b s u r d i t y . The d e s c r i p t i o n of the loved one moves from the 

g l o r i o u s metaphor of enrichment "by sorrow as a r i v e r by i t s 

bends" ( 1 . 1 4 ) , t o b e i n g "the swallower of f i r e " (1.15) which 

suggests b o t h an e l e m e n t a l s p i r i t and a c i r c u s a c t , t o the 

f a t u o u s n o t i o n t h a t "His bowels are molten f i r e " ( 1 . 1 6 ) . 

A l t h o u g h the tone i s s e r i o u s and devoted, the many aspects 

of the loved one, which presumably i n s p i r e t he d e p t h of t h e 

poet's l o v e , do not suggest a rounded p e r s o n a l i t y b u t a 

c a r t o o n c h a r a c t e r i n a c a r t o o n s t r i p . The p o e t , however, 

appears o b l i v i o u s t o any a b s u r d i t y . 

Spender's t h o u g h t s then t u r n t o h i m s e l f as j u x t a p o s e d t o t h e 

adored s e m i - d i v i n e h e r o i c f i g u r e (1.22) and t h e f o r l o r n 

s a v i o u r ( 1 . 2 3 ) . He does not wish t o be d i s t i n g u i s h e d , 

e s p e c i a l l y i n terms of b e i n g "sadder and r a r e r " ( 1 . 2 4 ) , from 

"those poor" (1.24) who are presumably those i n i t i a l l y 

d e s c r i b e d ( 1 1 . 2 - 1 1 ) : 
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I stand f a r from him, but. I wish t h a t these 
S l a n t i n g i r o n h a i l p a t t e r n no s t i g m a t a 
Showing me sadder than those poor, and r a r e r . 

(11.22-24). 
The poet o v e r t l y s t a t e s t h a t he does not wish t o be 

d i f f e r e n t , " r a r e r " ( 1 . 2 4 ) . However, the r i c h l y r i c i s m o f 

" S l a n t i n g i r o n h a i l p a t t e r n no s t i g m a t a / Showing me sadder" 

(11.23-24) o u t l i n e s an a t t r a c t i v e and r o m a n t i c , even 

d e s i r a b l e , image of s e l f which s t a r k l y c o n t r a s t s w i t h t h e 

s t u m b l i n g p l a i n e s s of "those poor, and r a r e r " (1.24) whose 

ranks the poet a p p a r e n t l y wishes t o j o i n . F urthermore, t h i s 

d e s i r e f o r anonymity i s c o n t r a d i c t e d by the hope t h a t 

e x p e r i e n c e w i l l r e f i n e him: 

L e t t h e elements t h a t f a l l make me of f i n e r m i x t u r e 
Not s t r u c k from sorrow, b u t v a s t j o y s , and l e a r n i n g 

l a u g h t e r . 
(11.25-26). 

His d e s i r e t o be p u r i f i e d by e x t e r n a l f o r c e s demonstrates a 

s t r o n g f a i t h a t l e a s t i n the p o s s i b i l i t y o f the e s s e n t i a l 

goodness of the e x t e r n a l w o r l d . Moreover, i t demonstrates a 

b e l i e f i n the p o s s i b i l t y of h i s own p e r s o n a l s a l v a t i o n . 

The poem does n o t d i r e c t l y address t h e issue of Spender's 

s e l f , b u t t h r o u g h the f i g u r e s which the poet e i t h e r admires 

or condemns a s e l f - i m a g e i s o u t l i n e d . I n the c l o s i n g l i n e s 

Spender a s p i r e s t o be l i k e h i s beloved. The poem becomes 

v a l u a b l e f o r i t s o u t l i n e of a p o s s i b l e s e l f . I n h i s 

a u t o b i o g r a p h y Spender e x p l a i n e d the process which we see 

o p e r a t i n g i n "Those f i r e b a l l s , those ashes": 
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I had no c o n f i d e n c e i n mys e l f as a d o m i n a t i n g 
i n t e l l e c t u a l f o r c e , but a s e c r e t and pr o f o u n d b e l i e f i n 
myself as someone acted upon by e x p e r i e n c e s and capable 
of r e v e a l i n g the t r u t h of my f e e l i n g s about them. I 
combined immense f a i t h i n myself w i t h immense doubt. I n 
what I c r e a t e d I co u l d be what I was. s s 

The o b l i q u e i m p r e s s i o n of e x t e r n a l f o r c e s upon the i n t e r n a l 

s e l f , m o d i f i e d t h r o u g h a v a r i e t y o f images of s e l f , becomes 

the m a i n s p r i n g o f the l a t e r " p o l i t i c a l " poems. 

I n "New Year" Spender t r a n s f o r m s t h e t r a d i t i o n a l o b j e c t s and 

customs of the New Year p e r i o d , such as "snow" ( 1 . 6 ) and 

"the brandy pudding crowned w i t h h o l l y " ( 1 . 9 ) , i n t o emblems 

of a p e r s o n a l search t o be " o f f i n e r m i x t u r e " (1.25, "Those 

f i r e b a l l s , those ashes"). I n t h i s poem, as the t i t l e 

s u g gests, Spender o u t l i n e s a s e r i e s of r e s o l u t i o n s r o o t e d i n 

h i s contemporary s i t u a t i o n . The f i r s t r e q u e s t i s t h a t 

a l l t h e years and years 
Of f u t u r e d i s a p p o i n t m e n t , l i k e a snow 
Chide me a t one f a l l now. 

( 1 1 . 5 - 7 ) . 

The r e p e t i t i o n o f "years" ( 1 . 5 ) cl a s h e s w i t h t h e d e s i r e f o r 

"one f a l l now" ( 1 . 7 ) . The poet f e a r s s u s t a i n e d s u f f e r i n g , 

and hopes t h a t a t "the c e n t r e of the t u r n i n g year" ( 1 . 1 ) a l l 

" f u t u r e d i s a p p o i n t m e n t " ( 1 . 6 ) can*be compressed i n t o one 

i n t e n s e and b r i e f i n s t a n t . The a l l u s i o n t o C h r i s t ' s b i r t h i n 

"the b l a c k f i e r y j o y / Of the C h i l d launched again f o r t h " 

(11.3-4) e m p h a t i c a l l y s t r e n g t h e n s t he poet's d e s i r e f o r 

p e r s o n a l s a l v a t i o n and the s i n g l e i n t e n s e moment. However, 

the image of " l i k e a snow" ( 1 . 6 ) appears i n a p p r o p r i a t e t o 
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the poet's f e a r s , and does l i t t l e more than c o n f i r m the 

w i n t e r s e t t i n g . The c o m b i n a t i o n of p o t e n t and i n a p p r o p r i a t e 

a l l u s i o n s e s t a b l i s h e s t h e poet's need t o be s t r o n g and h i s 

ambivalence t o s a l v a t i o n , which he d e s i r e s y e t f e a r s . 

The need f o r h a r d i n e s s and hardness i s a f f i r m e d i n the 

second s t a n z a , w h i l e the t h i r d s tanza s t a t e s the need t o 

observe secrecy and t o m i s i n f o r m those who would t h w a r t the 

" I " and h i s " f e l l o w t r a v e l l e r s " ( 1 . 1 1 ) : 

Cloak us i n a c c i d e n t s and i n f a i l u r e 
Of the h i g h a l t a r and the m a r i t a l a dventure; 
I n f a m i l y d i s g r a c e , d e n u n c i a t i o n 
Of bankers, a p r e m i e r ' s a s s a s s i n a t i o n . 

(11.15-18). 
I t remains u n c l e a r , however, who i s d o i n g the c l o a k i n g , and 

t h i s a m b i g u i t y , which a l l o w s f o r a wide range of 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s , p o i n t s t o Spender's awareness t h a t he i s n o t 

h i m s e l f s t r o n g enough t o c r e a t e t h e necessary and p r e d i c t e d 

changes. T h i s u n c e r t a i n t y over the mechanism of s a l v a t i o n 

r e f l e c t s h i s d i v i d e d a t t i t u d e t o s a l v a t i o n . Spender i s seen 

t o need e x t e r n a l f o r c e s , merely g r a n t i n g h i m s e l f the a b i l i t y 

t o hope and pr a y . 

The a c c i d e n t s o u t l i n e d i n the t h i r d s tanza a l l o w time f o r 

the m a t u r a t i o n of " t h o s e / Who b u i l d a new w o r l d i n t h e i r 

h e a r t " ( 1 . 2 2 ) . The new w o r l d b u i l d e r s , "those" ( 1 . 2 2 ) , do 

not i n c l u d e the o b s e r v i n g poet among t h e i r numbers. 
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The f o u r t h and f i n a l stanza p r e d i c t s t h e r e v o l u t i o n t h a t 

such d e t e r m i n a t i o n and r e s o l u t i o n s prepares f o r : 

A f t e r t h e f r o z e n years and s t r e e t s 
Our tempered w i l l s h a l l p l o u g h across t he n a t i o n s . 

(11.26-27). 

The image of p l o u g h i n g echoes I s a i a h ' s prophecy t h a t " t h e y 

s h a l l beat t h e i r swords i n t o plowshares" 5 7 . However, here 

the image conveys n o t the o p p o s i t i o n b u t the c o m b i n a t i o n of 

v i o l e n c e and p e a c e f u l c u l t i v a t i o n . Moreover, where I s a i a h 

c a l l s upon t h e Hebrew God t o "judge between the n a t i o n " 5 8 

Spender proposes the impersonal j u s t i c e o f r e v o l u t i o n , and 

where I s a i a h a s s e r t s t h a t " n a t i o n s h a l l not l i f t up sword 

a g a i n s t n a t i o n , n e i t h e r s h a l l t h e y l e a r n war any more" 5 B 

the p l o u g h i n g image s e t s the c o n n o t a t i o n s of t i l l i n g above 

those o f d e s t r u c t i v e change. I n the c l o s i n g l i n e s , which 

compound ideas o f w r i t i n g and of changing r a i l w a y p o i n t s , 

Spender s i m p l y but b e a u t i f u l l y proposes "beauty w i t h o u t 

r o b b e r y " ( 1 . 3 0 ) . The g e n e r a l demand f o r r e v o l u t i o n i s 

i n f u s e d w i t h a p e r s o n a l demand t h a t t h e r e should be no 

s u f f e r i n g : 
The engine h u r r y i n g t h r o u g h t he l u c k y v a l l e y 
The hand t h a t moves t o guide t h e s i l e n t l i n e s 
E f f e c t t h e i r beauty w i t h o u t r o b b e r y . 

(11.29-30). 

However, the poem's l y r i c i s m c o n t r a d i c t s i t s s t r i d e n t 

p o l i t i c s . Moreover, a l t h o u g h p r o p o s i n g r e v o l u t i o n , the poem 

i s shy about v i o l e n c e : 
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Where scyt h e s h a l l curve but n o t upon our neck 
And l o v e r s proceed t o t h e i r f o r g e t t i n g work, 
Answering the h a r v e s t s of o b l i t e r a t i o n . 

(11.23-25) . 

The phrase " h a r v e s t s of o b l i t e r a t i o n " ( 1 . 2 5 ) , l i k e t he image 

of p l o u g h i n g , combines v i o l e n c e and p e a c e f u l c u l t i v a t i o n ; 

seems t o s e t c o n n o t a t i o n s of p e a c e f u l h a r v e s t i n g above those 

of d e s t r u c t i v e change. Indeed, the f r e q u e n t B i b l i c a l echoes 

and a l l u s i o n s appear t o r e f l e c t a f a i t h i n what one might 

c a l l " t he m i r a c l e of Communist r e v o l u t i o n " . Spender seems t o 

have g r a f t e d C h r i s t i a n hope onto an a t h e i s t i c w o r l d view. 

Moreover, the u n i f y i n g idea of new year's r e s o l u t i o n s adds a 

commonplace t o u c h u n d e r c u t s t h e grandeur and f o r c e of t h e 

poem's v i s i o n because such r e s o l u t i o n s a r e , a l t h o u g h 

i n i t i a l l y w e l l - i n t e n t i o n e d and charged w i t h d e t e r m i n a t i o n , 

o f t e n compromised or f o r g o t t e n . 

"From a l l these events" extends the range of i n f l u e n c i n g 

e x t e r n a l f o r c e s noted i n "New Year"; l i s t s a s e r i e s of 

events from " t h e slump", "the war" and "the I t a l i a n h o l i d a y " 

( 1 1 . 1 , 1 and 2) t o " n i g h t and peace by the lamps" ( 1 . 8 ) , 

a s s e r t i n g t h a t "From a l l these e v e n t s " (11.1 and 9 ) : 

Time s o l i t a r y w i l l emerge 
L i k e a r o c k e t b u r s t i n g from m i s t : above the t r o u b l e 
Untangled w i t h our p a s t s , be sure Time w i l l leave us. 

(11.9-11) . 

The image of the r o c k e t ( 1 . 1 0 ) , which fuses n o t i o n s of 

s c i e n c e as a p r o g r e s s i v e f o r c e and Time as an u n i v e r s a l b u t 

impersonal f o r c e , expresses a d e s i r e f o r escape from the 
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chaos of "our p a s t s " ( 1 . 1 1 ) . The word " s o l i t a r y " ( 1 . 9 ) 

sepa r a t e s Time from human concerns and concern f o r humans. 

The poem r e f e r s t o "we" (11.5 and 25) and "us" (11.11-13, 

15-17, 19-20 and 23) and never t o " I " , n e v e r t h e l e s s the poem 

i s powered by s t r o n g p e r s o n a l emotions. Events such as "the 

crowds i n the square a t dusk" ( 1 . 4 ) have a g e n e r a l or 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e q u a l i t y q u i t e d i s t i n c t from t he p e r s o n a l 

r e f e r e n c e s and emotions i n v o l v e d i n such l i n e s as: 

N e s t i n g us i n h i g h rooms of a house where v o i c e s 
Murmured a t n i g h t from t he garden, as i f f l o w e r i n g from 

water; 
(11.17-18). 

The c o m b i n a t i o n of p e r s o n a l engagement and the p a r t i c u l a r i t y 

g r a n t e d by t h e f r e q u e n t use of " t h e " p o w e r f u l l y 

c o u n t e r p o i n t s t he u n i v e r s a l i t y and i m p e r s o n a l i t y o f Time. 

The second s t a n z a proposes Time i n i t i a l l y as a f o r c e w i t h i n 

us and then as a power p r o t e c t i n g us: 

At f i r s t g rowing up i n us more na k e d l y than our own 
n a t u r e 

. . . S i n g l i n g us from the war which k i l l e d t e n m i l l i o n s ; 
C a r r y i n g us e l a t e t h r o u g h t h e happy summer f i e l d s ; 
...Then sending us t o lean days a f t e r t h e years o f 

f u l f i l m e n t ; 
At l a s t d r o p p i n g us i n t o t h e hard, b r i g h t c r a t e r o f the 

dead. 
(11.12, 15-16 and 19-20) . 

I n d i v i d u a l l i v e s are here seen as shaped and c o n t r o l l e d by 

Time. The poet has r e l i n q u i s h e d n o t i o n s of f r e e w i l l and 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y i n f a v o u r of b e i n g t h e anonymous agent o f 

Time. However, the poet r e t a i n s a sense of h i s own unique 

importance; he has been d e l i b e r a t e l y s i n g l e d "from the war 

which k i l l e d t e n m i l l i o n s " ( 1 . 1 5 ) , guided t h r o u g h " a l l these 
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events" ( 1 1 . 1 and 9 ) , presumably t o bear w i t n e s s t o h i s 

poem's s i n g u l a r v i s i o n . The r i c h n e s s o f the language, 

n o t a b l y such v i v i d v i s u a l images as " t h e hard, b r i g h t c r a t e r 

of the dead" ( 1 . 2 0 ) , conveys the potency of t h e poem's 

v i s i o n and g r a n t s importance t o the poet as the 

v i s ion-maker. 

Time's involvement b o t h i n the i n d i v i d u a l l i f e and the 

contemporary event ( w h i c h are o u t l i n e d i n the f i r s t two 

s t a n z a s ) i s d i s t i n c t from y e t c o n c u r r e n t w i t h Time seen as: 

Our u n i v e r s a l a l l y , b u t l a r g e r than our purpose, whose 
f l a n k s 

S t r e t c h t o p l a n e t s unknown i n our b r i e f , p a r t i c u l a r 
b a t t l e , 

Tomorrow Time's p r o g r e s s w i l l f o r g e t us even here, 
(11.21-23). 

The n o t i o n of Time as "Our u n i v e r s a l a l l y " (1.21) r e l a t e s t o 

b o t h a l l mankind and th o s e , such as t h e po e t , who have been 

s e l e c t e d and guided t h r o u g h " a l l these events" (11.1 and 9 ) ; 

a double r e f e r e n c e which c o n f i r m s t he importance of "we" 

(11.5 and 2 5 ) . F u r t h e r m o r e , "we" (11.5 and 25) are i m p o r t a n t 

because t h e y are a l i g n e d w i t h though subsumed by the 

p r e r o g a t i v e s of Time (11.21-23). Having g r a n t e d such 

d i s t i n c t i o n s , however, the poem ends by a s s e r t i n g t h e 

r e l a t i v e i n s i g n i f i c a n c e of "we" (11.5 and 25) w i t h i n t h e 

broader framework of "those s t e l l a r shores" ( 1 . 2 5 ) : 

A l r e a d y , now, we are f o r g o t t e n on those s t e l l a r shores. 
Time's a m b i t i o n , huge as space, w i l l hang i t s f l a g s 
I n d i s t a n t w o r l d s , and i n years on t h i s w o r l d as 

d i s t a n t . 
( 11.25-27). 
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The a r b i t r a r y n a t u r e of the l i s t o f events i n the f i r s t 

s t a nza r e i n f o r c e s t h i s c l o s i n g i d e a , and a s s o c i a t e s t h e poet 

w i t h the i m p e r s o n a l i t y assigned t o Time. A l t h o u g h "we" (11.5 

and 25) are f o r g o t t e n , the poet remains p r e s e n t and 

s i g n i f i c a n t i n the f a c t o f h i s v i s i o n . 

I n the l a s t poem i n Poems (1933 and 1934), "Not p a l a c e s , an 

era's crown", Spender r e v e a l s most c l e a r l y t h e c o n t r a r y 

demands and c o n f l i c t i n g v a l u e s moulding h i s l a t e r p o e t r y . 

"Not p a l a c e s , an era's crown" i s the most l y r i c a l l y 

b e a u t i f u l of Spender's poems and y e t t h e most ambiguous. The 

c o n f l i c t o f v a l u e s i n f o r m i n g Spender's e a r l y p o e t r y , n o t a b l y 

Nine Experiments, i s superseded i n the l a t e r poems by a 

c o n f l i c t between two s e t s of v a l u e s , a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e 

i n t e r n a l and t h e e x t e r n a l w o r l d s , which are n o t u n i t e d 

w i t h i n b u t p r e c a r i o u s l y balanced by t h e poet. The s t r a i n of 

c o n f l i c t i n g v a l u e s emphasises t h e importance of the r o l e of 

the poet as a f o c a l p o i n t or f u l c r u m . 

The poet's a s s e r t i o n t h a t he b u i l d s t h e " a r c h i t e c t u r a l -

g o l d - l e a v e d f l o w e r " ( 1 . 3 ) of t h e poem from "people ordered 

l i k e a s i n g l e mind" ( 1 . 4 ) echoes the v i s i o n of the i d e a l , 

c l a s s l e s s , s t a t e l e s s c o u n t r y i n "The F u n e r a l " . However, the 

poem expresses an i n d i v i d u a l n o t a c o l l e c t i v e v i s i o n . 

Moreover, t h a t t h e poem should be " g o l d - l e a v e d " ( 1 . 3 ) 

r e f l e c t s a Romantic r a t h e r than a modern s e n s i b i l i t y . 
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I n the f i r s t s tanza of "Not p a l a c e s , an era's crown" Spender 

a s s e r t s , i n a manner r e m i n i s c e n t of "oh young men, oh young 

comrades", t h a t : 

T h i s o n l y what I t e l l : 
I t i s too l a t e f o r r a r e a c c u m u l a t i o n 
For f a m i l y p r i d e , f o r beauty's f i l t e r e d d u s t s ; 

( 1 1 . 5 - 7 ) . 

The poem's v i s i o n i n s t r u c t s t h a t i t i s indeed " t o o l a t e 

f o r r a r e a c c u m u l a t i o n " or f o r "beauty's f i l t e r e d d u s t s " 

(11.6 and 7 ) , b u t the tender l y r i c which i n f o r m s t h e i r 

d e s c r i p t i o n i n d i c a t e s a c e r t a i n sympathy, i f n o t l o n g i n g , 

f o r them. Beauty i s r e j e c t e d i n f a v o u r of "energy and o n l y 

energy" ( 1 . 9 ) ; n e v e r t h e l e s s the poem s t r i v e s f o r , and indeed 

here achieves, beauty. Furthermore, the n o t i o n of d r i n k i n g 

"energy" ( 1 . 9 ) from an " a r c h i t e c t u r a l g o l d - l e a v e d f l o w e r " 

( 1 . 3 ) smacks more of Romanticism than r e v o l u t i o n . 

The poem develops from b e i n g a seeming e l e g y on the l y r i c a l 

t o a p r o c l a m a t i o n of a new e l e c t r i c v i t a l i t y . The poem i s 

p r e s e n t e d not as a p l a c e where "the mind d w e l l s , i n t r i g u e s , 

r e s t s " ( 1 . 2 ) b u t a v i t a l power source from which we are 

i n v i t e d t o d r i n k : 

D r i n k from here energy and o n l y energy, 
As from the e l e c t r i c charge of a b a t t e r y , 
To w i l l t h i s Time's change. 

(11.9-11) . 

The poet's apparent need t o s u b s t a n t i a t e the u r g e n t demand 

to " D r i n k from here" ( 1 . 9 ) , demonstrated by the a d d i t i o n of 
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the pedestrian and unnecessary image of an e l e c t r i c b a t t e r y , 
reveals tension between the l y r i c a l and the need to explain 
or be understood. Moreover, while the idea of d r i n k i n g 
energy i s nebulous enough to be potent, the not i o n of 
d r i n k i n g from an e l e c t r i c b a t t e r y s t r a i n s c r e d u l i t y . The 
l y r i c a l p i t c h remains i n t a c t , however, and feeds i n t o and i s 
heightened by the l i n e s which f o l l o w : 

Eye, g a z e l l e , d e l i c a t e wanderer, 
Drinker of horizon's f l u i d l i n e ; 
Ear t h a t suspends on a chord 
The s p i r i t d r i n k i n g timelessness; 
Touch, love, a l l senses; 
Leave your gardens, your singing f e a s t s , 
Your dreams of suns c i r c l i n g before our sun, 
Of heaven a f t e r our world. 

(11. 12-19). 
This b e a u t i f u l appeal to the reader's senses and s p i r i t 
r e l i e s f o r much of i t s power on i t s vagueness, on i t s use of 
images w i t h an undefined symbolic q u a l i t y . The stubbornly 
general phrase "singing f e a s t s " (1.17) i s yet wonderfully 
evocative of an Arcadian i d y l l . The dreams of "suns c i r c l i n g 
before our sun" (1.18) i s vapid yet appears p e r f e c t l y 
appropriate. The nebulous l y r i c a l evocation of the f i n e and 
the f a s c i n a t i n g clashes w i t h what we are to accept i n t h e i r 
place: 

Instead, watch images of f l a s h i n g brass 
That s t r i k e the outward sense, the polished w i l l 
Flag of our purpose which the wind engraves. 

(11.20-22) . 
The poem describes a movement from looking outward to being 
forced to see. Furthermore, the beauty of what we are to 
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accept, seems to i n d i c a t e t h a t t h i s poem, l i k e "The 
Funeral", i s informed by a c o n f l i c t of values. This 
impression i s strengthened by the i r o n y of compelling 
l i b e r t y i n the summary of the p r i n c i p l e s , which we are to 
take from the t e x t , given at the end of the long f i r s t 
stanza: 

No s p i r i t s h a l l seek here r e s t . But t h i s : No man 
Shall hunger: Man s h a l l spend equally. 
Our goal which we compel: Man s h a l l be man. 

(11.23-25). 
The abrupt, almost e v a n g e l i c a l , tone of these assertions, 
together w i t h the choice and force of the word "compel" 
(1.25), i s juxtaposed w i t h the e q u a l i t y and l i b e r t y of the 
Utopia to which they aspire. This c o n f l i c t of values also 
informs the second stanza, whose opening l i n e s introduce the 
"programme of the antique Satan" (1.26), which i s : 

B r i s t l i n g w i t h guns on the indented page 
With b a t t l e s h i p towering from h i l l y waves: 

(11.27-28). 
This programme i s opposed to the "opposite" (1.31) programme 
of the poet, which asserts: 

Death to the k i l l e r s , b r i n g i n g l i g h t to l i f e . 
(1.32) . 

The demand of "Death to the k i l l e r s " appears to be a c a l l 
f o r , as W.D.Jacobs states i t , "wide-scale murder" B O , 
although i t might equally be i n t e r p r e t e d as a c a l l f o r the 
d i s a b l i n g of the " e x p l o i t e r s " and "the k i l l e r s " (11.30 and 
32) or t h e i r conversion to the cause of r e v o l u t i o n . However, 
the p o l a r i t y of the r e v o l u t i o n a r y poet and the " e x p l o i t e r s " , 
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and the e s s e n t i a l and basic j u s t i c e of the r e v o l u t i o n a r y 
programme, confirm the need to answer the b r u t a l i t y of "the 
k i l l e r s " w i t h acts of equal but opposite b r u t a l i t y ; although 
the concept of k i l l i n g those who k i l l i s i n e v i t a b l y and 
u l t i m a t e l y s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e , as W.D.Jacobs has observed: 

The paradox of s t i m u l a t i n g brotherhood and love by 
wide-scale murder ("Death to the k i l l e r s " ) i s not 
resolved. Worse, i t i s not seen. What matters here i s 
not so much the l o g i c a l confusion; rather i t i s the 
a r t i s t i c f a i l i n g , the s t r u c t u r a l flaw whereby the f i n a l 
l i n e s s t r i k e a note of murderous v i n d i c t i v e n e s s i n a 
poem purportedly expressing high idealism and love of 
mankind. e i 

However, I t h i n k t h a t the presence of an " a r t i s t i c f a i l i n g " 
or " s t r u c t u r a l flaw" i s not so much evidence of a lack of 
"fundamental brainwork", as Jacobs goes on to claim, but 
reveals the processes of Spender's t h i n k i n g . The poem i s not 
a p u b l i c statement of p o l i t i c a l f a i t h but the product and 
means of an e x p l o r a t i o n of p o l i t i c a l and personal values. 
The language and i m p l i c a t i o n s of the poem undercut i t s 
stated i n t e n t i o n ; an iro n y which o u t l i n e s the c o n f l i c t of 
values and reveals the struggles of the poet to re c o n c i l e 
contrary demands. In "Not palaces, an era's crown", as i n 
"The Funeral", Spender i s defined as someone di v i d e d between 
a l y r i c a l i n d i v i d u a l i s m rooted i n an i n t e r n a l world and 
p o l i t i c a l values imposed from without by the c r i s i s of his 
times. 
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In "Not palaces, an era's crown" perhaps we see most c l e a r l y 
what i s evident throughout Spender's e a r l y poetry; the 
complexity and i n t r i c a c y of a s e n s i t i v e man's quest f o r 
c e r t a i n t y and s i g n i f i c a n c e i n a world which i s i n t r u s i v e , 
confused and, above a l l else, apparently valueless. Although 
i n approaching what Finch has c a l l e d "the problem of his 
poetry" 8 2 Spender f a i l s to reach a conclusion, nevertheless 
the search, the poetry, i s i n i t s e l f valuable. 
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