Obscurity and Annotation:

¢. 193D

Poetry at present is in a difficult position. All the recent good poetry is
obscure; and more recent good poetry is more obscure, and becoming more
so; both because there are many more things for poetry to .refer to-and
because of the nature of those things. They centre round surrealism and

psychology, that is, they are air attempt to deal ramonal ly with the ir- ey

ravional regions of the mind. This means that you have got to.putirrational -

pracesses. of thought.in yout, poem, and assume the reader will
enough-about the matter to understand them, on the principles yo

both been taught. One would.not thitik this was a very solemn matte but :

the conséquences arefar reaching.
Whether that is an adequatg explanatzon or not, most. people
that poetry seems, by some iniér necessity, to be beconting more difficultto

read. This may seenta portentous and unanswerable notion, like the:belief _.
that childbirth is becoming more difficult with every generatton, butin fact‘ 2

it-seems no more than a matter (no doubt involving somé give and ta
both sides) which can Be settled by.private treaty. between ‘writer
reader.-Poets, on the face.of if, haveeither got to.be eas '
own notes; readers have-either got to take more, srouble over’ e
cease to regard notes:as.pretentious and a sign of bad poetry. -

though some agreemerit is o doubt possible, one finds on examinati

in most such cases of fival intereses, that there 4re many aspects of the
matter to be borne in mind. It is the object of this essay to bnng some. of. :

them forward

.....

obscure, and to consu:ler the arguments for and agamst notf:s 10 clear up J

such an obscurity. :

In the first and simplest case, where no problems might .seem to be
involved, the poet has used anh obscure, perhaps techmta word, or has
chosen to leave a main verb which might be mlstaken for 2 part:c;ple, or

would like the feader to know that he is repeating in the ninth book a. lmc
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paséage in Virgil. Now it segms to me, as mdeed 10 oSt people, that there
.aremany. exampies of this simplest type of. obscurity. where it is both en-
tirely innocuous to write, and positively i 1mpert1nent not to write, the note
“which would save further trouble. But difficulties arise when you consider
- which these cases may be: For one thing, peopleare annoyed; they regard it

formed, or as an-unwartanted insult to then if they are informed
a[ready Further there is & notion, widely prevalent, and certainly in sonte
- . degree reasonable, that any note corifesses that the poet hias failed; that ‘the
.. first business of a singer is to sirig,’ and. that you can’t be listening to a-song
e ‘if you are perpetuaiiy grubbing about it the notes at the end of the book.

Certamiy sonie notes may be pedantic, and some impertinent, but the
: 1dea that all are likely to be (that ore should look harshly on them at first
sxght) is unwise at all times, and particularly uhwise just now. For it seems

a genuine. crux about notes giving information because the notion of gen-
= eral knowiedgﬁ has changed. In the eightecnth century culture was unified;
every educated person. knew abaoiit Virgil; youcould fairly, without causing
fice, introduce a reference to Virgil Wlthout'expiammg it, 80.28.td mely
I, if your don’t know thar, you had better go and find out at once.” But
days there is io {or only a very bare)’ field of knowledge that an edu-
-cated person i§ sure to know about; by dn. educated person | mean merely a

- i who would appreciate the poem..if:he could understand the
erences. You may know a lot about the classics, and a lot. about psychol-
' ropology, and yet not know some quiite simple term. in phy-
not tean SImply that anyone may havea gap in h1s gcneral

s0as to: :mply weli 1f youhaven’tread such and such a play by ded-
on; you' had better go. and do it at-onc e schoolmaster’s tone.is an
C_hromsm it belongs to a time when knowledge could be treated as a
unified field. An odd reference does not even.show thdt the writetis learned
-ona sub]ecr it may merely bed piece of information that had stuck in his
_head, and become useful as a metaphor. Everybody s reading is miscel-
aneous and sctappy, like his. )
"In, these cjrcumstances it really ought to be poss1ble to write simple,
_goodhumourcd illuminating 4nd Jong notes.to one’s own poems without
annoying the reader. [ quitesee that no one hag yet written notes to his own

5

r:ous it witl eventually have to be done: Nor is this an arrogant ac;

hat came: in: the first, 'or. was thinking, when he wrote what he did; of a

484 Sign of unnecessaty pedantry, as a reproach to them for not being

important that both parties should try to be tolerant on the matter; there s
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people tend to be offended if a word is explained in thé notes which they
kappen to know, but this is simply a mistake on their part. They merely
happen to know it; nothing that-anyone is likely to explain in notes is nowa
thing that every cultured man ought to know; And on the other hand not1o
explain 2 term which competent readers of the poem may have.to go and
look up is an arrogant act; it assumes that the line is worth their taking the
trouble to go and find a dictionary, Much. of the present day distaste for
modern poetry arises simply from this charige in the relation of the cultured
public to general knowledge; no one is to be blamed for it,.and it could be
got over sensibly enough if the poets were sufficiently sure of themselves to
adopt the right tone, and if the public would take a sufficiently historica)
point of view not to be easily offended. As for the view that notes are liable
to be boring: after all, you needn’t [read] thiem if you don’t.chgose to.
Of course the notes ought merely to.give information, as to. grammar,
purpose, and meanings of words, and the mode of action of tropes. (Al
these are proper.) One must not try to put some more info the poem
through the notes, like Mr Eliot on Shantih -] suspect you ate not beingas
impressed as you ought to be by the.depths of meaning to be fou; this
wotd.’ | have been talking as if this situation was a matter of the Future, -
and belonging to an unprecedented situation in which the human mind was -
only now discovering itself. But of course it is.true of any poetry in which
thought is sufficiently active; Shakespeare wants all the ngtes he now has, -
and could have written most of them himself if he would have taken the
trouble. It is true one must have a great deal of sympathy for peopleiwh
don’t take the trouble, but.there comes a time-when the reader has aright tc
demand that they should. To leave your poetry to be annotated by é@rng;ie
else, with much greater trouble than it would have cost you, i§ 4gain an im-
pertinence under the disguise of modesty, » - - .
And it seems also to be true that-people demand a certain undress of a
book or an author; they do not like it to.keep them strungup. to.4 high level.
of difficulty or exultation, when they are sure the author isnotlike that al ‘
the time. A whole new book of poetry without prose seems. to-then rather
like a seduction without conversation;, it becomes almost. indecently por-"
tentous, which one feels sure it wouldn’t be if it was talked about sensibly.
What’s more, there is a fairly large public for critical writing; much larger
than for good modern poetry. There seems to be tio.doubt that poetry
published with long discursive notes, taking the tone of ‘ordinary critical
writing, would be much nearet the concentration they are prepate d to swal-
low. But such notes must be general critical remarks arising from a point,
and claiming to be detached from it '
Indeed, i think a poet may reasonably, now as in some previous genet-
ations, feel a little impatient of the cult of general knowledge; it gives oné

' athér a shock; for instance, in 4 ¢inema, whern all prices of seats (showing
animation for the first time) break out into 4 roar of satisfied arnd sc‘ornEg‘!
jaughter, because the low character uses'a word in-the phionetic and histori-
“cally ‘correct way.: - Che glutton fo"r..gg_rieral. knowledge 1-s__not'nccess-anly_-the
person whose sensibility a poet wishes to affect, or feels sympathy with,
. and yet even for such a poetit is hard to avoid making obscure references. 1
belipve it is trie to Say that most research workers in the sciénces have nota
wide general knowledge; they are too-sériously and completely satisfied by
the knowledge they need and the knowledge they have themselves given to
the world. Now it is no soft of ise for the poet to claim that these people are
too low and supid for him to miind about them, or that they do not care
about what is happening to contémporary sensibility, or that they would
necessarily be bad judges if they had the evidence befote them; people who
have acquired many branches of knowledge ate often people who have not
been satisfied by any, and icis precisely the people who genuinely under-
stand some one branch of knowledge who would profit by a sirigle poem, a
single effort of the sensibility, which united it to many others.

| feel rio doubt, myself, that once you regard poetry as amedium which is

entitled to deal with a variety of matters, then. the side in favour of notes is
“*much the more sympathetic of the two; But evert in this, the simplest, case
" there are weighty argumetits on the other side.

As for hard words; people can use the dictionary for themselves if they
want to, and where thére s a differenice of opinion as to whether it is more
impertinent to' send 4"téader to the' dictionary or-to tell what he already
knows, a writer may be forgiven if hé chooses the less laborious alternative.
As for the latent quotation from another- writer or andther part of the
¢ poém,itisnot i.nter.ésﬁng: fora reader to know this as.a separate piece of in-
* formation; he will find it out for himself, at the only moment when it can be
useful to Kim; that is, when he réads 6ne 6f the poems without having fot-
- gotten the other. But these may seem flimsy arglimients such as imply their
own answer; the important argumient (applying chiefly to difficult gram-
~+ imat, or complex moveéments of thought) coricerns the general mode of
action of poetry. R o
A thing seems more interesting when your have worked it out for your-
- self; you kriow more about it, and you have the fondness of a proprictor.
Furthermore, yoti have in any case to discover the poet’s feeling; how or
~ why he thought as he did; the thing is niot a puzzle but a process, it is not
your immediate object'to-get to the other-end; dtid a note may be like those
* ctharmingly courteous motorists who offer you a lift when you are only
Boing for a walk (even sb, of course, it need not excite hatred or contempt).

_But certainty the riote may be more annoying than the motorist, because
not only is a poetical device more interésting when you have found it for
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yourself; it fsactually. different. You.can refuse the lift, but thé note may

have finally interrupred the process of ithout jt;

and if you are told the last part first you have been. given the thing in the

wrong order {at any rate, not in the .Q‘r_‘c:li'cr_.,i,ﬁté‘ndg
like taking a Seidlitz powder backwards.

This argument assumes that the process of understanding some lineg of

poetry is an essential patt of their value, and the natural reply is like that
about what the landscape gardener called the element of surprise in 3 vista;
‘Pray what do you call it when you walk round the garden for a second
time?’ Thus stated, the objection illustrates its owri answer; there is un.
doubtedly something akin to'surprise when you come againi ipon the vista,

and the most nairdl suggestion would be thatit was.a memory of your pras -

vious surprise, or an imagination (if you:are walking in the other direction
when you first coriieto the spot) of what the surprise would have been. if
you had experienced it. Having thus referred the element of process to the
original experience, we can consider its nature in the-case of poetty.

In first reading a passage of poetry, such as requires attention, there are
likely 1o be a series-of stages where, knowing it in. part, you judged it ag

to remain in your iitid as patt ofits fone:, On zhi,s'.iv.iew,,.f:bt_':;e- will be little
kharm in a note if you read it only, after you have thoroughly acceptéd the

what you understogd; these stages in anderstanding fhe passage-are Jikely -

poem without it; ajre-yeading with the notes may then take you into it fur- .

ther. One woul
notes at the end.of
edition of Shakespe _
play already. One might also deduce that the notes should.not be published
with the first edition; the collected edition; for instasice, would be.a suitable
occasion, and the.writer. himself would, then be better able to regard his
work objectively. Some poets and writers of programme music adept 3
teasing variant of:this plan.

Strauss used to. iystify his heazers. at first; tell them he proposed not tg
give them the cluéto his literary scheme, then give one clug afrer drothet ta
his personal friends, till at last sufficient information was gathered to
reconstruct the stoty he had worked upon. Gibbon, too, published the
notes as the last volume of his histc o ,

This argument, based on the mod, tion of the imagination, is cer-
tainly not a-generalty reliable orie; the-powers of the imagination are great
enough to refute an argument based on-any limited view of their nawire,
and a poem is more like a garden than a Seidlitz powder. In whatever order
you come to understand a structure, you can in some degree imagine what
it would have been.like to have comie by another route. All one can say is,
that the work of imagining this cannigt be done for you by any system of

deduce. from this: the usual practice of collecting
book, except.indeed;in the case of scholar’s texts, an

1 by the poem); it may be

ate, say, when the reader is assumed to haye read the -
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fotes, and 4 very elaborate system of niotes may ‘actually m_ak_:e it -h;irde';._dé
sst case is provided by Mr John Livingston Lowes’s The 'Road ?o_-.X.ana 1
London: Constable, 1927]; which-sets out the historical majte-r;’al from
-which Coleridge distilled ‘Kibla Khan™ and the ‘Anc[gnt Marinet™. Ft is a
very large book, and the sources are of very great varicty; evert w..hen you
“know them all ft is hard t0 hold themin your mind g'nd re—d;std tl}etn into
the pdems. Now one can hardly doubr that, if Co_lendge hiad p'u‘]:).hshec.l‘l, at
thi¢ same time@s'the poers, a carnplete account of their sources (from what
" travel-book hé had taken the epithets; what legend was in his-mind to sug-
gest the incidents; for what personal reasons they had appea}ed to him})
their merits would have been as.easily or as generally recognised as th._ey
were: The stress woitld have been different; we would be asked to a_dm-xr;e
the erudition, the interést, the giasp of mind, in the poems, rather than their
poetital qualities as such. Of coutse they would be no less good in ‘therr_l-
gélves, but it would have been harder, when they were .npu'elties, to see their
peculiar merits. For the business of finding the marerials, the operation of
distilling them; are not here the rost important points; the main thing
about them is the resulting order of Coleridge’s sensibility. _Iln'de'ed,. the
1otes here (this is niot 56 true of the Khan as of the Ma-ri'nelg)f';hé.;d'lj-y af‘fe'ct
he poem as a’separate organisiii; they do not obviously fall in thle' province
ither of the eritic or of the biographer; théy simply make aft exﬁt‘remelylm-
eresting and 's,éfis@iﬂ‘g book 6n:their own. The fusion of matg‘;ialg' here is
nusually perfect; most poenfis gain far miore “définitely frd;_p-.;g ‘k‘nqx_x{ledge
- their sources; and if you §ay this shows their imperfection the Teply is
hat one does not read a poent for-being, ‘perfect’, but for Conveying some-
hing; a sensibility, a mode of éxperience; which cannot be céﬁ?tegf‘e*d‘ in any
sther way: Certainly the mode of statemient is connected thore m‘n'ma"tely in
 poemm than anywhere else with the thing stated, but even though they be
onceived as one, that is only o say that, given an inadequaté statemerit of
¢ méthing.wort'h.'.sgg_‘ting‘,- thie inadequacy must be only appar ntsifice the
Hing has been stated; the conditions admit that it is known;,;Ih_ﬁ-t :1;_1.1,.ggod
poems do riot need notes cannot bestared as a deduction 'ffogl‘éqmé.ﬂthcdrly;
being capable of Béiiig tested, it can at best only be an empirical generalis-
ation. The gssential point, I think, is that after reading The Road :t_o‘--{Xanadu
you have to make the sarme effort of selection from the .mgt;erié;_l'_aa‘s wag
made by thé~pbéf;.1n..ofdér to-get back to feeling about theni a5 he did in the
oer. . o : 7 »
People would have realised the complexity of the material but not how
effectively it was applied, how little irrelevant detail enteredririto the final
tesult; even how little necessary the motes were to it. And it would have
been harder for thém to see that a fiew: thing had been made out of the ma-
fials; that there wds something in the poer which was not by any care to
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be discovered in-its sources. That the materials are complex is not interest-
ing unless they are:well used, in.the tesult, and to insist on the materials is to

put less stress on the result, Many people would have been frightened off, -

many would have been irritated, and the unity o.f.-eff;cgt-.,\y.otﬂ_id‘ have been de-
stroyed. ' :

But if the notes as to sources are unnecessary to the ‘Ancient Mariner?, -
that is not to say they wete irrelevant to The Waste Land. The Romantic

Revival was interested in far away, richly coloured, strange things as such,
not as exciting a historical sense and reminding you of a way of feeling or
judging. The references in The Waste Land remind you of whole elements
of your own mind, which everyone niow uses.in coming'to ‘_ci_ecisip-qs;, when
Coleridge packs into the same verse a.detail from Polar voyages and a detail

from Purchas’s Pilgrims in the tropics, we are meant o think of both.of

them as far and strange; to think of them, indeed, as we would have done if
we had met them in the original, though our sense of their romarnce would

if one is not to miss much of the:original effect. :
Here, then, a réasonable argiifnent against notes wo e that all -
tation of this sortis wrong, perhaps because always ill-digested; th: sks

the reader to think about. the sources and listén to Wh_at.-'is.-.implied; about :

them; that it is criticism and not poetry. But the distinctionhereis only asto
the degree of consciousness of the variety of elements referred to; 1o one
objects to a general effect such as.excites the historical sense; and now that

the historical sense is coming to occupy so large a patt of the ordinary culti- -

vated mind it seems-a natural material to use very fraquently in poetry. And
though, very often, the note could be avoided by longer.and more explana-
tory writing in the poem; though it is true that poetry should.not be criti:
cism, should include its material dissolved into itself; yet i recisely this
which is aimed at by the compactness which is likely to require notes. Itis

better to be brief in the actual poem, rather than explain your reference;.-

even though that involves a note, because then wheg th

der had read
the note and understood the collocation he will, in future, '

time because it is part of the text. One great important function of poetcy is
precisely this; to make the reader connect nacurally, with understanding,
things which he had not connected before; this is do ;

collocation -which needs at first to be explained by. 4 note (ore usually,
needs at first to be-worked out.and known as a dis_coye,ry'),:a;;hd'.gﬁerwgrgé

recisely this .

read it directly a5
poetry and not have to read it as criticism; not Kave to-read the note every

minently by a
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raken for granted and remembered ;i,s“,,g_feel"ing,;as a h"andy_u_ni:; Whlch can
be applied in judging. If poetty must use a greater variety of mate‘rrals,-.lt is
- almostalways better that it should i1se theny i cc')'nc.en;r'ated way 5o as:to-
insist that they had been digested inta poetry {even -}f this means ~t,h.a‘t the
- poetry musthave a limited body of readess) than thatitshould 'explaln“ltsglf
" in the text so-as not to be poetry at all. These are arguments used often
agatnist notes, bus they are strofiger arguments aga‘uns..tl what 1s a natg:al
. consequence of refusing notes, the poert which carries its own annotation,
The argument that The Road to Xanadu wouldl have-obscu.rgd the poems
1 irexplains, if published too early, is one that ap‘plres to notes ifi general, not
*. only to notes by the author him’se__if_. Most of the earlier arguments apply
only to notes by the author himself. .

This example from Coleridge may seem an extren}E-'-Caj;se,.lxl.{e the sources
of experience, now perhaps. forgotten; from which anj‘ﬂlum’manr}g detail
was drawi, rather than like the materials which actually r‘na-ke' units of the
mtaterial which the reader must interpret; you might think that the under-
- standing of Coleridge’s sources in this case was not any u’nde_rstand;ng of the
. same sort of element as must be understood to enjoy poetry. But the act of
communication in the arts is so.queer that one cannot kiow it is unlike this;
in particular, it involves a great.deal.of social sense, of-knowledge as to
what kind of life the author or persons described were leading; which is not
overt when the poetry you admire is all of one school but becomes among
the nost important matters when you:.admire-a wide variety of =$chools.
-And even when you admire only one; such.eléments are concerned, how-
ever little imporeant it may be to. ¢ about them. A passage of Gurney's
about melody may be illuminating here: . g

A melody - - e

Sfon of stiong emotions transfigured into-a wholly new experience,
, - to bring out the'separate threads we are hopelessly baulked; for
Ctriumph and tenderness, desire and satisfaction; yielding and insistence, may seem
to be all thére at once, yet without any dubioisness or confusion in the result; or
rather elements seem there which-wi ggle dimly to adumbrate by su‘ch' words,
: thus making the experience seem Vagu only by our own effort to-analyse it, wh_lle
really the beauty has the unify and in uality. pertaining to clear and definite

form, [Rdmuynd Gueney, The Power of Sozmd London: Smith, Elder & Co, 1880,

“p. 120; Empson’s italics] ‘

The second main case occurs-when the-author:does not himself clearly
understand how the effect has beéen.produced. Thus a word may be used
typically, as if it were a symbol, and dctially take effectasif it were; bur the
author may not know how it does this, what it is a symbol of, and the

" reader may (this does not follow, necessarily, but is more often true than
. one would suppose) need not knéw about it either, before it can take effect
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on him in the saine'wiy: You might say that there is no difficulty here
because the effect by definition carinot be explained, so there is no question
as to whether it should be. But there may still be.doubt as. to whether the
poet ought to say clearly that.this is.not.a mertaphor; 61 that he does no;
understand it; further whether this. should . be considered creditable; .
whether it is the business ofa poet-to have understood his own writings, -
and whether it would always be possible 1o haye done so.

Now I do not myself believe that any poetical effect is of its own fiatyre
permanently inexplicable; this is an act of faith, and in practice only means
that I think it worth while to try and explain things. But there is no doub;
that there have been excellent poets who could not have explained thejr
own methods, and this not for any fack of initelligence, cultivation, of crig.
cal powers; I should take Milton-as an example. One might even say,
indeed, that the most intimate, valuable, and interesting devices of aperiod,
its peculiar contribution to literature, is likely to be just the onie that it js
least able to explain; chiefly because, being 4 novelty, it cannor then be
phiased in terms other than ifs owi; partly because it s taken for granted,
and not thought a thing, that.needs explaining, nor indeed could have been
done differently. Thus.the.fact that a poet cannot himself explain ai effect
is certainly no argument for rejecting.it; nor is the fact that a critic of alater
age cannot explain an effett.any resson for rejecting it; for while it can then

be viewed more abjectively; it is.known less intimately; these two. on the -

face of it about couhtezba:la;r'age__qa”h'@;jtl;er. Very curious.evidence on this
last point may be found in Bentley’s un er-rated notes on Milton, and the.
answers to him in the ensuing ‘controversy.. The fury with which'Pope
attacked pedants has this rea] justification, that there was no.other.way of

answering them; the only way of defendiug.Milmnfg text against Bentley’s
ritics who tried to give reasons for.

emendations was to latigh at Bentley; ¢ :
what was, then as now, obviously the more b autiful reading gay -away
point after point, for sheer lack of the necessary critical machiner; think
that nowadays we can explain why Milton was right, but the explanations
usually seem long and. faneiful; they would only convince men who be-
tieved already that the line was beautiful, and only wanted to know why:?

On the other hand, poets.nowadays_understand fairly thoroughly what
they are doing, and our critical machinery, I believe, is good enough to deat
with most immediate technical problems such as would be required to
show the force of'a patticular word or line. There is no. doubt that expla-
nation may be hard, butI'think myself that, when.a poem is safely written,
apoet ought to try to understand his own mental operations, and if He can’t
understand them there isnoharm (though there is ittle virtue) inhis saying
so. Of course, in anothe sense,.there is no.question that he miust under-

stand them when heis ertlng t,',h'em_;:.t-haw 's\,,_hﬁc mug[apprehcnd themfuily,

. fancigs. get across, h : )
- usually a process of crystallisation, so to speak, in a poet’s attitude to a
poem when it fs written; for-some time he is liable to alter it whenever he
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~and:must know how they will-affect a reader-who does not come to them
. witii.hig own assumptions; he misst then feel how they work; but that js.not
1o say that he must be able to.write a critical defence of them, The power of
-writihg 4 eritical defénce. om ‘would expect-to-come later, for-one thing
- because he has too much in his mind at the time of writing to be able to

focus all its parts. .

But one must insist on the phrase ‘when the poem is safely written’,
because there is often an intervening stage, while he is still willing to alter it,
notyet detached or informed enough to understand it critically, but already
out of the period when he could apprehend it directly as a solution. of the
problems that lie was dealing with, It is essential to let a thing settle before
you. start messing.it.about; the paint must dry before you varnish; apart
from'that, one must at any tinje hesizate to emend, from the pointof view of
the-analytical critic; what has at the time seemed satisfying from the point
of view of the author. It is.easy to do to one’s own writings what Bentley
tried to do to Milwn’s, and if the.alternative, to satisfy the critic, must beto
explain why the original is better, this might well lead to the suppression of

i most poetry. For even though explanation were possible to you, it might

often.seem impertinent, and would certainly ofteri seem useless, to-give
your.own writing as compli¢ated an explanation as most good writing de-

- serves. Furthermore, an author himself cannot well do this for himself,
" ‘because the problems of communication must feave him in doubt, A critic,

when public opinion has:settled down s to the therits of &.pOEI, Can Setto.
work to explair the ull complexity of its mode of action, but itis no yse.for
wthor, to. do that, because he.does not yet know- whether his private
' far the poem bas a mode of action at all. There is

reads;it, perhaps to alter. it back again; then, perhaps simply after it has
appeared.in print, ot (thinking of Shakespeare) after it has been acted-of
shown to particular people, there coimes a time wher, partly by a sense that
he wants.to know how other people are seeing it, partly because the state of
'mind which produced it has really become alien to him, it becomes an exter-
nal object, he looks at it as a member of the public, there is no further
question of .altéring the thingy and he can treat it as a datum to reason

about; and defend if he choobses. The best plan in most cases, then, on this.

grotind as on the. previous one, is that the author should not write notes till
the poem has at least-appeared in print, probably not till some time has
past; till he has writren sormething else, and is bringing out a collected
ﬁditioﬂ.s- s

- 'The notion that it would be absurd for a poet, even if it were possible, to

-

"justify 4 phrase ‘with as complex an argument as many phrases require,
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rfere with the first. [i particular, poets often describe, so as to diagnose,

tuations which are then strange to them, but into which they afterwards
rumble and even ther fail to deal with; not remembering then what they

had described, not remembering afterwards from what experience they had

first described it. In cases like this, if he had written full notes at first, they
would later seem to him surprising and probably wrong. How is a poet to

say why, from what experience; he writes as hie does, when the experience
has not yet happened to him, when it exists only as an attitude to life which
will attract such experiences to-him? Nor is this a freak case; all elaborate
hoice.involves knowing what you will feel like under very different and
uite. new. circumstances; and ‘a poet as.an artist is often anticipating
experiences which may nevet, or only in the most: distant future, occur,
(That is a fancy of Herbert Spencer’s, about musicians.)

The justification of ‘poses’ follows on from this; it is that you are trying
ings out to see if they fit. You may easily enough grow out to fill the area
afterwards, if you have begun by making an.adequate city wall. So much of
fe —any sustained activity — involves an act of faith, even an act of imperti-
ence, of this kind. Milton, one may suspect, was for most of his life what
e was then called, a shallow-pated young.puppy; it was only. tate in life
at he justified the claims he had livedby: Not to. make such claims is.never
ustify them. There are often, periods in an artist’s life; ot indeed.in any-

Rust act as an additional argument against the demand for explanatiop
efore a critic can take a new. poet seriously, L
~ The third case where notes might seem called for oceurs when the author
“/hile he knows something which is true about the poem as amatter of by, -
graphy, does not know whether it is part of the poem as an independen; |
rganism, whether it is a useful thing for the reader to know. Fora poem
rises from some sort of experience, which it transmutes into.more general,
1ore complete, more satisfying, more valuable, and perbaps simply dit.
srent experience. 50, the original experience may have very little to do with
ne final product; and yet the poet may like to remember thar it occurred, .
€cause to write a poem is an act of self-knowledge which he likes to. fee]
s its basis of fact. Hence an author generally kriows things-about the ima:
®Iy or proper names used in the poem which are to him part of its.contact
ith his own life, which gives it its sap; but these may be irrelevant to, 6;
ay actually be misleading about, the particilar experience cdn#c)-/éd in
1e poem. They are interesting, if at all, to the biographer; not to the ¢ritic.
A phenomenon I have often noticed,” as Mr Eliot says in.one of the -
trangest of his notes. . .
Now of course 4 great deal of biographical information, is'very useful in
inderstanding a poem, and mere quantity of biographical information is
10t likely to do much harm. A poem is.a vety independent organism, and.
mee people have got.used.to it they are not likely to be disturbed by infor:
nation about its origins. In a sense, too, itis.a compliment td your reader:
o-imply that they are not easily disturbed, for instance, by prosaic associ
tions; that they can afford to be given information of this kind; ;ifih:igh-they“
robably ought not to take too seriously..On:the. other hand, to.give such
- nformation-assumes that-people want to know about your "bidgféphy;'si:t”
nght to be said casually, as a sort of gossip, when the subject comes up,
:nd not put in the notes very grandiosely, Wordsworth was 'fond_pnf- felliing :
_ us.readets just where he was sitting when he wrote a poem "ng-ivk.lomhc. :
ad gone for a walk with; it is rather a winning trait, which .;I.éuppb_:s:e': no
ne is irritated by, and no one finds very useful as a source of mte;:pret
Ton. e
Still; a difficulty might arise from not knowing whether a piece of info
aation was of:this sort, which does not deserve a very orderly note By:the
uthor, or whether it is of the first sort-and should be £Xi31-aijned.- The
rouble abolut WIILig notes to your own-poerns, especially at ah.ear,y_éiage; :
: that you do not know how much people want to know; what is trivial to
- 3€m, not to you; what to you, not to them; what is vulgar, abject, or hoast-
al, what brave and searching, what merely a bore, to give a reader at i
nd of the volume. s
The crux of the matter is that writing a poem is an act of much-more int

The guestion here {(waiving these more fantastic points) is very like that
bout the notes to the ‘Ancient:Mariner’; the poem has been extracted from
e material, and it is riot obviously an advantage to put-the material into its
neighbourhood, or it may be soaked up again. You may give away the
flower of beauty easily enough, but when plucked it may wither; you can
give it with the roots and tell the reader to plant it in-his own garden, and it
may live; but it is a question whether you need give him the weight and in-
convenience of the surrounding soil.

The fourth and last case occurs when it-could be inconvenient; for bjo-
graphical reasons, to put thenote-in at ally at-any gate for.a large.interval of
me. The-obvious case of this is a sort of extension of the third case, when
the note gives information about the poet’s private life; a note by Shake-
speate, for instance, as to whom the sonpets were written about, even if we
uld imagine him writing fiotes, would not have been wricten. Statements
ethaps more useful for criticism, though hardly less personal (statements

i
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est of his merit as a post, then this consciousness is bound to interfere with
is poetry; if not, you may say, The is not so sensitive as to be a good poet.

But it is possible to turn sharply round at this point, and view a poet very
Jifferently; for a poet, particilarly of this sort, who is tiding the storm
ather than recollecting in tranguillity; must have a great deal of the scien-
ist in him; he must have just that toughness, that indifference to the source
of the original feeling, that power to stand outside his feelings and genera-
ise, at some distance, from the materials that his feelings present him with,

such as Wordsworth claimed to be:making in. The Prelude), would be as.¢q -
the ‘rrlotives and experience behind, or psychological Pl‘:iunjci'p}e‘s‘ at bek m@ '
Manjfred and Pope’s satires; in each case the idea'is ab.silrd',‘ and fhey. .azf"
not, after all, similar writets; Wordsworth’s.own self-revelation, if it ébm;
to that, drew its splendour from the energy of the hypocrisy that soon a-fcerf
wards overwhelmed him; if people nowadays write poetry which they ¢ay
afford to analyse, in this fundamental sense, in public, it is because they deo
not put things they immediately care about, and are in the thick of, 'iﬁto

o Tt s e | i ey ora o e o n o B
Hfc, must be that you .C‘ahn(jt.expec't} e <o gg-"nxlci . ei]? as in Fhf: rest of ab‘l; £0 l§1ck. down the ladde{::by.. which he has chmbed the haystack; ever to
most guesses at in. them because, eiengifﬂ ‘i;h: ‘Eéc?;lnd"t‘be =P gr.l_;nces one letic _dw;qd}:e '_to"anf:e:cll_c w"hl.ql? it may be hard fOF him to pick up (so that the
among friends, still by t'h,e-;a'ct'- of .e;cp.lair'ii:n. allyk,x d f © sure t cy were pu_rth. may dwm.dl._e to th;:i}:h;,r,g}z Lype of _c).b_sgun'ty-); and yet again he must
set up, and the proeess Iﬁigh't‘turﬁ oﬁé i.n-ang"-' 'de'f r{l.. s o ’Sttesseg‘lwou.ld_b? have..aﬂ;_c}’? that can ﬁnd_ it, and throngh the eyglo'f that needie he must
Indeed that, in many cases; v.vas-. reci;el. wz t}gx ee,gl'n?_}{p?c?' 'Yp?m'ful‘ troop all h;s.'carr}e} s Su‘ch & poet <o drop alt this - must have peculiar
interesting, why it wa-s-wc;th W-hlaife to t}i?m f}é"laggi }e:: tl? ft © poem was pOwWErS of eﬁ':(_plammg his writings, even though to use them fust expose
the sensibility re'Sulti-ng'frém. theexperience was édnv; p dtg cﬁm m .WhICh him to p ccgharzdangers-, a{.ldl L suspect that Pope, if S‘.J'Ch an activity had
in part only satisfying because it enabled them'to-é 2;( .thuc %Oetry.,.w as seem}:d‘to him (for some un;maglqable.héason) worch his Whlie’ could have
decency: in part onlv useful because it enabled.k spedk tnrougk a_-_veq. of .P.“bh@h‘:dta very -COmpi'et'e- gnal.y‘ms of the processes of mind at work; the
of igno);;ncle) y usetul-because it B“ablefl_= them to speak through a veil sources of satisfaction, in his satires.

_ - R L I appear to have been arguing against some person wheo thinks that poets
o of e Uil s woud iy v | o S et ey 7o o
Pl o Ay - ! s, 4an h ould.reasonably have be'e_n ody of opinion which thinks that; I;id:scg_s_s it because it is what T would
ing the actual imagéry of the e .'Casc-sﬁfv lere’itis a question of explain- : ally true; if you atrack:a.view in any detail
Pope’s satires, of xfhiZh- the :aﬁieg §r12t=1.f1}n ofives and edperience behind at proyes you to,have some sympathy with ic; there is:already a conflict in
explained hissver}’ straig-’htfofwéfd‘USe '(;_f_jF('::g:fgﬁsugp?gZKfats ?Q.uid _ha“?' ' _ ou.which {nirror_S’t'hc'..{;On ict in ‘which. you take part; that is why you
must in some sense have known all about 1t butiigriyml g Esizn | tholgg}'}: he “F’dmta“@" S_ufﬁcientl){‘-to _,ga};e"-.p art in it. Only because you can foresee
done it would have been very unwise of hiﬁ: o do o ainly it fie could have nd ?qtér-li_j'}fo the Opposiiig arguments.can you answer -th§m; only because

But I do not know that that is true nov\;z.ada 8 ..one could clain I3 Interesting to you do yOu engage in argument about o
amount of sexual symbolisminia po.efn wi.thdﬁtie;fci,tin m-OL}i A F?I~Z§ﬁisgngliy am attfac bY the notion of a hearty indifference to
certainly without exciting: mirch. in di’g.n'atibir 'That‘.'mg }"md méciesg gngl_ one’s. own anq other. pggp.lg..’.s. f@e}}ngg’ when a fragment of the truth is in
generally trie of the technical devices, as ay art fromt hay wmaeed be faxrly ‘ «question; 1.enjoy the chatty reading of poetry in the chatty explanatory
ture; when they are understood ard e tp.d:';rh rom-the subjects, of litera frame of mind which could annotate its own works, But it is useless to pre-
planations. It seems to be -trué.;_thgt-,th;z hz:*;)-i;‘;)"sale)f bt‘_ }yllse.d m ex: fen.d:"tl}a‘t gbe best poetry-is written in this frame of mind, that a completely
further, change in public op_ini.fo'r-l to maketlnslast désg ?gazf;ﬁt . o 2 Sa;§s£3r1_ng 'hfje_"‘can 'cen_tr;e“r_ound: truth like this. The notion that one ought to
I do not think anyone now has that horror and terror felt by TennaI;;il‘ZiSd .bc.hlm?rgs;t?d in exuth, indeed, is connected by Mr Wyndham Lewis, some-
Browning, for prying critics who'at once settled upon t'heiiz corr s::(s B - ‘tf’e’.wmht}.}?fhﬂd wh'o.l_(s:_‘always asking questions; the only question he

In any case, even when the note would lig bét‘weeh the third czsé ;nd tﬁé “wang t_o“ as:];c is how .dolb.ab.;es-'come," a-n;l he asks the others because heis
fourth, the notion of dignity is an important one; ‘It does not ma& ..hzit' .m:)t_ all_owgd_ to a?k that one. 1 was saying just now that the glutton for gen-
the orisingl svnt. o the fomtative imorlen o },1 docs no matter wha : e;&l. knowledg'e is not necessarily the best reader of the poet; but ner can
to have built th s P S, MHay Rave beed, ecau-selfla}l{n A _,Ong assume that the glutton for explanations is the best interpreter of a

ilt them up into something of more permanent value.’ It is im- - P

portant, because if a poet knows he is to be challenged on such matters, asa :

ke to think myself. This is g;a;n

. Evidently it is no usé blaspheming at random against the spirit of curi-
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quite soon; their sonorousness, théi‘r'conc.e'n'grati'on whethet on death and
. the macabre or on the fleeting moment, aré continually to be understood.in
terms of the astronomical belief of the time. If the critic admits that their be-
liefs affected them, he must admit that our beliefs may affect us.
Most people have been told, and few people have been able to forget en-
irely; that the astronomers give theedrth, as a habitable planet, a probable
life of at least a thousand million yeats; it is not widely believed that the
human race will allow or encourige itself to evolve at all rapidly, and we
are left to digest the fact that our descendants, very like ourselves, will go
7" steadily on performing theit natural functions on this planet for appalling
-~ periods of time. Literary critics have been fond of talking dbout what ‘pos-
-~ terity will say’ of a particular poet. Posterity is likely to last as long as all
vitality has yer lasted since the first.jelli¢s. It is not Dante only when he
searchied hell with the eye of an enquirer, it is terrestrial life, which is no
more than halfway upon its road, Now people at present are still able to
avoid bearing this in mind, but it is rapidly filtering into the general con-
sciousness, and once it has done so itseems to me bound to affect the arts
.. very greatly, it may be very much for the worse.
- ‘An anxiety about the future; a wish to know what, at some undefined
date, it will be like; a sense that the future will think us very absurd, and
therefore that we must do at once what the future will be doing; these I sip-
pose.are the first fruits of the ‘doctripe; But it is difficult to suppose, for
stance, that there will be an accumulation of love lyrics, burrowing
deeperand deeper; century by centiiry, below the British Museuns, unto the
last dutations. I do not believe that,ten thousand years hence; it-will be
thought at all absurd to learn Elizabethan English in erdet to read Shake-
speare, but a hundred thousand years hence it seems hard ‘to believe that
people will not be otherwise employed: Surely, onee you have accepted the .
time-scale of our current faith, the.idea of eternal fame becomes ridiculous,
and surely a great deal goes with it; the artist becomes either a-man with a
bqbby or, for however long a day, 4 journalist; and he canhardly feel, if he
15 not read now, that he will ever be read later.
- ‘On the other hand the idea of scientific truth is given a strong leg-up; any
definite piece of knowledge, though of course it must be expected to be in-
cluded as a small deduction fromy much: larger generalisations, though it
may be only included by negatives in the larger generalisation, though it
may apparently ceasc to exist by destroying its own field of application (if
enough was known about tapeworms, for instance, the study of tapeworms
W_?uld cease to be-a matter of importance because there would not be any)
tll has a permanentimportance as making part of the body of-knowledg.e.
D?-Mackail’s view that poetry is ‘a continuous substance. or eniergy whose
Progress is immortal” would seem much more sensible if it were said about

osity, which was onle of the causes necessary to raise.man from the beasts
whether it was a sexual perversion or no (and it casts & strange light on
Neanderthal home life if the human spirit of enquiry was first.developed in
this way). Furthermore, the particular form of curiosity relevant to this
essay, the desite to understand one’s surroundings, poems and states of -
mind, rather than to accept them, is a curiously important part of present-
day sensibility. Just as the prevailing notion of the Romaiitics was ‘life in
itself is prosaic, so let us think about the occasions wher, 6¢ when, it may
be interesting, and have as interesting feelings as possible,” so now there.is_ a
prevailing excitement connected with the sciences, and drawing much of ity
energy from a senseof the disorder of the world. *Any minute now we may -
be blown up or bankrupt,” begins the creed of the age, ‘we.don’t, therefore, -
stand to lose much by digging up the bulbs to sée if they are sprouting,
While yet the bombs hold off, and may they hold off for a sutficient number
of weeks, let us not live or build but dig into the foundations, leét us expose
what has been since creation in darkness now for the first time to the light
of day.’ The merits of this age, to speak less flamboyantly, are among the
critics rather than poets, or rather among the poets who are critics than the,
poets who are distilling their material from life.itself. The arguments -
against notes, againstthe inquisitive attitude, are, we'need to be reminded
ofthe[  1butitisthey which are out chief glory, if we have one; and itis
unwise to avdid doing, even for the best reasons, what may turn out to.hage
been the only thingwe-¢ould do. o A

Anothet cause making for the self-explanatory or critical poet, rather.
than the poet.as such, is the gradual extension into ordinary consciousness
of the time-scale: of the sciences; this seems bound to affect the artist,
especially now that: the historical sense is becoming $0 important, apd it
may be one of the few reasons why the scientist.can reasonably be regarded
as a danger to the:artist. It goes in exactly the opposite direction to the pro-
cess of thoughs I Have just considered; but that is enly bécause a disturb-
ance in eitherof two directions (especially when there is a compensation:
mechanism such as canses oscillation) acts chiefly as'd disturbance; and in
much the same way, _ _ .

The last idea was that things are now vety unstable, and therefore it s,
better to try to understand our foundations than to build upon them,
because the understanding will survive even if the foundations go wrong.
The other idea is that, though we personally orott government may be u
stable, human life as a whole is likely to last longer than people had
thought. It is no use feeling bored by this ifruption of astronomy into litets
ary criticism; the estimated endurance of civilisation has often affecred
literature before. It seems to be an important part of the seventeentn:
century attitude to.life that they beliéved the world was coming to an end

i
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the sciences, If you are doinga.scientific'research. the prospects of futurity”

do not make you ridiculous; it seéms to me that this factis bourid to affect.
the arts in the direction of the:sciences, that it will make poe
as a form of self-knowledge; and so as a branch of knowledge in general.’

Phrasmg it in this way one escapes the obvious. fallacy in the idea of

mixing up the sciences and the arts. Such a mixture suggests that the poet

must stop doing what he wants to; or write about rhatters which he ig
‘interested in, but which are irrelevant to his sensibility. Of coufse that
. would be as little use to the psychologist as to the aesthete. All that ¢an be
said is that poets are likely to possess an incréasing. degree of self-
consciousness, in the sense that they will understand both their. impulses
and the methods involved and further, what may be more important, they
will expect their readers, also,to. possess an increasing degree of psycho-
logical knowledge, of interest in, and power to understand, the impulses
and the methods involved, I do-net think that a generation accustomed to.
‘psychoanalysis could either produce, or be sufficiently impressed by to en-
courage, a poet like Byron. To'the pbjection thata poet ought not to be ex-
pected to psychoanalyse himself in the notes, because if he knows that this
will happen it will destroy his poetry, I should reply that in; that case his
poetry is going to be destroyed anyway.
Certainly this may seem:a; disrnal prospect; & poet writing for psyche-
analysts does not cut'so digmﬁed afigure as a poet writing for the dehght of
a reverent posterity. The sensethat poetry will be understg

whether the poet explains it or.not,.seems to let us.in for being awfully good '

and rather puppyish; the more pathetlc virtues are.called for. On the other
“hand, Freud’s remark that artists gain success, and the gratificatlon of their

desires, by exploiting a fantasy. gratification. of those desires, is sufficiently

true to be an irritation to thé artist; and it seeins likely that when this pro-
cess is generally understood by the public works of this kmd are likely to
become less effective, or to be accepted only when thcy are. frankly adinit-
-ted, as for instance in the writings of Baron Cotvo, . '

Arguments against analysis tend to broaden to an, unreasonable degree of
generalisation, and become arguments against understanding anything. ‘It
is not safe to get to understand anything, because at.any moment you may
‘find that true beliefs are making it impossible to act rightly: And certainly
“this is quite true; you can never know that a new piece of knowledge may

not suddenly make you very unhappy. Itis an act.of faith which experience;

on the whole, makes plausible; that when you are interested you can say ‘it

" will do no harm to examine this; this is a point where I may use reason.”
Certainly all new acts are dangerous, but it is not fiecessarily less dangerou$

to avoid them. | may be run.overif g0 into the steeet, but the roof may fall

on me if I stay indoors. Where nothing is known. beforehand there is noth ,

treat poetry < pne.
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: ing for it but to be hopeful, and where there is no means of deciding be-
.\tv;f.een two. courses of action it is miore cheerful to choose the more active

But another sort of objection to notes centres round the wotd ‘esoteric’;

4y isnio use explaining to thos¢ who do not feel nghtly about the matter;
indeed it tight do harm; and it is no use expldining to those who already

feel rightly, because they do notneed the explanation.’ This is only a state-

" ment that there are some madtters about which it-is no use to write notes,

which is-no novelty. [Incomplete}

Notes

1 Untitled i in-mianuserips.
2 $ee Empson’s essay ‘Milton and Bentley’ in Some Versions of Pastoral; and J. W.
Mackail, Bgntley s Milton, Proceedings of the British Academy, vol. X1, London: Oxford Uni-

- versity Press, 1924.




