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“pProminent place in the history of modern Brltlsh poetry.

-4

.representatlve war poet w1thout sacr1f1cxng the perspec—

/ .
tlve of hlS completeuoutput

The last chapter contalns a hlstory of the pub11catlon
of Douglas‘ poetry, as well as a surv;; of the 11m1ted
crltlcal work undertaken and'a cross—sectlon of-the reviews
of hls_several editions. The publlshlng hlStOrleS of some -
of his contemporarles throw some light on the 1ack of '
critical reSponse his poetry has recelvedw -In conclusion,
Douglas"best poems are brlefly summarlzed in support of
the contention that hls work deserves more Lon51deratlon
than that presently glven. .

The thesms proposes that Kelth Douglas was a glfted
poet who 1n a very brief poetic career, managed to prq\vye
a body of verse that merits. greater respect and a more.
Because he- has often been con51dered 4 war poet, Douglas
has not been accorded sufflclent reCOgnltlon partly because

of ‘the restricted range of that role. He was’ an accompilshed

modern poat and on these grounds he 1s worthy of renewed M

crltlcal attentlonf’ . K >

!
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. INTRODUCTION - : )
. e
Keith Castellain Douglas was a British poet, killed.
in action in the Second World War. He was born in Tun-
'bridge Wells, Kent, on January 24th, 1920,! and showed

' remarkable 1n51ght and artistic talent as a child. The

earliest poem in his Collected Poems? was written at the
‘gge of fourteen, and by the age of eighteen- he was belng
published: In 1938 Douglas undertook studies in Engllsh
11terature at Merton College, Oxford, where his tutor was
Edmund Blunden. A member‘of the Oxford 0.T.C., he was
called up in 1940 and sailed for the Mlddle East in June,
1941_ -

Whiie-in,the Middle éaét, Douglas urote Alamein to
535;525,’a_wa£ journal, and contrihuted poems to.?etsonal

» - [ ——

Landscape, a literary magazine being published in Cairo.

Prior to his departure for the Middle East, r"he,had several

'poems prlnted in Elght Oxfoxd Poets (1941), and shared an

anthology entltled Selected Poems w1th John Hall and Norman

Nicholson in 1943

‘Douglas returned to England shortly before Christmas

-

1 A1l blographlcal defdils are taken from the editors’
preface to Keith Dougla " Collected Poems, eds. John Waller,
G. S. Fraser, and J. C. ﬁHall (New York, 1966), pp. 13-16., -

2%\Keith Douglas, Keith Douglas: Collected Poems, eds.
John Waller, G. S. Fraser, and J. C. Hall (New York, 1966).
Thxs work will be referred to as Collected Poems throughout.

N ; 1
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in 1943, and‘spent:the‘spring rn_preparation.for_the Allied\
invasion. ‘On Jene 9&&{\1944,‘5& was killed in Normandy at‘

the.age of;twenty-four | |

At the time of_his death Douglas was planning a coll-

ection of-poéﬁs and drawings entitIedrBéte Noire. These

poems - were eveﬁtually collected and edited by Joﬁn Waller

-

and G. S. Fraser in 1951 as .The Collected Poems of .Keith

Dou as. The one major dlﬁference between this edltlon and
“the edition of 1966 is that the earlier work printed the
] T

poems in reverse chronological order. , The Collected Poems

publisﬁed in 1966 consists'of eighty-eigtt'completed poems,
.four trapslatioes}.apd six.fragment54 arranged ehronologi-
: cellg througﬁqthe assistance of Douglas' notes and the’ aid
of his mother, Mrs. Marie J. Douglas. "'r

The Collected Poems Alamein to Zem Zem, ' and Ted,

~

Hughes"' edition of Selected Poems: Keith Douglas® ferm the

- complete canon'qﬁ Douglas' work.
| 'Critieism of Douglas' poetry and prose is scant , con-
51st1ng malnly of reviews, introductions to the works, and
occaslonal mentlon in llterary hlstorles and general surveys
of Brltrsh literature. ’ Where the literary histories have
‘ternded to‘dismiSS'Dougiae as simply a representative”peet
of the Second. Norld War, G..S. Fraser and Ted Hughes have -

-

trled to establlsh him.as a capabie poet deserv1ng attention

d

: . 3 Keith Douglas, Alamein to Zem Zem, eds. John Waller, -
G. S. Fraser, and J. C. ’HallgTNew York, 1966)

4 Kelth Douglas Selected Poems: Kelth Douglas, ed.
Ted Hughes (London, "1964). 1In all subsequent - references,
-this will be referred . t0 ‘as Selected Poems. :
Vs e
A

'\:3 " : . ‘ r'.
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for his intrinsic merits. ‘ . .

Although Douglas was not a great poet, and conjecture
about what he might have become is problematic at best, he

o N - ‘. .
left a sufficient. amount of goed poetry to he worthy of
- - AT

. i . ’
more consideration than it has received. 1If, as Douglas

v

has said, “Poetry is to be judged not by what the poet has
"tried to say; only by what he has sald ns suff1c1ent reason
remalns for a detailed consideration of hlS work.

In the follow1ng pages I w111 examine- Douglas poetry

and prose to illustrate his achievement as-a creative
. ’ >
artist. In the poetry section, attention w111 be glven to

the process of development in style and technlque, as well

as the growth in maturlty of ther themes. To show this, I

™

w1ll compare and analyzefpoems from-what I consider to be

the three distinct phases of his verse. The extent to which

a tension.8xists between romantic and realistic poetry in

Douglas' endeavours tg .find a suitable mga% of expression
. N

will form one of the main directions of the $tudy. ‘Douglas'
concern with. time is perhaps the most sustained and varied

theme of the entire collection. How his attltude and style

Al * - . -1

changes regardlng thls central 1dea will be 1ntegral to the-
-

" analy515 of the poems? ' o : ' ‘ .

N\ -
Douglas war journal, A amein to Zem Zem, will be

- ' studied for what insight it gives into the nature of the

poetry. Stylistic ‘and thematic aspects of the work are

’

-

. 5 Keith'Douglas, “"On the Nature of Poétry," prlnted
in Collected Poems, p. 149. Originally printed in Augur
An Oxford Mlscellaqy of Verse and Prose (London, 1940)."

*
»



'lecture by G. S. Frasqr seemns to be the extent of the

« . 4

1ntérest1ng in terms of the ooetry written by Douglas in the '

Middle East. The book" s own merlts as an account of the

North African- campalgn fall out51de the_ scope of this

the51s, and will be dlscussed only insofar as they con-

tribute to an understandlng of Douglas" attltudes andfpet-
i o,

ceptlons about life aﬁéigbetry. Along with Douglas’ prose,

the war poetry of bouglas' contemporaries, espec1ally Sldney

. Keyes and Alun Lewis, w111 be briefly con51dered _A look

-

at stylistic differences and thematlc preoccupations will
attempt. to place Douglas' war poetry in proper perspective?

In concldsion,‘l will discuss what little criticism

. €X1sts on Douglas, as well as the past choices of his -

poetry that have been ahthologized Although Douglas"'’
poetry has been avallable for more than twenty years, a-
crltlcal work undertaken Some reasons w111 be advanced
for this peculiar want of cr1t1c1sm. Included here will be
da look at what I have come to%belleve are Douglas best
poems,, worthy of critical attention and anthologiiing.

.Why Douolas' poetry is 1mportant what he represents
in modern poetry, and hlS rapid achievement of such v1rtually
unheralded poetic skill will be the main emphases of thls
thesis. What his writing lacks in volume, it more than-
compenSates for in depth, clarity,ﬁand honesty, a conaider—

able accomplishment for one so ypung.



and refine 1n his later poems, and an artistic eye for in- .-

' solemnlty and statellness which 1s smoothly relieved by

. CHAPTER I o S

- -

" SCHOOLDAYS" : INNOCBN‘CE AND EXPERIMENT ¥ ”

"Schooldays," the flrst of six sectlons of Kelth ) i

"

Douglas' Collected Poems, contalns 31xteen poenis written

'between the ages ‘of fourteen and seventeen In these

Douglas reveals his. 1nnocence and hlS wlsdom, attemptlng
varlous verse forms and technlques in hlS search for a
sultable medlum of expre551on “From the earlieést poems, his -

.

preoccupatlon with time, eath, and the role of the poet are

'expressed w1th freshness and surprlslng blarlty.- Present S

o

ware a rich lyric quallty, whlch he sought so hard to—control

tense, plcturesque descrlptlon.

- -
-

In the flrst poem of the collectlon Hummers Ry

4

‘Douglas creates a true feellng of texture and lyric full-

ness: ﬁ
See where the deep nlght s blast has straddled
The -ancient gargoyle, weather- -addled
And striped with melted tapestry . : . )
Of snow.... _— _ , . ‘ ‘ _ N

The heavy ﬁtresses of the flrst two llnes hold a. Ly

-
v
.J"

the llghter iambics of the subsequent llnes treturning the
poem gently to the earilier w1nk1ng cups and "pearly
laughter" of the first stanza. The poem does., however,

' ) . -
e — N . . b N R ,

1 Collected Poems, p. 23.

5) T s



exhibit Douglas inexperience. Though well—made, certéln
'aspects of the style are mechanlcal- a drill or exercrse ln_
technlque comes to mlnd _

- The rhymes are careful and regular.. The;first stanaa
is aabcceb. - Femlnlne, or double rhymes are used ;h the_,
first, second fourth and flfth lxnes. “table...sable...
shuttered..ﬁ%luttered, with single rhymes in the thlrd and
sixth.lines: “all...fall The rhymes 1n the other stanza
substltute the triple rhymes, “tapestry...artlstry, tpﬂ
sustain the movement of the passage. |

| The dlctlon of the poem appears imitative of'the
romantic tradition. The w1nk1ng cups and pearly Thughter'

~are pleasant but hardly 1nnovat1ve, as are "deep nlght'

"“hlast?;ahd "snow crusted.” . The 1nver51on of "That sable /

.

. Doff for your brighter 51lks is forced and Justlfled only
by\the need to rhyme. It 11ttle helghtens the overall
ieffect of the poem. ’That Douglas ls gettlng the feel of .
words and 1anguage ‘1s ev1dent as he experlments Wlth w1nd-.
luttered "‘"Cell fastlng,' -and snow-red ' seeklng the
tlght 1magery in whlch he 1ater excels. :
The subjéct matter is of f SY, romance and imagined

experlence. The portrayal of the S¢ newveils it in the

rose hues of sentlmental reflectlon. Yet, a depth of per-

ception occurs 1n the second last 11ne of the poem to

‘ dlspel the maglcal presence w1th snow—crusted / Cardboard

steed." This 1ntrus10n of reallty p01nts out the lnsepar-

abllgty of reallty from Douglas' view of events. even at the.

3

onset of a’ con51derably youthful career. B

[
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His awareness of death and the tenuous 9051t10n man
holds on life appears in- "Dlstractlon from Classics™ and .
"Famous Men," both written in 1935, In two variations of
a twelve ~line poem Douglas tries dlfferent styles 1n an
effort to discuss the transience of man and the inexorabile
progress of time. The_resultlng impression of the past is
strikngly similar in both poems, considering the disparate

nature of the ®echniques.
. - ) - . i,

;o

‘"Distraction from Classics" is-divided into a nine-
and a three-line stanza. The lines are long, mostly penta-—

meter 4in a balance of. 1amb1c and trochalc feet. The rhyme5

: scheme is con51stently regular- abacdeedc and fbf, and the

rhymes afte exact: "tears...years," "grass..-glass

"Famous Men“ is composed of four three- -line stanzas,
‘heavily trochalc and predomlnantly trimeter. The shorter

llnes rhyme d;fferently in two respects from TDistraction_

from Classics. " The pattern is aba, bed, efd, and ecd, the

rhymes occurrlng across the poem. 'Off—rhyme Or approxi-
mate rhyme descrlbes sung...sup," "remembered.;.deserﬁed,
"them...men" and "dqctyis..jskolls."3 The brevity of the
llnes and the sllght lrregularltxes of rhyme reveal Douglas"

attempt to create a harder, terser expre3510n of theme than

"he- does in “Dlstractlon ; the’ language is difficult as the

conclud1ng stanza 1llustrates-

—_——
2 Collected Poemsgﬁp."24.

3 Ibid., p. 25.



N\

And think, like plates lie deeﬁ
licked clean their skulls,
rest beautifully, staring.“

The words are mainly monosyllabic as he tries to increase

the tightness of the verse. . , .
"Distraction” is more.casual and slowly pacéd., The
'long first strophe flows in its description, enhanced by

"watching élouds.u.flqttering pages,“~“beckoning scents...

wafted from summer grass,” and "sound of sdnlight behind
7T

the sqratching pens..'r5 The presence of life and action in a
schdolroom is carefully'worked out, until thé last line of-
' the first strophe breaks stride aﬁd sets the toné\of f:he">
conclusion: . “

We crouch to read the speech 6f,the ages.

Many were hefe, some cursed, 1ovea some. All these

Alike pass; after a space return, “

Loud-voiced, mocking the older memories. ®
'Both'poems establishlthe ihportaﬁéé of the past. “Di;trac—
tion" is more sentimental’,' reminding the reader of this
humanity of the dead; "Famous Men" coolly emphasizeg the
fact of théir decay and'disintegration. |

The stylé.has'changed slightly ffom ”Hummers.“ _
Douglas is less restricted by'the form; and willing to.gilow
variations. One clear example is the Q;Q in whiéh the in-
version of "Some cursed, }oved some” addg_;dfzig)tone and.

impact of the final lines of "Distraction,” unlike the forced

’

LY

4 Collected Poems, p. 25,

5 Ibid., p. 24.

-6 Ibid. B o




inversion in the beginning‘of "Mummers." It-is a minor
developﬁent, Certa;nly, but it is a definite one.

. 303 "? from the same year, treats death's intru-
51on into life 1n nuch more brutal 1mage;y. Another twelve-

11ne poem, it consists of three stanzas in abba, cdde, effe

rhyme scheme. Each stanza establishes a particular phase

of the poem. The first stania,shews "the pine—trees /
./,Soqling their sun;warmed needlesi under “the mqon's faee
white / Beautifui .as - the ‘breeze. " The second verse seeg
the same settlng 'but now the branches "Wave like dead arm%,"
and the moon appears SPock-marked with death." Tﬂ; symmetry
of the stanzas mahes the change in attitude even more
striking, 4 prelude to the vielent eonclusion:
‘ Through a machine-gun's sights .
I saw men curse, weep, cough, sprawl in their entralls-
You did not know ‘the gardener in the vales,
Only efficiency dellghts you.
The second- line of this stanza brlngs.the pace of the poem
to almost a-dead stop._ The hard stresses slam the‘details
.onto the page. The imtrusion, though expected, is potent,
the tone caustic; the reality of death in thb present -is
harder to reflect gently than the awareness of past death .
in "Distraction" or "Famous,Men."
The role of the pPoet and the éap between himself and
thé public are the themes of "Caravan"‘and.“Images," also
) . . .
written in 1935. The inability of the poet to express him-
self to the public, regardless of his artistic ability per se,

o

7 Collected: Poems, p. 31.
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lis the significant statement of "Caravan."®

The poem, set out31derthe gates of a desert town,
-_showshthat the poets cannot reach the public, despite thelr
craft and knowledge. The poets outSLde the gate tell the
travellers that they have dlsoovered the soul of mu51c,
.and that during the mlgratlon of the blrds, "under the
alwaysbrhythmlc / shutter of wingtips,™ the Sea appears
like "the slope of green and mauntainous moving / Country;“
They revealed the perfect sources, the Yost / wlsdom "
but they spoke. in "the tongue of swallows. Tbe beauty of
their knowledge becomes 1ncommunicable, a5 a result of the
prlvaq\Jof their language. The private nature of the

thought and symbols serve to alienate the publlc-

But they not knowlng the words, nor in his hand
Seeing the meaning, went thence over the sands.

The culpability is not spec1f1call¥ directed towards poet.
or public; the condition is merely described. The poet is
‘trying to get through, hut his language is too beautiful
and private to ellow public understanding. .

"Images"? possesses the same sense of anthulty in-
its descrlptlon of men and landscape. The five.three—line
stanzas are more limited than those in "Caravan,?” which are
six, six, flve and two llnes in length Agaih, as in

"Distraction® and " Famous Men, the poems reveal the tension

between romantic, elaborate language and realistic, mono-

8 Collected Poems, P- 26. - : . —

9 Ibid., p. 27.
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s&llabic words. Where "Images" has "The straight men are .

}

not there now / and their:darkrspears-lean against the sun,"
the single syllables becoming by their tlghtness Jlike heavy
stresses, Caravan extends and embelllshes language-

i ?hen the attained sea, under the always rhythmic
Shutter of wingtips', only Suggests to spent

. Eyes slantlng, the slope of green and mountainous mov1ng
Country.

The images také on colour and depth, and the richness of
the verse with its long "o's" and sentences aids the rom-

-

ant{c feeling created.

The thematic concern of "Images" ig somewhar d&fferent
from that of "Caravan.“_ The'poets are, presented as
rbeautiful and anéular; not different " “the unacknowledged
rulers“’(the last an echo of Shelley's 'Poets are the
unacknowledged legislators of the world," in his A Defense
-of Poetrz)n The tolling of the bell in all but the thlrd
stanza establlshes a sense of foreboding and doom. The
poets, however, do not feel bound 5y.the bel] or worried
by its meaning because of their insight:

...understanding the bell they do not hear it,

but walk over the hllltop
lnto the1r rarer clrmate

-*

Because of the poet's understanding, he is capable of ..
acceptlng or rejectlng whatever seeming truths are nanlfested

to him. The poet has a respon51b111ty and a privilege to
»

select what he feels is important ang eéxpress it in whatever
o

manner he wishes,

C ——— . |
10 Collected Poems, p. 26.
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'That the poet must.establish his hwh criteria for‘
truth becomes apparent in Encounter with a God."!! The‘
poetess Ono-No-Komache has just descrlbed the god“Daihhku
as "beautiful, she said, with a sLigﬁt / tendency to, angles, ™
when he appears, drunk, with a ‘}ound whlte paunch, "
rantlng that he does TNot wlsh to be wonderfully made , ™ and
wlli*hot be in a poem " To_thls outburst the poetess .,'
replies: ) - S .
' How- intricate and pecullarly well- \ )

arranged the symmetrlcal belly- purses \y
- 0of Lord Daikoku

I

Speakipg of- this poem in his'introductibn to Selected
-Poems, Ted Hughes calls tag language...51mp1e, the music- |

al 1nflect10n...honest and charmlng, the technique flaw-

wl?2

less, although he con514ers the poem “Juvenilia.“j The

poem is the longest in the "Schooldays section, and is
unlform throughout. The internal cadences of "greenish gods
of chance and fame" and "the rock pool carp in the waterfall
at night," as well as the exotic.sethiné, are similar to the
poems airéady discussed. Douglés' interest in the exotic,
mystqgious or ancient allowed him to express hlS themes in
a more .regular verse form, addlng to the studied seriousness

he felt at the age of sixteen. - The poet's own role in

creating truth has to be establlshed by Douglas to su1t him-

self.

~,S'tylist:ically the poemé of‘this pPeriod show many

7

. hl Collected Poems

12 Selected Poems, p. 11. !

, P 33.
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3

variations. of form. They range in lehgth from six to twenty-

five 1ines: the forms encompass lyrics, sonnets and villanelles.

Three %Fanzas‘of six lines each is an eérly }avourite that '
retains its interest for Douglas through most of the Oxford
period. 'What the #;rious forms reveal is bouglas' search

for a better mode of expressidn, often sdcceésful, occasionally

Al

not. 'Doqglas Ssaw nothing unusual about adapting verse forms

"to meet his needs.

Edmund Blunden, in introducing Collected Poems, main-

tains .that Douglas "did not wish to startle with novelty

but to fashion his work as best suited his kind of thinking,
- . * . ‘ .L
whether that was. unanticipated or after all of an éncient

~ king."!? :An'ekample-of this is “"Sonnet"'“ (1936), which

conveys very intense images in the conventional verse form:

Curtaining this.country the whispering rain.

Stipples in cold monochrome the sun's

Alive and tinted picture, so warm once; ‘ .

The wind's voice laden like reeds with random pain.
) }". - .

.Impending with their frown the bowed trees,

Clouds make a ceiling by the rooks' village

At which how vainly ‘they complain,’ silly

Voices fall down, lost in the day's disease.

Like all, this storm will blunder along: the hills,
Retire muttering into a smutty corner ‘ -
Of -sky, and there dying,‘his rant stills.
Wait. See like d tired giant the sun return ]
To step into your valley and gladly fill
Evening with moist colour, made untarnished.

The personification of the natural elements in “"the

whispering rain," the "wind's voice," "the frowning clouds,”
P g , ,

13 Collected Poems, p. 19.

14 1Ibid., p. 35.



and ;the day's disease" is'certainly traditional but the
storm, blundering "mutterlng 1nto ar smutty corner " "dying,"
and the eun,‘ a tired glant " create a real sense of charac-
ter. The art:st S eve is ev1dentKan cold‘}onochrome, |
"tinted picture,” and "moist colour{d pPaintjing the landscape
with words. The sestet with its.“Wait. See..." addressed

to the reader, follows exceptionally smoothly from the octet,

preservmng the subdved tone of the poem.

The "Villanelle of Gorizia"15 (1937) captures the

A
sense of the day and the sun's. -movements as "the street is_

repeated w1th sunlight.' The 51mp11c1ty of vocabulary and

Fy

the extensive use of "the" and "and" to begin lines suggests
tHhe slon,passing of time, echoed by the motif- of t\e sun.
The poem is exceptlonally regular- Douglas was Seemingly
more 1nterested in studylng the form than in transmutxng it.
The tone is subdued, and the refralns sustain the llghtneSS(x
traditionally attached to the villanelle. The poem ends on
a melancholic note, hinted at throhghout by such words as
"tire,“ "apathetic," and "droop," and expanded 1n the verse.
N All this the bottle says, that I have qulte

©  poured out. The wine slides in my throat and grieves.

Over and over the street is repeated with sunlight,
the flutes_sound in the wineshop, out of 51ght.
Time, which remains constant here, ls seen as an 1nev1tab1e

force in “Krlstln," "Point of Vlew," and "On Leaving Schaol."

These, the last poems written before Oxford, present a more

personally affected view of time, unlike FDistraction* and

!

15 Collected Poems, p. 37,



. ’ ' . S . . ' ' ’ 15
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"Famous Men® which obﬁectify it, for the poet.

" Both "Kristin" and "Point of View" are in the three
stanza, eighteen-line- ﬁQET: Douglas® most frequeritly used
structure prlor to the 'Army- ﬁngland"'poems, though "On
Leaving School™ is a sonnet The rhymes are con51§tent
though not as: 1dent1cal as in the earlier poems. Exceptiqns
like 'halr...messenger,“15 "distance...pistol,“‘T7 and [
'shallow..lcharlock“‘? show Douglas' grOW1ng‘conf1dence and
his skillJ As themes becone a deeper part of his own
feelings, hlS concern with their expressxon tended to relax

. |
Eormal restrlctlons.

The days that lie before him are now pressed upon
Douglas attentlon. Time is becomlng 4 personal adversary,
and the:future is examined with a certaln degree of fore-

bodlng and -trepidation. Unlike the earller poems, where: he

can obJectlfy, and the later poems, where his maturity and

experlence protect him, these poems show his fears and

questlons about what is to come.

In 'Kristin,"” Douglas adopts the cla551cal attitude

&

-of enjoying the present:

e

Love like the lovely plants he wants renewed--.
Take it all back after the sun has gone
Perhaps, but humour him this candle hour.

Preservation of the present is "futile" as "Black days lean

16 Collected Poems, p. 36.

17 1bid., p. 38.
18 Ibid., p. 39.
19 1ibid., p. 36.
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over." The only hope is to accept what happiness it gives,
for "these limpid days will not be constant; / They will

forsaké you, will not reappear, " ' .

"Point of Viéw“2° eXplores the hopes of others ip tune
’witthoﬁglés‘ own feelings. The Poiht of the poem is that
whatever they enjoy now is no indication of the future,

Those who hear in their “mipd's‘eaf the horses like ; pistol /*
Smack on.the odd'stoﬂe,“ or the:“chorﬁs of'feéds"'are

eventually the same asrthose wha "ShdF cut the, fields and

search fof facts too fast.". The heavily anapestic lines :
lead quickly to the unavoidable question, all men must con<"
sider: S |

Who'll say, when nursé haﬁ had her nap and woken,

Who is to tell, when she takes away our toys,

Which of us will catch tears in his'simple hand? _

"On Leaéing School,"?! the last poem of thg‘section,
£:ies for the same effect in sonnet form. as in "Point of
View," the first two stanzas describe fhe presént. 'The
quatrains are reflective and sentimental,for f;t is awkward /
"Realizing happiness seems just to have started / And now we
mﬁst leave it." The twp tercets cohéider whaé the fuéure
will bring, with the same iﬁh.rent uhcertainty of "Point of _ :
View, " especially in the lastﬂtwo lines:

;:.It—wil}'be that wa&,‘and Time on our ground -

Will sweep like a maid, and where we wére be clean.

Shall we find room to.laugh, if turning round
We see where we have walked, how wrong we have been?

e

20 Collected Poems, p. 38,

21 1Ibid., p. 39.

o
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This personal feellng in Douglas is -Something which
he never completely controls, even in his last poems, ’ Here
it is obv1ously not yet under his watchful eye, The famj-~
liarity with the tools of his craft by. thls .stage has
qlnstllled more confldence, more willinghess to experiment
outside of the traditional forms. His awareness of time as
a force personally threatenlng hisg development has not yet
evolved, but he does see its awesome ablllty. The dletlon
has moved towards monosYllables, colloquial speech, and

av01dance of archalsms, but the tension between romanticism

Pleted poem, "On a Return from Egypt". 1In a letter .to

: J. C. Hall, dated Auguer 10th; 1943, Douglas reflected on
these early poemg, stating that he "wrote lyrically, as g;
1nnocent because [he] was an 1nnocent "?2  His competence
and' perceptlon are well on their way to an early maturlty,

however, ang hlS enthu51asm is genuine. '

o~

. . -7 [
* ' " - .
' 22 - Quoted ip Collected Poems, p. 149.



CHAPTER II

"OXFORD" AND "ARMY: ENGLAND": GROWTH AND PREPARATION

Although the "Oxforgd" and "Army: England" sections

are distinct in Collected Poems, their common piace_as pre-

war poetry, the interrelation of their themes and stylistic

patterns, anq'the brevity of "Army: England"™ as a separate
o - | L
group necessitates tbeir consideration as one entity. There

*

_are forty one poems “in the comblned sections, constituting

-

close to half of the book The perlod covered includes -

Douglas' admission to Oxford, his enlistment in the 0.T.C.

o

v and his training befose)departure for the Middle East; the
time involived falls'between October, 1938, and June, 1941,
The perlod as a whole represents the interim between

Douglas 1n1t1al attempts at verse and the studied coolness
. ‘l
of his war poetry. The poems are varied in theme and form
. ~

as the scope"of'ﬁis wfiting expands. The "Oxford" poems
surpass, the "Schooldays" sectiomr- in many respects, although

(they are still "very 'llterary poems."! The poems of the

"Army: England" section show Douglas "biting deeper into

"2

.experience,"? and ‘moving towards the later depth of the

»,

bl

' 1 G. S. Fraser, "Keith Douglas- A Poeff of the Second
World War,™ The .Proceedings of the British Academy, XLII
-{1958) , 97. : ' :

A

. 2 Ibid. LT

18
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"Middle East" poems, but they are related to the "Oxford"™
‘droup as experiments seeking stability and poise in form. He

is still struggling with himself. The effort required to.

k]

achieve the characterlstlc tlghtness of hls later verse

dées not always succeed in. subdulng the aesthetlc, colourfu;

style of his earllest work

"Forgotten the Red Leaves“3 (1938), the firet.poen of
\\(the "Oxford" sectlon, presents the’ past in rich, lyrlc -tones
reminiscent of "Mummers. In a church amputated by hlgn
explosive," "only the sun; a solltary worshlpper / Tiptoes

-towards the altar and rests there." The sea is a place of

-

\
fish %;ke\footmen and “blue corridors®™ where Jewelled

skulls" rest in a world of haziness and unreallty. These
{ -

4

memories, almost forgot," "return / Like princeé into rooms -

o
1

p they once owngd." The speaker's memory of these scenes is
'becoming-dim, distant and weaker. The solemn notesnof the

:church and sea'corridprs change to the pleasant remembrance

r

of‘past love:,

- Once ‘on Monte Nero in the spring

-Some peasant girl fashioned for love and work
~Taught me-a smile that I had forgotten,

It is so hard to speak her language now.

L
Desplte the use of exotlc and stylized diction,’ the senti-
.. mental tone is in a direct line from "Distraction" and "Famous

Men." The remoteness achieved in the poems is not quite

-

3 Collected Poems, p. 43.
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- A
it is evident in "It is se hard to speak her langSage now."

Lo

The theme of lon?;ﬂg, and the nece551ty of controlllng

< 1t, occurs several times throughout the “Oxford‘ and ‘Army-
England" periods. "Sprlng Sallor"“ (1939) shows Douglas'

use of the three 51x—line stanza form developed in “School— .

i v

days(“. The first:two stanzas, in a 51m11ar way to the octet
©Of a sonnet present the setting or problem to be resolved
in the thlrd The descrlptlon moves from the sky, w1th its*
"high- decked cloud“ to the presence of - two lovers."The
'blrds "thrlftless balladmongerg have caused 5111y tears
and smlles in the-p;et § companion. The poet, :bndeavourlng
to-restrain emotion, wishes "tp escape the dalnty touch /

Of a day so heavy with the 1mag;\y / Of longing.' The poem
echoes the earller "Krlstln 1qf1ts awareness of the tran—
.51enCe of llfe and - the need to protect one s 1nner self a
"theme pursued 1n,"Sanctuary (1940). . i : :
o "Sanctuary,"S the "barriers give in, "/ the world
w1ll lance at every point / my dhsteady heart, as the pro—*
'tectlon of mother -and home is lost. Douglas sees the only
defence as "the 11ne between 1nd1fference / and my, . vulnerable
mlnd " . Behind this "desperate fence“ he feels that he w111

be safe. "Farewell Poem,’?5 the, penultlmate poem of the

"Oxford" sectlon reafflrms thlS need to control love and

o

emotion. Douglas does not propOse‘the rejection of love or

{
N .
«
’ -

4 ‘Co&lected‘Poems, p. 45. L - oo '

5 Ibid.; p. 59. -

6 Ibid- r rp" 76-

Wt
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commitment to his verse -and the public must be preserved:

21

the refusal to allow emotion; rather, he prefers to temper

. them with restraint and order. He entreats the girl to

recall. their love under "the vigorous sun...protected by

‘fsléep,“‘but warns her to "keep prisoner pain and talk wry

stuff." Their. love must wait while "the great black flgure
of God "is ‘waiting thh unexpended paln ' The black figure

looks forward to Douglas' "Béte Noire, a creature who

-persecutes and eludes h1m in his efforts to write a success-

-~

ful poem. - ’

2

<N

To “ﬁa}k wry stuff” hearkens back to an eaflier poem
written at Oxford, "Invaders®’ (1939). 1939 saw the arrival
of other, more serious mattegs to which Douglaé gave his
éfkgntion. He was concerned with the responsibiiziy of'éoets

to warn the public, and felt compelled to examine the threat’

a . -
of.ﬁar, coming on "dire wings from. Europe." 1In spite of the

~

fact that the poet's life "will take on a hard shape,” his R

: We with our heart -
still sen51t1ve as air will do our part , \
‘always to think, and always to indite
.ofa good matter, whlLi the black birds cry.

This desxre to warn is not néw to Douglas. An earllg} poemn

closely related in diction and import is "De]ectlonﬁﬂ?kl93§),

- accepted for publication by New Verse in 1938. It con51sts

of two verses, six and three' lines long; at half the length

B

of "Invaéérs,“ it is only slightly less powerful in its

r

7 Collépted Poems, p. 47.

8 . Ibid., p. 4.
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statement. Portents again herald the approach of war:
"Tonight the sprinkled moon and ravenous sky / Say, we have
reached the‘boundary."‘ "Death is the season," and, "tomorrow,"

llke the.rooks of “Invaders," “Shrleks through the mlst. ' k\J
r’~.
By 1940, these prophecies have been fulfilled, as Douglas

points out in "Soissons 1540," where "something of the mind
lived ‘and died,-/ a mental tower restbred only to fall.

"An Exercise Against impatience," from the same year, sums
up Douglas' feelinés toward'the role ef the poet as prophet:

Even, we will command/and wield
good forces. And if we die?' And if we die
*+ those we have met or heard of w1ll not be cold,
they are as suitable as you br I.
p
this obligation to warn notw1thstand1ng, Douglas sees

the gap widening between the poet and his public. From the

indifference of the ‘public "in “Caraﬂans" and "Images from

/

ﬂ'the “Schooldays" sectlé&i the attltude has developed into
»
hostility. In "The Poets" (1940), ..... 1. Dnglas.uses the desert

town setting of “Caravans” and the stanze pattern of "Images"
to further his discussion of this theme. On the poets’
arrlval gLey are greeted with obSCenltles or frowns. | To
the perchants, the poets' craft and "words are bad / currency
_+to which they take exceptien.“ Their mission ha§ bec?me
futile, forftheir superior knowledge Qtifh theyfcqﬁnot trans-

¥

mif{ forces them to "advance forever, always belated."
¢ T -

I3

10 1Ibid., p. 75.-

9 Collected. Poems, p. é4g

11 1Ibid,, p. 56.

2y
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This résponse ‘on the part of the public was shaped,

'to a great extent, by .the poets' mood in the early days -of

the. war. Despite the continued presence of patriotic verse

throughout the war, the poets *found thqmselvés defending a

Social system about which they felt a great scepticism.
. E=d
against a system...which was positively evil."!? as a result,

the poets turned away from public poetry towards the re-

cording of personal experience and feeling. This attitude
is defended by Douglas in "On the Nature of Poetry"” (1940):

Writing which is poetry must say what the
writer has himself to say, not what he has ob-
served others to say with effect, nor what he
thinks will impress his hearers becauwse it im-
pressed him hearing it{i? . -

[

Douglas® bitterness toward the public which evolves
in "The Poets™ is cleverly concealed in “ThelDeceased“ and

"Russians." The'subject of "The Deceased"'" is a diunken

‘reprobate of a poet, criticized by an insensitive public.

The speaker of the poem delivers an eulogy in which he
points out thg real reasons for its criticisms. Despite the
i . "

dead poet's vices, he "appears to have felt a refined pain /

to which your virtue cannot attain." Douglas is not gentle

in his handling of either the Qeceased or the audience, < ;L‘

Lt

. F'.

12 G. S. Frasér, “"English Poetry: 1930-1960,"* The
Twentieth Century, Vol. VII of Histor of Literature in
the English Language, ed. Bernard Bergonzi (London, 1370},
p. 292, : : '

13 Keith Dougias, "On the Nature of Poetry," printed

'in Collected Poems, p. 148.

14 collected Poems, p. 66. '

-
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though he gives some praise to the sensitive artist in the
concluding couplet: "Respect him. For in this / he had an
excellence you miss." “Russians® (1940)!'® is the onl; poem
actually about war that Douglas d;ote before experiencing
combat himself.‘s. Although the substance of the poem is a-
grimly comic portrait of kussian soldiers frozen to death,
he agéin attacks the callowness of the public. His descrip-
tion of the dead is incisive and biting, yet balanced<with

a comic .tone: |, s

‘That"s never a corpbral- even now he's frozen
you could see he's -only a commercial artist
whom they took and put those clothes on,

and told him he was one of the smartest.

Douglas' ability to draw word-pictures comes into view here,
4

revealing his artist's eye. (A sketch of .the soldieqf

accompanies the poem in Collected Poems.} Edmund Blunden,

-

quoting Douglas Grant, proposes that Douglas "'might have ~

excelled eventually'as the artist rather than as the poet.'"!7
The frozén soldiers are an "innocuous paradé," admired by

the public who séﬁs them as "waxworks." Douglas cautions

his audience to "at least forget what happens when it thaws,
The horror of the soldiers' death will be kept out of mlnd

by those people who view the scene as merely curious or

amusing.

1

Douglas éontinued to experiment with various themes

15 Collected Poems, p. 68.

16 ThlS is' asserted by Douglas in his 1etter to J. C.
Hall, printed in Collected Poems, p. 149.

17 From the Introduction to Collected Poems, p. 18.
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and forms in the “Oxford' and "Army: ‘England” sections.
Cne particular form used in the 'S%hooldays‘ poems became a
favourite. He had worked with various.rhyme.schaﬁes in‘a
fixed fq;m of three six-line stanzas, and, ih "Point of
View," had settled on én abccba pattern that appears in
thirteen of the thirty-three "Oxford“ poems. In choice of
,themes, Douglas became 1ncrea51ngly preoccupied wiﬁh time
_ and, death, personifying phem'in several poems which will be
disoclussed as a group. However, many poems of thesé_two .
séctioné show the wide scope of his iﬁterests in contént.and.
forﬁ. |

"Pas de Traisﬁ (1939}-ahd "Bailet" {1940) reveal

different impressions of tﬁe dancé, as well as Douglas®
gradual move towards more realistic poetry. In the ﬁirst
three stanzas of "Pas de Trois,;'a he e#okes a seeﬁingly
conventional appreciation of the dancerﬁ' art. The dancers,
"held by the hand of silence,” moving "like plants... /
ﬁheir three heads like blooms, ™ and appearing "like gods
' miraculously borne," are mere "shades of an old time.™ The
fine a££ of which they are practitidners is associated with
"intricate and frail.rhYme,f creating a.past of grace and
beauty. 1In the last stanza, however, Douglas.undercuts the
dancers' achievement, showing the changes that the present
" has brought about:
Today when smartness does for grace,

this is why they interlace -
their precious hands and dance thelr pace

18 Collected Poems; pP- qé.
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of three before your ordinary face.

"A Ballet"!? 5egins with a similar sincerity, though an edge

6f sarcasm appeérs in lines léké "this tastefully dressed /

young person." The dance has become horrifying, however,

for the girl has a ."dead face and a yellow éyé / aﬁd he has

no limbs." Douglas reaffirms the potential of evil in

beauty, a theme expressed as early as ".303" (1935) from ﬁhe

"Schooldays" section. Violence is an inseparable part of

»

life, and must.be accepted as an inescapable eyil.
Douglas' interest_in poétic’ form retur;ed him to the
villanelle in this period. ™villanelle of Sunlight" and
"Villanelle of Spring Bells," both written in ‘1940, achieve
contrasting effects though relying oq'a similar central
image. In "Villanelle of Sunlight,?2°’the sun is an
oppressive iméqe, filling the speaker's heart "with funérall}"
Thé movement of the sun signifies éhe.passing bf time and
"the dead who were tall," leaving emptiness and despair
behind. "Villanelle of Spring Bells"2! praises time for
bringing the spring Season, an unusual role for bouglas*
constant Aemesis. The poem‘is‘hopefui aﬁd optimistip,.
creatiné an idyll;c settiqé in which "evil men inéent on
evil thing / falter." It presents an aura‘of freshness and
innocence that is a change from Douglas' customary pré;
occupation with time and death. - h

K

]

19 Collected Poems, p- 72, . . ' -

20 Ibid., p. 51. . -

21 1bid., p. 58.
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Both these poems keep time and death at an objective
distance. Two moreopersohal poems are “"Leukothea" and "The'
Prisoner," also from 1940, Both pieces show Douglas' mastery
of the reallstlc love poem, where the coexistence of love -
and death succeed more often than those poems in which he
idealizes love beyond reasonahle 11m1ts An examele of the
latter is Stranger" (1938),%?% in which outmoded images such\
as "blessed isles" and "continent of love" appear forced
and contrived. "Leukothea"?? describes the speaker's.un—
successful attempt to idealize and preserve his dead lover,
bellev1ng that "the worm and the beetle would go by / and
never dare batten on your beauty.” The eventual reallzatlon
. that she is decaylng destroys the myth 'with which he has pre-
served her, and forces him to confront the reality of'aeath.
The sbeaker 1s accordingly humanized and his loss becomes
greatpr. Reluctance to accept the presence of corruptlon
in death \is replaced by & compulsive de51re in “The Prrsoner.;zl
The necessity of understanding life ;nd death requires a
confrontation w&th both._ The speaker, although willing "to
teach love and learn,” cannot escape "the urge / to break
the brlght flesh and emerge / of the ambitious cruel bone. "
Remlnlscent of "A Ballet"‘ln 1;5 juxtaposition of beauty and
‘horror, theé poem reueEls bouglas';ambition to record the
truths of human exﬁerience.

—————eeg !
'

22 Collectedeoems, p.- 44.

e Iy
.23 "Ibiagd., p./ 53.

24 Ibid., p. 81.
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(The most‘si?nificant theme of the "Oxford" and  "Army:
Englénd"'séctions is time, appearing directly' or indirectly
in most of the poeﬁs. The approach and attitude taken
towards timetundergoes a tfansitiqn from the romantic
{("Forgotten the Red Leaves"™) to éhe realistic (”éimplify Me
When I'm Dead"). Ranging in tone frém comic-to bitter, the
poems show‘Douglasf various attempts to define time and the °
role it blays in his life. —

"Haydn--Clock Symphony"?5 (1939) ig a four staﬁza'
variation of the three verse, s%x—line form,‘al%pwing Douglas
more spéce in which to qevelop his point. Oséeﬂsibly the
description of a neoclassic Hance, the formal and impression-
istic Qiction (the "timepiece étanding'butler in the hall"®
and the "polished ground of dreaming”®) is susﬁqin?d until
th%'end of the poem,'éfeating a ‘tone of mock-seriousness

in the last stanza:

) X : . And so put on
Your garment of sad days and get you gone.
Against you and your raucous world they'll lock
But open up when you forsake Death's service.

- To be in time implies allegiance to death; only by living
in a world of dreams is eternity possible. In "A Round
Number,"?® (1940) the timepiece is a "monotonous evil clock®

. b "
qutroying Douglas' "hope of happiness and renown." ‘The-

R e B .

nonchalant dismissal of time in "Haydn--Clock Symphony” is

not possible here:; the attitude ig one of resignation and

25 Collected Poems, p. 50.

26 Ibid., pp. 60-61,

o
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-despair. The melancholy frame of mind in which Douglas

"can't feel hope any more allows the v1ctory to go to time.
This despair becomes sardonlc-bltterness in "The Creator"27
(1940). Here Douglas chooses rhyming couplets .in iambic
tetrameter a hard form to master properly, but very useful
in satiric verse. The three stanzas deyelop the role ofirhe
Sun, stars, and God in the passing ‘of time. The sun pro-=
ceeds “from day to-day / along his mathematic way while,

at night, "the stars / stupidly linger.” The futlllty of_it
ali is ﬁartlcularly evident to God, "gaping at the eternal
course / of sbrrow." Here is the root of the abéurdity, for
God Himself is "petrified and cannot see / His marvellous
inefficiency.' J

-Douglas returns to en optimistic rejection of time in

"A Mime"?® (1940). The.poem introduces time and death as

-

.the personified tangible forces they came to be for Douglas

“

The comic Style does not conceal the obv1ous danger that
these two represented for him, “although it tends to dlsperse
some of the tension and sorrow often present in his verse.
*Time" and "Death™ are’ rivals, "villains in the wings," and
ene or the other will destroy his youth; old age or death

are the only alternatives. His enthusiasm is not lessened,

" however: X o
Only between these dangerous two
Let me be nimble, jump and dodge

N - the unnatural uncles on my track;

27 Collected Poems, p. 57.

28 1Ibid., p. 69. - .
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if T .don't croak and falter back
"despairing*in the .end.to cadge
careless. hearts from you and you.

Again, the conversational dialogue cfeates a simplicity and

honesty of sentiment, both amusing and intelligent,

_Aftér Douglas' ‘departure for the army training camgs,'
Oxford became a'symbol of security "and tranquillity; a haven
for companionship and relaxatioﬁ. A poem that illustraﬁeé
the hold, that Oxford had over him is entitledl"Oxford"29
(1941) .  Here, "summer h6lds her breath" and Lhe'sunf after
warming "the recollections of -0ld me?,“ "leans through the
gtained windows and falls:" A place for young~and old, it
harbours "ideas, trials, pérdonable follies, " It‘is "legen-
dary...venerable..;digniﬁied," and timeless in itg separate
étate: '

For them it is not a city but‘én existence
outside which everything is a pretence:
within, the leisurely immortals dream
»~ Vvenerated and spared by the ominous hours.
If in "Oxford" timé is held in ébgyahce: it regains power .

in "Timeé Eating,"®° from the ‘same year. Time “Tiges as he

'\eats:" his "tongue will wash-/ and slow juice m;sticape'all el

flesh.™ But time, so capable of renewing the lizard's tail,

is powerless to return the poet's lost love to him:’

: r g That you gobbled in
too quick, and though you brought me from & boy
You cafn make no more of me, only destroy.

! » . 4 4 - ) R
One of Douglas®' clearest, simplest statements about

29 Collected Poems, p. 85.

30 Ibid., p. 86.
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