
V

WHAT IS ART?

A. D. Hope, in his poetry and his criticism, is fascinated with the contem-
porary state of the arts. His favoured form of analysis is the use of analogy.
The subsequent speculative arguments present varied modes of meas-
uring and identifying the extent to which art has been corrupted by ideas
and techniques of some modernist practitioners and critics. Although his
interests extend to the visual and the musical, his prime focus is poetry,
which he understands as ‘a contemplative and creative activity concerned
to bring into being a new order of nature and to maintain it’.1

In his earlier writings, there is much discussion on what marks
a genius — a term that, in current times, has lost favour. Contemporary
thought debunks the idea of ‘the genius’, which is now seen to belong to
the obsolete canon that privileged white males of European descent.
Hope believed, for example, that women could not achieve genius
status while writing within an essentially male language. He discusses the
manner in which a ‘genius is creative in a genuine sense, and that the
masterpieces of art constitute in themselves a new order of nature’.2

Art at the highest level, he maintains, should achieve ‘a new integration
of vision, consciousness, awareness, revelation, [and] beauty’.3 It is for
that reason that he speaks of it as inspired and almost supernatural
though necessarily human.

The question ‘What is art?’ involves querying also what it means to
be an artist. He is bemused by what he sees as an expectation among
young poets that they should have ‘a “career” in poetry as though they
were engineers or civil servants’.4 Central to his inquiry into what
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constitutes a great work of art and the possible conditions that need to
exist for an artist to create such work is his belief that theorising gets in
the way of art. Nevertheless, poetry, he believes, has a metaphysical
force because it has a power to present things ‘under the aspect of eter-
nity’5 and acts as a ‘forerunner and discoverer to philosophy proper’,
rendering perhaps an ‘explorer’s journal from where philosophy follows
to make the maps’.6 He argues throughout the notebooks that the
‘sharp metrical and syntactical form of verse’ might be limited in ways
in which prose is not, but it is this limitation that gives it a brilliance of
a kind denied to prose. And so, Hope writes, ‘I am always running head
on against the limitations of language and of imagination, but when
a poem has emerged, has been struggled with and is now at last a finished
object, it hardly ever seems to me to be an unachieved grasp at an unat-
tainable or partly glimpsed idea. It is what it is: something new in the
world, an achievement of something at one time, only half-glimpsed.’7

THE PHYSIO-CHEMICAL CLOCK

Children have sexual organs and sexual feelings and desires as I very
well remember I have had from the age of five years or so. They are
capable of falling deeply in love as I did at the age of eight, a passion
of great intensity. During this period of life they engage in sexual play
when taboos and prohibitions of their elders do not stop them. I only
enjoyed the fantasies of sexual play. But until puberty they are, of
course, unable to enter into the full use of their sexual powers or the
full realization of what they can already to some degree fore-imagine.
At a later stage of life, varying with each person, he or she loses these
powers, while retaining full power to imagine, to recall and often to
desire an experience no longer actually possible.

Is it absurd to suppose that the same may be true of other
mental, spiritual and physical powers? Is there not a period of life
before which creative energy and imagination are present but in
a puerile form so that all that is possible to their possessor is a sort of
creative play; and that there is a further period of life in which all that
is possible is a more or less lively recall of past creative experience? Is
this sort of thing perhaps true of the proper exercise of all gifts? Has
each talent its own special ripening, adolescence, maturity and
senility fixed by a physiological clock?
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Mozart?
Pascal?
Rimbard?
Minou Drouet?

— Book IV, 1952–56, pp. 36–7.

POETRY, PRAYER AND TRADE

Dr Johnson held that the range of possible subjects for poetry was
limited and that it had both an upper and a lower limit. In his life of
Milton he argues that the soul’s communion with God in prayer is
above the proper reach of poetry. It is not that a prayer cannot be
put into the form of a poem, but that the artifice and composition
required to form a good poem are inconsistent with that entire
submission of the mind and the heart to the sole object of prayer
which the art of prayer essentially demands. For the essence of prayer
is not supplication, confession, acknowledgement of grace, praise or
contrition, but attention, a conscious opening of the heart to what it is
to receive, a holding of the will towards union with a higher will
which no act of the human will can achieve, no proposition of the
mind or imagination can set before it as an object. The attitude of
prayer is a stillness. Kneeling or prostrate. But poetry is David dancing
before the sacred Ark. Dr Johnson’s objections which have not usually
been taken very seriously have therefore a real point, not limited to
his main contention that prayer is too sacred, an activity above the
level or reach of profane powers; poetry is a secular occupation: the
communion of Man with his God belongs to another realm alto-
gether.

At the other end of the scale poetry has a natural limit too. The
remarks of Johnson on the success of The Fleece, in his life of Dyer,
show that in his opinion trade and commerce were below this limit.
What Johnson seems to argue for here is a special range of ‘poetic’
subjects, but one might extract the essential point, again, by saying
that there is no reason why a poem should not be written about prac-
tical affairs of any kind. Johnson says that poetry has done her best to
elevate the subject of the wool-trade to the level of poetry and has
laboured in vain. He speaks of the poet as using all the writer’s art of
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delusion and so on. It might seem to us that Dyer was simply on
the wrong task. Had he treated the wool-trade simply, truthfully
and without trying to inflate his subject, perhaps he might have
succeeded. But I think that Johnson may have seen deeper. Commerce
is a practical activity concerned to promote practical ends. Poetry is a
contemplative and creative activity concerned to bring into being a
new order of nature and to maintain it. A poem has no use in the
narrower sense of the word, though it has use in the sense that we
would not be without it. Its use is in being what it is, not in being a
means to something else. Poetry can deal with the manufacture and
merchandise of woollens as it can with the growing of wool — but not
in the terms of commerce. It has no concern with instructing the
artisan or promoting sales and profits, any more than a poem about a
war is concerned with teaching future Trojans military strategy or
justifying Greek aggression. Johnson stands for the view that poetry is
concerned with the human and great poetry with that which explores
the metaphysical condition of man, and trade, mechanics, cosmetic
art and skill at games of chance are examples of trivial occupations in
this sense. They have no metaphysical importance and to take them
as a field of poetry except in satire, is to vulgarize poetry, to make it
either trivial, if it tries to preserve its proper nature, or mean and
ridiculous if it accepts the values of the province it takes as its subject.

For our own day there are two points of importance in this. One
may argue in various ways, more or less convincing, against Johnson’s
actual reasons for believing that neither religion nor trade are proper
subjects for poetry. He may be right, however. But he is certainly right
in the implied general arguments: that poetry has its own field, its
own methods and cannot without destroying itself, go beyond them.
In our own day, poetry has neglected this in two ways. It has tried to
become a sort of magic of thaumaturgy, pretending to work by super-
natural or non human means. On the other side it has aimed at
a ‘realism’ of a peculiarly vulgarizing kind, the so-called Social
Realism in which it became a means of political processes and ceased
to be an end in itself.

— Book IV, 1952–56, pp. 42–5.
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WHAT IS A MASTERPIECE?

A masterpiece is that sort of work by which we distinguish genius and
therefore it has the characteristics that set genius apart from mere
talent however great. There is an absolute difference in kind between
a masterpiece and a work of the greatest talent, and it has a quality
or character as distinctive and as immediately recognizable as the
distinction in quality or character between the gray and black and
white range and the range of colours. This is a useful analogy because
there are degrees of genius as there are degrees of talent. Those things
which appear black and white and gray in works of art, for example,
may resemble very closely those in colour and we can have every
gradation between the faintest monochrome tinting of a drawing and
the full range of saturated colours. Yet if we can say that the drawing
is coloured at all, we cannot maintain that this is simply an extension
of the black and white quality. It is a new quality, however faint and
immediately distinguishes itself from all essays in black and white.

This quality or character peculiar to masterpieces exhibits itself
in three ways which we can call Greatness of Conception, Mastery of
Execution and Fertility of Invention.

Fertility of Invention is usually the first sign of genius and is
probably inborn. It does not mean mere prodigality or inexhaustible
variety, thought this is often so. As mastery in execution develops,
indeed, this prodigality may not appear in the work at all, having
been a feature only of the composition as in Dryden’s admirable
description of his processes of composition, in old age. Fertility is
what we recognize as the sign of a special ‘gift’ for a particular art, the
ornate aptness and intuitive grasp as well as the natural flow of ideas
and an untaught impetus to creation. But above all fertility is shown
by that natural freshness of invention which we call originality, the
power to generate living forms, to animate old forms even more than
to originate new. For novelty of invention is by no means an essential
part of originality.

Mastery is based on fertility but [it] is the result of will and
conscious effort. Without the inborn gift there can only be a high
degree of skill or expertise but mastery implies more than this. By
constant thought, constant practice, constant awareness of the whole
range of qualities and skills required and the need to make them fuse
or work to a common end the artist may achieve the perfection of all
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individual controls. The process of learning and unlearning has been
well described in Zen in the Art of Archery by Eugen Herrigel. One day
the master says to him: Just then it shot — meaning that the pupil
had achieved the level of perfect skill at which it begins to pass over
into real mastery. When one can say ‘it shoots’ a new sort of insight is
added; resources unknown and unpredictable appear, treasures of
imagination reveal themselves, almost as a by-product of the selfless
and continual effort to perfect skills and techniques. The latent
genius is made available to the man and he ‘becomes himself’ in a way
he could not have foreseen. Whatever he attempts henceforth will
have the signature of higher powers.

Greatness of Conception has nothing to do essentially with
largeness of plan or scale. It is the power to present the slightest
detail, the most trivial subject with mastery, to achieve a new char-
acter or quality from the combination of even the simplest elements.
The character of ‘vision’ or illumination which even the smallest
masterpiece possesses.

One may illustrate the difference between a masterpiece and
a work of great talent and skill by an analogy. Walking in the Honqua
Valley in Victoria one moves among great hills impressive in their size
and beauty but for all that enormous hills and no more, though they
are called mountains. Coming round a bend of the river one sees
Mt Buller at the top of the valley, of much the same shape, the same
composition and only a few hundred feet higher than its neighbours.
But those few hundred feet make all the difference: for they pass the
snow line and there is the fantastic beauty of the snow-capped moun-
tain, perhaps, as I saw it, with the sun shining on a snow storm near
the summit. In those few hundred feet we had moved into another
world. The masterpiece is like that. It may be of the same materials,
technique, subject, ideas, language as a dozen works similar to it, but
because of the ‘mastery’ it moves into another climate of the mind;
it achieves a new integration of vision, consciousness, awareness,
revelation, beauty or whatever you like to call it. It is for that reason
that we speak of it as inspired and indeed it has something super-
human about it, if only in the sense that a man must be of special gift
and achieve a special emancipation from himself to achieve it. But it
is not necessarily supernatural or ‘from elsewhere’: it is a perfectly
human use of human powers to achieve something beyond the
human: or perhaps put in another way it is the justification for the
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assertions, in a previous note in this book, that genius is creative in
a genuine sense, and that the masterpieces of art constitute in them-
selves a new order of nature.

It would follow from this that we may expect to find several
well-defined types of inferior artist all of whom go to make up the
ranks of ‘talent’, as opposed to genius. There will be corresponding
types of inferior works of art though not so well-defined, since
different deficiencies in the artist may make for similar defects in the
work. All recognize the sort of artist who shows great taste, often
enormous skill, judgement and intelligence but without the slightest
touch of ‘fertility’ or the inborn gift. His works are often mistaken for
masterpieces by popular taste. Hence the temporary vogue of works
which puzzle later generations by their lack of vitality. Everyone is
acquainted too with the work of ‘promise’, where real fertility and gift
are evident but mastery is lacking either for lack of skill, as in the
work of young poets and painters, or because the skills, however great,
have never achieved that point of vision of which one can say not
a ‘Shot’, but a ‘It shot in me’, that moment at which all the various
powers and faculties of the man achieve a harmonious fusion so that
they act as one power, and in consequence the artist finds himself
conscious of a new power which is released and created by his other
powers only in this peculiar combination.

— Book VI, 1958–59, pp. 73–8.

POETRY AS POWER

The cause of the people is indeed but little calculated as a subject for
poetry: it admits of rhetoric, which goes into argument and explana-
tion, but it presents no immediate or distinct images to the mind …
The language of poetry naturally falls in with the language of power.
The imagination is an exaggerating and exclusive faculty: it takes
from one thing to add to another: it accumulates circumstances
together to give the greatest possible effect to a favourite object. The
understanding is a dividing and measuring faculty: it judges of things
not according to their immediate impression on the mind, but
according to their relations to one another. The one is a monopo-
lizing faculty, which seeks the greatest quantity of present excitement
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by inequality and disproportion; the other is a distributive faculty
which seeks the greatest quantity of ultimate good by justice and
proportion. The one is an aristocratical, the other a republican
faculty. The principle of poetry is a very anti-levelling principle. It
aims at effect, it exists by contrast. It admits of no medium. It is every-
thing by excess. It rises above the ordinary standard of sufferings and
crimes. It presents a dazzling appearance. It shows its head turreted,
crowned and crested. Its front is gilt and bloodstained. Before it ‘it
carries noise, and behind it leaves tears’. It has its altars and its
victims, sacrifices, human sacrifices … It puts the individual for the
species, the one above the infinite many, might before right.

Hazlitt: Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays: Coriolanus.

Superficially what nonsense this is; and how deeply and seriously true!
— Book IV, 1954 [excerpts in this book not paginated].

THE TASK OF ART

The theory of ‘natural orders’ of beings or of creation. The world
before the coming of the plants, bare, magnificent, sterile. Then the
plants clothe it as in Milton’s description. An absolute creation at
a higher level of beauty. So a view of the world before and after man
shows the creation of a new level of life. The social life of man
without the arts is like the world before the coming of the plants. The
task of the poets, the composers, etc., is to change the face of the
world by filling it with a new and higher order of creation — Sidney’s
point about the ‘golden world’.8 The imitative view of art has
obscured this truth for more than two thousand years. The truth was
briefly perceived in the hundred years from Blake to Pater. Now it has
begun to be obscured again by ‘social’, ‘psychological’ or ‘amusement’
theories of art. Fuddled by these false views the great work of covering
the bare world goes badly.

— Book V, 1957–58, p. 88.
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METAPHYSICAL & PHILOSOPHICAL POETRY

That poetry which expresses or embodies philosophical views I call
properly philosophical poetry. The poet may, like Dante or Lucretius
or Pope, be using and giving expression to an existing philosophy to
which he subscribes. He may be bent on celebration of these views in
themselves. He then writes a ‘philosophical poem’ in the usual sense
of the word. Such [a] one [is] the De Rerum Natura by Lucretius;
another is Pope’s An Essay on Man. Or he may have some other
purpose, to describe the world, or men, to tell a story or create a fable
and to illuminate his picture and to organize and relate its detail by
setting it with the frame of a philosophic system, such are Paradise
Lost, The Divine Comedy and perhaps The Metamorphoses and The
Aeneid. Or again, the philosophical system may be of his own making.
Such would be the Prophetic Books of Blake, The Prelude and
Prometheus Unbound. These are all properly speaking philosophical
poems. They aim at a coherent theory of the world, already accessible
in philosophic terms and capable of explanation as a philosophic
system.

I distinguish from such poetry what I call metaphysical poems,
which form the poetry not of explanation and application but the
poetry of revelation and exploration. It is the difference between what
Johnson calls ‘sudden astonishment’ and what he calls ‘rational admi-
ration’, the two things that for him characterize the intellectual
effects of the sublime in poetry. When the mind and the heart are led
to grasp the view from Mount Meriah or from other great peaks, when
they stand still in wonder at a new realm of experience which in itself
is a challenge to the systems of belief and emulation within which
they have been accustomed to live, when these orders of ideas
are suddenly illuminated or given a deeper or another meaning when
seen in the light of some extension of knowledge, or from the vantage
point of some new range of power to see, then the poetry which
embodies this illumination is properly speaking metaphysical. It is that
aspect of poetry which acts as the forerunner and discoverer to philos-
ophy proper, it is the explorer’s journal where philosophy follows to
make the maps.

In one sense all good poetry is metaphysical in this meaning of
the word and the simplest poems may be intensely metaphysical,
without being in the least philosophical. And conversely all the great
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philosophical poems in so far as they are poetry — in so far as they
enlarge the world and raise the level of experience — are bound also
to be metaphysical. And few discoverers can resist the impetus to
systematize, and explain, so that many of the fundamentally meta-
physical poems are in this sense philosophical: Blake and Wordsworth
and Rilke.

— Book V, 1957–58, pp. 89–92.

ESTHETICS

The word esthetic denotes simply a relation of feeling. When our feel-
ings are organized in some permanent way towards an object we have
an ‘esthetic system’ or a system of esthetics.

The esthetics of beauty is only one among many possible, some
actual and competing systems of esthetics. Appreciation of a collec-
tion like The Stuffed Owl9 depends on an esthetics of ugliness or
absurdity in which we are able to establish a scale of ‘perfection’ and
in which the best examples are exquisite and perfect in their kind
as the best examples of true poetry are. We enjoy an exquisite felicity
of absurd or monstrous statement in which the slightest alteration of
word or phrase would reduce the enjoyment.

In general any of the feelings can have its own esthetic. It is
because so many of them — social feelings, moral feelings, fear, love,
religious feelings, hate and greed — have in fact their own ‘esthetic’
that most questions of standard and value in art are so confusing and
so complicated.

Nevertheless while all the arts can admit, in fact cannot exclude,
these other esthetic systems, that of beauty remains the ‘gold-standard’,
as it were. Modern poetry may be said largely to have gone off the
gold-standard and this is its fundamental weakness.

— Book V, 1957–58, pp. 105–6.

KINDS OF POETRY

Nearly all modern criticism takes for granted that there is one sort of
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thing called poetry, one essence or ‘quidditas poetica’. This only
appears to vary as its total effect is varied by the accidents of subject
mode, metre and style. At bottom most of the quarrels of critical
theory arise from this unguarded assumption, and most of the modern
heresies in practice arise from an attempt to refine poetry from its
accidents and distil the pure essence. I believe that the truth is the
other way about. There are a number of poetries each with its own
essence-related per species et differenties10 as a single genus, but the
genus or family is not a thing in itself, it is a method of classification,
as insects can be classified into species and genera each of which is
actually existing, but the family of insects is not itself represented by
a group of creatures which we can call ‘pure insect’.

In the same way there is a common name of love which applies
to men and to women because it is the same sort of thing in each case
but there is no example of love pure and undifferentiated. Man’s love
for woman and woman’s love for man are different sorts of love
because they are directed to different objects and for different ends
and because they arise from different sorts of creatures in each case.
A man and a woman are both members of the human race but there
are no examples of a ‘common’ human being in the world. There are
only men and women. In the same way the notion of pure poetry is
a delusion. There are only multiple species of poetry, each with its
own character arising from its specific form, epic, lyric, dramatic and
so forth. The characters of these poetries are like those of men’s love
and women’s love, irreducible in kind.

— Book VI, 1960, pp. 97–8.

METAPHYSICS AND POETRY

A man who has continually before him the vision of the world as
a whole, the variety, complexity and mystery of the whole world of
man, the sense of the past, the future and the present as one process,
and the metaphysical questions that the whole world-picture raises,
a man continually obsessed with the passion for a synoptic view,
cannot write the slightest of poems on the most particular of themes
without reflecting this ruling passion, perhaps quite unconsciously —
perhaps the better the less deliberately. It is this that gives poetry which
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in itself is [neither] metaphysical [nor] even reflective, its metaphysical
force, its power of presenting things under the aspect of eternity —
though eternity may never be mentioned. It is a light, itself unseen,
by which one sees, the quality of love or hate, or comprehension or
wonder, which implies all the rest.

— Book VII, 1961, p. 21.

LIMITS OF CLARITY

Ce que l’on conçoit bien s’énonce clairement11

Sure! But oh the raw unprocessed, un-conceived world which the
well-conceived finds ineffable! One has to be one of those writers
who perform only within the circle of language, who remain therefore
unaware of the limitations of language, not to come constantly
against the ineffable in experience. What cannot be said for lack of
names, what cannot be said because of lack of definition in nuances
of feeling, what cannot be said because of singularity of experience,
a problem not confined to the mystics — what cannot be said because
of the complexity of total impression, a complexity not to be rendered
by enumeration of its parts seriatim.12 And yet in this difficult edge of
the realm, the writer may be more interested than in rendering what
oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed.

— Book VIII, 1961, p. 25.

D. H. LAWRENCE AND HUMANISM

Somewhere inside there is a great chagrin and a growing
discontent. The body is, in its spontaneous natural self, dead or
paralysed. It has only the secondary life of a circus dog, acting
up and showing off: and then collapsing.

What life could it have, of itself? The body’s life is the life
of sensations and emotions. The body feels real hunger, real
thirst, real joy in the sun or the snow, real pleasure in the smell
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of roses or the look of a lilac bush; real anger, real sorrow, real
love, real grief. All the emotions belong to the body and they
are only recognized by the mind. We may hear the most
sorrowful piece of news, and only feel a mental excitement.
Then, hours after, perhaps in sleep, the awareness may reach
the bodily centres, and true grief wrings the heart.

D. H. Lawrence

How true this is [in] one sense, as a description of a certain kind of
dissociation that accompanies a certain kind of education. And yet
what a sad and ‘ironical confession’. For Lawrence obviously feels that
he has escaped this, he is back in the real world and Lady Chatterley’s
is its scripture. Incidentally, a number of the writers who testified on
behalf of the book in the court action gave themselves away just as
Lawrence has here.

Yet one has only to reflect for an instant to see that Lawrence is
hopelessly entangled in what he despises. What is this body that feels
real emotions which the mind can only recognise and not share at all?
What is this mind which lives only in a set of substitute feelings or simu-
lacra of feelings, and which at times ‘connives’ at the profound emotion
called ‘belief’ which is an emotion of the body? They are recognizable
symptoms of a psychological dissociation of the one thing that should
feel and think, into two impotent entities. Except in the realism of
mental pathology, these entities of body and mind are fictions, conven-
ient ways of talking about two aspects of one functioning creature which
thinks and feels as one process, creative as responsive. It is kinder to
Lawrence to imagine him incurably dissociated: the alternative is to
place him among those who take this view of mind because they have
not enough of it to know what mental life is really like.

— Book VII, 1961, pp. 95–6.

INTELLIGIBLE REFERENCE

One of the problems of writing is that of a common world of intelli-
gible reference which one can share with the readers: the solidity of
past literature is partly a result of its limited world, and partly of its
coherently organized world. To take not merely the Western world
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but the English-speaking world today is to take a vast amorphous
series of sub-societies in which few people can share the experiences
that make reference valid and meaningful.

Teaching university students I have found that if Keats were
writing the Ode to the Nightingale today he could not rely on his
readers knowing what was meant by Bacchus and his pards, they often
have not only not read the Bible but have even no idea who Ruth was
and why her heart should be sad amid the alien corn.

The resources on which a poet can depend are becoming more
and more impoverished and poetry that aims at any sort of general
appeal is forced to be superficial. Faced with this dilemma I think
there is nothing for a poet to do but to write with all the resources at
his command — ignoring his actual readers. But he cannot afford to
ignore all readers. In this direction lies the crankiness and sterility of
solipsist art — the madman inventing his own language or giving way
to the dictation of angels. The modern practice seems to be to write
for an audience of other poets — this has its dangers too as has the
alternative — writing for an academic audience whose interests are
primarily critical and historical. Nor is it wise to invent an imaginary
set of readers. They tend to be the stooges of the poet’s wishes. One
needs a real audience with a real reaction and a real and independent
assessment, but an audience not professionally concerned with poetry.
My own recourse is to write for a roughly selected group of literate
people — the group is never consciously or specifically selected, and
I often have different people in mind when writing different poems.
But it is an awareness of a fairly large number of real people of widely
differering tastes.

— Book VII, 1961, pp. 97–8.

PRIVATE AND PUBLIC POETRY

One often sees critical comments that imply that there are two distinct
kinds of poetry, but there is no clear distinction and a man may write
for himself alone, for an audience of one or two or three or for
everyone. He may express his own feelings or ideas with the purpose of
communicating them to others, he may write to express public views
and sentiments for any number of persons, any group or his generation
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as a whole or he may simply create and express views which seem to
him interesting or beautiful, or indeed repulsive or indifferent. And
there may be any combination of these. He is under no obligations in
such matters. He may write if he pleases at the invitation of angels like
Blake or Rilke, though he does so at a risk. A poem does not neces-
sarily speak for anyone; it speaks in the first instance for itself.

Nevertheless a poem to be intelligible must take into account
the range of reference that its readers can be expected to take up from
their experience and poetry may be regarded as more ‘public’ the
wider the range of experience it assumes, as more personal or private,
the fewer the number of persons who share in the experience called
on in the poem. A purely private poem might be one which uses refer-
ence known only to the writer himself. He can make it public by
explaining but he may treat it if he wishes as if everyone already
shared his private associations and will then produce a perfectly lucid
and coherent poem which is exactly the opposite in appearance.

Most love poetry for example is public poetry in the sense that it
refers to parts of experience of love which are common to most lovers.
One could write a love poem which was private in the sense that its
frame of reference was to events and experiences shared only by the
poet and the other party. If [Hanral Quais — semi-legible] for
example instead of describing how he enjoyed his mistress through
the wall of the tent while she suckled her baby, had referred to these
peculiar circumstances, only she would have known what he was
talking about but it would not have been a worse poem for that or
a really obscure one. It would only have seemed so in the way that
certain passages in poems of past ages or other civilisations may seem
obscure until we look up the notes.

(If I were conducting a school for poets I would make my pupils
at some stage write a purely private poem in this sense and then invite
them to rewrite it as a public poem. In this way they could more easily
come to know the limiting conditions of their craft.)

— Book VII, 1961, pp. 185–7.

ARISTOTLE’S TWO RACES

Men better or worse than they actually are: to represent them in one
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way or the other is the object of fiction, that is drama or narrative
poetry. It soon becomes clear in the Poetics that this is a class distinc-
tion rather than a moral one. Those whose education has given them
the opportunity to achieve the possibility of human development will
be the better sort of men, fully human, in the full possession of their
powers, intellect, and moral and social potential. The rest are the
comic. Those in whom a lower grade of social education and natural
surroundings together with the need to spend most of their time in
toil, live unfitted and retarded. They remain distorted, incomplete,
not fully human. (The Politics must be brought in to supplement the
Poetics at this point.) Corresponding to these are two kinds of litera-
ture, Serious and Comic. There appears to be no kind of literature
which represents men just as they are, that is of mixed kind on both
sides of the social division of upper and lower classes. The convention
is continued in literature for the next two thousand years or so, in
spite of the Christian revolution which tries to look at all people as
morally responsible and morally adult, and at the perfection of man’s
nature as out of this world.

The great gift of the novel was that it found a way of showing
people as they actually are, capable of being serious and comic at
once, though there is still an element of the two races in the novel
tradition. On the other hand the novel for this very reason tends to
exclude one sort of truth, a poetic truth which is realized in rare indi-
viduals. The novel has less metaphysical possibilities than poetry or
poetic drama.

— Book VIII, 1964–65, p. 6.

BASENESS AND FORCE

Thinking of Fielding as a dramatist who found himself in the novel,
I find myself also thinking that, looked at in another way, he could be
regarded as a dramatist manqué. From this to a consideration of novel-
ists like Henry James and Conrad who abuse the novelist’s privilege of
‘setting’ by leaving no explanation and no interpretation un-suggested.

A play tells us less than a novel, whether it is the actor or the
reader who has to deal with the text. There is dialogue and stage-
direction and that is all. The dialogue first of all: what people say and
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the way they say it. From this we must get our notion of action,
of situation, of character, of inner thoughts and inner life and we can
do it very well. A good play abstracts the essentials of human nature
and human action and is a more excellent esthetic device than a good
novel.

But a good poem extracts the essence of this abstraction. It is
metaphysical, where a play is a human abstract, and a novel by contrast
is a mere psychological and social reconstruction.

— Book VIII, 1964–65, p. 18.

THE COMIC AND THE TRAGIC 

(FURTHER THOUGHTS)

The distinction between comedy and tragedy which I have drawn in
my essay on All For Love13 is perhaps not a particularly important one
for fiction or for drama, though it may be basic. For poetry however it
is not only basic but essential. Without some such view of human
affairs poetry is bound to be either confused or trivial.

For this reason verse drama by the very nature of its medium
demands a tragic or a comic treatment.

The majority of great poetry inclines to the tragic view, ie., [it]
finds significant only those aspects of human life and human nature in
which the human at its height is put to supreme tests of its nature.
The poet starts from the unspoken assumption of the most complete
human nature, the noble outlook, the unquestioned acceptance of the
highest values and the implicit offering of mind and heart to the ulti-
mate tests. More than this he prefers the larger world opened by the
tragic; in a phrase of Rilke’s about Louise Labe ‘elle lui prometterait
la douleur comme un univers aggrandi’.14

— Book VIII, 1964, p. 41.

THE TWO BRAINS

A number of languages have two words for the specifically human
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ways of knowing, one as meaning to know something, the other to
know about something, ‘to know’ and ‘to know how’. This corre-
sponds to a real division of function. There are already two sorts of
education to train for these functions and perhaps two kinds of brain
to carry them out. In the one set of activities the man must carry all
he knows in his head. He is more efficient if he does and in some
cases, as with a musician he cannot function till he can carry all he
needs to know with him. In the other case the sheer amount of
knowledge required is too much. It is the accumulation of the work
of many brains and of many generations of brains. What the user
needs is not knowledge in his head but the knowledge of where and
how to look for it. Most of the actual knowledge is more profitibly
stored somewhere else than in his head.

Brought to these reflections by the fact that I am so crippled,
writing the simplest poem on a ship where there is no library except
a few novels, I feel ashamed. A poet should carry it all in his head,
otherwise his contrivances are suspect — cookery not conception!

— Book VIII, 1965, p. 56.

POETRY AND PROSE

Dryden spoke in his old age on a choice between expressing himself in
verse or in the other harmony of prose, and no doubt he was right up
to a point. Each has its own harmony — its peculiar structure, each is
an art. But there is an essential difference, such that what can be done
in one is peculiar to that medium and cannot be done in the other,
and the superior effects, I like to believe belong to poetry.

Thinking of the essential difference I have come to conclude
that it is not easily expressed though it is clear enough. I can best
express it by the analogy of mineral and other substances which may
exist in an amorphous or in a crystalline form. ‘Amorphous’ is not to
be thought of as a sneer. It means that prose can be used and manipu-
lated in many ways which the sharp metrical and syntactical form of
verse will not allow. But if verse is more limited by its superior order it
is capable, by virtue of that order of a brilliance and an impact that
prose can never reach.

— Book VIII, 1964–65, p. 73.
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SCULPTURE

A remark in a detective novel about a sculptor suddenly makes me
think — I suppose I’ve thought of it before, but never as clearly —
how little variety sculptors have in their material compared with the
other arts. It is almost entirely confined to the human body and it
depends very largely on the human face. In other words the sculptor
starts with the knowledge that he has a few clichés from which he
must find endless variety and originality. He is not even allowed to
improvise very much or to modify past a certain point since he cannot
afford to lose recognizable resemblance beyond a certain point.
Whatever the cranks may say the thing about ‘abstract’ sculpture,
significant form in itself, is that it does not signify anything much and
cannot continue to satisfy. The sculptor is like a writer condemned to
find variations on a single theme, a composer with a single air, and
knowing that all the other writers or composers are in the same boat.
The discipline of this must be tremendous, but the intensity of the
esthetic impulse must be equally so. Imagine spending one’s whole life
writing poems on the same subject!

— Book VIII, 1965, p. 98.

LEONARDO’S TWO RACES, I

The classification of human types offers endless variety and pleasure.
One is that which divides men into those who are only complete
when alone — Leonardo’s ‘quando tu sei solo, tu sei tutto tuo’15 — and
those who are only complete when in company with others —
Bradley’s theory that consciousness is a product of social life — I know
a number of people who are restless, unhappy and even subject to
neurotic terrors if forced to be alone for long. For such people the
punishment of solitary confinment was destructive as the Goncourts
argued in La Fille Elisa (?).16 But for others, Leonardo or the man in
the Cambridge scientific expedition who spent half a year alone and
most of it in complete darkness under the ice, being alone has no
terrors and in fact is a necessary thing. If I have to spend too long
without being alone for long stretches of time, I become restless, feel
myself disintegrating, aimless and in a sense no longer my own person.
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As usual with men, each party tries to turn a natural fact into an
obligation for which a morality is invented. For the gregarious there is
the immorality of solitude; for the solitaries their contempt for the
company addicts. In either case there is no justification: ‘One law for
the ox and the lion is oppression.’17

In terms of human ecology the two types are not completely
distinct since it is rare to find even the most gregarious not enjoying
a moment alone or the most solitary not feeling some need of pleasure
which human company can supply. Moreover the two species have
a complementary function each to the other in society, the gregarious
happily performing those tasks which can be done only in company;
the solitaries those which can only or best be done alone. There are
many intermediate types between the extremes.

The conditions of primitive life suggest that the completely
gregarious are the original type and that the solitary man has devel-
oped slowly, with difficulty and is still comparatively rare and not yet
‘accepted’ as a natural sub-species.

— Book VIII, 1965, pp. 121–8.

CAN IT HOLD?

In 1821 Thomas Love Peacock18 said that poetry belonged to the
barbarous ages of human society and that it was now maintaining
a precarious hold in a world in which it had become obsolete except
as a trivial amusement. It was an ominous pronouncement and had
never been made in the world before, though Giambattista Vico19 had
hinted at it. Poetry in the past had been denounced as immoral or
mischievous but no one had doubted that it was an important part
of man’s world.

In spite of Shelley’s defence, Peacock seems more and more to
have society on his side and as I try to write in verse I have more and
more often the feeling that I am practicing an obsolete art like flint-
knapping or water divining. Still it is the only thing I can do and all
I really want to do.

— Book X, 1968, p. 73.
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A SLOGAN FOR THE POETS

Unacknowledged legislators of the world unite! You have nothing to
lose but your crystal balls!

— Book X, 1968, p. 11.

IMITATIONS AND EXPERIMENTS

Anything written in an older style or the manner of another age
and place is apt to be treated either as parody or pastiche. But there is
a clear and important difference between imitation in this sense and
experiment such as a poet may choose to make in writing his own
poem in another style than one habitual to him. The familiar topic of
literary competition games such as those in the New Statesman —
how Pope would have written Come into the Garden, Maud or The
Waste Land — or even Pope’s Epistle to Augustus, belong to one kind
of imitation. Here the poet aims at writing not only in the manner of
another but the sort of poem the other would have written. In the
other sort of poem the writer wants to write his own poem from his
own point of view, but wants to experiment with another style in
doing so, because he feels it more appropriate to the theme or the
feeling of his poem. The first is more like wearing historical costume
to a fancy-dress ball, the second more like enlisting in the army
of a foreign country and wearing its uniform. In the one you are
pretending for the fun of it, in the other you are seriously trying to
learn another language [other] than your own and to use it for
a serious purpose. Writers are so commonly self-regarding that we
have forgotten that a poem can be dramatic in the sense that an actor
enters into his part. For the time being he will practice the art of
being someone else. A bad actor will either be himself in the fancy
dress of another personality or he will adapt that other personality to
his own. A good actor will find in himself the true qualities and feel-
ings to bring the part he plays to life. He neither abdicates nor adapts:
he is at once himself and that other re-lived in himself. There is
a kind of poetry that corresponds to this. The following two poems20

are a sort of groping towards such a kind of dramatic poetry, which is
also [as] sharply distinct from ordinary ‘dramatic’ poetry of the stage or
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Browning’s Dramatic Monologues as it is distinct from parody and
pastiche.

I have decided to call them rôles or migrations.
— Book XII, 1971, pp. 58–60.

NOVELS

The reasons I read very few novels:
1. I might very well die before I got through all that conversation —

then I should reproach myself for not having spent my time better.
2. I have more than enough conversation anyway — a reason,

perhaps why I prefer older types of narrative where most of the
story is in fact compact narrative.

—————

Thrillers are different. I read a lot of them. They keep moving and the
conversation is part of the action — as in the Odyssey.

—————

Most novels are like a game of hide-and-seek: either the hiding places
are too obvious and the game is a bore, or they are too difficult so that
one loses interest in what is, after all, only a game.

— Book XIII, 1972, p. 70.

THE EMOTION OF POETS

There is a common delusion that poets are very emotional people —
filled with powerful feelings which overflow in the passion and energy
of their verses — Wordsworth’s Damburst Theory of Poetry …

There is no substance in this; it is moreover a dangerous delu-
sion that swamps many a young poet at the start. Poets do deal largely
in emotion; they work in it as their material, or part of their material;
they create new emotion in the sense that ‘the emotions in the poem’
— part of the material — are quite different from the ‘emotions of the
poem’ — the esthetic effect.
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For this reason [alone] they must remain rational men, not
carried away by emotion but organizing and controlling it. The
delight of creation and invention is their proper emotion and this
must be in control of all the other feelings.

At the same time a poet is a man like other men subject to the
same experiences and feelings and these are the sources of his material
in the first instance. Emotion can only be observed by being felt and
without the ‘laboratory within’, no poet can get to know his material.
But this a very different thing from ‘letting her rip’ as Huck Finn says,
and thinking the result is poetry.

It is a very common mistake of our own time and results in
a great deal of emotional vomit published as poetry. This is not impor-
tant Canis rediritia vomiten suan,21 but if anyone else indulges in this
perverse pleasure he at least knows that it is vomit. A more insidious
result is the sort of book of poems which is mere reportage on
emotions — the poet’s or someone else’s — what I call ‘poetic jour-
nalism’ — it is distinguished from real poetry by the fact that it
reports feelings without eliciting their music, without making from
this material a work of poetry capable of generating its own emotion.

—————

As if hot on the heels of this, in a witless book on present day
Brazilian poetry, I come on the translation of a poem by the poet
whom a critic with the improbable name of Darcy Damasceno claims
as the greatest of the Modernists — a stupid claim in any case since
these Modernists go in for nonsense like

Cie 
lo

azul
— Book XIV, 1972, pp. 19–21.

ALEXANDER BLOK ON POETS

I recall that Alexander Blok said a poet should have a destiny,
not a career.

Alexander Toardovsky, reported in Pravda, May 12th, 1963
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Get Blok’s own words!
It is at any rate something everyone forgets today: the young

poets expect to have a ‘career’ in poetry as though they were engi-
neers or civil servants. And society, though grudgingly, approves and
provides the hand-outs. As a result the jungle of mere talent has
become so dense that genius is lost as it emerges — or worse, chooses
a career, takes the path of promoting a talent and ends on a fausse
piste22 and necessarily so — because a ‘career’ implies a path already
laid down and genius is stultified if it does not choose its own path.
(This does not mean, as so many ‘wild’ artists think that genius
does not have to learn to know the ordinary paths or that it must
break with all tradition. ‘Wild artists’ are mostly small talents trying
by mechanical means to simulate genius or turn themselves into
geniuses.)

— Book XIV, 1972, pp. 63–4.

TWO VIEWS OF POETRY I

Rosemary [Dobson] has just called to see me with the preface to her
new volume of ‘Selected Poems’. I am surprised to see how different
the writing of a poem is for her and for me. I had imagined we were
rather alike in this respect. But she tells her readers:

… there is always something that eludes one. I hope it will be
perceived that the poems presented here are part of a search for
something only fugitively glimpsed; a state of grace which one
once knew, or imagined, or from which one was turned away.
Surely everyone who writes poetry would agree that this is part
of it — a doomed but urgent wish to express the inexpressible.23

Yes and no! And more no than yes in my own case. I am often aware
of the ghost of the poem I tried to write or might have written, behind
the one that ultimately stands on the paper. I am always running
head on against the limitations of language and of imagination, but
when a poem has emerged, has been struggled with and is now at last
a finished object, it hardly ever seems to me to be an unachieved
grasp at an unattainable or partly glimpsed idea. It is what it is: some-
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thing new in the world, an achievement of something at one time,
only half-glimpsed. ‘Gesang ist Dasein!’24

It is curious that Rosemary whose poems are so clear, so realized
and definite should think her readers might share her view of them as 

Fallings from us, vanishings, 
Blank misgivings of a creature
Moving about in worlds not realized, 

in respect of the poem itself. Of course there are always ‘unseen pres-
ences’ but they are only there in virtue of a poem that is realized
enough to make us aware of them.

— Book XV, 1973, pp. 31–2.

FISHHOOKS OF RHYME

In the process of a poem one is often at a stand for a rhyme and one
will run over those that come to mind and even consult a rhyming
dictionary, if that does not serve. But I have learned to take this
slowly and mostly not always to take the first suitable rhyme that
comes to hand. It is better to let them all dangle for a while baited
with the general idea of what one wants to say and to see what
fish will come to the hooks. It is often rewarding that the poem is
enriched with unexpected treasure from the abyss.

This, as shrewd old Samuel Daniel saw, is one of the great
advantages of Rhyme:

And indeed I have wished there were not that multiplicite of
rymes as is used by many in Sonnets, [including Sam himself]
which yet we see in some so happily to succeed, and both been
so farre from hindering their inventions, as hath begot conceit
beyond expectation, and comparable to the best inventions of
the world: For sure in an eminent spirit whome Nature hath
fitted for that mysterie, Ryme is no impediment to his conceit,
but rather gives him wings to mount, not out of his course, but
as it were beyond his power to a farre happier flight.25
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I should like to think that I was one of Sam’s eminent spirits but at
any rate I am sure that Nature has ‘fitted me for that mystery’ — what
a poem in itself the phrase is! — and fishing for conceits is a greater
pleasure to me than the sort carried on on riverbanks and shores.
Of course both kinds of fishing sometimes end with ‘a wet arse and
no fish’, as the enthusiasts of the sport put it.

— Book XV, 1974, pp.135–6.

DREAM-WORK AND POETRY

All the attention I have been giving lately to the process of dreaming
rather than to the content of dreams, leads me to reflect on the differ-
ence of dream-work and poetic composition, though it is the more
obvious resemblances that are usually noticed.

In the first place the dream-work is comparatively flimsy,
however effective it may be in creating an illustration of reality — its
mise en scène lacks coherence and continuity when examined by the
waking mind. Its symbolism, as Freud noted, is often arcane and the
connection between image and deeper meaning quite arbitrary and
personal. Or on the other hand, as Jung noted, it tends to be tediously
general, unimaginatively repeating a set of ancient clichés, which he
dignified with the term ‘archetypal images’. Like bad poetry it tends to
putty the cracks in its construction with emotion out of proportion to
the subject or even quite irrelevant to it.

Good poets vary in the amount of dream-work in their poems,
but they always organise and re-work it. Bad poets give it to you raw,
trusting the emotional confidence trick to get you to swallow it.

But the second thing is that poetry cannot come into being
without using the dream-workers. Their contribution is the essential
stuff of which poetry is fashioned even if they are not much good at
fashioning it. Try to avoid them or despise them and you end up
producing mechanical, flawless verse which is obviously no more than
that.
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Notes
1 Hope, Book IV, 1952–56, pp. 42–5.
2 Hope, Book VI, 1958–59, pp. 73–8.
3 Ibid., p. 75.
4 Hope, Book XIV, 1972, pp. 63–4.
5 Hope, Book VII, 1961, p. 21.
6 Hope, Book V, 1957–58, p. 91.
7 Hope, Book XV, 1973, pp. 31–2.
8 See Sidney, ‘Defence of Poesie’, p. 4, where Sidney, after having proclaimed that

‘There is no art delivered unto mankind that hath not the works of nature for his
principal object’, and having explored how it fares in the hands of the astronomer,
the geometrician, the musician, the lawyer, the historian, the physician and the
metaphysic, declares: ‘Only the poet, disclaiming to be tied to any such subjection,
lifted up with the vigour of his own invention … nature never set forth the earth
in so rich tapestry as diverse poets have done; neither with so pleasant rivers,
fruitful trees, sweet-smelling flowers, nor whatsoever else may make the too-
much-loved earth more lovely; her world is brazen, the poets only deliver a
golden.’

9 The Stuffed Owl is an anthology of bad verse selected by D. B.Wyndham Lewis
and Charles Lee.

10 Translation of ‘per species at differenties’: ‘common and differentiating 
characteristics’ (in logic as much as in botany).

11 Translation:What one conceives well expresses itself clearly.
12 Translation of ‘seriatim’: ‘point by point’ or ‘taking one item after another in

a regular order’.
13 See Hope, The Cave and the Spring, pp. 144–63, where this article appears under

the title ‘All for Love, or Comedy as Tragedy’.
14 Translation of Rilke’s comment: She would promise him sorrow on a grand scale.
15 Translation: ‘When you are alone, then you are most yourself.’
16 The novel La Fille Elisa was written by Edmond Louis Antoine Huot de Goncourt

in 1877 (translated Elisa, 1959). Hope seems to be under the impression that this
book was written in concert with his brother Jules, but Jules died in 1870. Before,
his death, he worked on a number of projects, including six books, four of which
were novels of the naturalist school with his brother Edmond; their work is said
to have paved the way for naturalism and impressionism.

17 See William Blake, Visions of the Daughters of Albion, Stanza 23: ‘And is there not
one / law for both the lion and the ox? / And is there not eternal fire, and eternal
chains / To bind the phantoms of existence from eternal life?’

18 Thomas Love Peacock (1785–1866) was a novelist and poet. His novels were
satirical romances and, although he published three volumes of verse, they are
considered of less interest than his prose. He was an intimate friend of Shelley’s
and was his executor.

19 Vico Giambattista (1668–1744), Italian philosopher of cultural history and law,
who is recognised today as a forerunner of cultural anthropology, or ethnology.
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20 In the notebooks there are three poems, rather than the specified two Hope 
indicated, that follow this entry.They are (i) Eyes and Tongues (Migration 1);
(ii) Autolycus and Arsinfe (Migration II) and (iii) Friday’s Child (Migration III).

21 Translation:The dog returns to its own vomit (so a fool returns to his folly).
22 Translation: False path.
23 See Rosemary Dobson, Selected Poems, ‘Introduction’, p. i.
24 Translation: Song of Being.
25 See Samuel Daniel, the ‘Defense of Rhyme’, 1662, in which he maintained, in reply

to Thomas Campion’s ‘Art of English Poesy’, the fitness of the English language for
rhymed verse.
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