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A time and a place 
_ ROBIN SULTON: ~oel'y. of u.. 

Forli... 269pp. Penguin. 55. 

Mr. Skelton,', Penguin anthology 
Poetry of the Thirties was an ingeni­
OUS compilation hacked by an ex­
tremely oimpole <besis: lhat tlle decade 
oponed ·UDder delusions of loft-wing 
Q()mmitment, but !the better poets 
even:t.'Ua:l1y If"eaiized the mora'} and aes­
thetQc. cr.ror$ of MeW- ways. Some bad 
political poems (mo.9Ny abOut Svain) 
IiIrId some good non.-potiticail. ones, 
alllmnged ooder appropriate headings, 
(lammed home this novel and i~r.uc­
ti ve ooIlltributioo (0 the lhistory of 
ideas. Apparently SliOisfiod, the pub· 
lishers have nnw in¥i·ted M.T. SkC'Ho.n 
to «}Iter !the next decade 's promised 
land. He bring& someoldquar-rels with 
him: 
The moun(ains and landscapes of Auden 
arc alleaorical. and &el'VCI as fiotive envic­
onmwt:s for the inteUc(;[oa.} Quandary; 
the J3nd$cap.e tends oM derive from the 
concept. Alun Lewis',s jungle and Nor­
~n Ndcholson's Cum-berland exist as 
truths of eltperience, and their actualilY 
.ives rise to speculation and philosophy. 

A~ a judgment on Audeo's work. this 
is inaccur;!te. Like a U poets, he is 
wCOlkly unspecific at ti mes, but some 
of his landscapes are as sharply and 
empirically ob~er\'cd as Lewis's or 

Nicholson's - let al~ne Dylan 
Thomas's or George Barker'"S. 
As~ an implied characterization 
of Forties poetry in general, 
it is also inaccurate. Nobody 
was readjer to meander loosely about 
the .. significance .. of places than the 
overseas soldier or the invasion-fear­
ing dvilian. George Bruce's" Kin­
naird Head ", one of Mr. Skelton's 
selections, follows twelve lines of de­
scription wi th; 

o impregna:ble and very ancient rock 
Re}ectio& the v.iolence of water, 
Ignoring its accumulations and strategy, 
You yield to histor:y nothing. 

The rock comes first and the polit{cal 
metaphor second; but the image is 
as wrenched, as thin and as arbitrary 
as any exhibit from tbe Stalinist 
chamber of borrors. It is simply a 
bad poem. 

The idea that to write a-bout a 
specific place is to write specifically 
dies bard. Mr. Skelton adds a much 
nuttier notion when he praises the 
Forties poets' a ttempt " to grapple 
with that st range love of one's owo 
place wbicb alone gives meaning to 
the generalim<i rhetoric of the politi­
cia:M ". Alone? There is a passion 
for justice as well "as a taMe for land­
scape, and the first is not self-evi­
dently a poorer motor for poetry. In 
the Thirties man y people f~kcd It, 

which was very wrong of them. In the 
~they kept quietaboot il, partly 
through distrust of earlier faking. 
But those who .t:bougJh.t -they WC'l'e 
defending certain poIi1ical rights 
and fireedoms were not necessny 
less wise (either as poets or as !peOple) 
than those who thought they wore de­
fecdini Welsh hills 0, E~glish pubs. 
"It is Eliot's view 0{ hi'Sltocy that 
oporatos nQIW [Le., .!ben1 and not the 
view of Ma,rx or Engels ". Ma'. Skel­
ton blithe1y remarks apropos of 
F. T. 'Prince's .. Soldiers &.thing ". 
Witt! such gig.antic oversimplification 
the god.s themselves fight in vain, 

One can tilIn with rdjef from tbe 
itltlroduotion to -the a£l'ual &eJection of 
poems. The first, afU!r aU, is only 
16 pages to the second's 210. A<1d 
M:r. Skelton has done his work VCl'}' 

thoroughly. The da.t.ine is scrupu· 
Jous (1.bough be hopes ,readers wiU 
cooperate in the production of an 
even fuller .second edition). The 
reading behind his oooices is ob· 
viously wide: this is no mere cobbling 
together of anthology favourites !Tom 
a much anthologized period. There 
are many good poems here, and many 
others which qualify as interesting 
spec~mens. But the overall effect is 
tendentious. 

One can jUMi-fy , on grounds of 
fipace, the decision to exclUde those 

whos.e major ·repu·tat.ions had akeady 
been made by 1940. (Editll Sitwe\1, 
after ail·l, 'oWote some of 'the best 
d ispa tches from the lwme front.) 
Since tbis alte 6pares us Roy Fuller. 
Dylan Thomas, George Barker, and 
Dav1.<i Gascoyne, 00 great distOM10.t1 
has been done . One can af\so ;UtitIlify 
the presence of a few" Apooaaly.ptic " 
poets..on the grou.nds of bist()l'ica,l 
accuracy. The edi tor 18 Q.t pai·ns to 
keep his distance firom Toreece, Heatb~ 
Stubbs ami Fraser in thei:r wWder 
moods. But his p ri nciplC6 ue not 
mere a.berrations, any more than 
Auden's were. One is can-tmuany 
forced back to his openin.g rema:rks. 

Is it a preference for "love of 
place " over" wilfUl pedagogy" that 
includes Mervyn Peake and excludes 
Norman Cameron; or that prefers 
Bernard Spencer'$" picture-postcard 
.. On a Carved Axle Piece from a 
Sicilian Cart" to .. Frontier" and 
.. Behaviour of Money"; or Ber­
nard Gutte ridge's "Tana narive" 
to .. Enemy Dead ,.? The two Dur­
rell poems here (" Phlleremo " and 
.. This Unimportant Morning ' ') are 
conventional, as is the choice from 
Keyes, Lewis and Douglas. Henry 
Reed's" Lessons of War" are there, 
o f course; but the onl y other work 
by this neglected writer is that minor 
prcUine. ... 'i .. The Wall", where some· 
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Eight co llec tions by little·known 
poets, one of the best being a pro· 
fe:<.~ional engineer. They a re a mixed 
bag, in e ve ry sense , va riously inspi red 
by Pop Art . Papa Brecht, Uncle Sam, 
a nd Mo ther Nature. But ha lf of 
lhem are good in their very difl'erent 
wCl ys. 

Arnfrid Astel bas hitherto been 
known chiefly as founder-editor of 
the excellent poetry magazine 
LYrisc"ile Helle. Like so many other 
interesting young poets, he made hif.· 
debut in Peter Hamrn's antho logy 
(lUS.\·il'lllell (1966), which included 
some of the poems in this first collec­
tion. NOlstalld is a book o f mostly 
5at i ri~al epigrams; many of tbem 
are very good jndeed. Mostl y of 
three, four, or five lines, though a few 
3Ire longer, they are worthy successors 
to Br«:ht's Buckower Elegien. The 
Japanese-style three and five-line 

poems a t once put the reader in mind 
ot Brecht, as do the technique and 
style. If .vats/and tends to become 
somewhat monotonous when read 
straight through, Aslel is wise to stick 
to what he can do very well. His 
epigrams are certainly fa r morc str ik­
jog t.nan the no less !)atiricai 
grotesque!i in Peter Lehner"; new eol­
lection (his sixth since 1955). rill bis­
!ie/um mies im krr(lit. or the epigram· 
malic .. fragments" of Hans Peter 
Keller's PUIIOPlikul1I ails d~m A II.~e,, · 
winkel (his sixth collection ~ince 
1958). 

Peter Lehner is probably be'it 

known as co-editor of the Swis'i an· 
thc.llogy ensemble (1958): most o f his 
previous collections have also come 
from small presses. His new boole. is 
att ractivcly produced, with four 
gouaches by Irene Thiele-Pesch ick , 
but what it contains is much more 
.. Wort Sport" (the subtitle) than 
poetry. The author appears unable 
to leave w~ll alone, is apparently too 
determined to be clever, so that while 
several poems ha ve the ma king o-f 
effective cpigrams, they suffer both 
from a sort of verbal downing. and 
from not stopping in time. The result 
is that what is intended as satire too 
often reads as mere sarcasm. 

The prefatory Dote in Rolf Dieter 
Brinkmann's Die Pi/Olen. for all its 
echoes of Benn and Breau, i:\ most 
refreshing; his attack on the formal­
jsm and wilful obscurity of much 
contemporary German lyric poetry 
is fully justified. He himself now 
seeks to produce ,. public poetry" 
(and not pubic poetry, as the gaudy 
Pop cover of bis book suggests). His 
second ooIiection.. Die Pilolell, is 
clearly in part a reaction against his 
first, rather weak one, was !TagUeh ist 

1I'0/iir. The dedicat io n to F rank 
O'Hara suggests th at he :has recently 
discovered the New York School of 
Poetry ; but Dje Pi/oten with its use 
of the comic strip (and the comic 
st rippers on the cover) also reflects 
the current Pc p Art craze in Ger· 
man y. These new poems lire 
described as snapshots of the here­
and·now, whi1.il is fine in theory. In 
practice they. are ramer di sappoint­
ing: a poetry of the little moments 
which Brecht did so much better in 
poems like .. Enldeckung an einer 
jungcn Frau ". Thc whole ambience 
of the se poems is an updated version 
01 the early Brec-ht's mythical 
Ameri('a: once agai n German poetry 
repeats itself. Brinkmann '!; factitious­
ness and his eye for significant detail 
were far more successfully employed 
in his latest novel, K e;ner weiss mehr. 

Heiner Bastian was one of the 
pacts who read their work at the 
Octobe r. 1967, mceting of Gmppe 47 . 
He r«cnt·ly spent ~Onle time in San 
Franci'ico, tra nslati ng A llen Gins­
berg, lawrence Ferlinghetti, and 
some of the younger America n 
poets; a selection of his translations 
appeared in the pcrjodi.::al AJezellle 
(no. 4, J 968). Bt'QbaehllUJgen 1m 
Lu/tmur shows tbat he has learnt 
from the William Carlos Williams 
sch()QI of American poetry. appar­
eotly via Hans Magnus Enzeos­
beroger's hlilldensdlrill (1964) and 
translations of Whlliams. If this is tbe 
case, be has ~earnt to some purpose, 
for this is a 'highly accomplished fi rs t 
vofume by a poet who is stiU only 
t·wenty·six, His subject too is every· 
day reality, but-unlike Brinkmann, 
whose snapshots for the most part 
remain pre-poetic material-thanks 
to his clarity of vision, his logic and 

~elf-discipljne . and his eye for s trik­
ing images, he has produced a book 
of remarka bly even and rewarding 
poems. He makes the' reader work 
hard to share hi s discoveries, but the 
effort is weH worth while. Beoboelt­
tlfllgm im L,,!tmeeT is one of the 
best first collection~ to appear in 1968. 

Walter Richter-Ruhland's fi rst col­
lectio n contains poetry of a Dot dis­
similar sort. exccpt that hi s chosen 
mentors appear to be Gunter Eich 
and Johannes Bobrowski . In referring 
to his .• Jyrische Stenogramme "-the 
term applied to August Stramm's 
poems byHerwarth Walden- his pub. 
lisbers are implicitly asking for his 
work. to be judged by the highest stan­
dards. Eille Reise, ein TaC. dne Rose 
is a go()d example of contemporary 
G erman poe try, for if one's first rc­
actio n is to ad mire the highly com­
petent, neo·imagi stic technique of 
these poems (German first collections 
tend to be tech nicall y competent), it 
is not Jong before one begins to real­
ize thHt the: images do not in fact 
convey ve ry much-they tend to re­
main what Kafka called (mere) 
.. Konstruktionen ". In sho rt, one 
wonders whether the poet really has 
much to say, and whether. if he finds 
more to say, he will be able to say it 
in this form. But even if be seems 
to have his priorities wrong and to 
be suffering from formali sm, this is 
st ill a better-than-ave rage firs t collec­
tion. 

Very diffen;:nt is Wol!spt'lz , Volker 
von Torne's fourth collection since 
1962, which contains many forms of 
poem (ballad, Marital, ode, &c.), all 
of which have the same satirical aim. 
Which brings us· back to Brecht­
compare the programmatic .. Gegen 
Verfi.ih rung". The collection is 

'A broken hair-comb turned up' 
said Henry James of New York's skyline in 1904 after 21 years' absence 

THEAMERICAN SCENE 
HenryJames 

New edition - edited by Professor Leon Edel63s 
'One of the best boolzs apout rrwdern AmeriCa' Edmund Wilson 

G ran.cia Publisrung 

thing from .. The Deser~" would 
have been apter as well as better. 

For a man who professedly prefers 
technique to content (and speaks of 
the Forties as a return to the" main 
road " of EngJish poetry), Mr. Skel­
ton is prepared to give much house­
room to technically unadventurous, 
and sometimes downright incompe­
tent stuff. One of the overriding im­
pressiOns gi \len by this book is tba I 
the Forties saw ,·he tctal oollapse of 
metre ; between loose Eliotesques and 
laboured brev.ities there was disas­
trously little ferti le ground. For the 
first , we have Ruthven Todd 's" Per­
sonal History" : 
o my heart is tile unlucky heir of the 

ages, 
And my body is unwillinaly the secret 

i&ent 
Of my ancestors ... 
For the second Ka thleen Raine! ', 
"Woman 10 Lover" : 
r am fire 
Slilled to waler, 
A wave 
Lifting rrom the a.byss. 
The body, Mr. Skelton od-dly a ... o;.ert ~ , 
returned to Englis'h poetry in th1~ 
decade. From this anU!.oiogy ono 
migbt think that the ear had left it, 
and the mind 1'acked it9 C3Ses to de­
par.t. Fortunately the truth is more 
curious. more incorrigibly plura l. Ih:m 
that ; or than this antholog~' shows. 

uneven: the be!)l Ihing~ in it a re 
those written in tbe Ja~t year or ~o. 
At his best Volker von Torne is ma~k 
terly: in the field of savage political 
satire he has no equal among poets 
of his generation. Twelve yea rs aftcr 
his death Brec ht's inf1ucnce and rele­
vance is greater than ever. Wolf. 
spell. is as goo<! a~ any of me neo­
Brechti:ln volumes publi shed in the 
past decade ; but it is not the poetic 
achievement 'and advan ce on Brcl:ht 
that Enzensbcrger's blimlt'IlS(:/trijt 
was. 

Last, but by no mean.~ leo1 ~1. is 
Fritz von Opel's Zh' isc"~/1 Sc/U/I({'I/ 
lI11d Lh-ht. a remarkable fir~t book 
of poems by a djst inguished engin­
eer. While it is ironical that a tech­
nologica l pioneer should write in 
steam-age poetic forms, it is al~o re· 
freshing to find common prejudicc!s 
(technocrats don't write poetry; 
iambic pentameters are out) 50 con· 
vincingly exploded. For the fact is 
th at Zwi.\'ehell Sellillten III/II Lielll i! 
another of those poetic exception, 
which d ioiprove the rule. The collec­
tion includes (another surprise) trans_ 
lations from Rupert Brooke; but it 
is ra ther Alun Lewi~'s "sillgle poetic 
theme of Life and Death ... the 
passion of Love, the coldness o f 
Death" that hi~ own work recalls, 
for Fritz \'on Opel's peetry begins 
where his work as engineer neces­

.sa rily leaves off. He has something 
to sa y, for he is contemporary man 
par excellence responding to the 
challenge and remaining mysteries of 
life; and his style is as timeless as 
his themes. This is a book whicb is 
not on-Iy memorable in itself but 
which ought to put many .. profes­
sional " poets to shame. 


