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LIFE AND LETTERS

REMEMBERING ROBERT GRAVES

He was considered by many to be a poet’s poet.
Or was he just a bit mad—and after love for its own sake?

AD he lived, Robert Graves
H would have been a hundred
years old this past July; as it
happened, he died at ninety, in No-
vember of 1985, in the village of Deyd,
on the rocky northwestern coast of Ma-
jorca, where he had made his home for
half of his long life, and where I first
met him, in the summer of 1953. We
enjoyed a close friendship, in the form
of an endless conversation, until it was
abruptly and irretrievably severed in
1961. Very seldom do I think of those
years, but I was considerably formed
and changed by them. This year, Graves’s
name is very much in the air, with three
biographies, a documentary film, an en-
dearing memoir of him by his son Wil-
liam, symposia on his work, and an act
of homage by the Majorcan govern-
ment. Carcanet Press, in Britain, is to
reprint most of his work—an eight-year
project, since he published more than a
hundred and thirty books in his life-
time. His life and his writings so inter-
act that they cannot be unravelled: writ-
ing was how he lived.

The English have always kept Graves
at a distance, as if he were an offshore
island, out of the mainstream—some-
thing they quite often do with English
writers who choose to live elsewhere
and are still successful. Even so, he is
now firmly lodged in literary history,
and critics may write of him without
incurring one of his famously withering
broadsides. Those who know his work
well probably think first of his poetry;
many people, however, know his name
only from the television version of “I,
Claudius.” Generally, the book of his
that first springs to mind is “Good-bye
to All That,” the autobiography he pro-
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duced in 1929, out of a time of great
personal stress.

Never was a title more fervently
meant: as he put it, the book dealt with
“what I was, not what I am.” Its tone is
one of blunt irreverence; by writing it,
he was shedding his past, and turning
his back on England and what he saw
as the hypocrisy of its values and public
institutions. He wrote it as one who
had survived the tyrannies of conven-
tional schooling and the dehumanizing
horrors of the trenches, and no book of
his did more to imprint his name on
the attention of the public. He fled En-
gland just before it was published, leav-
ing behind him a past he had chosen to
renounce, even though he had already
been irrevocably formed by it.

Graves had an Irish father, a Ger-
man mother, a Scottish grandmother, a
patrician English upbringing, a Welsh
predilection, and a classical education.
His whole personality formed itself
from a mass of oppositions, of contrar-
ies. His father, a minor poet and a cel-
ebrated writer of Irish songs, worked as
a school inspector in London. A wid-
ower left with five children to look af-
ter, he remarried, in 1891, a grandniece
of the German historian Leopold von
Ranke, and this genetic connection was
one that Graves often invoked. Narrow-
minded and pious both, his mother im-
posed a stern morality on her husband
and children, and saddled Robert with
a moral scrupulousness that left him so-
cially inept and ill-prepared for the rig-
ors of an English public school. In
1909, Graves was sent to Charterhouse,
where his middle name, von Ranke, oc-
casioned general derision, even outright
persecution, as did his piety and his
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priggishness about sex. Although stud-
ies were not fashionable at Charter-
house, he took refuge in them. He left
school just as the First World War was
breaking out, and some ten days later
he enlisted with a commission in the
Royal Welch Fusiliers. Not yet twenty,
he was in France, and at the front,
amid the running horror of death and
decay every fearful day. In July, 1916, at
the beginning of the Somme offen-
sive, Graves was wounded by shrapnel,
four days before he turned twenty-one;
shortly afterward, the notice of his
death from wounds appeared in the
London Times.

He talked to me often about the
war. My father had been wounded in
the same battle: my mother kept in a
small box the bullet that had been
taken from his lung; I could scarcely
hold it. Graves told me once that he
considered himself exceptionally lucky
in knowing that nothing that happened
to him afterward could ever match the
horror that he had gone through in the
trenches.

The war left Graves in a precarious
state, shell-shocked and suffering from
severe war neurosis. It was during this
time that Graves, accompanying his
close friend Siegfried Sassoon to neur-
asthenic treatment, met the presiding
physician, Dr. W. H. R. Rivers, who
had once been an anthropologist and
was now a neurologist. After the war,
Graves continued to visit him in Cam-
bridge, where Rivers was a professor.
Rivers planted in Graves’s mind an
interest in matriarchal societies and
woman rule, which would later find
fuller expression in his controversial

work “The White Goddess.” More im-

Robert Graves and bis daughter Lucia, Majorca, 1962.
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