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Introduction

Even before they were quite over, the thirties took on the
appearance of myth; the poets themselves, looking back
upon the events of those years, saw heroes and dragons in
dramatic perspectives, and many of them uttered suitable
valedictory sentiments. It is rare for a decade to be so self-
conscious. This in itself makes the study of the poetry of the
period interesting, for so many gestures are deliberately
‘placed’ in the period that it is often hard to tell whether
a poem is to be condemned for undergraduate and nar-
cissistic posturing, or praised as a truly witty impersonation
of the Zeitgeist made more subtle by ironic overtones. Is the
‘ham’ really ham, or a kind of burlesque? This is a particu-
larly difficult question to answer, as burlesque was a favour-
ite device of the poets of the thirties, as also was apparently
‘straight” melodrama. It is not always easy to separate the
one from the other.

Problems of this kind can, perhaps, only be solved by
arranging the poems of the period alongside one another in
such a way that comparisons can be made. This anthology
is, in part, an attempt at just such an arrangement, and to
that extent must be regarded as a kind of critical essay, for
the act of selection and of arrangement is also an act of
judgement. Nevertheless, it has not been my intention to
use the anthology primarily as a vehicle for my own views
of the period; whatever judgements may emerge have
emerged naturally during the process of trying to present as
objective a record of thirties poetry as possible. To do this I
had to decide what material could properly come under the
heading ‘ Thirties’. I decided that anything first printed ina
book or periodical between 1 January 1930 and g1 Decem-
ber 1939 could be used. I also decided that any poem
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INTRODUCTION

appearing in a boek in 1940 could reasonably be supposed to
have been written during the 1930s and could therefore be
included. These limitations were not sufficient by themselves,
however. It seemed necessary to define a ‘Thirties genera-
tion’ as well as a ‘Thirties period’, otherwise the anthology
might confuse the picture by including poems written from
a different viewpoint by Victorians and Georgians. This
‘Thirties generation’, once the concept is admitted, almost
defines itself. If we take Auden, Day Lewis, Spender, and
MacNeice as central figures, we find that the eldest of these
was born in 1904. If we look for the youngest poet of any
weight to publish a first collection before 1940, we come
upon David Gascoyne, who was born in 1916. No younger
poet can be said to belong as clearly to the period ; indeed,
most poets born between 1914 and 1916 first made their
impact during the forties. I must admit that 1904 is a more
arbitrary date; nevertheless, those poets born between 1900
and 1904 do, on the whole, appear to be writing from a
slightly different vantage point from those born only a few
years later.

It is easy to see possible explanations for this, though it is
dangerous to be too dogmatic. On the face of it, however, it
does appear that a man born between 1904 and 1916 differs
from anyone born even slightly earlier in having had no real
experience of the pre-war period, which was so different
from the post-war as to appear almost like a different
civilization. The men of the 190416 generation were not
only deprived of the easy Georgian days, but also pitch-
forked into a period of intense social tension in which to do
their growing up. The older thirties men struggled through
their adolescence during the last days of a war and the early
confusions of an embittered peace, while the younger ones
were adolescents at the time of the General Strike and the
Depression. It was not possible to avoid being affected by
these matters, however secure one’s own personal life might
be. Chartism and the Crimean War left many members of
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INTRODUCTION

the community completely untouched, but the Great War
and the Depression left their mark on every inch of the
country. If we make the generally accepted assumption that
the years of childhood and adolescence are of fundamental
importance to a poet’s outlook and development, it does
seem reasonable to regard the poets born between 1904 and
1916 as forming some kind of coherent ‘ poetic generation’.
Certainly, it looks as if all these poets ought to find them-
selves with similar attitudes of mind. Life is rarely as neat as
the theories which emanate from it, however, and we would
do well to be suspicious of anyone who detects absolute uni-
formity of approach. Nevertheless, as one reads the poetry
written by members of this generation, especially that
printed between 1930 and 1935, one becomes more and
more astonished by the narrow range of its attitudes. Some
of this is due to the dominating influence of Auden and his
friends. Much of it derives from the apparent wish of so
many writers to be part of a “movement’. A good deal of it
can also be explained by the overriding effect of certain key
images which are not merely a part of the poetry of the
time, but related to current social obsessions. One of these
images is that of war.

In New Country (1933) Michael Roberts went some way
towards identifying the thirties generation in terms similar
to ours. In his introduction to this violently propagandist
collection of essays, stories, and poems, he wrote :

To me, ‘pre-war’ means only one sunny market-day at Stur-
minster Newton, the day T boldly bought a goat for 1s. 9d. and
then, shelving all transport problems (we lived thirty miles away)
and postponing the announcement to my father, went out into
the country and, finding a gatepost for a table, cut out from the
Express a picture of a dozen Serbian soldiers (we spelt it Servian
then) in spotless uniforms, elbow to elbow in a shallow trench,
standing exactly like my own toy soldiers, the Royal West Kent
Regiment (‘The Buffs’), manufactured by Wm. Brittain and
Sons Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

But there are others who have even less than a one-and-nine-
penny goat for their share of pre-war prosperity ; Mr Plomer is
older, but most of the contributors to this book are younger, thanI.
Sergeants of our school O.T.C.s, admirers of our elder brothers,
we grew up under the shadow of war: we have no memory of
pre-war prosperity and a settled Europe. To us that tale is text-
book history . ..

Michael Roberts was born in 1902, and I have made him
the only exception to the rule that the poets in this anth-
ology should have been born between 1904 and 1916. He did
so much to identify the intellectual élite for a great number
of people in his anthologies New Signatures (1932), New
Country (1933), and The Faber Book of Modern Verse (1936)
that he could hardly be omitted from the roll call of Thirties’
Men, and his own poems have more in common with those
of other poets of the thirties than with most of the work
published in the late twenties. His character as a spokesman
is also valuable to us, for he writes as a representative of a
group rather than as a lonely commentator. It is in this role
that, later, in his introduction to New Country, he explains his
Socialist convictions, and goes on to say

And by social communism I do not mean any diminution or
mystical loss of personal identity or any vague sentiment of uni-
versal brotherhood: I mean that extension of personality and
consciousness which comes sometimes to a group of men when
they are working together for some common purpose.

I think some men had just such an experience in the war, and
to them it almost seemed to justify the filth and inhumanity of
war. It is something rare in our competing, individualist world,
and for myself I can point to only one definite example: a fort-
night of wind and heavy snowstorm in the Jura when a dozen of
us, schoolboys and undergraduates, came to accept each other’s
faults and virtues as part of the scheme of things, natural as the
weather. I don’t think I had any love or personal feeling for them
at all: we were, for the moment, part of something a little bigger
than ourselves. Impatience and fatigue and personal delight and
suffering disappeared, and I remember only, at the end of each
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