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	Lecture 02: British Post World War II Poetry


Introduction
The history of post-war poetry is initially the history of the poets' constant fluctuations towards and away from T. S. Eliot’s and Modernist experimentalism W. H. Auden’s rational, moralising, politically committed poetry. Yet, post-war poetry was also influenced by the remarkable integration of the poet and the academic world. The market for poetry is limited and this has forced poets to seek other means of securing financial support. Thus, most English poets hold university positions as lecturers or writers in residence, frequently in American universities. Otherwise, their professional occupations are related to publishing or literary journalism. Poets who are professional writers, and these are very few, usually combine poetry with other genres. Contemporary poets live and work, therefore, in a much more limited cultural territory than novelists or playwrights. This does not mean, however, that contemporary poetry is uniform in tone and content –quite the contrary; post-war poetry is as varied as post-war novels and post-war drama. Post-war poetry also reflects the breakdown of the unity of English. Other varieties of English spoken in and outside England have entered contemporary poetry, questioning the privileged position held by Standard English, which is often denounced as an instrument of cultural imperialism. 
1. New Romantic and other Singular Poets

The poets of The Apocalypse, a movement that soon came to be known as New Romanticism –Henry Treece, J. F. Hendry, Nicholas Moore, Norman MacCaig, Vernon Watkins– preferred to follow the example of Thomas' highly sensitive, personal and subjective poetry to Auden's more rational approach in their search for a poetical language capable of expressing the anxieties endured by the individual trapped by the horrors of contemporary history. The work of the Second World War poets, especially Keith Douglas and Alun Lewis, also addressed this question. Paradoxically, unlike in World War I, when civilians were at a safe distance from the front line, Hitler's raids over England forced civilians to face violent mass destruction. As a consequence, both civilians and combatants expressed in their poetry similar horrors. The 1940s, however, also saw the beginnings of the careers of Stevie Smith and R. S. Thomas. Possibly thanks to their relative isolation from the main channels of poetical activity, each developed throughout their long career a unique, singular poetical voice. Smith's feminine but wry, almost minimalist verse, contrasted with Thomas' poetry about his difficult relationship with God and his links with his native rural Wales.
2. The Movement and The Group
The 1950s were almost totally monopolised by the emergence of The Movement, a group of poets (which was not a unified school in any sense) gathered around Stephen Spender's journal Horizon and anthologised by D. J. Enright and Robert Conquest. The group included Kingsley  Amis, John Waine –both also novelists– Enright himself, Elizabeth Jennings, John Holloway, Thom Gunn, Donald Davie and, above all, its main figure, Philip Larkin. The poets of The Movement were products of the expansion of education brought about by the Labour government: often of lower middle-class origin, they had been helped by scholarships to enter Oxford or Cambridge, and were later employed as lecturers of English in the new universities. As scholars, they were indebted to the work of the English critic F. R. Leavis and to American New Criticism, though some of them especially Larkin– rejected foreign influences on English poetry. The poetry of The Movement mocked the excesses of New Romanticism and was characterised by its urbanity, civility and decorum, and by a restrained use of emotion. It was a poetry aimed at maintaining with the reader a "level-toned and civilised conversation, often of a fairly literary kind." Apart from The Movement, the 1950s saw the birth of another movement called The Group, a group that succeeded the Movement but not appeared as a movement against the romanticism as the other one. The Group included poets such as Philip Hobsbaum, Edward Lucie-Smith, Peter Porter, Peter Redgrove, George MacBeth, and Alan Brownjohn.
3. Foreign influences and the Underground poets
Other poets who started their careers in the 1950s, such as Donald Davie, Charles Tomlinson and Thom Gunn, showed a much greater enthusiasm towards American poetry. For them, American poetry seemed more in touch with the rough rhythms of contemporary life than the urbane poetry of The Movement. Gunn himself eventually emigrated to America, like Auden. The interest in incorporating foreign poetical influences into English poetry was also shared by Ted Hughes and Geoffrey Hill. Despite their very different styles, both sensed that the historical realities of post-war Europe demanded a more vigorous poetry than anything The Movement could offer. Yet, instead of looking towards America, they looked towards their native North England and towards the work of other European poets, especially from the 1960s onwards, when translation became an essential activity in English poetry. Hughes has become one of the main poetical voices in English thanks to his celebration of the dark rhythms of nature and his valuation of the animal world above the rational, destructive impulses of human civilization. By the 1960s English poetry came clearly under the influence of the American poets (especially Robert Lowell and Sylvia Plath), whose work seemed to better dramatize the individual's disintegration in the chaotic post-war world. The "academic-administrative verse" of The Movement seemed unable to carry the weight of this disintegration, and so the younger poets drifted towards other currents coming from abroad through translation, and also towards Underground experimental poetry. The Underground brought a renewal of poetry in performance, associating it with rock music, festivals, happenings and anti-Vietnam war protest, but it was by nature ephemeral.
4. Social Realists and Neo-modernists
With the work of Douglas Dunn and Tony Harrison the 1960s England of the lower middle class found its poetical voice. Theirs is a poetry that speaks about the difference between the centre and the margins (social, cultural and geographical), written by people displaced from their origins –Scotland and the Midlands, respectively– by the new educational opportunities opened up by comprehensive schools and the newly built universities of the early 1960s. Yet the social realism of Dunn and Harrison does not exclude the neo-modernism of poets such as Christopher Middleton, Roy Fisher and J. H. Prynne, whose work runs parallel to the development of new trends within literary theory, such as post-structuralism, and who seem interested above all in making room in poetry for commenting on poetry itself.
5. The Northern Irish Poets
The first group of Northern Irish poets, headed by Seamus Heaney, is completed by Michael Longley and Derek Mahon. Heaney's first book, Death of a Naturalist (1966), made it possible for other poets to express their problematic sense of Irishness, often as a burden imposed on their personal, poetical sensibilities by the political circumstances in Northern Ireland. Heaney fused the tradition of English poetry with the Irish poetical tradition, thus finding a new language for Northern Ireland. His poetry deals with the historical confrontation between Britain and Ireland from the point of view of the sensitive individual facing it, rather than as a political issue. Longley and Mahon followed Heaney's example and adapted Irish tradition to contemporary needs marked by history. Longley shows an interest in using historical, classical and mythical events to comment on the present, whereas Mahon shows a greater scepticism as to the force of poetry in difficult historical conditions such as those of Northern Ireland. The second generation of Northern Irish poets –Paul Muldoon, Tom Paulin, Ciaran Carson– have found themselves forced to either accept or reject Heaney's powerful figure. They have shown an interest in a strong sense of orality rooted in the vernacular and the contemporary (Carson being the one most interested in recovering the lost sense of orality in poetry), rather than in historical issues.

6. Regionalists, Women and Post-colonial Poets
The 1970s were marked by the steady rise of the poetry of regionalism –poetry based on geographical variants of English other than the standard– and the progressive decentralisation of publishing. The polarisation of England between a poorer North and a richer South inspired poets to cut their ties with the metropolis. Both Neil Astley's Bloodaxe Press (1978) in Newcastle and Michael Smith's Carcanet Press (late 1960s), first based in Oxford then in Manchester, published new poets, kept the old ones in print, and translated foreign works, thus animating the market for poetry outside London. New poetry marked by region, gender or race –often antagonistic to the idea of London as the dominant cultural or political system– emerged in the 1970s. In addition, an important number of poets started publishing: women poets such as Medbh McGuckian, Liz Lochhead, Anne Stevenson, Sylvia Kantaris, Carol Rumens, Denise Riley and Wendy Cope; and post-colonial poets such as John Aggard, James Berry, Linton Kwesi Johnson, Grace Nichols and E. A. Markham. In the 1980s, possibly the most important post-colonial poetical voice to be heard was that of David Dabydeen.
7. The 'Martian School of Poetry' and other Poetical Voices
From the 1980s onwards these main trends continued. The more recent innovations are those of Craig Raine's 'Martian school of poetry'–christened thus because of his poem "A Martian Sends a Post-card Home". Both Raine and Christopher Reid have shown a keen interest in representing reality from a fresh, slightly ironic or parodic point of view. On the other hand, poets such as James Fenton, Andrew Motion, Peter Reading and Blake Morrison have been using verse to produce a new narrative poetry, which has also attracted Raine. Like Craig's Martians, the narrators of these poems are often strangers or aliens in their communities –a feature shared by many contemporary novels. This is a poetry of circumstance, of a time, place and society in which the poet must show his/her power to mimic the voice of the outsider, as in Blake Morrison's The Ballad of the Yorkshire Ripper (1987). The newest wave of poets, including Michael Hoffman, John Ash, Simon Armitage, Tony Curtis, and Glyn Maxwell, are, like the novelists, following their own individual projects, keeping their own singular poetical territories afloat in a crowded cultural marketplace. It is certainly difficult to assess the role of poetry in the post-war period. As can be seen, this is a rich field in English literature. The permanence of the novel at the centre of contemporary culture worries contemporary novelists, despite the undeniable popularity of the novel as a genre. On the other hand, the lack of popularity of poetry, which occupies a clearly marginal position in the contemporary world, does not seem to worry literary critics or poets to the same extent. Perhaps this is as it should be, for poetry has never been a genre enjoyed by many. Post-war poetry can be said to be written and read by a much larger circle than, for instance, Elizabethan poetry, but it is nonetheless a small circle.[image: image1.png]
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