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PREFACE

Since Hulme’s Speculations appeared in 1924, an increas-
ing number of readers have found in them an articulate
statement and a justification of their growing dislike of
romanticism in literature, utopianism in politics and
hedonism in ethics, and if Hulme had no other title to
consideration, it would still be remarkable that he saw
this coming change so clearly more than twenty-five
years ago. His influence on English critics and poets is
far from exhausted, and my object in writing this book
has been to expound some of Hulme’s ideas, to offer some
references that may be useful in understanding and judg-
ing them, and to add some comments of my own. I
have given as much of Hulme’s personal history as seems
relevant to a discussion of his work, and I am deeply
grateful to Hulme’s sister, Mrs. Auchterlonie, and to his
friends, Sir Edward Marsh, Sir John Squire, Mr. Richard
Curle, the Rev. James Fraser, Mr. A. Haigh, Mr. F. S.
Adams, Mrs. Charles Baty (Halszka Bevan), Mrs.
Kibblewhite, Mr. Ezra Pound, Mr. Ashley Dukes and
others for the help that they have given me in this
matter. I thank Mrs. Auchterlonie for permission to use
a number of Hulme’s letters, notes and poems that have
not previously been printed, and I also thank Mr.
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Appendix 11
LECTURE ON MODERN POETRY

I want to begin by a statement of the attitude I take
towards verse. I do that in order to anticipate criticism.
I shall speak of verse from a certain rather low but quite
definite level, and I think that criticism ought to be con-
fined to thatlevel. The point of view s that verse is simply.
and solely the means of expression. I will give you an
example of the position exactly opposite to the one I
take up. A reviewer writing in The Saturday Review last
week spoke of poetry as the means by which the soul
soared into higher regions, and as a means of expression
by which it became merged into a higher kind of reality.
Well, that is the kind of statement that I utterly detest.
I want to speak of verse in a plain way as I would of pigs:
that is the only honest way. The President told us last
week that poetry was akin to religion. It is nothing of
the sort. It is a2 means of expression just as prose is, and
if you can’t justify it from that point of view it’s not
worth preserving.

I always suspect the word soul when it is brought into
discussion. It reminds me of the way that the medieval
scientists spoke of God. When entirely ignorant of the
cause of anything they said God did it. If I use the word
soul, or speak of higher realities, in the course of my
speech, you will know that at that precise point I didn’t
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know of any real reason and was trying to bluff you.
Thereis a tremendous amount of hocus-pocus about most
discussions of poetry. Critics attempting to explain tech-
nique make mysterious passes and mumble of the infinite
and the human heart, for all the world as though they
were selling a patent medicine in the market-place.

There are two ways in which one can consider this.
The first as a difficulty to be conquered, the second as
a tool for use. In the first case, we look upon poets as we
look upon pianists, and speak of them as masters of
verse. The other way is to consider it merely as a tool
which we want to use ourselves for definite purposes.
One daily paper compared us to the Mermaid Club, but
we are not. We are a number of modern people, and
verse must be justified as a means of expression for us.
I have not a catholic taste but a violently personal and
prejudiced one. I have no reverence for tradition. I came
to the subject of verse from the inside rather than from
the outside. There were certain impressions which I
wanted to fix. I read verse to find models, but I could not
find any that seemed exactly suitable to express that kind
of impression, except perhaps a few jerky rhythms of
Henley, until I came to read the French vers-libre which
seemed to exactly fit the case.

So that I don’t want any literary criticism, that would
be talking on another level. I don’t want to be killed
with a bludgeon, and references to Dante, Milton and
the rest of them.

The principle on which I'rely in this paper is that there
is an intimate connection between the verse form and
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the state of poetry at any period. All kinds of reasons are
given by the academic critics for the efflorescence of
verse at any period. But the true one is very seldom
given. It is the invention or introduction of a new verse
form. To the artist the introduction of a new art form
is, as Moore says, like a new dress to a girl; he wants to
see himself in it. It is a new toy. You will find the burst
of poetic activity at the time of Elizabeth put down to
the discovery of America. The discovery of America
had about as much effect on the Courtier poets at that
time as the discovery of a new asteroid would have had
on the poetic activity of Swinburne. The real reason was,
I take it, that the first opportunity was given for the
exercise of verse composition by the introduction of all
kinds of new matter and new forms from Italy and
France.

It must be admitted that verse forms, like manners,
and like individuals, develop and die. They evolve from
their initial freedom to decay and finally to virtuosity.
They disappear before the new man, burdened with the
thought more complex and more difficult to express by
the old name. After being too much uvsed, their primi-
tive effect is lost. All possible tunes have been played on
the instrument. What possibility is there in that for the
new men, or what attraction? It would be different if
poetry, like acting and dancing, were one of the arts of
which no record can be kept, and which must be repeated
for each generation. The actor has not to feel the competi-
tion of the dead as the poet has. Personally I am of course
in favour of the complete destruction of all verse more
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than twenty years old. But that happy event will not, I
am afraid, take place until Plato’s desire has been realized
and a minor poet has become dictator. Meanwhile it is
necessary to realize that as poetry is immortal, it is dif-
ferentiated from those arts which must be repeated. I
want to call attention to this point—it is only those arts
whose expression is repeated every generation that have
an immutable technique. Those arts like poetry, whose
matter is immortal, must find a new technique each
generation. Each age must have its own special form of
expression, and any period that deliberately goes out of
it is an age of insincerity.

The latter stages in the decay of an art form are very
interesting and worth study because they are peculiarly
applicable to the state of poetry at the present day. They
resemble the latter stages in the decay of religion when
the spirit has gone and there is a meaningless reverence
for formalities and ritual. The carcass is dead, and all the
flies are upon it. Imitative poetry springs up like weeds,
and women whimper and whine of you and I alas, and
roses, roses all the way. It becomes the expression of
sentimentality rather than of virile thought.

The writers who would be able to use the old instru-
ment with the old masters refuse to do so, for they find
it inadequate. They know the entirely empirical nature
of the old rules and refuse to be cramped by them.

It is at these periods that a new art form is created;
after the decay of Elizabethan poetic drama came the
heroic couplet, after the decay of the couplet came the
new lyrical poetry that has lasted till now. It is inter-
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esting to notice that these changes do not come by a kind
of natural progress of which the artist himself is uncon-
scious. The new forms are deliberately introduced by
people who detest the old ones. Modern lyrical verse was
introduced by Wordsworth with no pretence of it being
a natural progress; he announced it in good set terms as
a new method.

The particular example which has most connection
with what I have to say is that of the Parnassian school
about 1885: itself beginning as a reaction from romanti-
cism, it has come rapidly to decay; its main principle of
an absolute perfection of thyme and form was in har-
mony with the natural school of the time. It was a logi-
cal form of verse, as distinct from asymbolical one. There
were prominent names in it, Monde, Prudhomme, etc.,
but they were not very fertile; they did not produce any-
thing of great importance; they confined themselves to
repeating the same sonnet time after time, their pupils
were lost in a state of sterile feebleness.

I wish you to notice that this was not the kind of un-
fortunate accident which has happened by chance to a
number of poets. This check to the Parnassian school
marked the death of a particular form of French poetry
which coincided with the birth and marvellous fertility
of anew form. With the definite arrival of this new form
of verse in 1880 came the appearance of a band of poets
perhaps unequalled at any one time in the history of
French poetry.

The new technique was first definitely stated by Kahn.
It consisted in a denial of a regular number of syllables
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as the basis of versification. The length of the line is
long and short, oscillating with the images used by the
poet; it follows the contours of his thoughts and is free
rather than regular; to use a rough analogy, it is clothes
made to order, rather than ready-made clothes. This is
a very bald statement of it, and I am not concerned here
so much with French poetry as with English. The kind
of verse I advocate is not the same as vers-libre, I merely
use the French as an example of the extraordinary
effect that an emancipation of verse can have on poetic
activity.

The ancients were perfectly aware of the fluidity of
the world and of its impermanence; there was the Greek
theory that the whole world was a flux. But while they
recognized it, they feared it and endeavoured to evade
it, to construct things of permanence which would stand
fast in this universal flux which frightened them. They
had the disease, the passion, forimmortality. They wished
to construct things which should be proud boasts that
they, men, were immortal. We see it in a thousand dif-
ferent forms. Materially in the pyramids, spiritually in
the dogmas of religion and in the hypostatized ideas of
Plato. Living in a dynamic world they wished to create
a static fixity where their souls might rest.

This I conceive to be the explanation of many of the
old ideas on poetry. They wish to embody in a few lines
a perfection of thought. Of the thousand and one ways
in which a thought might roughly be conveyed to a
hearer there was one way which was the perfect way,
which was destined to embody that thought to all eter-
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nity, hence the fixity of the form of poem and the ela-

borate rules of regular metre. It was to be an immortal
thing and the infinite pains taken to fit a thought into a
fixed and artificial form are necessary and understand-
able. Even the Greek name moinua seems to indicate the
thing created once and for all, they believed in absolute
duty as they believed in absolute truth. Hence they put
many things into verse which we now do not desire to,
such as history and philosophy. As the French philo-
sopher Guyau put it, the great poems of ancient times
resembled pyramids built for eternity where people loved
to inscribe their history in symbolic characters. They
believed they could realize an adjustment of idea and
words that nothing could destroy.

Now the whole trend of the modern' spirit is away
from that; philosophers no longer believe in absolute
truth. We no longer believe in perfection, either in verse
or in thought, we frankly acknowledge the relative. We
shall no longer strive to attain the absolutely perfect form
in poetry. Instead of these minute perfections of phrase
and words, the tendency will be rather towards the pro-
duction of a general effect; this of course takes away the
predominance of metre and a regular number of syl-
lables as the element of perfection in words. We are no
longer concerned that stanzas shall be shaped and polished
like gems, but rather that some vague mood shall be com-
municated. In all the arts, we seek for the maximum of
individual and personal expression, rather than for the
attainment of any absolute beauty.

The criticism is sure to be made, whatis this new spirit,
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which finds itself unable to expressitselfin the old metre?
Are the things that a poet wishes to say now in any way
different to the things that former poets say? I believe
that they are. The old poetry dealt essentially with big
things, the expression of epic subjects leads naturally to
the anatomical matter and regular verse. Action can best
be expressed in regular verse, e.g., the Ballad.

But the modern is the exact opposite of this, it no
longer deals with heroic action, it has become definitely
and finally introspective and deals with expression and
communication of momentary phasesin the poet’s mind.
It was well put by Mr. G. K. Chesterton in this way—
that where the old dealt with the Siege of Troy, the new
attempts to express the emotions of a boy fishing. The
opinion you often hear expressed, that perhaps a new
poet will arrive who will synthesize the whole modern
movement into a great epic, shows an entire misconcep-
tion of the tendency of modern verse. There is an ana-
logous change in painting, where the old endeavoured
to tell a story, the modern attempts to fix an impression.
We still perceive the mystery of things, but we perceive
it in entirely a different way—no longer directly in the
form of actign, but as an impression, for example
Whistler’s pictures. We can’t escape from the spirit of
our times. What has found expression in painting as
Impressionism will soon find expression in poetry as free
verse. The vision of a London street at midnight, with
its long rows of light, has produced several attempts at
reproduction in verse, and yet the war produced no-
thing worth mentioning, for Mr. Watson is a political
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orator rather than a poet. Speaking of personal matters,
the first time I ever felt the necessity or inevitableness of
verse, was in the desire to reproduce the peculiar quality
of feeling which is induced by the flat spaces and wide
horizons of the virgin prairie of western Canada.

You see that this is essentially different to the lyrical
impulse which has attained completion, and I think once
and for ever, in Tennyson, Shelley and Keats. To put
this modern conception of the poetic spirit, this tentative
and half-shy manner of looking at things, into regular
metre is like putting a child into armour.

Say the poet is moved by a certain landscape, he
selects from that certain images which, put into juxta-
position in separate lines, serve to suggest and to evoke
the state he feels. To this piling-up and juxtaposition of
distinct images in different lines, one can find a fanciful
analogy in music. A great revolution in music when,
for the melody that is one-dimensional music, was sub-
stituted harmony which moves in two. Two visual
images form what one may call a visual chord. They
unite to suggest an image which is different to both.

Starting then from this standpoint of extreme modern-
ism, what are the principal features of verse at the present
time? It is this: that it is read and not chanted. We may
set aside all theories that we read verse internally as mere
verbal quibbles. We have thus two distinct arts. The one
intended to be chanted, and the other intended to be read
in the study. I wish this to be remembered in the criti-
cisms that are made on me. I am not speaking of the
whole of poetry, but of this distinct new art which is
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gradually separating itself from the older one and becom-
ing independent.

I quite admit that poetry intended to be recited must
be written in regular metre, but I contend that this
method of recording impressions by visual images in
distinct lines does not require the old metric system.

The older art was originally a religious incantation:
it was made to express oracles and maxims in an impres-
sive manner, and rhyme and metre were used as aids to
the memory. But why, for this new poetry, should we
keep a mechanism which is only suited to the old?

The effect of rhythm, like that of music, is to produce a
kind of hypnotic state, during which suggestions of grief
or ecstasy are easily and powerfully effective, just as when
we are drunk all jokes seem funny. This is for the art of
chanting, but the procedure of the new visual art is just
the contrary. It depends for its effect not on a kind of
half sleep produced, but on arresting the attention, so
much so that the succession of visual images should
exhaust one.

Regular metre to this impressionist poetry is cramp-
ing, jangling, meaningless, and out of place. Into the deli-
cate pattern of images and colour it introduces the heavy,
crude pattern of rhetorical verse. It destroys the effect
just as a barrel organ does, when it intrudes into the
subtle interwoven harmonies of the modern symphony.
It is a delicate and difficult art, that of evoking an image,
of fitting the rhythm to the idea, and one is tempted to
fall back to the comforting and easy arms of the old,
regular metre, which takes away all the trouble for us.
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The criticism is sure to be made that when you have

abolished the regular syllabled line as the unit of poetry,
you have turned it into prose. Of course this is perfectly
true of a great quantity of modern verse. In fact, one of
- the great blessings of the abolition of regular metre would
be that it would at once expose all this sham poetry.

Poetry as an abstract thing is a very different matter,
and has its own life, quite apart from metre as a conven-
tion.

To test the question of whether it is possible to have
poetry written without a regular metre, I propose to
pick out one great difference between the two. I don’t
profess to give an infallible test that would enable any-
one to at once say: ‘This is, or is not, true poetry,” but
it will be sufficient for the purposes of this paper. It is
this: that there are, roughly speaking, two methods of
communication, a direct, and a conventional language.
The direct language is poetry, it is direct because it deals
in images. The indirect language is prose, because it uses
images that have died and become figures of speech.

The difference between the two is, roughly, this:
that while one arrests your mind all the time with a
picture, the other allows the mind to run along with the
least possible effort to a conclusion.

Prose is due to a faculty of the mind something re-
sembling reflex action in the body. IfI had to go through
a complicated mental process each time I laced my boots,
it would waste mental energy; instead of that, the mecha-
nism of the body is so arranged that one can do it almost
without thinking. It is an economy of effort. The same
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process takes place with the images used in prose. For
example, when I say that the hill was clad with trees, it
merely conveys the fact to me that it was covered. But
the first time that expression was used was by a poet,
and to him it was an image recalling to him the distinct
visual analogy ofa man clad in clothes; but the image has
died. One might say that images are born in poetry.
They are used in prose, and finally die a long, lingering
death in journalists’ English. Now this process is very
rapid, so that the poet must continually be creating new
images, and his sincerity may be measured by the num-
ber of his images.

Sometimes, in reading a poem, one is conscious of
gaps where the inspiration failed him, and he only used
metre of rhetoric. What happened was this: the image
failed him, and he fell back on a dead image, that is
prose, but kept an effect by using metre. That is my
objection to metre, that it enables people to write verse
with no poetic inspiration, and whose mind is not stored
with new images.

As an example of this, I will take the poem which now
has the largest circulation. Though consisting of only
four verses it is six feet long. It is posted outside the
Pavilion Musicthall. We instinctively shudder at these
clichés or tags of speech. The inner explanation is this:
it is not that they are old, but that being old they have
become dead, and so evoked no image. The man who
wrote them not being a poet, did not see anything
definitely himself, but imitated other poets’ images.

This new verse resembles sculpture rather than music;
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it appeals to the eye rather than to the ear. It has to mould
images, a kind of spiritual clay, into definite shapes. This
material, the 849 of Aristotle, is image and not sound. It
builds up a plastic image which it hands over to the
reader, whereas the old art endeavoured to influence
him physically by the hypnotic effect of rhythm.

One might sum it all up in this way: a shell is a very
suitable covering for the egg at a certain period of its
career, but very unsuitable at a later age. This seems to
me to represent fairly well the state of verse at the pre-
sent time. While the shell remains the same, the inside
character is entirely changed. It is not addled, as a pessi-
mist might say, but has become alive, it has changed
from the ancient art of chanting to the modern impres-
~ sionist, but the mechanism of verse has remained the
same. It can’t go on doing so. I will conclude, ladies and
gentlemen, by saying, the shell must be broken.
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Appendix IIT
NOTES ON LANGUAGE AND STYLE:

NOTES FOR A PREFACE

I believe that while the world cosmically cannot be
reduced to unity as science proclaims (in the postulate
of uniformity), yet on the contrary poetry can. At least
its methods follow certain easily defined routes. (Any
one can be taught how to use poetry.)

Real work, history and scientific researches, the acci-
dental, the excrescences, like digging, and necessary just
asdiggingis. Poetry the permanent humanity, the expres-
sion of man freed from his digging, digging for poetry

when it is over.

1 These notes were excluded from the Speculations edited by Herbert
Read ‘mainly for economic reasons, but also, I must confess, because at
the time of editing that volume their corporate value did not immediately
emerge from an extremely illegible script’. In July 1925 Mr. Read pub-
lished about half of them in The Criterion. In the present selection
nothing of importance has been omitted, and the order of Hulme’s manu-
script has been closely followed. (The notes are on loose sheets of paper,
partly sorted into folders.) A few slips in spelling have been corrected,
and contractions have been expanded, where these would be more tire-
some in print than they are in manuscript, but I have not tried to remove
occasional solecisms or to change notes into grammatical sentences. The
meaning is clear enough as it stands, and any alteration would involve a
distortion of the tone.—M.R.
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