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Editorial Note 
 
 
These essays and responses to Seán Rafferty’s work first appeared as an online 
symposium at “Intercapillary Space” in June 2008, and are re-issued here, with minor 
amendments, as an e-chapbook on February 5th, 2009, the centenary of Rafferty’s 
birth. 
 
The symposium took a rare and overdue look at a 20th Century British poet whose 
name and work, despite the efforts of some illustrious supporters and publishers, 
remain little known. After early magazine publications in the 1930s, and a small 
collection in 1973, Seán Rafferty's work didn't resurface till much later, with 
chapbooks and collections from Poetical Histories, Babel Verlag and Carcanet in the 
early 90s, shortly before and after his death. The work is currently kept in print by 
Etruscan Books, with two volumes: Poems and Poems, Revue Sketches and Fragments, 
corresponding roughly to a Collected and Uncollected. 
 
These contributions begin with an appraisal of Rafferty's writing life and impulses, 
continue with readings of individual poems, attempt a comparison between Rafferty 
and a couple of contemporaries, and conclude with a memoir by Rafferty's publisher, 
executor and friend, Nicholas Johnson. 
 
Page references throughout, except where otherwise stated, are to Seán Rafferty, 
Poems, Etruscan Books 1999, ed. Nicholas Johnson. 
 
 
Alistair Noon 
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Seán Rafferty's Echoes 
 

PETER RILEY 
 
 
Seán Rafferty had a very unusual career as a poet, and it is difficult to know exactly 
what poetry meant for him. It is obvious that he took himself seriously as a poet in 
the 1930s, when he was respected by his Scottish peers and considered a ‘modernist’, 
but perhaps not again for a long time. The only text to survive from this period, ‘The 
Return to Wittenberg’ (in Poems, Revue Sketches and Fragments) is crammed full of 
echoes of Eliot and Pound, in tone and stance as well as phrase. Then everything 
went underground.  
 
Rafferty might be the most echoic poet I’ve ever read. Perhaps this was what worried 
him, that he was writing as the sonic rebound of others. When we next have him he 
has largely eradicated those particular echoes, but the echoic sense is still strong; 
there is a sense of familiarity, you keep thinking ‘I’ve read that line before’ though 
you can’t usually identify a particular location. He emerges from the 1940s more as 
person than as poet: theatre entrepreneur, then innkeeper, both socially busy roles: 
one sees him at the heart of active and even bucolic company, and the poetry is taken 
casually, now and then, not trying too hard, not pushing forward. This retraction, if 
that is what it was, from the modernist urge, produced the kind of rhyme-led and 
prosodically obvious poem which must have seemed normal to most people at the 
time, though with various eccentricities in the phrasing and pointing which perhaps 
indicate a restlessness. The sense of familiarity derives, I think, from a renunciation 
of the elitist exceptionality of modernism, reinforced technically by his constant 
trafficking in stage lyrics. The presences which speak loudest from these poems are 
the extenuators of 19th Century lyric and pastoral modes: de la Mare, Binyon, 
Edward Thomas, Masefield, Sassoon and such-like – specifically or not, these spirits 
haunt a great deal of what he wrote in his second phase. Or sometimes something 
half way between them and Dylan Thomas, thus rather like Edith Sitwell. Yeats is a 
strong presence too, to emerge again at the end of his career, and maybe there is an 
occasional touch of French formal sophistication, but the Scottish accent emerges, as 
far as I can see, only in one short poem. This emphasis on the familiarity is not to say 
that these poems were failures, for indeed all those poets, “Georgian” or not, were 
capable of impressive performances, and were recognised as such, before the 
modernist Mafia shut the doors on most of them. What is notable is Rafferty’s refusal 
to mimic the successful alternative mode of his own generation, the cool decorative 
detachment of Auden and his followers, for even when most second-hand his poems 
are consistently passionate, the only exceptions to this being the revue sketches and 
stage songs, which fulfill the demands of the genre through varying amounts of 
facetiousness. 
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The inn-keeping, as I understand it, collapsed as a direct result of Rafferty’s own 
uncontrolled bonhomie and generosity, and we are left with an old man with no 
visible support, taken in and supported by the Ted Hughes establishment in 
Devonshire with the task of looking after the chickens. The end of the road, you 
might say. But here, I think, is where the whole enterprise came together. At least ten 
of the longer poems in section IX of Poems, identified by Nicholas Johnson as ‘his last 
cycle of writing’, seem to me to be Seán Rafferty’s real achievement.  
 
Nobody else could have written them, and few as they are they give a cumulative 
sense of a world which was peculiarly his. Had he lived longer this might have 
grown to a more extended theatre, but if you really get going only at the age of 82 I 
suppose you are fairly unlikely to leave behind ‘a substantial body of work’. Several 
of these poems are direct representation of Rafferty’s condition, but even in this short 
space he also worked in dramatic forms, the poem spoken by a vaguely mediaeval 
magician or travelling mountebank, or emerging half in half out of the voice of 
Sappho, or spoken by dispersed entities who may momentarily be Rafferty or not. 
The more passionate and purposeful the ‘I’ becomes the more it participates and 
shares itself.  
 
It is by the verse, which includes the echo, that these poems attain their freedom. It is 
as if all those decades of rhyming and all that stressed alliterative rhythm had gained 
for him an intuitive skill which could dispense with the effects. All the potential he 
always had as a poet is realised: the song measures are objectified into a realisation of 
the worth and pain of remembered song, openly declared, tying the soul to lost 
people. The theatricality of the revue sketches emerges transformed, without the 
satire of typicality, each poem a carefully managed scene, situation, story or aria, 
grounded now on the basic authentic particular: the old man alone in thought, and 
so projected that the poem is the only stage you can mount that on. There are still 
echoes, most of them more openly avowed as quotations or references, but in the 
closeness of the writing he now echoes himself from line to line– 
 

Take a song. 
Take a song for example a song 
sung in the summer shows 
was pounded 
by four bit bands 
to dust in provincial palais 
and was introduced to the West 
by a busker 
working the theatre queues 
 
Until one morning 
one autumn morning the milkman 
whistling its opening bars 
in his doorstep to doorstep medley 
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signalled a final rendition 
by a glacial crescendo of empties. 

[p.142] 
 
How the verse urges the poem forwards, repeating word or phrase until it yields the 
next. He’d always had a rather endearing habit of repeating a phrase to get the next 
part of the poem going, but this is more than that, here he’s chanting his own words, 
stuttering is own syllables, short-term echoes off a nearby wall of silence that impel 
him forwards. The first cluster of sibilants cancelled by an opposing cluster of 
plosives and then it all evens out and spreads as the poem moves away from the 
stage into the street. These are song techniques, and song is precisely what it is all 
about now, how song hooks itself on memory and fashions a narrative, until it too 
passes away, is relinquished into the open landscape of birth and death, milk and ice.  
 
That urging forward, that self echoing, is the sign of the request of these final poems: 
‘one day more’. The whole set or cycle is this plea for one more day, this spring 
which ‘may be the last’ as if a new gift has been discovered which must be exercised 
in the short time remaining and in this quiet urgency the self is opened up to all its 
ghosts: ‘But an old man can summon shadows to his side or they may come 
unbidden’ [p.137]. [This is presented as a quotation, but is untraceable.] It is like 
someone suddenly seeing a distance and a spread of light in what seemed to be a 
closed space, which is the story emerging out of stasis. Nowhere is this more so than 
in the occasional reminiscences of lost persons, such as ‘Helen at Kleinfeldt’s’, where 
the same echo-ridden technique is that of her own distant voice– 
 

I laid my hand 
over her outspread hand. 
(She wore no rings.) 
If they, she said, if they 
pushed a piano 
pushed a concert grand 
an Erard pushed before me 
I could play.  

[p.144] 
 
The insistent repeating is also of course a hesitation, a struggling to remember, an 
unwillingness to remember and be hurt (‘And she, the girl you spoke of? She died 
young’), an unbelief. This episode is a period piece, it is almost painted (‘her Manet 
barmaid’s hairdo’ ... ‘A boy’s straw boater...’) – the echo is also visual. Urging himself 
into the memory, the poet watches it fade away with an echo from another poem of 
his (‘Some song, that summer, whistled in the street’) ending of course where the 
walls close, and the rest is silence, echoed from Shakespeare.  
 
‘Thrush’ which ends the group, the song of the old man baby-sitting a young child, is 
perhaps the most moving of these directly staged performances, rehearsing again but 
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in a different story that same birth and death of song as the resolution of the ache of 
distance. But we shouldn’t forget the fictive theatre of a poem like the first, 
‘Salathiel’s Song’, and the truly professional flare particularly evident at the ending, 
where the lost and forgotten figure of the story suddenly emerges (dark and silent 
but connected) as the ‘feminine’ resolution of a tight chant of vowels and consonants, 
adjectives and nouns, hypnotic monosyllables breaking into a new tune that scoops 
up the entire image cluster– 
 

Dark elm 
far owl 
faint star 
my mother. 
 
My mother dark as the night. 

[p.119] 
 
Seán Rafferty looked after Ted Hughes’s chickens*. You don’t have to believe some 
poet is a cultural pandemic virus, the revolution of perception, in order to admire a 
bunch of uniquely achieved poems for what they are. Rafferty obviously did far less 
than Hughes, but he never committed Crow.  
 
 
*(In fact Rafferty did not look after Ted Hughes’s chickens, that was a misunderstanding of mine. The 
chickens belonged to the Morpurgo family, and I believe he was perfectly happy to tend them.) 
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Reading Seán Rafferty for the first time... 
 

KELVIN CORCORAN 
 
 
Reading Seán Rafferty for the first time I was subject to considerable excitement. This 
was PEACOCKS. FULL STOP, a Poetical Histories publication from Peter Riley. 
What got me was the opening lyric, immediate, parochial, mythopoeic – and it is 
unlimited in all these surprising qualities. It is a near perfect poem. Rafferty does 
what Adam the clown implores the big creator to do: stop before you spoil it. 
 
Such thoughtful resistance to human intrusion onto the scene is immensely 
attractive. Of course, paradoxically it is only possible because of the human artifice of 
the poem itself. I think it should be read on a daily basis to the variously boring and 
murderous religious fantasists whose every word receives witless sanction by the 
state. Listen, you’re not that important, and ‘I doan like it.’ 
 
That the voice of the poem is assured with this supposedly profound material is 
another triumph. You can see what you hear in the syntax, rhythm and capitalisation 
of the first stanza. The artistry hides itself, makes no fuss and claims no dominion – 
unlike that foisted upon wobble bag Adam by the Voice. 
 
An enlightened view of the development of modern poetry would elevate Rafferty. 
In the interview with Nicholas Johnson in the Carcanet Collected Poems , he rejects 
the notion of being a Scottish, English or Irish poet, so we don’t need to nationalise 
what poetic tradition I might mean by this. It is also here that he claims a fondness 
for vegetables because you can eat them and they don’t talk to you. He belongs slap-
bang in the middle of that tradition which is the genius of scepticism, the common 
tongue and inspiration. 
 

Peacocks was really great. 
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‘I would be Adam...’ 
 

SEÁN RAFFERTY 
 
 
I would be Adam 
leafless in the garden 
with all my ribs about me 
one day more. 
For one more day 
the Voice be off the air 
a Heavenly silence 
in which I find my feet 
and flex my fingers 
to grasp the Situation. 
 
I doan like it. 
 
To be creation's clown 
a six day wonder 
a ten toed bi-ped 
with this bag of pebbles 
that wobble when I walk. 
 
He should have held his breath. 
Five days was plenty. 
Earth, sea, beasts, fowl, then feet up. 
 
Make feathers fly and finish. 
 
Peacocks. 
Full stop. 
 
Peacocks was really great. 
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The Heron Rising: 
A moment of affirmation in Seán Rafferty's poetry 

 
CATHERINE HALES 

 
 

'Thrush' is something of an anomaly among Seán Rafferty's poems, offering a sense 
of affirmation and hope which contrasts with the resignation in much of his other 
work. This resignation can be seen especially in the poems '1945' and '1959', which 
deal with the aftermath of bombing in London and with the post-war ruins of 
civilisation. 'Thrush' is one of the few poems that abandon regular rhyme, and 
engages directly and intimately with its subject, largely (apparently) dropping the 
medium of artifice in the form of myth and allusion. 
 
The situation of the poem is simply this: the eighty-year-old poet is babysitting Louis, 
the child of Nicholas Johnson (whose Etruscan Books brought out the more or less 
definitive edition of Rafferty's poems in 1999), and meditates on the ends and 
beginnings of life's journeys. 
 
The old man and the infant boy are "[a]n odd couple", "alone in the house together". 
The child is asleep, while the man, in a personal interpolation which departs from the 
largely observational, scene-setting mode, is "afeard": that the child might be 
wakened by the dogs in the yard or the rooks in the (distant) spinney. This is a fear 
that is "nigh on fifty years old / from a winter after a war," recalling a child who 
"would not be comforted." Even when a "jet flies low overhead" the child "does not 
waken", but "slowly, serenely / he turns his head to his minder"; whereupon the poet, 
moving into interpretation mode, notes that this movement is made not for the child 
"to be reassured / but rather to reassure him." It is a meeting of two people, 
 

transmigrant 
each with a journey before him 
whereto neither can know. 

[p.147] 
 

At this point the poem switches from the more descriptive and distant third person 
to the more intimate first and second person: it's just you and me, the old man 
speaking to the sleeping child, but really of course to himself as the child is asleep 
and in any case too young to be able to conduct a conversation. 
 
The bird imagery, too, comes in closer. From the rooks in their spinney at some 
distance, it moves in to the more domestic sparrows and (likewise transmigrant) 
swallows, as well as quails and corncrakes (this is a bird poem after all). And the jet 
aircraft flying low overhead could symbolise modern materialism and technology 
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and the concomitant loss of the innocence (in Blakean terms) of the natural state, in 
contrast to the innocence of the sleeping child. 
 
The abandonment of artifice is itself briefly abandoned with a reference to Orcus, in 
Roman mythology the name given to the evil, punishing side of the god of the 
underworld, the origins of which "may have lain in Etruscan religion" (1). There is 
also a reference to Renaissance art, comparing the sleeping child, "the bambino", with 
the child in images of "a quattrocento Madonna", with the implications of rebirth and 
salvation prefiguring the affirmation that ends the poem. 
 
Then the poem comes back "down to earth again", to the child, the "blond and 
barefooted beginner". The poet, explicitly addressing himself, asks 
 

                                    (...) What can I 
what can I give to a child 
in farewell? Softly, speak softly. 
In farewell to a child who is sleeping 
give? 

 
It might have been feasible to end the poem with that single-word line "give?", a 
rhetorical question with no answer hinted at in the poem, thus a note of some 
desperation; so Rafferty goes on to answer it (albeit with another question): 
 

What can I give but a dream? 
 
Not the baroque life-as-dream but a dream that "is no dream when you waken / into 
the morning you dreamed of;" – dream-as-life, perhaps, or dream that is part of the 
artifice that is all we've got. 
 
The poet now switches from identification with the sparrow to the thrush, 
specifically the song-thrush, which could also be an echo of the golden bird singing 
on its golden bough in Yeats' 'Byzantium'. The thrush's song is the landscape and 
will lead the child to where "a heron will rise from the shallows / spreading great 
wings heavy with acclamation" (bringing to mind the wingbeats of the swan in Yeats' 
'Leda and the Swan'). Then the thrush, the old poet no longer needed, "will end his 
song." The heron does not make an accidental appearance: in Greek mythology it 
was a favourable augury, and in the medieval bestiary it "signifies those who fear the 
disorder of the world, and to avoid its storms fly high above it in spirit." (2) This is 
indeed a moment of affirmation, of acknowledgement that there can be a future that 
is not one of catastrophe, and is a significant break from Rafferty's other poetry. It is 
this sense of affirmation, of hope for some kind of future, that makes this poem an 
anomaly. 
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Otherwise and elsewhere, Rafferty's world seems to be a creation abandoned by its 
creator-god, in the ruins of which only artifice, specifically poetry as dream and the 
ritual of dance (c.f. Eliot's 'Four Quartets'), is capable of holding things together, 
where 
 

nothing is that is not made 
made to stand, transparent, fine, 
like the glass that holds the wine. 

['Poets you may read it in', p.171] 
 
Allusions to the Greeks reinforce this. In 'An old man a poor man', Homer is referred 
to as "the father of us all" – all of us poets that is. Rafferty's world is not devoid of wit 
and humour: his take on the story of Leda and the swan seems to be sending up the 
sententiousness of Yeats' poem, with the girl standing in the doorway with an 
outsize egg, muddy jeans and a "keepsake feather", saying "'look what I've got'", to 
which the poet replies 
 

O lady, lady 
there are only two ways about it: 
either you cook a fabulous omelet 
or you've laid yourself in for 
an epic load of trouble.  

['Leda Poem', p.128] 
 
Yeats, as Harold Bloom has pointed out, was influenced by Blake before he switched 
allegiance to Shelley. Blake, and through him Milton's 'Paradise Lost' and the whole 
Christian creation myth, are alluded to in 'I would be Adam', where the poet reflects 
that God should have finished creating before creating Adam "[t]o be creation's 
clown". He should have finished with the fine flourish of peacocks: "Peacocks was 
really great." Although, indeed, "not to be born is best." ('Not to be, not to be born is 
best'). 
 
Such resignation is most clearly seen in the apocalyptic vision presented in the pair 
of longer poems '1945' and '1959'. Here the poet wanders through the streets (like 
Blake with his "As I wander through each charter'd street") of the bombed city of 
London, a version of Dante's Purgatory and Hell. Rafferty’s guide is not Virgil, but 
"Ironfoot Jack", a figure vaguely recalling perhaps Yeats' Crazy Jane. He meets an 
"ancient mourner" (echoing Coleridge's Ancient Mariner). Music is trivialised and 
no-one will listen. The Sally Army band is playing to no-one on the corner, for God 
has abandoned his creation: the church of St. Anne's in Soho has been destroyed by 
bombing (a motif that recurs in Rafferty's poems); and 
 

                           (...) The streets are full of noises 
hallalis halleluias sackbuts psalteries tim 
brels trumpets artillery: He has chastened the righteous 
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and utterly flattened the wicked. Praise Him. 
['1945', p. 71] 

 
Ironfoot Jack, "a man past middle age with an iron brace on his left leg", perhaps the 
immobilised poet himself, stands on a street corner "under a stopped clock", an 
image which recalls the great theme of Time in Eliot's 'Four Quartets' (also, of course, 
Rupert Brooke's clock at Grantchester). 
 
In '1959' Rafferty revisits this cityscape, knowing that he should "[n]ever go back", 
remembering the young who "lived here and now; these young are dead or old." It is 
a dissolute world, a ruined world, an embodiment of Eliot's Waste Land (Eliot is 
name-checked) after "a war the surrealists won." This is Seán Rafferty at his darkest, 
Rafferty who was remembered by his friends for his Mauberleyesque antics at 
Edinburgh University in the 1920s, Rafferty the Modernist in the wind shadow of 
Pound, Eliot and Yeats, with echoes of Homer, Dante, Coleridge and Blake and 
maybe others. But in the end, he was after all able to see hope and affirmation in the 
figure of the young Louis Johnson. 
 
 
(1) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orcus_%28mythology%29 
(2) http://bestiary.ca/beasts/beast540.htm 
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Barefoot Ballads 
 

EDMUND HARDY 
 
 
The movement of sense in Rafferty's poetry is shaken out at us in two signatures: the 
slight grammatical jump and the repetition of a half-phrase. Earlier jumps – often 
commas disappearing – gave the impression of a poem having already established 
itself as a song, "worn like a wish", transcribed or scribbled out in haste. Later jumps 
register one spirit or sentence pushing through another, the most dramatic of these 
being the move into italics half-way through '1959', daily life interrupting so 
forcefully that the change is from body to shadow, both of these dissolvable, 
however, in language – which, in Rafferty's poetry, becomes time refreshed, if sung. 
The repetitions are more varied: some seem to register the passing of writing days, 
leaving off, picking up, while others slide one voice out of the way to reveal another. 
Various choral repetitions point up Rafferty's characteristic antistrophic framework. 
What emerges is a barefoot wander art, walking's repetition and jump. 
 
This is an optative poetry, multiplying its hopes: life goes out on careless, barefoot 
roads, and at one point these lead back to retrace themselves. An old man called Alf 
at the bar with his tales and names, a map; Oedipus as a beggar, blind and banished 
(Rafferty translates a line from the chorus of Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, "Not to 
be, not to be born is best", more old men); border thieves half-risen to build a shelter 
in the land that they crossed, the sites where they murdered and robbed, the ballads 
which re-member them. . . The place returned to is an intertwining of memory and 
song, a kind of sustenance; sometimes, though, it has ruined and dried into nothing 
(at the heart of the yew or in an airless attic) and this is terror or at least deleterious 
over-extension. The antistrophe: by going on, you trace back, doubling your turns 
and conversions. 
 

The mower late in graveyard grass 
sharpened his scythe to cut for me 
green roads my barefoot summers pass 
like Israel's children through the sea 
 
a meadow's hay; where mowers lie 
in hawthorn shade, to brim and bring 
their pitcher from the conduit, I 
the barefoot servant haycock king. 
 
What is this road that I retrace 
why should this water that I spill 
rechristen me? He set my face 
for home does home lie further still. 
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Some sabbath sung predestined place 
Sharon Siloam under Sion's hill. 

[p. 60] 
 
The first stanza break is a path through the sea, and away from this leading allegory 
(but not its promise) and back to the grass. The second, following a stanza pulled 
back by a semi-colon and then un-aligned by an "I" (a stook; a conduit), is a turning 
round: now questions collide in a re-mapping of the pathways, the image of a life as 
an accretion of chosen roads passes through the cybernetics of baptism, from conduit 
to Siloam's pool, so that spilt water shines in the delta of green paths while it also 
disperses, sap on the scythe; green and shade. 
 
The stream of language flexes and splits into bright loops, writing the poem, as it 
does in one of the Celia sonnets by David Murray (1567-1629) – from a period of 
Scottish poetry which, with a high degree of alliteration and echoes from other 
poems, seems close to Rafferty – a poem in which the "christal brooke" turns from its 
duty to the sea back to encircle the beloved, to reflect, multiply and sing her: "In 
thousand strange meanders made returne". It's a surfeit which scores a pattern, still 
there in a different sonnet – the centre hollow, the beloved not to be seen, so that, on 
return, winged reflections, now dark, re-enter the eye's cabins, "Shadowing my face 
with sable cloudes of griefe". The criss-crossed meanders of these poems create a 
fortuitous space, time run back through time, but fluctuating like the midsummer 
fire Rafferty likes to invoke – revealing treasures or some "hartstongue home". 
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Implements in New Places: 
Rafferty, Graham and Bunting 

 
ALISTAIR NOON 

 
 
The front cover of the Etruscan Books edition of Seán Rafferty's Poems shows a black 
and white photograph of a kitchen rail holding a series of tools, not all of them 
culinary: a piece of string, a pair of scissors, a ladle, an indeterminate object, a 
griddle, a trowel, an old twist-and-turn type corkscrew, a pair of secateurs, a dustpan 
brush, a potato masher, and above them some hooks. It's an aptly chosen picture. 
Seán Rafferty's poetry is sharply drawn and makes no fuss about itself. Some of it 
looks at first sight as though it's in the wrong place – is it permissible for a twentieth-
century poet to use the word "abyss", for example? The poems contain a few things 
you'd expect and a few things you wouldn't. They feel practical too. Not so much 
"Implements in Their Places", as W.S. Graham's final collection was titled, as 
Implements in New Places. 
 
There are ten tools on that rail, which I'll take as standing for the ten sections of 
Poems (1). Short lyrics on maturity and mortality begin the collection, and lead on to 
elegies to Rafferty's first wife. A kind of generational change is enacted in the third 
section: a parent addresses a child, in poems touching on childhood, growth and 
adolescence. Section IV returns in part to elegy, but elegy of a very different kind, a 
variation on the international genre of the drinking poem, namely the landlord poem 
(Rafferty and his second wife ran a pub in Devon for many years). Among the 
customers, the dead are given epitaphs and the living are satirized. The fifth section 
gets out of the pub and onto the land, into fields and farmyards, with poems such as 
'The mower late in graveyard grass' (see Edmund Hardy's contribution to this 
symposium). 
 
The shift to VI, at the mid-point of the book, represents a break both thematically and 
formally: two longer poems deal firstly with the end of the Second World War, and 
then look back from the late 1950s to the pre-war era. Section VII retunes again, this 
time to ballads and Rafferty's music hall songs. And VIII veers off in yet another 
direction: a longer narrative poem, a kind of erotically charged burlesque fairy tale. 
The theme of the supernatural carries over into Section IX, which counts perhaps as 
High Rafferty, including such poems as 'I would be Adam…' (see p.10 of this edition, 
and Kelvin Corcoran's response) and 'Salathiel's Song', mostly free verse now. Here 
and in the final section, the themes of mortality and of age's relation to youth return. 
That final section is made up mostly of shorter poems – sometimes wholly or 
partially meta-poems – which act as a sequence of codas. 
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Peter Riley mentions elsewhere in this symposium the "echoic" nature of Rafferty's 
poetry, including Pound's influence in 'The Return to Wittenberg', which formally 
and tonally clearly emulates 'Hugh Selwyn Mauberly' (as Sorley MacLean also recalls 
on the sleeve of Poems). Eliot says hello more than once, both loudly and in a 
whisper, in '1945'. The combination of clear-cut imagery with metre and rhyme 
reverberates with Yeats, and a detailed comparative study might well back up an 
intuitive sense that Yeats is the source or resource for many a theme, motif, tactic or 
phrasing in Rafferty. Though by no means always – I can't imagine the Yeats who 
put the High into High Modernism stooping to the drunken homeward rant of Seán 
Rafferty's 'The night's as dark as a sack', which ends 'Get up you son of a bitch. ' 
 
But I'd like to listen in less to "echoes" here than to the sound made by Rafferty and 
two other members present at the general meeting of twentieth-century British 
poetry, namely Basil Bunting and W.S. Graham. The work of each is different and 
distinctive, and my attempt to work out connections between them derives as much 
simply from my liking for their poetry as from their common background as British 
poets fishing by night, by obstinate isles, in the wakes of the Ezra, the Thomas 
Stearns and the William Butler. Plenty of other people I haven’t read enough of 
might fit in here too. Still, I hope the sum of the comparisons at least supports a view 
that Rafferty's best work can be put on the same kitchen rail as Graham and Bunting, 
and that points of commonality are there to be found. 
 
Let's get the biographical stuff out of the way first. Rafferty (1909 – 1993) and 
Graham (1918 – 1986) were both Scots who relocated to the English West Country 
(Devon and Cornwall respectively), after stints in London. Bunting (1900 – 1985) was 
also a peripheral Brit, who'd lived in literary London a decade or more earlier than 
Graham and Rafferty, went abroad, and then resumed residence in Northumbria. All 
three – in different ways – were refusers or losers in the literary game of their time. 
This is most extreme in Rafferty: Graham had Faber as his publisher, even if it didn't 
help him much in terms of critical reception, and Bunting kept in touch with the 
Modernist Greats, which, in terms of a secure publishing career, also didn't help him 
much. Rafferty pulled pints. He spent decades writing but not seeking publication, 
and the attention that began to be paid to him a few years before his death makes 
Bunting's post-'Briggflatts' renaissance at the age of 65 look like early recognition. 
Nor did any of them go in overly much for published poetics and criticism: Bunting 
gave lectures and made a few statements, Graham wrote letters, and Rafferty's extant 
critical prose consists of a single essay on Blake. 
 
The backgrounds and experience are also reflected in a similar balance of the rural 
and the urban in their work: predominantly country-based with a few trips into 
town. Rafferty works through his London period in Section VI of Poems, but besides 
this is largely Devonian. Bunting's 'Briggflatts' is mostly out in hedgerows, with 
urban and historical excurses. Graham walks round the Cornish coast, and even 
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when he thinks his way back into his Clydeside shipbuilding youth, he can't seem to 
get out to the Greenock hills quick enough. 
 
A further point of biographically derived comparison – but also contrast – between 
these poets are their elegies. In Rafferty's elegies to his first wife the voice is intimate 
but impersonal, with few biographical specifics. In the following poem, this leads to 
a double whammy, a shaping of personal feeling combined with a debunking of 
poetic tradition: 
 

Many a man that sang of love 
as though his love stands there 
or lies unlatched and listens 
for his footstep on the stair. 
But sat beside a dying fire 
unwilling and afraid 
that he might climb to find a ghost 
cold in his sheeted bed. 

[p.26] 
 
Graham was one to name names, with elegies named for the St Ives artists he hung 
out with as well as the elegy-like dream poem to his father, 'To Alexander Graham'. 
Bunting's elegies were few and fell outside the canon he screwed together for 
himself, but I'd venture that 'Briggflatts', in its drawing together of the strands of an 
entire life, isn't just an autobiography as its author described it, but also has a non-
narcissistic auto-elegiac aspect to it. I think it's a mark of the intensity of the work of 
these three poets that elegy or the elegiac were things which they could do 
successfully – the form taps into intense personal experience and emotion, and 
makes use of generalizable specificities. 
 
It's not a huge step from the elegy to another form centred on an individual who is 
not tagged up as being The Poet, namely the dramatic monologue. The points of 
comparison here are: Rafferty's 'The Reid Laird Speaks Out', sections of poems such 
as '1959', most copiously and humorously the music hall songs, and most strongly a 
poem that might be the opening track on a Rafferty Best Of, 'Salathiel's Song'; 
Bunting's Japanese bureaucrat-turned-hermit, 'Chomei at Toyama' (a translation and 
condensing), and 'The Complaint of the Morpethshire Farmer'; and Graham's arctic 
explorer in 'Malcolm Mooney's Land', or the flute teacher in 'Johann Joachim 
Quantz's Five Lessons'. 
 
Dramatic monologue invites the poet to go beyond the short lyric – having 
established a character, it's a shame to ditch them after ten lines. More generally, 
there's a push in all three poets to aim for something between what we now know as 
the max-40-line lyric of the poetry competition on the one hand, and the Massive 
Modernist Epic on the other. The comparison is strongest here between Bunting and 
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Graham, both with several mid-length poems built around sections. Rafferty isn't 
much of a section man in terms of individual poems, but I think his strongly thematic 
grouping of the lyrics shows a mind working in a similar, if less ambitious way. The 
sections of Poems, to varying degrees, do amount to more than the sum of their parts. 
 
Running parallel to this is the titling practice of Rafferty and Bunting, both of whom 
left most of their shorter poems title-less; Bunting gives them a number, Rafferty not 
even that. The practice can seem pretentious – the poets are playing off the classical 
model of Horace et al.. But it does convey an extra sense of objectivity and, given the 
right content, a kind of humility, allowing short lyrics to accrue more meaning from 
the poems around them, rather than be fixed under a title. The clarity and straight-
forwardness of many a Rafferty poem just doesn't need the hand on the helm that a 
title gives. 
 
The biggest divergence between these three poets is apparent on the micro-level. 
Bunting and Graham take English and hammer a new tool out of it: 
 

I heard the telephone ringing deep 
Down in a blue crevasse 

[Graham, 'Malcolm Mooney's Land'] 
 

(…) Elegant hope, fever of tune, 
new now, next, in the fall, to be dust. 

[Bunting, Uncollected Ode 11] 
 
In the Graham quotation, the line break and initial capitalization enable multiple 
readings: not just the telephone ringing deep down in the crevasse, but also the 
telephone ringing deep, and the self trapped in ice. 'Uncollected Ode 11' takes 
Buntingism to its extreme: the line is near-gutted of prepositions, articles and 
adjectives, even verbs. The intensity of form is on the level of syntax. Here comes 
Rafferty though: 
 

Old men and their mythologies. I speak now 
of Alfred Woodroll once was my one customer 

[p.48] 
 
Rafferty's characteristic feature here is the elision of a relative pronoun, the missing 
"who" in the second line. Both this and the habit of repeating lines and half-lines (see 
Peter Riley's contribution to this symposium) are not syntactic innovations on a par 
with Bunting's or Graham's, though they are distinctive and do enough for the region 
of the brain that deals with poetic style. 
 
If Rafferty had lived in the age of digital flytings, and been the kind of poet to get 
involved in them, he and Bunting might have got into a blog war about the 
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pentameter (2). In Bunting polemics, Chaucer's line was more or less a cheap foreign 
import which saturated the market and pushed out the actual prosody of English (an 
idea which, in its nativism and essentialism, oddly and paradoxically aligns Bunting 
in one way with the Movement and their emphasis on a specifically English tradition 
– I guess it all depends on how far you want to go back to construct your idea of 
national literary identity). 
 
Rafferty's work, by contrast is permeated by the iamb, though more often in a 
slightly loosened up trimeter or tetrameter than in a fixed pentameter. Roughly 
three-quarters of the poems in Poems are rhymed (the statistic is very approximate as 
poems frequently make partial use of rhyme, half-rhymes, assonances etc.). The 
Modernist poetic in Rafferty is less in the use or non-use of rhyme and metre, more in 
the openness to flexibility; not in the breaking of the pentameter, but in the placing of 
a few well-aimed cracks in the wood. The Imagist injunctive to 'compose according 
to the musical phrase, not the metronome' is differently implied in Rafferty's work: 
have at least the beat of the metronome in mind, but compromise whenever 
necessary to create the musical phrase. It's Pound's brief return to rhyme and quasi-
metre in 'Hugh Selwyn Mauberly' that Rafferty works through in 'The Return to 
Wittenberg'. 
 
The Rafferty poems I think of as being most Raffertyesque are the ones that catch a 
lyric feeling – 
 

Who call this late their last goodnight? 
their roads are dark, how far their bed? 
Listen. Beyond our blindfold sight 
are they the living we the dead. 
Who call this late their last goodnight? 

[p.64, all punctuation sic] 
 
– or character: the bar-propping hunt fan Alfred Woodroll, for example. What's also 
characteristic is the willingness to employ the vocabulary of some Romantic poetry: 
 

To translate silence as the braving bird 
makes visible the storm, to chart 
the alp and abyss by the level word. 

[Poems, Revue Sketches and Fragments, p.24] 
 
"Abyss" is charged up here by its phonic echoing and semantic counterpointing of 
"alp", in effect reliteralizing the word. And tied into this is Rafferty's readiness to 
really go for it with the big abstract nouns and rhetorical questions of 
 

What has despair to give 
or what can pride receive? 

[Poems, Revue Sketches and Fragments, p.29] 
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The final poem of Poems states the poetics: 
 

Poets you may read it in 
William Yeats or Hölderlin: 
care for language, learn your trade 
nothing is that is not made 
made to stand, transparent, fine, 
like the glass that holds the wine. 

[p.171] 
 
The third line might be a commonplace of life advice for poets, but the interplay of 
the last three lines importantly reflects on where the whole project is going. They 
restate in an individual and concrete way that artifice is method, not result. That 
"like" has two layers to it, the second ironic: yes, the poem is like the glass that holds 
the wine, but it isn't the wine itself. The poem is a structure for something else. In 
Rafferty, often, the something else is consolation in the face of death, one's own and 
that of others. There's no need to get metaphysical here, simply to note that a 
connection to the real world in some way is implied. Not – and this is the big 
ambition – poetry as a notional end in itself, nor delusions of grandeur and an 
attempt to recover the poet's role at the side of the king, but a personal, direct use 
and pleasure for collections of organs, cells and proteins. 
 
The concerns are different: Bunting's with shaping the language, Graham's for 
struggling with it, and Rafferty's for more or less just getting on and doing it. But if 
the processes, perhaps the respective heights vary, these three seem to me to be part 
of the same mountain range. There they are, you will have to go a long way round if 
you want to avoid them. 
 
 
(1) For the origin and development of this sequencing, largely Rafferty's own work but continued after 
his death by Nicholas Johnson and Rafferty's daughter Christian Coupe, see Nicholas Johnson's 
Afterword to Poems. 
(2) The two met in 1982. I don't know whether they exchanged thoughts on poetics. I'm unaware of 
any contact with or even knowledge of Graham on Rafferty's part. 
 
 
I'm grateful to Nicholas Johnson for information on Rafferty's literary contacts, and to Daniel 
Andersson and Edmund Hardy for critical comments on this piece. 
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I Peck Encyclopaedias 
 

NICHOLAS JOHNSON 
 
 
The cover of Seán Rafferty's 16 Poems was by Murray Grimsdale, showing a heavily 
armoured horse soldier, musket over his shoulder. After Durer's 'Knight, Death and 
the Devil’, the black and white gravure effect attracted me, a boy who loved 
mediaeval armour but was less keen when the knights carried muskets. Halberds 
and maces yes. This knight looked plague ridden but carried a mace. 
 
The booklet was near the window on the floor in our Devonshire sitting room, 
surrounded by vandalised cushions, spent gunshells gleaned from the black woods 
behind the Eggesford hunt kennels, lint smelling art books that had lost their jackets, 
sometimes their bindings, and we four children. I knew the poems were written by 
the man who ran the pub I sometimes got taken into for a meal : I was nine or ten 
and the days of the pub were drawing to a close for Seán and Peggy Rafferty. The 
Raffertys had run the pub leased from Watneys since 1948, run on a generator and 
fine clarets bought at Wickhams, Bideford. 
 
16 Poems, Rafferty's first collection, came out in 1973. Seán was 64. The pub The Duke 
of York at Iddesleigh overlooking the north side of Dartmoor was seven miles from 
home. Last Friday my son Reuben and I were taken to the pub for supper by friends. 
The montages of photographs taken by diverse photographers, including a 1911 Club 
Day parade restored and enlarged by James Ravilious, are still there : the caramel 
and woodbine ceiling the Grays Inn Road clock and large fireplace are unchanged. 
There are photographs of Seán and Peggy by Houston Rogers from 1958, published 
in The Daily Sketch, a later photo of Seán's daughter Christian, and of people who 
populated some of his poems, like Fred Hockings who lived on pasties biscuits and 
tea - who thatched our house in 1977. At about 9 o'clock Tom Simmons came in. He is 
over 90, and has lived all his life in the village. We talked a little of Seán and Peggy, 
of his only child Christian who made a rare visit two years ago. He remembered the 
Raffertys taking the pub over from the previous owners 60 years ago. 
 
Nearly 15 years after Seán died there is a continuum: now I live four miles from him. 
Walking along the Okement I can reach the fields that lead up to his final home, 
Burrow. 
 
In the summer of 1984 I spent a couple of summer afternoons with Ross, the 
daughter in the family who gave the Raffertys their home at Burrow. She was a 
teenager and liked Seán. We talked about him. But I can't remember what she said, 
except that he told her he liked Yeats' poetry. (Years later I had a letter from a book 
dealer who'd bought two beer-ringed volumes of Yeats' letters from Seán in the pub 
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who later received a photostat of his poems from him, a plea to find a publisher for 
his poems.) 
 
In 1987 my first book of poems, The Telling of the Drowning, was privately published. I 
selected 17 poems, which I chose as a safe bet between Seán's 16 and Dylan Thomas' 
debut 18. My book's dark Bodoni font and space each side of the : evoked the 
typography of the Grosseteste edition. That September I sent Seán the book. I'd not 
had the confidence to write to him before. He wrote back. It was, he said, the last 
vanity of the old, to be acceptable to the young. One poem 'Forges / High Tide' 
evoked the lyric of his poem 'You grow like a beanstalk'. 
 
I was going to be home in Devon for Christmas; and I wrote again asking if we could 
meet. He replied declining but said if I wanted to, write to him from the country I 
was going to stay in : New Caledonia. 
 
Twenty years ago. And throughout that year; from the aeroplane to San Francisco, 
from Tahiti, New Caledonia, my father's house in Armidale New South Wales, from 
the Annandale Road in Sydney which intrigued the Scottish remembrancer, New 
York and finally from the address he loved copying out, Holy Cross Abbey, 
Berryville Virginia, c/o Brother Benedict. He replied to each letter by aerogramme. To 
Holy Cross he sent his Codex, an A4 buff envelope, two photographs, an annotated 
P.N. Review that contained a wider selection of his poems [1982] and old stapled 
foolscap typescripts of 'The First Fabliau' and '1945', '1959'. The poems published in 
PNR were annotated for the odd Scottish word and phrase, and for reference 
occasionally to other writers' poems, 'Felix Randall' by Hopkins was one instance. 
 
The aerogramme suited Rafferty's temperament. His letters could build up along the 
page and accentuate the mood on the flap overleaf and he could say a man had no 
time to stay because the page was running out. His letters were similar to his poems. 
His letters contained the language and form of address he used in the poems. Words 
began upper cased, accentuated and emphasised; like a prose poem. Later he told me 
that he sometimes copied out the letter before committing it to the aerogramme. 
 
That July 1988 we met, not at his house but in his potting shed : and that is where I 
saw him in the courtyard of The Farm pushing a wheelbarrow. We took to the shed 
and drank a bottle of Burgundy he'd placed there, and talked. He didn't want to 
come to my wedding the following month, but he was pleased to meet Kate my bride 
and her parents fleetingly when they dropped me off at the farm. We'd spend 
another 90 minutes and then he'd leave, down trodden heading home, or sit in a 
grimy mackintosh on a bench in the autumn listening to the rooks, watching the 
great beeches sway. The Fall he called it. Melancholically he'd curse his poetry as an 
upturned waste paper basket, poetry unwritten poetry uncompleted tangled 
deteriorated lost forgotten. He wrote us a belated marriage poem, that really became 
a poem for our first son Louis, with its valedictory lines : 
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Before you are fully awake 
I must be off : shuffling westward 
over dead leaves : but content : 
this last and loving message 
has lightened the load. 

[Poems, Revue Sketches and Fragments, p.88] 
 
What do I wish to evoke for myself, or portray for the Rafferty enthusiast : the 
unfurling in 12 months of correspondence of a friendship with a man three times my 
age, who gave me books he'd loved and the O.E.D. in a barrow? Is it enough to 
acknowledge love and a guiding presence? I quickly learned that you learn more 
from a poet by not intruding; by not cataloguing a mooted chronology of literary 
persona. He told me of the Muirs, Empson, Dylan Thomas, Sylvia Plath, Quentin 
Crisp, Sorley MacLean and Hugh MacDiarmid, they were funny stories, affectionate 
but not as interesting to me as he was. Chiefly he told me the trajectory of his own 
life, with its emphasis on solitary but not lonely childhood, the fire service and music 
hall in the Second World War, the death of his first wife Betty on V.E. Day, and of 
their friends and their daughter. 
 
Slowly, from March 1989, when Peggy died I gained some knowledge of Seán's 
earlier poems. He never showed his sorrow at her death, only weariness : I was too 
young to detect the sorrow, but sensitive enough to his reticence. Many of his poems 
committed to print seemed infused with grief. The poems and music hall songs he 
kept stuffed in various drawers in his home, lines and phrases on the back of seed 
catalogues and stout orders. He let me type them up one-fingered on his Smith 
Corona which I now use. He signed and dated these scripts from 1991 and 1992. A 
renaissance befell his life. He began to write again, at regular intervals a poem of two 
to three pages of paper. His friends Clare and Michael Morpurgo wisely suggested 
workers on the Farm lived awhile in the cottage to keep him company. Adam Fowler 
was first, a Scot, who became dear to him, and who is evoked to me at least in the 
poem 'I would be Adam', written during this renaissance. Next was Clare Shenstone, 
who painted horses. My family of four stayed at various times, Easter or in the 
summer. We seemed to live outdoors, eating asparagus, stewed rhubarb, quiche and 
drinking claret and Talisker. I spent a couple of New Year's Eves with Seán by the 
fire. Although he was not keen on being depicted, his presence is obvious and 
intentional in my work Haul Song, and in part of Show. I wished to evoke some of the 
tales he told me of life in Fitzrovia, how he met his first wife, and his bearing as a 
playful elder, alone with a thin box room as bedroom, a chair by the bed a tie on the 
floor and shelves of battered books, Latin, Greek and French, like a Left Bank book 
stall. Alone but not alone. 
 
When Seán Rafferty died on December the 4th 1993 I learned he had written me 
down as editor in his contract at Carcanet. If that was his secret it was equally his 



 26

dignity. He was proud gentle and generous on the one hand, competitive and 
scatalogically disdainful on the other. He had no need to be competitive with 
someone so young in practice. The timing of his wit was fine tuned. He left me an 
unspoken and ritualistic task; to edit and convey his poetry. 
 
After his death his poetry led me quietly into friendships with Sorley and Renee 
MacLean, the poet Gael Turnbull, his daughter Christian, vital to the clear editing of 
his poems, the film maker Timothy Neat, his wife Caroline and a man he would have 
grudgingly delighted in : Hamish Henderson. The comedian and writer Rich Hall let 
me visit his flat in Fitzroy Square and climb the stairs to see where Seán would once 
have lived. He asked me to send a photograph of Seán from the 1940s as his 
girlfriend was being pestered by a ghost sitting on the end of their bed. 
 
His papers, scant as they so far are, are housed at Edinburgh University, thanks to 
the labours of Gael Turnbull who orchestrated this. Although Turnbull could select a 
Rafferty poem as desert island disc in Poet's Poems and MacLean recite eight verses 
of Rafferty from memory not one editor has anthologised his poetry in any account 
of the last century. 
 
Posthumously I heard from two people who visited his pub once and never forgot 
him, in his back cupboard behind the bar a man who staked the territory of his locale 
: the Milk Water, the waters of Leith, Fitzrovia, Clerkenwell, Iddesleigh. Apart from 
visits to his elder sister Helen in Powfoot Scotland he does not appear to have visited 
anywhere else. Somebody kindly sent me proof that he'd had a poem published in a 
Scottish magazine in 1968, and Heather wife of the poet Tom Scott gave me a 
biography by Gordon Wright on MacDiarmid, which contains a photograph of a 
mischievous Rafferty beside MacDiarmid at a party for Helen B. Cruickshank. The 
role Seán played for the young is well evoked in Michael Morpurgo's novel Farm Boy. 
 
How could I then describe a presence, virtually a ghost? Could I again evoke 
somebody as clearly as his handwriting does and will again? The A3 art pads where 
he wrote in pen and pencil, copying out the phrases over and again, and the letters 
written where a few words had already, previously, been written : phrases clear, 
unique and wry : like this one : I PECK ENCYCLOPAEDIAS. 
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