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Summary

George Reavey (1907-1976) was an experimental poet, an enterprising publisher and 

literary agent and an esteemed critic and translator of Russian literature. His literary 

beginnings can be traced back to Cambridge, where he was a central part of group 

that looked beyond the tranquil college greens for new influences and inspirations. The 

group embraced international Modernism, which found expression in the magazine 

Experiment which they edited. For the next decade, following his graduation in English 

(BA Hons.) from Cambridge in 1929, Reavey became closely linked with the Modern 

movement. In Paris, in the early thirties, he started a literary agency, placing French 

authors with English publishers and gaining opportunities for English-language writers 

abroad. His greatest achievement was to secure the publication of Samuel Beckett’s 

novel Murphy by Routledge, a work perceived as difficult and turned down by over 

forty publishers. In the mid 1930s, he emerged within a group of writers and painters 

that brought the controversial artistic force of Surrealism to London.

In 1935, Reavey started the innovative Europa Press, committed to publishing limited 

editions in collaborations with modern artists including S.W. Hayter, John Buckland 

Wright, Pablo Picasso and Max Ernst. Among the Europa Press’ great successes was 

the first English-language edition of Paul Eluard’s verse, Thorns o f Thunder (1936) in 

memorable translations by Samuel Beckett, Denis Devlin, David Gascoyne, Eugene 

Jolas, Man Ray, George Reavey and Ruthven Todd. At the very centre of the Europa 

Press was, however, a group of Irish Modernist poets -  Samuel Beckett, Denis Devlin, 

Brian Coffey as well as Reavey -  for whom this publishing house provided an 

invaluable platform. Most importantly, Reavey released four highly individual 

collections of his own poetry during this most productive decade. While adopting a 

poetic mask for most of his work -  Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932), Nostradam  (1935) 

and Quixotic Perquisitions (1939) -  a highly personal book of poems, Signes D ’Adieu 

(1935), written after the death of his French lover Andree Conte, offers a rare glimpse 

into Reavey’s complex character.

His uprooted childhood years -  spent between Belfast, central Europe and Russia, 

where his father pursued an adventurous career managing flax spinning mills -  

combined with his traumatic escape as an eleven-year-old boy from revolutionary 

Russia, had forged a permanent sense of inner exile and existential homelessness,
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which found recurring expression in his work. His friends and contemporaries 

commented on the duality of his character, which would sway between an outgoing, 

boisterous poet, writing in the hustle and bustle of Paris cafe life and, on occasion, an 

introvert individual with a sense of latent anger. At a time of intense political crisis as 

the rise of Fascism polarised Europe, Reavey explored this inherent duality through 

the juxtaposition of his poetic masks -  Faust tormented by his tempter Mephistopheles 

and Don Quixote de la Mancha swaying between his own heroic idealism and the 

defeatist pragmatism of his companion Sancho Panza.

Times of intense productivity in Reavey’s life -  most notably the decade of the 1930s -  

alternated with periods of creative block. By 1939, Reavey had accumulated a 

significant body of work, which he intended to publish as The Endless Chain, Selected 

Poems (1930-1938). Yet the onslaught of the Second World War, forced Reavey to 

abandon his literary activities. He joined the British Embassy in the Soviet Union, 

where he started the first British newspaper in the Russian language and made 

memorable friendships with Russian writers. Following his return to post-war London, 

Reavey experienced a complete sense of alienation and renewed sense of exile. Only 

after his move to New York in the early 1950s, did he make a new creative beginning 

which found expression in his 1955 collection The Colours o f Memory. During the last 

decade of his life, Reavey’s poetry became increasingly eclipsed by his work as a 

highly acclaimed literary translator of Russian literature.

This literary biography, the first of its kind, sets out to recreate George Reavey’s life 

and literary achievements from the significant body of work he left behind (housed at 

the University of Texas) including the unpublished typescripts of his collections The 

Endless Chain and Frailties as well as several memoir drafts. Interviews with some of 

his closest friends -  including the late poets Kathleen Raine and David Gascoyne, as 

well as American composer Barbara Kolb, who set several of his poems to music -  

have shed further light on Reavey’s complex character. Apart from his own significant 

achievements as poet, Reavey touched the lives of many artists and writers and the 

study of their memoirs, autobiographies and biographies has further enriched the 

emerging pattern of his restless life. Above all, this work explores how such a 

significant writer, who lived the ultimate Modernist experience as a truly trans-national 

and placeless artist, has come to be eclipsed and sets out to restore him to a wider 

European sense of literary belonging.
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Quixotic Perquisitions, 1939, London: Europa Press QP

The Colours o f Memory, 1955, New York: Grove Press COM

Soviet Literature To-day. 1946. London: Lindsay Drummond. SLT

Soviet Literature, An Anthology 1933. London: Wishart & Co. SLA
(Edited by George Reavey and Marc Sionim)

Unpublished TM by George Reavey

Frailties. 1932. Revised in 1973. Unpublished TM. FR
MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 14, Folder 5.

The Endless Chain. 1938. Unpublished TM. MS, Texas, TEC
HRC, Reavey Collection. Box 12. Folders 5 and 6.

Other Texts and Sources

Britanski Soyuznik (British Ally), propaganda newspaper,
published by the British Government in Russia, WW II BS

European Literary Bureau ELB

Europa Press EP

Experiment, review published in Cambridge, 1928-1931 E

Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, HRC
University o f Texas at Austin

Trinity College Dublin, Manuscript TCD MS

Footnotes and Endnotes
The text is accompanied by both footnotes and endnotes. Footnotes use Roman numerals and 
contain biographical, historical information as well as editorial comments on the text. 
Biographical notes are provided mainly for lesser known individuals in the life story of George 
Reavey. Endnotes use Arabic numerals and are employed for reference sources.
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George Reavey -  A Timeline

1907-1909 George Reavey born on 1 May 1907 in Vitebsk, Belarus, the only
child of Daniel and Sophia Reavey (nee Turchenko). After two years 
in Vitebsk, where father managed flax spinning mill, family returned 
to Belfast. Baptised in St. Mary’s Catholic Church on 13 May 1909.

1909-1918 From 1909 to 1914 based in Belfast and central Europe (Belgium).
Family returned to Russia (Nizhny Novgorod) in 1914, where Reavey 
witnessed outbreak of Russian Revolution (1917) and his father’s 
arrest during Civil War (1918). Traumatic escape with his mother to 
Belfast in autumn 1918, via Scandinavia and Scotland.

1918-1920 Reavey attended Royal Belfast Academical Institution (Inst.). Father
released from Russia in 1919; joined family in Belfast. Short stay in 
Naples in summer 1920, where Daniel Reavey managed linen mill.

1920-1926 Moved to London in late 1920, where father found employment.
Family settled initially in Fulham. Reavey attended Sloane School 
Chelsea. Won open scholarship for Cambridge in 1926.

1926-1929 Studied first History, then English at Gonville and Caius College,
Cambridge. Core member of group that started Experiment review. 
First visit to Paris during Christmas holidays 1928; first meeting with 
Thomas MacGreevy and Samuel Beckett. Graduated in June 1929 
(BA Hons).

1929-1930 Reavey employed as private tutor to the family of Sir Gomer Berry
(newspaper magnate) in Fontainebleau. Occasional visits to Paris.

1930-1935 Following resignation as tutor, Reavey settled in Paris in November
1930. Shared a studio with Julian Trevelyan in artists’ commune Villa 
Brune. First collection of poems, Faust’s Metamorphoses, published 
in 1932 by New Review Editions in Paris. Set up literary agency, 
European Literary Bureau (ELB), with Marc Slonim. Death of lover 
Andree Conte in 1932 sparked off a series of short poems Frailties.

1935 Reavey set up Europa Press (EP). Published Samuel Beckett’s 
poems Echo’s Bones as well as his own collections Nostradam and 
Signes D ’Adieu (French translation of Frailties) in 1935.

1936 Relocation of EP and ELB to London in early 1936. Member of
organising committee of First International Surrealist Exhibition in 
London. Publication of Paul Eluard’s first book of poems in English, 
Thorns of Thunder by EP.

1937 Publication of Denis Devlin’s Intercessions by EP. Reavey acquired 
rights for publication of short stories. The Burning Baby, by Dylan 
Thomas. Marriage to Gwynedd Reavey (nee Vernon).



1938

1939

1940-1941

1942-1945

1946-1949

1949-1950

1950-1951

1952-1956

1956-1959

1960-1974

1976, 11 Aug

Publication of Brian Coffey’s Third Person, illustrated by S.W. 
Hayter, and The Garden of Disorder b'  ̂Charles Henri Ford by EP. 
Death of father on 5 October 1938 aged 62.

Publication of poems Quixotic Perquisitions, Reavey’s last EP book 
Sold ELB and suspended EP as Second World World drew close.

Reavey and wife in Madrid, where Reavey employed as Secretary 
and Registrar of British Institute. Returned to London in summer 
1941, following entry of Soviet Union into war. On BBC contract, 
compiling information for programmes on new ally, Soviet Union.

In March 1942, Reavey joined British Foreign Office. Posted as 
Second Secretary and Press Attache to British Embassy in Russia. 
Survived torpedo attack on his arctic convoy in Barents’ Sea on 2 
May 1942. Based in Kuibyshev until 1943, then in Moscow until 
1945. Meetings with Russian writers, in particular, Boris Pasternak

Reavey in London. Marriage to Gwynedd suffered breakdown. 
Published Soviet Literature To-Day (1946), wrote broadcasts for 
BBC, lectured and worked on Maxim Gorky biography.

Rockefeller Foundation Research Fellow to study at Russian 
Institute, Columbia University, New York and Hoover Institute, 
Stanford University, California. Met American painter Irene Rice 
Pereira in summer of 1949.

Returned to London in February 1950. Divorced Gwynedd Reavey. 
Joined by Pereira in London in June. Marriage in September 1950. 
Translating and lecturing in Russian literature and language at 
Manchester University. Pereira returned to New York in May 1951. 
After difficulties with Visa, Reavey joined wife in November 1951.

Based in Greenwich Village with Pereira. Death of Dylan Thomas in 
New York, November 1953. Grove Press published Reavey’s The 
Colours o f IVIemory \n 1955. Separation from Pereira in December 
1955. Reavey stayed some months at Chelsea Hotel.

Assistant Professor of English at C.W. Post College, Long Island 
University (resigned in 1959). Boris Pasternak received Nobel Prize 
for Literature in 1958. Publication of The Poetry o f Boris Pasternai<, 
1917-1959, selected, edited, and translated by Reavey in 1959.

Marriage to Jean Reavey (nee Bullowa). Translating and writing. 
Based in Upper East Side, New York. Visits to Paris in 1962, 1971 
and 1973. Beckett in New York in 1964. Friendship with composer 
Barbara Kolb and painter Pierre Jacquemon. Occasional publication 
of poems. In 1974, Reavey attacked in a street assault and knocked 
unconscious. Developed medical problems as a result of attack.

Died of a “respiratory illness” in Gracie Square Hospital, New York.
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Chapter One

Introduction

There is, conceivably, such a thing as electing, and even eclecting, one ’s 
racial tradition. I know of no better example of this than George Reavey and 
George Reavey’s poetry. [... .] I do not believe that any poet could be more 
European, more difficult for the average American to understand, or better 
worth an effort at trans-Atlantic comprehension. W e who have no tradition, 
and who are endeavouring so painfully hard to d iscover or to create one, 
have here an opportunity to see what it means to assem ble a new haven 
and a new earth, one ’s own,

[Samuel Putnam, “Foreword to a Sunken Continent”, FM, 7-9]

When the American publisher, Samuel Putnam', wrote this introduction to 

George Reavey’s first collection of poetry, he was enthusiastic about having 

found a true European poet, who was not allied to a particular national 

context but able to embrace a wider European literary tradition and spirit. 

Putnam perceptively acknowledged that Reavey’s dual Irish-Russian origins 

combined with the complexity of his character and his pan-European 

interests had forged a unique creative experience.

As Putnam stated, Reavey’s “racial tradition” was eclectic: “Thinking of [his] 

paternal parentage”, he considered Reavey Irish" or, more precisely, one of 

only “four young after-Joyce Irishmen who have some significance and 

some promise to offer” , alongside Samuel Beckett, Thomas MacGreevy and 

Geoffrey Taylor. As early as 1932, Putnam argued that these four poets 

formed a new distinct branch of Irish Modernism: “This young race is a new 

race, one which, I fancy, Mr. Yeats might find unfamiliar at first look” [FM, 7].

' A form er art and literary critic for the Chicago Evening Post, Samuel Putnam (1892-1950) 
arrived with his w ife and baby in Paris in 1927 on a research stipend from Chicago 
publisher Pascal Covici. He started the New Review  magazine in 1931 as well as a small 
publishing outlet, the New Review Editions, which published Reavey’s Faust’s 
Metam orphoses (1932). Putnam ’s most ambitious literary project was an anthology of post
war European writing, entitled The European Caravan  (1931). In the wake of the world-wide 
econom ic crisis, Putnam returned with his family to Am erica in 1933. Samuel Putnam died 
in 1950 in Lambertville, NJ.

" George Reavey’s father, Daniel Reavey (1876-1938) was born in Jordanstown, Belfast 
and grew up in the town of Lisburn.
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Two years later, Samuel Beckett would distinguish this new European 

branch of Irish writing, in his angry attack “Recent Irish Poetry”, from authors 

who chose to follow the accepted canon of Irish literary tradition, defined by 

Beckett as “antiquarians” .̂  In Paris, Reavey undoubtedly found a unique 

sense of belonging among his group of fellow Irish Modernist poets -  

Samuel Beckett, Thomas MacGreevy and, later, Brian Coffey and Denis 

Devlin -  whose work he selflessly promoted, defended and supported 

through his multiple literary roles as agent, critic and publisher.

But Reavey was also Russian. Born in the town of Vitebsk in Belarus, which 

had changed hands several times between Lithuania, Poland and Russia,'" 

Reavey concluded that he was “born simultaneously on several continents” 

and belonged as much to a central as to an east European tradition.^ He re

discovered his Russian roots as an undergraduate student at Cambridge 

and soon became a recognised expert on contemporary Russian writing. 

The tragic poetry of Sergei Essenin''' and Vladimir Mayakovsky, who both 

committed suicide,'' struck a particular chord with the young Reavey. 

Putnam believed that Reavey was “very Russian in feeling” [FM, 8]. 

Reavey’s mixed Irish-Russian background was noted by his friends, who 

believed that it was the very source for the inherent duality and inner conflict 

of his personality, as in the words of Julian Trevelyan:

In 1907 Belarus was part of the Russian Empire and became formally a part of the new 
Soviet Union in 1922.

''' Vladimir Mayakovsky (1894-1930) had studied painting but turned to literature and 
published a Futurist manifesto with Chlebnikov. An active member of the Bolshevik party, 
he placed the Futurist movement in the service of the revolution. Reavey believes that his 
suicide in 1930, because of an unfortunate love affair, was “both a loss and a tremendous 
shock to Soviet literature. Among Mayakovsky’s well-known works are the poems “The 
Cloud in Trousers” (1916) and “Mystery Bouffe” (1918) and the plays The Bug and The 
Bath-House. [SLA, 360]

“ Sergei Essenin (1895-1925) was a peasant by birth and propagated in his poetry that the 
revolution would bring a return of “village ‘wooden’ Russia”. According to Reavey, the 
“industrial policy of the Bolsheviks ruthlessly contradicted his assumption”, which led to 
Essenin’s utter spiritual disillusionment and his fall-out with Communists, who ordered 
critics to combat his “disintegrating influence”. He committed suicide in 1925. [SLA, 353]
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At times [...] it was the Russian side of his temperament that was uppermost; 
he became exuberant and rather mad. At other times it may have been the 
Northern Irish side that drove him to silence and introspection; at such 
moments it was difficult to know what he felt and what he wanted to do.^

For most of his life George Reavey drew creative energy from the duality of 

his complex origins and character: he was an energetic and experimental 

poet, an enterprising publisher and literary agent, and an esteemed expert 

in and translator of Russian Literature. He perceived, in true Modernist 

fashion, the boundaries between these disciplines as fluid. Yet having lost 

his childhood home in Russia in 1918 during the Russian Civil War, George 

Reavey remained ‘homeless’ all his life and embarked on a life-long search 

for spiritual and physical belonging.

The stations of this voyage are closely linked with those of the Modernist 

movement: from emigre avant-garde life in Paris of the late 1920s and early 

1930s to the spirited arrival of Surrealism in London in 1936 and -  after the 

interlude of the war years which he spent on non-literary duties in Madrid 

and Moscow -  to post-war New York, the new capital of Modernism, owing 

to the presence of many emigre artists.

Throughout his life, George Reavey could be found in the centres of 

Modernism. In Paris, Reavey wrote poetry at a table in the legendary Cafe 

Dome and shared a studio with Julian Trevelyan in the artists’ commune 

Villa Brune, where his neighbours included sculptor A lexander Calder and 

jazz guitarist Django Reinhardt. He set up his literary agency and publishing 

press in Rue Bonaparte, across the entrance from the Ecole Nationale des 

Beaux Arts, in the heart of Left-bank activity. Following his relocation to 

London in 1936, Reavey quickly re-established himself at the centre of 

London’s literary hub, as he opened his Europa Press offices on Parton 

Street (Holborn), across from David Archer’s notorious left-wing book shop 

and the famous meeting place, the Arts Cafe. In this climate of literary 

experimentation, Reavey befriended a group of younger writers including 

David Gascoyne, Roger Roughton and Dylan Thomas.
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The Welsh poet remained a close friend, despite their initial bitter row over 

Reavey’s failed attempts to publish a collection of Thomas’ short stories 

entitled The Burning Baby.

In the early 1930s in Paris, Reavey had become highly Influenced by 

Surrealism, which he believed abolished “the frontiers imposed upon the 

poetic intelligence”.'̂  He emerged at the centre of a group of artists and 

writers who brought the movement to London in 1936 with the immensely 

popular and controversial First International Surrealist Exhibition at the New 

Burlington Galleries. To coincide with the exhibition, which had been 

derided by the press (in Surrealist jargon) as having the “spiritual 

significance of artichokes”,  ̂ Reavey organised a poetry reading on 26 June 

which centred on the surrealist poet Paul Eluard. Reavey had collected and 

edited outstanding translations of Eluard’s verse by Samuel Beckett, Denis 

Devlin, David Gascoyne, Eugene Jolas, Man Ray, Ruthven Todd as well as 

his own and published these as Thorns o f Thunder, Selected Poems by 

Paul Eluard through the Europa Press.

Yet despite this promising literary career, following each arrival there is a 

sense of imminent departure for Reavey in an on-going quest for his poetic 

voice and vocation. Not surprisingly, Reavey’s most favoured poetic mask 

was the Spanish picaresque hero Don Quixote de la Mancha, who is in 

constant pursuit of new adventures. Yet there is also the darker persona of 

Faust, drawn between the temptations of Mephistopheles and the pleas of 

the Good Angel, which Reavey adopts to explore his own deep-rooted 

conflicts and anxieties.

Julian Trevelyan recalled that the Experiment group met at Cambridge in 

Reavey’s Victorian lodging house, where “there was always the feeling that 

we were at the centre of things” .® Reavey’s consuming desire to stay at the 

“centre” together with his on-going search for belonging has been the 

catalyst for the recurring relocations and changes in his life, which in turn 

have fuelled and formed his poetry. But for many of his contemporaries,

4



who sought to place Reavey within a single national context or literary 

discipline, he remained an enigma. An American journalist, Wambly Bald, 

who reported on the Paris expatriate scene for the Chicago Tribune, saw 

Reavey close to a group of former Cambridge students, including Julian 

Trevelyan and William Empson, and portrayed him as English and typically 

“Cambridge, mild and quiet”.''' For fellow Cambridge student, the poet 

Kathleen Raine, Reavey was “one of us [...] members of a generation with 

common interests”. Yet she described his appearance as “very unEnglish 

and unCambridge” and believed that “Paris and New York suited him much 

better.” When asked about Reavey’s Irishness, she admitted that she 

“associated him rather with Russia, but really he was most cosmopolitan 

and [...] became a naturalised American”. Kathleen Raine concluded that 

“George was remarkable, and certainly so in the larger context” .̂

Yet during George Reavey’s lifetime, his poetic oeuvre became increasingly 

eclipsed by his work as a literary translator. His plans for an edition of his 

selected poems, which he named The Endless Chain, after a painting by the 

Belgian Surrealist Rene Magritte, never materialised. To-date no critical 

studies of Reavey’s poetry and prose have been published. After his death 

in New York in 1976, James Knowlson gathered together a small group of 

friends for a commemorative essay “In Memoriam; George Reavey”, 

published in the Journal o f Beckett Studies in Summer 1977.® The highly 

personal tributes by Samuel Beckett, S.W. Hayter, Julian Trevelyan and 

Brian Coffey have been a great source of inspiration and information for this 

thesis. As part of his focus on Reavey, James Knowlson also included an 

earlier interview with him and compiled a chronology of key events in 

Reavey’s life together with a comprehensive bibliography of his writings and 

publications. A decade later, in 1988, Thomas Dillon Redshaw marked the 

achievement of Reavey’s ambitious and enterprising publishing venture with 

an article for the Linen Hall Review; “George Reavey’s Europa Press, 1935-

''' W am bly Bald’s description of Reavey in the Chicago Tribune, 7 April 1931 was quoted by 
Reavey in a letter to Deirdre Bair, responding to a draft of her Beckett biography. Bair had 
referred to Reavey as “ta lkative”, which he rejected, describing him self as "rather reserved, 
like Sam [Beckett]” . MS Texas. HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 45. Folder 2.
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1939”.® This was followed by Redshaw, in 1995, with a further article on 

Reavey’s Europa Press entitled “‘Unificator’: George Reavey and the 

Europe Poets of the 1930s”.^° Both articles provided invaluable insight into 

Reavey’s biography and the origins and workings of the Europa Press.

The wider story of George Reavey’s life and literary achievements lay, 

however, buried in over one hundred document boxes, each containing 

several folders with countless items of correspondence and manuscripts at 

the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Centre, University of Texas. An 

early research visit enabled me to go through essential aspects of Reavey’s 

archive such as several unpublished memoir drafts and articles he had 

written on his friendships with Samuel Beckett and Boris Pasternak. Having 

established contact with George Reavey’s estate, I was able to receive 

copies of this and other important material from HRC. Other invaluable 

archive sources were the Thomas MacGreevy papers in Trinity College 

Dublin, which contain important information on the group of Irish poets in 

Paris, and the Cambridge libraries of Gonville and Caius and Trinity College, 

including Reavey’s revealing correspondence with Julian Trevelyan. The 

Houghton Library, Harvard University; the New York Library; the British 

Library; and the Public Records Office in Kew, London were all important 

research sources. Although many of George Reavey’s friends have passed 

away, I was able to obtain invaluable insights into his personality and 

character from Kathleen Raine, Barney Rosset, Ulick O ’Connor, the late 

David Gascoyne, American composer Barbara Kolb as well as Jane 

Bullowa, niece of the late Jean Reavey''", who represents his estate. 

Information on Reavey can also be found in a vast number of 

autobiographies, biographies and memoirs of artists, writers and publishers 

-  many of whom were Reavey’s friends -  and it is clear from these that he 

was, generally, a well-liked and highly-regarded individual.

George Reavey married Jean Bullowa, an American playwright, in 1960. She was his 
third wife.
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George Reavey’s literary achievements are manifold and his place in the 

history of Modernism transcends disciplines and frontiers, yet the multiplicity 

and complexity of his life and oeuvre may also have been the very reason 

why individual countries, groups, and movements have yet to claim him. An 

evaluation of George Reavey will ultimately have to go beyond the attempt 

to restore him to Irish literary history and place him instead in the larger 

context of international and interdisciplinary art. George Reavey’s relevance 

for today, as a literary figure, whose life and achievements reach beyond the 

boundaries of nationality and discipline is striking. His achievements as well 

as his shortcomings offer a framework within which I will examine the 

opportunities and restrictions of art created in a non-national context.

Samuel Putnam detected early on that George Reavey’s identity was “so 

much more than either Russian or Irish” and that this essential European 

belonged instead to a wider non-national world culture [FM, 8]. For Putnam, 

Reavey’s homeland was not a location on a map but a place created by 

himself:

Yes I am more than inclined to feel, when all is said, that George Reavey’s real 
patria is the pattern on his rug -  that obsessing pattern into which he sinks for 
his neo-Ovidian Continental-1932 metamorphoses.

[FM, 8-9]

This thesis is trying to re-create from the threads that Reavey and his 

contemporaries left behind the pattern of this ‘rug’ in order to weave together 

an unparalleled life and literary achievement.
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Chapter Two

A COMPLEX IDENTITY
(1907- 1926)

1. A Question of Belonging

George Reavey’s life-long journey began In the Belarusian city of Vitebsk 

where he was born on 1 May 1907. The city’s majestic churches with their 

characteristic onion-shaped cupolas, stately buildings and grand bridges 

spanning the River Dvina have become eternalised in the paintings of 

Marc Chagall', with whom Reavey shares Vitebsk as his birthplace [Fig 1]. 

Vitebsk had a large Jewish population and Chagall depicts in his paintings 

animated scenes of everyday Jewish life against the city’s landmark 

buildings. The country of Reavey’s birth, Belarus, a “flat, featureless land 

between Poland and Russla” \  formed in 1907 an Integral part of the vast 

Russian Empire. Reavey was an only child and his parents, Daniel and 

Sophia Reavey, were not natives of the city but had established their 

home in Vitebsk in 1905, just two years before Reavey’s birth.

George Reavey’s mother was 24 years old at the time. Although Sophia 

Turchenko was born in Warsaw, Poland on 8 October 1882", she Is 

commonly referred to by Reavey and his contemporaries as being ‘Russian’. 

In the 19th century, areas of Poland formed part of the Russian Empire, 

since it had been divided between Russia, Prussia and Austria in three

' Marc Chagall (1887-1985) was born into V itebsk’s large Jewish quarter. Chagall’s 
paintings such as The Blue House  (1917) or Double Portrait with a G lass o f Wine (1917) 
depict in a dream -like quality life in his Jewish comm unity against a backdrop of the town of 
Vitebsk. [Cf. Figure 1]

" There is conflicting evidence in Sophia Reavey’s personal records in relation to her age 
and place of birth. The most commonly given date o f birth is 8 O ctober 1882 and the place 
of birth is Warsaw, such as in passport application dated 5 May 1934, and in questionnaire 
for Visa to Poland, 15 April 1939. MS Texas. HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 107, Folder 12. 
One other passport (No 117366), dating from 1920, gives her birth place, however, as Kiev, 
Russia, and the year of her birth as 1889. MS Texas. HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 106, 
Folder 8.
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successive partitions in 1772, 1793 and 1795."' A passport photograph of 

Sophia Reavey dating from 1918 shows her as a petite woman, dark-haired 

and dark-eyed, wearing a hat and coat.^ Prior to her marriage, Sophia 

Turchenko worked as a teacher. She is likely to have met her husband in 

the early 1900s, when Daniel Reavey was employed in Zyrardow, a town in 

the province of Warsaw. Her family in Warsaw remained of importance to 

her and throughout her life Sophia Reavey would make efforts to visit her 

relatives and native city.^

Daniel Reavey had come to Zyrardow from Lisburn in County Antrim, where 

he had lived with his parents Daniel (senior)''' and Isabella Reavey (nee 

Byrne) and his two sisters Emma and Sarah.”̂ He was of medium stature (5 

foot 8 inches) and had a long face, heavy eyebrows and grey eyes.^ The 

Reavey family belonged to Lisburn’s Catholic middle-class and later retired 

to a large new house in a fashionable area of Belfast. Daniel Reavey senior 

was originally from Co. Down but the family lived first in Belfast, where their 

eldest child Emma had been in born, and then in Jordanstown, where their 

son Daniel was born on 21 January 1876. The family’s relocations, in 

particular their move to the town of Lisburn, which had been described in 

the early 18th century as “the greatest linen manufacture in the north”®, 

were undoubtedly motivated by favourable career prospects for the head of 

the family, Daniel Reavey senior, a “flax manager”  ̂ who joined in Lisburn 

the up-and-coming firm of William Barbour and Sons.

Founded in Lisburn in 1784 by the Scottish entrepreneur John Barbour, the 

enterprising linen manufacture moved forty years later to the suburb of 

Hilden, where John Barbour’s son William built a water-powered mill on the 

River Lagan [Fig 2]. From 1823, the Barbour family resided in the stately 

“Hilden House” and provided accommodation for their workers and 

employees in rows of two-storey redbrick houses such as those in Mill

Poland was not re-established as an independent republic until the end o f W orld W ar I. 
[The New Encyclopaedia Britannica M icropaedia.1982. Vol. VIII. P. 73.]

''' Daniel Reavey’s father, also called Daniel Reavey (c.1840-1921), will be referred to 
hereafter as Daniel Reavey senior.
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street, Hilden.® During the late 19th century, William Barbour and Sons 

specialised in the production of “linen yarn and thread”, which is 

manufactured from “yarn plied together”®, and turned the family business by 

the late 19th century into “the largest linen thread works in the wor ld” . T h e  

company exhibited proudly at international World Fairs, for example in 

Chicago in 1893, and won 20 medals at such exhibitions in North America, 

Europe and Australia in the late 19th century.

Daniel Reavey followed his father into employment with \A/illiam Barbour 

and Sons and would have joined the firm like other apprentices at the age of 

13. During his apprenticeship, Daniel Reavey “was given a thorough drilling 

in the flax end of the business” and his employers found him “painstaking 

and anxious to carry out any duties allotted [sic] him” .̂  ̂ James Patton, 

Daniel Reavey’s superior at Barbour and Sons, described him as 

“thoroughly trustworthy” and as a “thorough practical man, a good judge of 

flax and hemp and the manufacturing of same”.^  ̂ With such excellent 

references, William Barbour and Sons would have undoubtedly retained 

Daniel Reavey, like his father, until his retirement age.

Yet Daniel Reavey was of adventurous and enterprising nature and decided 

to pursue a career abroad that would take him from the domestic Irish linen 

manufacture to the booming flax spinning mills in Eastern Europe. As soon 

as he had reached maturity at the age of 18, he left his family and headed 

for Zyrardow, in eastern Poland, where he took up employment with the 

Hielle & Dittrich Flax Hackling and Spinning Mill in 1894. According to the 

Irish Linen Centre in Lisburn, Daniel Reavey’s decision to pursue a career in 

the flax spinning mills of Eastern Europe “would not have been uncommon 

at that period”. '̂’ A leading company like William Barbour and Sons would 

have possessed valuable business contacts with Eastern Europe, as most 

flax used in the Irish linen industry was not home-grown but imported from 

abroad due to the insufficient “ Irish flax output” for the industry’s growing 

n e e d s . T h e  company also encouraged emigration among its workforce, for 

example to New Jersey (USA), where they found it “almost impossible to get 

American-born operatives for their thread mills’’.̂ ®
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Following his arrival in Poland, Daniel Reavey would have encountered 

striking parallels between his new destination Zyrardow and his former 

home Lisburn, as both towns were primarily associated with linen 

production and had developed significantly from the 1830s with the 

introduction of the steam-powered engine. Whereas the Barbour family 

dominated socially in Lisburn, the Dittrich family were the linen magnates of 

this Polish town, and their former palace is the venue for the town museum 

today. Zyrardow even takes its name from the Polish version of the French 

surname of a spinning machine constructor, Philippe de Girard.'' The town 

was considerably enlarged in the 19th century, based on a German model 

of urban planning and most of its architecture has remained intact until 

today.

Daniel Reavey appears to have settled easily into his new surroundings as 

he remained eleven years in Zyrardow -  which was to be the longest 

continuous employment during his eventful career -  and met and married 

there Sophia Turchenko. Yet he was anxious to develop his career and 

when he was offered in 1905, at the age of 29, the prestigious position of 

‘technical director’ with the flax spinning company “Liniere la Dwina” Daniel 

Reavey seized the opportunity. The company had its head office in Ghent, 

Belgium but its production facility, where Daniel Reavey was based, was 

located on the River Dvina in Vitebsk, as the French company name (which 

translates as “Linen from the Dvina” ®̂) suggests.

In the decade leading up to the outbreak of the First World War, the 

Russian economy experienced an unprecedented boom, with the textile 

industry acting as the driving force. At the time, Russia “was the chief 

supplier of flax to most of Europe” ®̂ and a “French economist forecast in 

1912 that if Russia maintained the pace of economic growth that she had 

since 1900, by the middle of the twentieth century she would dominate

'' Philippe de Girard (1775-1845) was a French engineer who invented a patent fo r a linen 
spinning mill in 1817 and started the first modern textile factory in Lille. He was hired in 
1825 by the Kingdom o f Poland to develop the Polish textile industry. The village o f Ruda 
Guzowska near W arsaw  became the setting for a linen factory and was subsequently 
renamed in his honour 'Zyrardow ’, after the Polish spelling of his name.
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Europe politically, economically, and financially” . F r o m  a career point of 

view, Daniel Reavey’s relocation to Vitebsk, at the heart of the Russian

linen emporium, was therefore an excellent choice that would offer

promising opportunities.

Yet the arrival of Daniel and Sophia Reavey in Vitebsk in the final years of 

the Tsarist Empire coincided with rapidly increasing social and political 

unrest that would eventually lead to the outbreak of the February and 

October Revolutions in 1917. In Russia, Daniel Reavey encountered much 

harsher working conditions compared to those in the linen mills of Lisburn.

As a ‘director’, Daniel Reavey and his young family would have been

reasonably well off, but most of the ordinary workers had been forced to 

leave their families behind and formed so-called co-operatives or “arteli”, 

which “hired themselves out” to employers and shared their earnings 

amongst each arteli.^^ At best, these workers were housed in primitive 

barrack accommodation; at worst, they simply slept on the factory floor, 

which was a common practice. The demand for better working conditions in 

all sectors of the Russian industry finally led to a series of mass 

demonstrations across the tsarist empire.

On Sunday, 22 January 1905, government troops opened fire on a peaceful 

crowd of workers as well as women and children, who had marched up in 

protest to the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg for “justice and protection”, 

and killed several hundred demonstrators.^^ This, the first of many so- 

called ‘Bloody Sundays’, caused a dramatically increasing number of 

strikes, marches and general disorders, which culminated in a national 

railway strike in October 1905.

These events, which occurred during Daniel Reavey’s tenure in Vitebsk, 

finally led to the introduction of a limited form of democracy through the 

setting up of a national Parliament, the Duma, in April 1906. The Russian- 

born writer Vladimir Nabokov remembered the winter of 1905-1906 as “a 

year of strikes, riots and police-inspired massacres” during which his father, 

a wealthy landowner and member of the first Duma, kept his family
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deliberately in the country, away from the unrest that swept the city of 

Nabokov’s birth, St. Petersburg.

Yet despite these political reforms. Tsar Nicholas I! held on to autocracy by 

controlling the appointment of ministers and the military affairs. The first 

Duma lasted just over 70 days when, as Vladimir Nabokov recalled, “in July 

1906, the Tsar unconstitutionally dissolved the Parliament”.N a b o k o v ’s 

father later received a three-month prison sentence for his protest against 

the dissolution. A subsequent change in electorate law ensured that only 

predominantly conservative-led governments were elected between the 

years of 1907 and 1914.^^ As the Tsar crushed his opposition, the jails were 

filled with over “200,000 inmates” and “more than 5000 death sentences 

were passed for political offences between 1907 and 1909” .̂ ®

The increasingly tense political situation in Tsarist Russia may have 

persuaded Daniel Reavey in March 1909 to resign after only four years from 

his position with Liniere la Dwina and return with his wife and 22-month-old 

son George to Northern Ireland. It is also likely that Daniel Reavey’s family 

urged him to have his son baptised in the Catholic faith, although George 

Reavey had already been received into the Russian Orthodox Church. Not 

long after their arrival in Belfast, the toddler was taken to St. Mary’s Catholic 

Church on the Crumlin Road and baptised on 13 May 1909 in the name 

George Edmund Daniel Reavey, with his grandfather Daniel and his aunt 

Emma, acting as his sponsors.

There are no employment records for Daniel Reavey for the period of March 

1909 to November 1912, which suggests that he may have tried his luck as 

a flax salesman, moving frequently between Northern Ireland and the 

European continent. There are indications that his father, Daniel Reavey 

senior, conducted his early career in a similar way, as the 1871 England 

Census, recorded him as a “travelling draper”, staying in the “Western 

Hotel” in the town of Axminster.^® George Reavey later remembered his 

father’s frequent relocations and that as a child he “managed to cover the 

whole of Europe” and “had time to forget and unlearn several languages”.̂ ®
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In another short memoir, Reavey wrote: “1 had found myself travelling all 

over Europe and Russia since my early childhood years -  largely due to my 

father’s linen business and his directing flax-spinning mills in Russia, 

Belgium and elsewhere”.

During Daniel Reavey’s restless wanderjahre, the family managed to 

spend time in Belfast, where George Reavey’s grandfather had retired. At 

the time of the 1911 Census of Ireland, Daniel Reavey senior (aged 71) 

was the owner of a house on 50 Ophir G ardens^\ an enclave off Salisbury 

Avenue, between the Antrim and Cavehill Roads, in North Belfast. Daniel 

Reavey senior was widowed and living with him in 1911 were his two 

daughters Emma (35) and Sarah (30). Surprisingly, also staying at 50 

Ophir Gardens, on the night the Census was recorded, were his 34-year- 

old son Daniel, described as a “flax spinning manager”, and his four-year- 

old grandson G e o r g e . A s  there is no entry for Sophia Reavey, and under 

the regulations of the Census all persons present on the “night of Sunday, 

April 2nd” had to be recorded, it is likely that father and son were on a visit 

to Belfast at the time.

Just before Christmas, on 15 December 1911, Daniel Reavey settled with 

his wife and son in Ghent''' where he took up a position with the flax 

spinning mill “Filature Feyerick, Filature de Lin & D’Etoupe”.^  ̂ Ghent is 

the historic capital of Flanders and one of Belgium’s oldest cities, dating 

from the 7th century. As in the case of Lisburn and Zyrardow, the town’s 

prosperity was largely based on the textile industry, which had 

dramatically expanded since the introduction of cotton-spinning machinery 

and the construction of a port (1827) and the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal 

(1829), which facilitated the export of textile products.

George Reavey’s most vivid memory of his stay in Ghent was eating in a 

restaurant with his parents in April 1912, when a waiter told his stunned 

father that the Titanic had sunk: “Monsieur, le Titanic est coule”. This

''' The French spelling of the c ity ’s name is ‘G and’, whereas the Flemish spelling is ‘Ghent’.

14



came as a great shock to the Reavey family, as earlier in the year, during 

a visit to Belfast, George Reavey had been “taken aboard the Titanic, then 

being built in the Harland and W olf shipyards”.

After less than two years in Ghent, Daniel Reavey resigned from his 

position as technical director v\/ith Filature Feyerick. His resignation in July 

1914 came at the height of a mounting international crisis caused by the 

assassination of the Austrian crown prince, Franz Ferdinand, in Sarajevo 

on 28 June 1914. When an ultimatum to the Serbian government failed, 

Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia on 28 July 1914 -  which marked 

the beginning of the so-called Great War. The 38-year-old Daniel Reavey 

might have felt compelled to leave Flanders, which would, in the following 

year, become one of the most harrowing battle-fields of the First World 

War, and decided to move his family back to Russia, this time to the city of 

Nizhny Novgorod''", where he joined the Nizhny Novgorod Flax 

Manufactory.

The industrial city Nizhny Novgorod is situated in an important strategic 

location “on the great Volga route from the Baltic to Central Asia with links 

via the navigable Oka to the Vladimir-Moscow region and via the Kama to 

the Urals and Siberia” .̂ ® It is possible that Daniel Reavey may have met his 

new employers, the Nizhny Novgorod Flax Manufactory, by having 

previously attended the city’s international trade fair, which was hosted 

annually from 1817 to 1917 and was “the largest and most important trade 

fair in Russia, attracting traders and goods from across Europe and Asia".

It is clear from his decision to move to Nizhny Novgorod that Daniel 

Reavey regarded Russia now as his home and may have felt relieved to 

turn his back on the embroiling European war. Yet his move did not lead 

his family to safety as the international hostilities quickly followed the 

Reavey family to Nizhny Novgorod when Germany declared war against 

Russia on 1 August 1914.

The city’s name, Nizhny-Novgorod, was later changed by the Soviet authorities to ‘Gorky’, 
in honour of the writer Maxim Gorky (1868-1936) who was born there.
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Of all his childhood memories, George Reavey remembered most vividly 

his time in Nizhny Novgorod where he spent his formative years and 

attended primary school from the age of seven. He retained impressionistic 

memories of the “plains and forests of Russia amid the rhythm of the 

galloping force”, as he witnessed the Russian army marching through the 

countryside.^® Most significantly, it was in Nizhny Novgorod that the ten- 

year-old Reavey and his parents experienced the outbreak of the February 

and October Revolutions in 1917. As the technical director of a flax 

manufactory, Daniel Reavey would have been directly affected by recurring 

workers’ strikes that swept Russia in October 1916 and January 1917, 

caused by a shortage of food supply and an “intensification of the burdens 

of the war” which had been forced on the Russian people.^®

A mass demonstration in Petrograd on 23 February 1917''"' marked the 

beginning of the February Revolution, which led to the abdication of Tsar 

Nicholas I! and the setting up of a provisional government. However, the 

provisional Duma, led by the moderate Socialist Revolutionary Party under 

Kerensky, continued to include members of the affluent Russian 

bourgeoisie. Finally, the return of Lenin from political exile and the 

proclamation of his influential April Theses -  which propagated to the 

workers that “the factories and mills must belong not to the capitalists but to 

you, and the land must not belong to the landowners but to the peasants” -  

turned the tide for the radical Bolshevik movement."*® Following Lenin’s 

return and growing discontent with Kerensky’s moderate reforms, workers’ 

strikes and mass demonstrations swept once more through Russia and 

would have also affected the factory directed by Daniel Reavey. According 

to Paul Dukes, the objectives of the Russian workers had changed from 

basic calls for “more to eat, as well as higher wages and shorter working 

hours” to increasingly political demands for “the introduction of labour 

control, limitation of profits and nationalisation of industry”.'’ ^

23 February 1917 is the date taken from the old style Russian calendar, which is 8 March 
1917 new style. [Dukes, Paul. 1998. A History o f Russia c. 882-1996. Houndmills &
London (UK): M acm illan Press Ltd. P. 209.]
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Concessions by Kerensky's Provisional Government, such as the 

introduction of the eight-hour-working-day, only brought temporary 

restoration of calm and the Duma was finally overthrown by the Petrograd 

Soviet under the joint leadership of Lenin and Trotsky on 24 October 1917.'^ 

Kerensky resigned and left the W inter Palace under the protection of an 

American embassy car. George Reavey’s friend, the Russian literary critic, 

Mark Slonim’', with whom he set up a literary agency in Paris in the early 

1930s, was the youngest member of Kerensky’s government and left 

Russia during this troubled time.'*^ Not surprisingly, like many Russian 

emigres, Mark Slonim became a life-long anti-Communist, stating that he 

was “firmly opposed to both Communist and Marxian aesthetics” and that 

he rejected “any form of totalitarian ideocracy that entails the negation of 

intellectual and artistic freedom”/ '  The Russian Revolution marked for 

many intellectuals and artists the beginning of a life-long period of exile, as 

in the case of Vladim ir Nabokov and his family.

Unlike other foreigners, who left immediately in the aftermath of the October 

Revolution in 1917, Daniel and Sophia Reavey decided to remain in the 

country. They clearly regarded Russia as their home and were prepared to 

give the new Bolshevik regime, which promised a brighter future for the 

Russian people, a chance. During this time, Daniel Reavey left the Nizhny 

Novgorod Flax Manufactory and joined the Melenkoffsky Flax Manufactory. 

Daniel Reavey’s new position no longer carried directorial status, but was 

later described by a former business associate as “spinner and assistant 

manager”.'’  ̂ Recalling these events in 1975, George Reavey was unable to

'’‘ 24 October 1917 is the date taken from the old style Russian calendar, which is 6 
November 1917 new style. [Dukes, Paul. 1998. A History o f Russia c. 882-1996. P. 209.]

* Mark Slonim (1894-1976) was a Russian writer, translator and literary critic. He is the 
author of several critical studies of Russian literature and drama including Modern Russian 
Literature From Chel<hov to the Present, New York: OUP, 1953. Slonim taught in America 
during the years 1949-1964, for example at Sarah Lawrence College, Bronxville, New 
York, and later retired to Geneva, He was a “distant relative” of Vera Slonim, who married 
the writer Vladimir Nabokov. [Cf. Schiff, Stacey, 1999, Vera (Mrs Vladimir Nabol<ov) 
Portrait o f a Marriage. London: Picador. P. 87]

These remarks were made by Marc Slonim at the height of McCarthyism during the Cold 
War. [Slonim, Marc. 1953. Modern Russian Literature From Chekhov to the Present, New 
York: OUP, P. vii.]
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understand his father’s motivation for this career change and writes that 

“strangely enough, before the end of 1917, my father went to direct another 

mill in Melenki”.'’'' Yet Daniel Reavey may have deliberately pursued a 

more equal status amongst the workforce in the linen mills, as a new 

campaign -  now commonly referred to as ‘Red Terror’ -  was raged by the 

Bolshevik government against the bourgeoisie and so-called ‘enemies of 

the revolution’.

In the months following the October Revolution, the crisis in Russia was far 

from over as the new Bolshevik leaders, the so-called ‘Reds’, desperately 

hung onto power, challenged by the ‘Whites’, made up from members of the 

conservative Russian military and dissident members of the Socialist 

Revolutionary Party. The Russian Civil War had begun and, as Paul Dukes 

argues, “October was not the end of the Russian Revolution; in some ways 

it was more of a beginning”.''  ̂ To attack the counter-revolutionaries, Lenin 

incited the population to carry out “pogroms; over the rich, swindlers, and 

parasites” and created the much-feared secret police and principal 

institution of Bolshevik terror, the Cheka.

The Cheka concentrated its work on all potential counter-revolutionaries 

and supporters of the Whites. As a British passport holder, suspicion also 

fell on Daniel Reavey and his family, since Britain, together with France and 

the US, provided financial and military support to the Whites. The 

intervention of the Western Allies in the Russian Civil War led to wide

spread arrests and imprisonment of foreign nationals in Russia by Lenin’s 

Reds. A British artist, who wished to remain anonymous for fear her 

Russian husband would be jailed, reported later to The Times that she, 

along with “many other foreigners”, was thrown into prison in 1919 where 

they were “treated like convicts”. G e o r g e  Reavey remembered the 

traumatic events of his father’s arrest in 1918, which prompted Daniel 

Reavey’s difficult decision that his wife and son had to flee war-torn Russia;

In the sum m er of 1918, when the allies intervened in Russia, my father was 
arrested and imprisoned. A w orker’s petition got him out back to the factory, 
but by early Autumn of 1918 my father had decided we must clear out.'*®
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While Daniel Reavey was prevented from leaving Russia by the Bolshevik 

government, his wife and eleven-year-old son George embarked on a 

memorable escape to Belfast, which Reavey, writing in 1975, vividly 

described:

Leaving all our property behind, we went to Moscow, where refugee trains for 
foreigners were being organized. My father, being of military age, was not 
allowed to leave Russia at this stage, but my mother and I departed via 
Petersburg, Finland, Sweden and Norway, where, after about two weeks 
repose in the Norwegian mountains, we took a boat from Bergen to Aberdeen.
There, miraculously, we arrived on November 11th, Armistice Day. Then we 
crossed Scotland to Glasgow and took a ship for Belfast, where we stayed with 
the Reavey family in 'Stramore', in Chichester Park.''®

His grandfather’s impressive new Belfast residence, ‘Stramore’, which he 

had bought in 1912, became Reavey’s new home after his traumatic escape 

from Russia. Chichester Park was a middle class estate of large detached 

houses and Daniel Reavey’s (senior) neighbours were professionals, 

including an architect and engineer, as well as business men such as a 

cigar importer.^° Having lost all his belongings in Russia and being made 

homeless, Stramore became a life-long symbol of refuge for Reavey. His 

grandfather’s Belfast homes -  first in Ophir Gardens and then around the 

corner in Chichester Park, a prosperous and sedate area wedged between 

the Antrim and Cave Hill Roads -  represented also the only degree of 

permanence and continuity in George Reavey’s uprooted childhood, caused 

by his father’s frequent career moves and relocations across Europe and 

Russia. Throughout his life, Reavey would retain highly positive 

associations with ‘Stramore’ and Belfast. He thoroughly enjoyed a holiday 

there in September 1936 and noted in his diary that he regretted “having 

stayed away so long”.̂  ̂ During the same visit, he sent a postcard of Cave 

Hill, which was close to ‘Stramore’, to his friend Thomas MacGreevy and 

reported with enthusiasm that he “discovered a Lough Island Reavey in Co. 

Down”.®̂ And in 1971 when Reavey planned a trip to Ireland, he was 

distressed at being advised not to visit Belfast at the height of the 

‘Troubles’.

In 1919, the year after his arrival In Belfast, George Reavey’s life achieved a 

temporary calm and stability when his father was permitted to leave Russia
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and join his family. The twelve-year-old boy settled easily into family life at 

‘Stramore’ and was enrolled in the prestigious Belfast public school, The 

Royal Academical Institution’"', commonly known as ‘Inst’. Reavey “started 

playing Rugby” -  a popular sport at Inst, since the 1870s -  and achieved 

athletic success, winning the “hundred yards under 13 in June of 1919” .̂ '̂  

Although there was no school uniform at the time, Reavey and his fellow 

pupils could be identified by the plain black cap they were wearing, which 

featured the yellow school monogram, R.B.A.I.

However, before George Reavey could gain admission to Inst., Daniel 

Reavey had to make a formal declaration of his son’s age to the 

Intermediate Education Board of Ireland, stating that “a certified extract from 

a public register of Birth index cannot be furnished as the said student was 

born in Russia” . T h e  fact that all their personal papers had been lost, 

greatly affected Daniel Reavey as he missed essential records and 

references of his career conducted abroad as a technical director of flax 

spinning mills. To reassemble his personal records, Daniel Reavey relied 

instead on business acquaintances in the linen industry to verify his 

professional career such as R. Smith of the textile company De Jersey & 

Co. Ltd in Manchester, who provided a chronology of Daniel Reavey’s 

employment in Poland and Russia. Further support came from his former 

supervisor at William Barbour and Sons, James Patton, who wrote a 

character reference, and from W. Young of the Irish Flax Spinning Co. in 

Belfast, who testified that:

His ability as a Flax Spinning Mill Manager is well known to the Trade, and 
undisputed. W e have every confidence that he has all the qualifications to 
occupy successfully any position o f responsibility in the Flax business. W e 
know him to be a nnan o f good character.®®

Several of these references date from the year 1920, which suggests that 

Daniel Reavey made a fervent attempt to find employment in Belfast. Yet

The Royal Academ ical Institution opened its doors to students in 1814. The impetus for 
the new school had come from a group of wealthy Belfast merchants and professionals, 
who conceived the school’s dual function o f giving “more access to the higher branches of 
learning” while also equip “youths for a practical comm ercial career”. Until the m iddle o f the 
19th century, Inst, was both a school and a university. The latter role ceased with the 
opening of Q ueen’s College. Cf. the official school website w w w .rbai.org .uk.
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despite the support of his former employers and business associates, work 

offers in Northern Ireland were not forthcoming. Daniel Reavey's first 

experience of unemployment, at the age of 44, in an otherwise enterprising 

and successful international career undoubtedly caused great upset and 

indignity to his hard-working family.

A likely factor in Daniel Reavey’s failure to secure employment in Belfast 

could have been the growing sectarianism among Northern Ireland's 

industrialists as the Irish War of Independence (1919-1921) raged. The 

industrious town Lisburn, where Catholics like Daniel Reavey had worked 

for decades alongside Protestants in the linen mills of William Barbour and 

Sons, became embroiled in the Irish War and experienced in August 1920 

“the most appalling sectarian rioting and division in the town’s history” , when 

Catholic homes and religious institutions were burnt to the ground. These 

attacks followed in the wake of the assassination of District Inspector 

Oswald Ross Swanzy by the IRA. According to Lisburn historian Brian 

Mackey, Swanzy’s “killing was ordered by Michael Collins in revenge for the 

death of Thomas McCurtain, lord mayor of Cork and IRA commandant, 

whose murder was allegedly carried out by the Royal Irish Constabulary 

which Swanzy commanded in Cork”.̂ ^

His father’s failure to revive his career in Belfast and establish a home there 

for his family at the height of the Irish War of Independence was a sad 

memory which George Reavey retained all his life, as he wrote in 1975 that 

“there seemed little hope for a job for him there [and] by 1920, he began 

travelling again”. A f t e r  only two years in Belfast, the 13-year-old Reavey, 

who had spent no longer than four years in one place’'"', longed above all for 

stability and a place he could call home. But faced with unemployment and a 

volatile political situation, which evoked memories of the crisis he had left 

behind in Russia, 44-year-old Daniel Reavey decided to pursue his career 

once again abroad. He left Belfast in the summer of 1920 for Italy to take up 

a position with a linen mill in Frattamaggiore, near Naples.

These were the four years Reavey spent from 1914 to 1918 in Nizhny Novgorod.
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George Reavey remembered joining his father in Italy, however, their stay 

was short-lived as Daniel Reavey “was not very happy in that factory in Italy” 

and left for London “by the late autumn” [1920].^® Finally, after years of 

relocation and uprooting, Reavey recalled that London became his “centre 

for a long time”.®° Significantly, George Reavey would never refer to 

London, or any of the other cities of his life-long journey as his home, but as 

his ‘centre’, which reveals the sense of ultimate ‘homelessness’ he 

experienced throughout his youth and adulthood. Rather than searching for 

a particular place of belonging, Reavey adopted the wider European culture 

as his homeland, in which individual cities like London, Paris, Madrid and 

Moscow only became transitory destinations.

In the economic boom years of the early 1920s, Daniel Reavey was able to 

secure a satisfactory employment in London and the family settled in 10 St 

Maur Road in Fulham.®^ George Reavey was enrolled in 1920 at Sloane 

School^''', which had been founded in 1895 as a school for boys aged 

between 11 and 16 by the South Western Polytechnic. In 1914, six years 

before Reavey’s arrival, the school was taken over by London County 

Council and relocated to Hortensia Road, Chelsea.®^ George Reavey 

revived there his athletic interests developed at ‘Inst’ and “continued running 

and competing in athletic events“.®̂ He also joined in 1922 the London 

Rugby Club. In 1924, he passed the ‘General School Examination’ and was 

awarded a Higher School Certificate in 1926, with his main subjects being 

English, French, Modern History and Latin, for which he received a 

distinction.

Despite these years of apparent stability, during which Reavey thrived 

academically, there were indications that his father found it difficult to settle 

down and adjust to his new life in London. On 20 November 1921, Reavey’s 

grandfather, Daniel Reavey senior, died suddenly at age of 81 of acute 

bronchitis at his home in Stramore.®^ Although his sister Emma continued to

Sloan School Chelsea was “closed and merged with three other schools in the 1960s, 
when it became part o f the Pim lico Com prehensive.” [E-mail from W endy Foster to Sandra 
O ’Connell, Chelsea Reference Library, Old Town, Hall, Kings Road, London SW3 5EZ.]
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reside at Stramore, Daniel Reavey undoubtedly felt that his connection with 

Belfast and the security his parental home had offered him, started to 

diminish. During the autumn of 1921, the newspapers also began to fill with 

reports of a disastrous famine in Russia. Daniel Reavey was once more 

drawn to the country he had wished to make his home.

The Civil W ar had left the Russian landscape devastated and a drought and 

harvest failure in 1921 brought widespread famine to the population. In 

response to the famine, several international relief organisations including 

the American Relief Administration headed by industrialist Herbert Hoover 

and a charity under the Quakers provided aid to Russia. Under the direction 

of Sir Benjamin Robertson, the three principal British relief agencies -  the 

Russian Famine Relief Fund, the Save the Children Fund and the Society of 

Funds -  combined their efforts in Russia. By August 1921, the first trains 

with food supplies started to arrive in Russia but it soon became clear that 

the problem was of a massive scale and the Russian Famine Relief 

Committee reported on 17 August that relief was required for 35 million 

people.®® Today it is widely acknowledged, writes Nicholas V. RIasanovsky in 

his History o f Russia, that “in the years following the originally ‘bloodless’ 

October Revolution epidemics, starvation, fighting, executions, and the 

general breakdown of the economy and society had taken something like 

twenty million lives’’.®̂

Deeply affected by the plight of the Russian people, Daniel Reavey joined 

the British section of the international Save the Children Fund in Geneva. In 

January 1922, he obtained a visa from the Soviet Embassy In London, as 

well as permits for travelling through Germany, Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania, 

to represent the Save the Children Fund in the Volga town of Saratov, 

located in the principal famine area.

Daniel Reavey arrived in the middle of the severe Russian w inter and 

experienced at first-hand the vast scale of this human tragedy. In Saratov, he 

witnessed the plight of thousands of starving refugees who had left their 

villages and farms and streamed into the cities. The Save the Children
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charity, for whom Daniel Reavey now worked, concentrated its efforts on the 

most vulnerable victims of the tragedy. Thousands of children had become 

homeless, living on the banks of the Volga “under upturned boats” .®® In the 

charity’s make-shift shelters, Daniel Reavey would have cared for listless 

children, their heads covered in sores and their stomachs swollen from 

malnutrition.®® British citizens, who had remained in Russia despite the 

Revolution and the Civil War, now fled the horrors of the Russian Famine 

and brought with them harrowing accounts of this human catastrophe. One 

British eye-witness reported to The Times that he saw in Saratov, in August 

1921, “11 persons, mostly children die in one night from starvation”. He 

witnessed people crawling under hedges, where they died from exhaustion, 

and, most tragically, mothers throwing “their children into the river rather than 

seeing them die from hunger”.

For Daniel Reavey and other volunteers, living conditions were extremely 

harsh and in many towns, typhus and cholera were rampant, but Daniel 

Reavey stayed in Russia until the summer of 1923. Upon his return, L.B. 

Golden, General Secretary of the Save the Children’s Fund acknowledged 

this remarkable commitment and wrote to Daniel Reavey in September 1923:

That on the successful conclusion o f the operations o f the Save the Children  
Fund  in Saratov, this Council desires to convey to all m em bers of the staff who 
were engaged in relief work in that area, its very high appreciation of the skill 
and devotion with which, often under conditions of great d ifficulty in most 
depressing surroundings, they laboured on behalf o f the starving children and 
achieved results which will be a m onum ent o f British hum anity and self- 
sacrifice.^^

Despite their renewed separation, which undoubtedly caused him much 

anxiety over his father’s safety in Russia, George Reavey had great 

admiration for this action and wrote proudly in a memoir text that his father’s 

work with the Save the Children Fund “was helping, just as Hoover was 

doing from the American side, to save some of the Russian population from 

the famine which had ensued after the Civil War” .̂ ^

Although Daniel Reavey was initially able to revive his career in the linen 

business upon his return to London in 1923, he later became affected by the
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looming world-wide economic crisis. In 1927 he was made redundant, at the 

age of 51, from the Holborn-based linen manufacture Centrosojus Limited, 

where he had been employed as a “specialist in charge of the sales of Flax, 

Hemp and Tow”. While his employers found him “absolutely reliable”, they 

much regretted “that the reduction of the staff of this company compels us to 

part with his services” .̂ '* As the British economy went into a sharp decline in 

the late 1920s and companies decided to cut their workforce, Daniel Reavey 

was unable to secure employment, despite his undisputed expertise and his 

long-standing experience. Daniel Reavey’s hopes for a secure financial 

future, when he could comfortably retire like his father in Belfast, were 

crushed by the onslaught of the economic crisis of the late 1920s and early 

1930s. The decade of the 1930s was an unsettled one for Daniel Reavey, 

marked by illness and frequent relocations, when he and Sophia Reavey left 

their house in Fulham and moved around several apartments in London.

2. A Complex Identity

The relationship between George Reavey and his father was not without 

conflict, as diary entries for the early 1930s refer to quarrels regarding the 

subject of religion.^® Moreover, George Reavey’s decision to embark on the 

highly volatile existence of a poet and literary agent caused much anxiety to 

Daniel Reavey whose own situation had become so financially insecure. 

Yet despite these matters of discontent, George Reavey strongly identified 

with his paternal family background, not only because it represented through 

his grandfather’s Belfast home a much longed for sense of security, but also 

creativity. In several autobiographical texts, George Reavey links his literary 

vocation to his father’s Irish ancestry. In 1933, at the beginning of his 

literary career, he claimed that the family name Reavey “proves descent 

from an ancient clan, descendants of kings” involved in a 13th century feud. 

“Some were bards and I can trace the strain in our family which seems to 

descend by great-uncles”.̂ ® George Reavey refers here to his great-uncle
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Joseph Reavey’'̂ , who lived in Belfast and was employed as a foreman in a 

tobacco factory but wrote romantic and lyrical poetry in his free time. Joseph 

Reavey’s poems -  such as “Sunny Nook”, “Ramore Head” and “Portrush” -  

explored the rugged Ulster landscape and were published occasionally in 

newspapers including The Irish Weekly. Throughout his life George Reavey 

kept a blue copy book with transcripts of his great uncle’s poems as well as 

newspaper clippings of published w ork/^ Several of Joseph Reavey’s 

poems were dedicated to his sister Mary, according to George Reavey, an 

educated, formidable woman who had “helped to start the Gaelic movement 

in Belfast” /®

Reavey’s great-aunt Mary was married to the highly regarded blind 

composer Carl Gilbert Hardebeck.’™' A drawing by Sean O’Sullivan shows 

him, in his later years, as a bald-headed man with round black spectacles 

and a prominent nose7® The couple were part of a growing movement 

dedicated to Irish culture, with leading cultural and political figures, including 

the poet and revolutionary Padraig Pearse, visiting their Belfast home.®° 

Both Mary and Carl Gilbert Hardebeck were fluent Irish speakers and 

Hardebeck even “invented a Braille alphabet” for himself in Irish, which was 

adopted by the National Institute for the Blind”. H a r d e b e c k ’s most 

important achievement was, however, his “restless interest and energy” for 

the Irish musical tradition, which led to numerous compositions and

There is conflicting information regarding the ages of Joseph Reavey and Mary 
Hardebeck. The 1901 Census of Ireland states Mary Hardebeck's age as 30 and Joseph 
Reavey’s as 35, while, 10 years later in the 1911 Census, Joseph Reavey’s age is stated 
as 56 and Mary Hardebeck’s as 43. Surprisingly, there was little age difference between 
Daniel Reavey (age 35 in 1911) and his aunt Mary (43). [Census o f Ireland, 1901 and 1911. 
Belfast City, Limestone Road, Duncairn Ward, Parish Shankill. National Archives, Dublin.]

Carl Gilbert von Hardebeck was born in London on 10 December 1869 to a Welsh 
mother and a wealthy German father, Carl Joseph von Hardebeck, who had established a 
“prosperous jewellery business" in Clerkenwell. Just a few weeks after his baptism, it was 
discovered that the infant was blind. After being educated at a newly-founded school for the 
blind, he embarked on a music career. Supported by his father’s investments in insurance 
and stocks, the 24-year-old Hardebeck moved to Belfast in 1893 to set up with his business 
partner the novelty business of a music warehouse at Wellington Place. When the unlucky 
venture ran out of capital three years later, Hardebeck started to give music lessons from 
his home on Limestone Road. In 1904, he became organist at St. Peter’s Pro-Cathedral. 
After a four-year tenure with the Cork School of Music (1919-1923), Hardebeck returned to 
Belfast but finally settled in Dublin in 1932, where he died on 11 February 1945. [O'Boyle, 
Sean. 1948. “Hardebeck”. In The Capuchin Annual. Vol. 1948. Dublin. P. 80-7.]
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arrangements.®^ He developed a particular passion for the study of Irish 

plain chant, which he compared to the tradition of the French troubadours.®^

Mary and Carl Gilbert Hardebeck, who had married in 1896^''", shared their 

comfortable Belfast home at 102 Limestone Road with Mary’s bachelor 

brother Joseph (Reavey) and a live-in maid, Cassie Flanagan, from County 

Donegal.®'^ They lived in close proximity to their brother, Daniel Reavey 

senior, and George Reavey would have undoubtedly met his wider family on 

his frequent childhood visits to Belfast. In 1918, when Reavey escaped with 

his mother to Belfast from war-torn Russia, Carl Hardebeck was the 

respected organist at St. Peter’s pro-cathedral, Belfast and had established 

a nation-wide reputation for his compositions of Irish songs, anthems and 

choral works. In 1919, when Daniel Reavey joined his family in Belfast, the 

Reaveys and Hardebecks were undoubtedly celebrating the recent 

prestigious appointment of Carl Gilbert Hardebeck first as master of the 

Cork School of Music and then as “chair of Irish Music in Cork University”.®̂ 

However, objections that a “German” had been appointed to these 

prestigious positions, combined with on-going difficulties over the funding of 

the new ventures, meant that Hardebeck’s stay in Cork was short-lived. 

Hardebeck, who had given up his Belfast home and waited in Cork “for four 

years for a house that never materialised”, had to supplement his meagre 

teaching salary by playing at night as a pianist in a cinema orchestra.

Following his return to Belfast in 1923, where he lived in a small flat above a 

“shoe shop on Divis Street”, Hardebeck struggled to make a living from 

music lessons.®^ As in the case of Daniel and Sophia Reavey, the 

Hardebecks found it difficult to re-settle in post-Partition Belfast, and their 

fortunes went into sharp decline. And although Hardebeck was offered a 

music workshop in Dublin’s Parnell Square in 1932 -  where he produced 

choral works for the Keating Choir and wrote and collected music for the 

Irish government publisher An Gum -  he never received the recognition he

Mary and Carl Gilbert Hardebeck declared in the 1911 Census that they had been 
married for 15 years. [Census o f Ireland. 1911. Belfast City, Limestone Road, Duncarn 
Ward, Parish Shankill. National Archives, Dublin.]
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deserved. Several representatives of Irish culture lamented in 1943, two 

years before Hardebeck’s death, that “his ability was greater than the 

opportunities of the time made possible” and that he had come to Ireland “at 

the wrong time”, when the music he sought to revive was considered the 

“untutored ‘queerness’ of peasant thought”.®®

His contemporaries also struggled with Hardebeck’s identity and belonging, 

as a classical-trained musician of German-Welsh descent, who wrote music 

in the Irish style. One commentator perceptively argued that Hardebeck’s 

example “pointed the way” to a new type of composer who would embody 

“all that is best in our Irish heritage” while at the same time “be worthy to 

take his place v/ith Wagner, Tchaikovsky, Dvorak [sic], Cesar Franck and 

Elgar” . G e o r g e  Reavey was proud of his connection with a European 

composer who had made such an outstanding contribution to Irish culture 

and emphasised in his memoir that Hardebeck was “a friend of Douglas 

Hyde, who became the first President of Eire in 1922”.®°

Apart from the creative side of his paternal family, George Reavey inherited 

the Reaveys’ enterprising spirit and adventurous nature. During his student 

days, he started a literary magazine and while still in his mid-twenties 

decided to set up his own literary agency business. Like his father, who had 

returned to Russia at the height of a large-scale humanitarian crisis to carry 

out famine relief work, George Reavey opted to return to the Soviet Union 

during the Second World War and offer his knowledge of the Russian 

language and culture in temporary diplomatic service to the British Foreign 

Office. Significantly, both Russian journeys -  his childhood escape from the 

Russian Civil War and his diplomatic mission in 1942 as part of an arctic 

convoy, which was torpedoed by German forces -  brought Reavey face to 

face with personal danger and led to the loss of all his belongings.

His father’s frequent uprooting in search of a promising career and 

satisfactory home for his family, can be seen as a template for George 

Reavey’s own recurring relocations from one artistic centre to another. The 

sense of adventure Reavey inherited from his father was linked, however, to
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an inherent restlessness and an inability to stay long enough in one place to 

reap the fruits of his efforts. Both father and son seemed to have a deep- 

rooted fear of stagnation and the sense of a lost opportunity elsewhere, 

which is why in every arrival there is already a sense of departure. Not 

surprisingly, George Reavey adopted in several of his poetry collections the 

mask of the Spanish adventurer Don Quixote de la Mancha, who embarks 

on both real and imaginary travels.

George Reavey’s relationship with his mother is far more complex and her 

existence has been almost eradicated in his autobiographical writings. The 

only reference made to Sophia Reavey in these texts, is in the context of 

their eventful and traumatic escape from post-revolutionary Russia to Belfast 

in 1918, which must have forged a great bond between them. Yet even 

when Reavey refers to his knowledge of Russian, he attributes it to his 

“sojourn of some years (...) in Russia as a child” and not to the fact that he 

would have spoken Russian at home with his mother, which meant that he 

had to learn English in Belfast following their return from Russia in 1918.®  ̂

His mother’s later mental illness may have been the very reason why 

Reavey consciously, or subconsciously, obliterated her memory and refused 

to seek any sense of ‘belonging’ in his maternal family background. There 

are no references that Reavey ever accompanied his mother on her visits to 

Warsaw apart from the final incident when he was notified of her fragile 

mental state and travelled to Warsaw to return her to London.

George Reavey was aware of the conflicting sides of his personality and the 

inherent duality of his mixed Irish and East-European ancestry. He believed 

that his peculiar dual-nationality and pan-European identity as a writer who 

belonged to several cultures, traditions and genres could be traced to his 

biography and origins. In a memoir text, Reavey celebrated the fact that he 

was “born simultaneously on several continents; Europe and India [...] at 

Vitebsk once a bone of contention between Russia and Poland”. R e a v e y  

alluded to the fact that his birthplace changed hands several times between 

Lithuania, Poland and Russia since the 14th century and, like himself, was
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difficult to place in a single national context/''"' He then continued the theme 

of his own duality, admitting that he was “baptised twice both in the 

Orthodox and Catholic Rel[igion]”, concluding that he looked forward to a 

“new third religion preferably of my own evocation”.®̂ Even in his language 

acquisition, Reavey recalled learning and unlearning “several languages”. 

Raised first in the Russian language, Reavey had to learn English upon his 

return to Belfast in 1918. Later, at university, he tried to retrieve his un

learned knowledge of Russian, when he studied the work of Russian poets 

in the original.®^

Despite the turbulent years of his early childhood, Reavey settled well into 

school in London and, in 1925, successfully competed for an open 

scholarship to Cambridge University. Many decades later, he remembered 

his elation when “a telegram arrived to say that [he] had been elected as a 

History Exhibitioner at Gonville and Caius Col lege”. I t  was during his 

student years at Cambridge that Reavey began to draw creative energy from 

the duality of his complex origins and character. He started to rediscover in 

Cambridge bookshops, which “were well stocked with books in all 

languages”, his Russian roots through the works of poets such as “Block, 

Essenin, Mandelstam and Biely”, and began to find his own voice by writing 

and publishing poetry in Cambridge reviews.®^ He recalled that the “tragic 

attitude” of Russian poets like Essenin “struck a chord somewhere in me” 

and started his creative flow. In true Modernist spirit, Reavey regarded the 

boundaries between languages, literature and cultures as fluid.

Vitebsk, a major medieval fortress and trading centre, "passed to Lithuania in 1320, later 
to Poland, and then to Russia in 1772. It was destroyed by Poles in the 16th century, 
Swedes in the Great Northern War, Napoleon I in 1812, and Germans in World War 11”.
[The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, Micropaedia. 1982. Fifteenth Edition. Chicago: 
University of Chicago. Vol. X. P. 471. ]
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Chapter Three

EXPERIMENT-A  LITERARY BEGINNING
(1926-1929)

1. “The Illustrious Dead and Dying” '

In June 1930, a hitherto relatively unknown English undergraduate student 

magazine burst onto the international literary scene when the legendary Paris- 

based review transition devoted over 30 pages of its double issue, Nos. 19-20, 

to Experiment. Among the list of 14 hand-picked contributors, emerged George 

Reavey with his first Paris publication -  one of his earliest prose texts entitled 

“lo Lo Sognai” -  alongside his student friends Jacob Bronowski, William 

Empson, Hugh Sykes [Davies]", James Reeves, Basil Wright, Julian Trevelyan, 

R.S. Alcock, J.D. Cullen, Richard Eberhart, G.F. Noxon, John Davenport, 

William Archer, and Malcolm Grigg.'" Experiment originated at Cambridge 

University, where its members not only contributed poetry and prose but also 

articles and reviews on the whole spectrum of the arts as well as the sciences.

The sophisticated transition readership would have found striking parallels 

between the review’s own interdisciplinary outlook and the eclectic mix of this 

Experiment snapshot. In fact, since its first issue had appeared in November 

1928, Experiment had modelled itself closely on the international and 

interdisciplinary focus of transition, whose writers came from a wide range of 

disciplines, beliefs, convictions and linguistic backgrounds, including the French

' The quotation is taken from tine inaugural manifesto of the Experiment group. [Experiment No. 
1. November 1928. Cambridge. P. 1.]

" Although referred to in Experiment and transition as “Hugh Sykes”, he later used the full name 
Hugh Sykes Davies. [For biographical information see note xvii.]

Contributors are listed here in their order of appearance in transition, ed. Eugene Jolas.
Nos. 19/20. June 1930. Paris. Contents page. George Reavey’s prose text appeared between 
contributions by G.F. Noxon and John Davenport.
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Surrealists, the Italian Futurists, the American and English Imagists and the 

German Expressionists; all presented to the English-language readership of 

transition in translation. In 1930, transition, which described itself as “an 

international quarterly for creative experiment", was one of the most influential 

reviews.^ Undoubtedly, with a large section dedicated to Experiment in 

transition, the young Cambridge students and recent graduates had not only 

established themselves, less than two years after their first collaboration, as a 

serious literary group but had also made their mark on the international avant- 

garde scene.

Under the title “Cambridge Experiment; A Manifesto of Young England", the 

poet and scientist Jacob Bronowski had compiled material that reflected the 

Experiment contributors’ wide range of interests and their interdisciplinary 

focus. Apart from poems by Empson, Cullen and Reeves, and prose texts by 

Reavey, Wright''' and Grigg; he had invited art criticism by poet Hugh Sykes 

Davies; an excerpt from Alcock’s'' scientific study A Biological Interpretation; an 

essay on the creative potential of “Dreams” by the painter Julian Trevelyan; a 

film review by Noxon; and literary criticism by Davenport and Archer. Bronowski 

himself contributed a poem and a passionate introduction. This eclectic band of 

contributors was united in a confident if somewhat cocky manifesto, designed

Basil W rigiit (1907-1987) began his first film experiments at Cambridge and later became an 
award-winning documentary film-maker. His 1936 film Song for Ceylon received the principal 
documentary award at the Brussels International Exhibition. For his documentary on Greece, 
The Immortal Land, he received a special diploma of honour at the Venice Film Festival and 
first prize in the Council of Europe Film Awards in 1959. [Cf. "GPO Film Unit", The Times, 11 
June 1937; “Mr. Basil W right’s Next Film”, The Times, 19 August 1959; and “British Film Wins 
Council of Europe Award”, The Times, 24 August 1959.]

'' The members of the Experiment group are portrayed later in this chapter. Of the lesser known 
contributors, R. S. Alcock entered Cambridge in 1926 on an Exhibition award for natural 
sciences. He received an MA in 1934 and later taught science at the University of Aberdeen. 
[“University News, Scholarships at Oxford and Cambridge”, The Times, 22 December 1926.]

G.F. Noxon studied at Trinity College Cambridge. Noxon contributed articles on film and took 
over the publication of Experiment on behalf of the group from the fourth (November 1929) to 
the seventh and final issue (Spring 1931). In 1935, Reavey, Noxon and Laurence Gilliam 
collaborated in the adaptation of a Tolstoy play, broadcast as “Axeff, a melodrama of Russia 
before the W ar” by the BBC. [“A Melodrama and a Revue”, The Times. 16 January 1935 ]
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to rattle the literary establishment. The Cambridge review proclaimed to the 

transition readers not only its complete independence from the existing literary 

tradition but also its refusal to offer anything new, described as a “literary 

panacea”:

If we were hawking some sharp and particular quarrer' : with Miss M for a 
charlatan, Mr N for a Christian : if we had discovered some literary panacea : 
or renounced some popular philosophy : it would be easy now to be pointed, to 
be vigorous, to be witty. But because we have no panacea : and continue in 
humility : you will find us quite simply clumsy,^

Instead, Experiment portrayed itself deliberately as ‘exiled’ from literary 

belonging, in the true spirit of a post-war generation that had lost its belief in 

systems and structures, in the wake of the First World War:

We have lost faith, you see, in this tinkering with the structure of literature: and 
if you find us labouring it is because we are trying to shift, ever so slightly its 
bases. Rather accidentally; because we invented no principles; and now that 
they have happened to us, they are uncertain and not at all startling. A sense 
that literature is in need of some new formal notation : an attempt to show how 
such a notation can be built out of academic notations, where academic means 
perhaps no more than non-moral and is after all best explained in our poetry : a 
belief in the compact, local u n it: and in the impersonal u n it: a belief finally, and 
a disbelief -  for it is about this mainly that we are at odds -  in literature as a 
singular and different experience, something more than an ordering of life. You 
see how haphazard it all is. And its criterion ultimately is only again 
Experiment.^

Editor Jacob Bronowski further emphasised in his introduction for transition the 

review’s objectives, or rather ‘non-objectives’, stressing its focus on the 

spontaneous and accidental, rather than the pre-determined:

I suppose the word group is unavoidable. Aggregate has no direction; and 
arrangement, a poor sound. But I should have liked arrangement. It presents 
so little to order, is so much a convenience; it has that hint of casualness and, 
oddly, the arbitrary. [...] Literature is somehow accidental, in the sense that 
an accident is quick, is formative, bears into the very bone of quality. Growth 
comes afterwards.'*

''' The formatting here follows the typesetting used in “Experiment A Manifesto”, [transition. Ed. 
Eugene Jolas. Nos.19/20, June 1930. Paris. P. 106.]
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The Manifesto’s references to the accidental and “haphazard” creation of 

literature evoke, at first, the beliefs of the Dada''" movement, which had erupted 

in neutral Zurich at the height of the First World War to expose the prevail ng 

spiritual anarchy in Europe. Dadaists from a wide range of nationalities and art 

disciplines performed and protested in the legendary Cabaret Voltaire against a 

war that tore Europe apart and left behind a spiritual vacuum. Yet unlike the 

Dada movement, which propagated a complete breakdown of form -  such as 

poems created from sound, multi-lingual vocabulary and arbitrary word 

combinations -  the Experiment group was in search of a “new formal notation”, 

based on an “academic” process.^

The impetus for the new Cambridge magazine arose when the somewhat 

reclusive atmosphere of Cambridge became shattered by fundamental 

changes that occurred both within and outside the university. George Reavey 

recalled the productive tension that lead to the remarkable creative and diverse 

output of the group, which found expression in Experiment:

The ancient gateways shuddered under the impact of James Joyce’s Ulysses, 
Hemingway’s laconic muscle-men, Proust’s labyrinthine introspections, the 
phantasmagoria of transition and the Worl< in Progress, Apollinaire’s poetic 
constructions, Picasso’s montages, Pudhovkin’s films, Hopkins’s running 
rhythms, I.A. Richard’s analysis, Spengler’s elegiacs, Empson’s ambiguities, 
and Wyndham Lewis’s continued blasts while at the same time the Cavendish 
laboratories were chasing infinitesimal atoms and making a new world based 
on energy.®

While transition, purchased by Reavey and his student friends from Cambridge 

booksellers, had played a critical part in introducing the undergraduates to 

important international developments in literature and the arts (Joyce, 

Hemingway, Apollinaire, Spengler''"', Picasso and Pudhovkin'’̂ ), there were

The word ‘Dada’ was found by the original Zurich group by chance in a French-German 
dictionary meaning “baby-talk for anything to do with horses”. Dada co-founder, the poet 
Richard Huelsenbeck, later wrote in his essay “En Avant Dada: A History of Dadaism (1920)”: 
“Art should get a sound thrashing, and Dada stands for the thrashing with all the vehemence of 
its limited nature”. [Cf. Motherwell, Robert. Ed. 1967. Tiie Dada Painters and Poets. An 
Anthoiogy. New York: George Wittenborn. First published in 1951. P. xviii and 44.]

The German historian Oswald Spengler (1880-1936) wrote a highly influential and popular 
book on contemporary philosophy entitled T/ie Deciine o f tiie West, Form and Actuaiity (1918). 
The book’s central argument is that historic events occur in a series of recurring cycles and that
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significant ‘internal’ influences at work in Cambridge such as the ground

breaking literary criticism of I. A. Richards and of his disciple, William Empson, 

who had adopted the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins’*. Julian Trevelyan 

recalled in his autobiography Indigo Days that “the climate of Experiment was 

determined by I. A. Richards’s lectures” and that his critical study The Meaning 

o f Meaning “became a sort of bible for us”.̂  Richards’ open lectures on literary 

criticism were in fact so popular among Cambridge students that when his 

lecture hall overfilled, Richards “would then lecture in the street”, wrote William 

Empson.®

Ivor Armstrong Richards had gone up to Magdalene College, Cambridge in 

1911 where he read History before he changed to Moral Sciences. A joint 

project in philosophical linguistics with fellow student C.K. Ogden, published 

later as The Meaning o f Meaning, recommended him in 1922 for the post of 

lecturer for the English Tripos at Magdalene College. Some of Richards’ most 

influential books on literary criticism were published during the 1920s, such as 

The Foundations o f Aesthetics (1922), Principles o f Literary Criticism (1924) 

and Science and Poetry (1926).® According to John Constable, editor of his 

Selected Works, Richards’s “insistence on a psychologistic understanding of

Western civilisation had reached the end of a cycle and was heading into decline. He refused 
for his European philosophies to be incorporated into the narrow racist Nazi ideology and led a 
reclusive life, living on a modest inheritance.

'’‘ Vsevolod Illarionovich Pudhovkin (1893-1953) has been described as “one of the greatest film 
directors and theorists”. He was educated at the State Institute of Cinematography in Moscow 
and made his first motion picture Mechanics o f the Brain in 1925-26, based on Pavlov’s 
theories of action and reaction. Other important films of the late 1920s, which may have 
influenced the Experiment group, include Mother {^926), The End o f S t Petersburg (1927) and 
Storm Over Asia (1928). [The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, Micropaedia. 1982. Fifteenth 
Edition. Chicago: University of Chicago. Vol. VIII. P. 288.]

Reavey's referred to the popularity of “Hopkins’s running rhythms” at Cambridge. Gerard 
Manley Hopkins (1844-1889) studied philosophy at Oxford, where he began to write poetry. He 
converted to Catholicism and became a Jesuit in 1868. His poetry and teachings took particular 
interest in “sound, repetition and rhyme”. In 1884, he took up a professorship at University 
College Dublin (UCD), where he died in relative literary obscurity. His poetry became known 
(through his friend Robert Bridges) after his death, with a collection of poems, considered 
Modernist, published in 1918 and 1930. [White, Norman. 2004. “Hopkins, Gerard Manley”. In 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, OUP. Online version wvw.oxforddnb.com]
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the beautiful” constituted a “watershed in British aesthetics” during a time when 

the “growth of scientific discourse, and the increase in its prestige, had resulted 

in a decline in the standing of the arts”. Together with Ogden, Richards also 

developed the ‘dual language theory’; instead of dividing language simply into 

scientific and poetic, “they presented language in terms of a combination of 

functions, with one pole tending towards pure reference, and the other towards 

pure evocation, with almost all real cases being mixed”, explains Constable.

What attracted the Experiment poets and writers to I. A. Richards was 

undoubtedly his unwavering belief in the value of poetry and his argument that 

the “procedures and habits of science were damaging to our ability to read and 

to write poetry”.A c c o rd in g  to Constable, Richards sought to counteract these 

developments by advising his readers to avoid “making their work dependent 

on the varieties of belief properly employed when dealing with science, and, 

secondly, that readers should avoid applying such standards to poetry”. 

Graham Chainey described him in his Literary IHistory o f Cambridge as 

“dissecting the psyches of poets and readers of poets in his critical 

laboratory”.''^

Richards’ teaching methods represented a fresh and unconventional approach 

in Cambridge. To challenge students in the interpretation of poetry, he issued 

“unsigned and undated poems for critical comment ”. H e  developed this 

method into practical criticism classes and subsequently published the 

students’ resulting protocols with commentary in his 1929 book Practical 

Criticism. Christopher Isherwood described Richards in his fictionalised 

autobiography Lions and Shadows (1938) as “the prophet we had been waiting 

fo r - th is  pale, mild, muscular, curly-headed young man [...]. But, to us, he was 

infinitely more than a brilliant new literary critic; he was our guide, our 

evangelist
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The influence of I. A. Richards united the diverse contributors in their common 

interest in the field of literary criticism. According to Experiment editor Jacob 

Bronowski, literary criticism was “the one formal field that writers have found 

which is accessible to all of them”.̂ ® He undoubtedly referred to the profound 

influence of I. A. Richards and his pioneering theories in literary criticism, when 

he wrote in transition:

I do not know whether any of us are going to produce great literature. I do not 
know whether any of us are going to write well. I only know that several of us 
are going to think well : and that some of us may even persuade literature to 
think well. And I know of noone [sic] else who will. ^

On a deeper emotional level, the Experiment group also shared a profound 

pessimism, representative of the post-war spirit and spiritual disillusionment 

repeatedly referred to in transition as the “chaos of the post-war period”, where 

“a confusion of values had set in”.̂ ® In this post-war context, editor Eugene 

Jolas wanted transition “to present an ideology that would combine the 

primitive, instinctive mythology with a modern consciousness”.̂ ® James 

Reeves’s contribution to the Experiment section in transition, an “Open Letter” 

to editor Bronowski, clearly echoed this modern European consciousness:

My artistic beliefs are directed mainly by two prejudices: the first that there is 
nothing to write about to-day; the second, and no less important, that it doesn’t 
matter if there isn't. [....] When I say that there is nothing to write about to-day,
I mean simply that the present epoch is, in this sense, unpropitious. We 
appear to have lost that immediate contact with experience which makes an 
age ‘epic’, or susceptible to epic. [....] We do not retreat from the age like the 
Victorians, negatively; worse, we are, positively, defeated by it.^°

The Experiment group regarded itself not as a local university review but as an 

integral part of the wider prevailing consciousness or Zeitgeist. Julian Trevelyan 

recalled that the word “Weltanschauung" -  like Zeitgeist a German term 

describing a prevailing mood or attitude -  “was used much by us at the time”.̂  ̂

For example, a group of “Five" anonymous contributors attacked Wyndham 

Lewis in an article in Experiment for his failure to “realise” the fundamental 

“Weltanschauung” that “theology and politics are implicit in all significant art” .̂  ̂

The group was ambitious to share their views with an international audience
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and ensured that the review was distributed beyond the town of Cambridge, 

Copies of Experiment were not only available from the “principal Cambridge 

Bookshops” but also from the avant-garde London gallery “Zwemmers”; the 

“Cambridge Bookstore” in Toronto, Canada; and Sylvia Beach’s legendary 

Paris bookshop Shakespeare & Company.^^

In the magazine’s inaugural issue, published in November 1928, the 

Experiment group vehemently rejected its belonging to literary tradition -  

derided as “the Illustrious Dead and Dying” -  and proclaimed instead its 

commitment to an independent and interdisciplinary focus:

We are concerned with all the intellectual interests of undergraduates. We do 
not confine ourselves to the work of English students, nor are we at pains to be 
littered with the Illustrious Dead and Dying. Our claim has been one of 
uncompromising independence: therefore not a line in these pages has been 
written by any but degreeless students or young graduates. It has been our 
object to gather all and none but the not yet too ripe fruits of art, science and 
philosophy in the university.^"*

The material chosen for publication in Experiment -  reaped from all the “not yet 

too fruits of art, science and philosophy” -  represented, according to James 

Reeves, an eclectic mix including:

[...] articles on science as well as literature, stills from modernist films, 
photographs of surrealistic paintings, much obscure poetry and experimental 
prose, of which latter our proudest example was a hitherto unpublished extract 
from Joyce’s Work in Progress.^^

George Reavey proudly remembered Experiment’s contemporary outlook: “We 

were uncompromisingly modern, far more so than our rival The Venture”.̂  ̂

Soon after its first issue, Experiment and Ttie Venture, edited by Michael 

Redgrave and Anthony Blunt, became rival publications. According to Chainey, 

The Venture deliberately “announced itself as a protest against the more 

licentious forms of Free Verse, Surrealisme”, so frequently published and 

practised in Experiment.^^ And while Experiment printed “stills from modernist 

films” and “obscure poetry”. The Venture was “adorned with woodcuts and filled 

with neo-Georgian poems and stories”, wrote James Reeves.^® For Julian
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Trevelyan, The Venture, disappointed as it subscribed “more or less to the 

current Bloomsbury ideology”.̂ ® The most single contributing factor in 

Experiment’s success in reflecting a modern European consciousness was, 

undoubtedly, the group’s own diversity, in which its editor Jacob Bronowski 

passionately believed:

Since in themselves such subjects are not related to literature, quasi-historians 
and quasi-physicists and quasi-anthropologists who go to make up 
EXPERIMENT [sic] are better writers by virtue of their three years of history or 
physics or anthropology only in so far as they bring from these subjects a way 
of thinking and a sense of discipline and value which have become part of their 
sensibility as writers.

Experiment was a truly interdisciplinary publication which demonstrated, in the 

words of botany graduate Kathleen Raine, that “the writing of poetry had in the 

Cambridge of the late ‘twenties no necessary connection with the English 

Tripos”. In s te a d ,  the eclectic band of contributors was united by “a sense of 

being involved, individually or collectively, in the advancing frontiers of, not so 

much knowledge in the abstract, as the consciousness of our generation”.

2. “The Consciousness of Our Generation” -  
Experiment’s Diverse Membership

A co-founder and regular contributor to Experiment since its first issue, George 

Reavey closely associated the beginnings of his literary career with his years 

as an undergraduate student at Cambridge. At a lecture entitled “The Art of 

Translation”, delivered at a PEN conference in New York, in May 1970, he told 

his audience that he “began writing and being published [...] while still at the 

university“ .̂  ̂ According to his Matriculation Record [Fig. 3], Reavey entered 

Gonville and Caius College’" -  one of the university’s oldest foundations.

Originally known as Gonville Hall, the college dates back to 1348 when it was established by 
Edmund Gonville, a Rector of Terrington in Norfolk. During the reign of Queen Mary (1553-58), 
it was re-founded as Gonville and Caius by its benefactor John Caius, MD. Under his 
prestigious influence -  Caius was nine times President of the Royal College of Physicians -  the 
college became known for its faculty of medicine. [Tibbs, Rodney. 1972. The University and 
Colleges o f Cambridge. Lavenham, Suffolk: Terence Dalton Ltd. P. 21 and 37.]
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situated in the heart of Cambridge, between Trinity and King’s College [Fig. 4] -  

on 1 October 1926 to study History. He was registered as a “pensioner” and 

received an “Entrance Exhibition” of £40, which was announced, together with 

other college awards, in The Caian, the official publication of Gonville and 

Caius C o l l e g e . Y e t  after reading history for two years, Reavey decided to 

switch in October 1928 to the English Tripos. According to Reavey, his growing 

interest in literature and writing persuaded him to change: “One of the reasons 

for the switch was that I had already begun writing poetry and publishing at 

Cambridge in The Caian, the Trinity Magazine, the Cambridge Review and the 

Festival Review”.

Another compelling reason was Reavey’s growing interest in the teachings of I. 

A. Richards, whose open lectures on literary criticism he attended with the 

other members of the Experiment Group including William Empson and 

Kathleen Raine.^® Most importantly, Reavey’s change to the English Tripos 

coincided with his involvement in Experiment, which he considered as “the 

most advanced group of the then Cambridge literary generation”. H e  recalled 

that “by the beginning of 1928” -  the year, when Reavey switched to the 

English Tripos -  “some ten of us combined (financially also) to start a quarterly 

review Experiment.

At Cambridge, Reavey lived, like many students, in a lodging house off 

campus, as the colleges could not cope with the increasing demand for places. 

Most lodging houses were licensed by the university and strict rules were 

drawn up for lodging-house keepers -  “not least that they were to report first 

thing in the morning the names of any young gentlemen who had not returned 

to their lodgings by the prescribed hour” .̂ ® Accommodation for students in 

these lodging houses in the town of Cambridge was rather basic. The poet 

Richard Eberhart remembered that his own room in Cambridge had “no electric

According to James Cox, Archivist at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, a 'pensioner’ is 
an undergraduate who receives funding from a source other than the college.
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lights, telephone or running water [...]. One mounts the stairs candle In hand to 

the chill welcome of an Icy bed, even as Newton, Milton, and Spenser, and 

Wordsworth dldl”^°

Yet, despite the strict rules and basic conditions, Julian Trevelyan recalled that 

“Reavey’s Victorian lodging house” soon became a popular focus where 

“people such as Brunowski [sic], Empson and Humphrey Jennings met and 

Experiment was [...] the magazine which they edited”.'*̂  And although Reavey 

was required under college rules to take his meals in the historic dining hall of 

Gonville and Caius, where a head table of lecturers and fellows presided over 

rows of undergraduates, this rule was frequently broken, when the Experiment 

group “refused to eat in [the] college halls but dined expensively at a very 

seedy French restaurant [...]”.‘*̂  As Reavey had limited financial resources at 

his disposal, it is highly likely that his generous friend, Julian Trevelyan, paid for 

many of these flamboyant meals.’'"'

While Experiment deliberately portrayed itself as a loose “arrangement”'’  ̂ of 

like-minded and equal contributors, the enigmatic poet and mathematician 

William Empson’"'' was nevertheless one of the magazine’s chief editors and 

singled-out in the inaugural manifesto as the person to whom “contributions for 

the second number should be sent”.'*'̂

The correspondence between George Reavey and Julian Trevelyan reveals Reavey’s 
growing financial dependency on his friend when they shared a studio in Paris. Trevelyan lent 
Reavey money not only for everyday needs but also to pay back other creditors. Cf. also 
Chapter 4. [Correspondence between Julian Trevelyan and George Reavey. By kind 
permission of Trinity College Library, Cambridge University.]

*''' William Empson (1906-1984) was born into the “squirearchy” at Yokefleet Hall in East 
Yorkshire. With degrees in Mathematics and English from Magdelene College, Cambridge, he 
left for the Far East in 1931 where he taught first at Tokyo National University and then at 
Peking National University. From 1941 to 1946, he acted for the BBC monitoring service as 
“Chinese Editor”. He later lectured at Sheffield University but also spent time (in 1948, 1950 
and 1954) at Kenyon College in Ohio. Empson wrote poetry since the late 1920s and privately 
printed several poetry collections in the early 1930s, followed by a major collection The 
Gathering Storm in 1940. His Collected Poems vjas published posthumously. Empson 
published several books on criticism and was knighted for his literary achievements in 1979. 
[“Obituary Sir William Empson, Influential Poet and Critic”. The Times. 16 April 1984. P. 14.]
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Like George Reavey, Empson wrote poetry during his student days and 

contributed to Experiment both poems and literary criticism. Inspired by I. A. 

Richards, he transferred to English at Magdalene College, where Richards was 

Director of Studies, after having graduated with a First in Mathematics. 

Empson’s influential literary criticism. Seven Types o f Ambiguity, was submitted 

in 1929 as part of his Tripos and gained him another First. According to 

Graham Chainey, “this was an extraordinary achievement for a student in his 

early twenties who had only just taken up literary criticism”.'*̂  The text was 

published in the following year and received an “acute and sympathetic review” 

from the poet Lascelles Abercrombie.'*® In true Experiment spirit, Ttie Seven 

Types o f Ambiguity set out to question and provoke, with one reviewer 

admitting that “you are moved to quarrel with him [Empson] in detail on nearly 

every page”.'*̂

Julian Trevelyan recalled that the Experiment group “worshipped” Empson, who 

“rolled his great eyes round and round as he read his poems, looking like the 

mythical dog with eyes like saucers^'' in Andersen’s Tinderbox” And Kathleen 

Raine vividly remembered the “impression he made upon me -  as upon all of 

us -  of contained mental energy [...] perpetual self-consuming mental 

intensity”:

Never I think had ‘Bill’ any wish to excel, lead, dominate, involve or otherwise 
assert power; he was at all times, on the contrary, mild, impersonal, indifferent 
to the impression he made to the point of absent-mindedness. Nevertheless his 
presence spellbound us all. His shapely head, his fine features, his eyes, full 
lustrous poet’s eyes but short-sighted behind glasses and nervously evading a 
direct look [...] was the head, in any gathering, that seemed the focus of all

49

The magical dog that guards the treasure chest full of coppers in Hans Christian Andersen’s 
(1805-1875) story The Tinder Box is described as having a “pair of eyes as big as a couple of 
teacups”, while the dog that guards the chest full of gold has “two eyes as big as the Round 
Tower”. [Andersen, Hans Christian. The Tinder Box. 1972. Translated by M.R. James. 
Illustrated by Svend Otto S. London: Kaye & Ward Ltd.]
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A close friend of George Reavey and founding member of Experiment was the 

scientist Jacob Bronowski/'^' The friends shared a similar up-rooted childhood 

experience and, like Reavey, Bronowski was a relatively new arrival in England. 

Born in Poland in 1908 into the Jewish faith, Bronowski had lived in Germany 

during the years of the First World War and settled in England in 1920. He 

arrived in Cambridge a year after Reavey, in 1927, to read Mathematics at 

Jesus College. When he was interviewed in 1973 for his popular BBC science 

series. The Ascent of Man, Bronowski described his student years at 

Cambridge as “the time of my life”.̂ ° Julian Trevelyan remembered him as a 

“dynamic gnome who cheerfully ordered our lives for us, and for whom we were 

generally prepared to die”.̂ ^

Bronowski contributed poetry to Exper/menf from its first number and gradually 

emerged as one the magazine’s chief editors from the fourth issue, which 

gained him in 1930 the role of preparing the selection for transition alongside 

Hugh Sykes [Davies]. After his graduation in 1930, Bronowski remained at 

Jesus College for postgraduate research in Mathematics. He and Reavey 

stayed in close contact and when in 1930 the Paris-based American publisher 

Samuel Putnam sought to employ an editor for the English and Irish section of 

his anthology The European Caravan, Reavey proposed Bronowski. In his 

acceptance of this new editorial role, Bronowski suggested the involvement of 

two other fellow Experiment members -  William Empson, whom he considered

™ Jacob Bronowski (1908-1974) was a poet, scientist and philosopher. Born in Poland in 
1908, he settled with his family in England in 1920. Following his under- and postgraduate 
studies at Cambridge, he became senior lecturer at the University of Hull in 1934. In 1942, he 
left university teaching to take up the post of Head of Statistical Units researching the 
economic effects of the German bombings. Bronowski’s role as “Scientific Deputy to the British 
Chiefs of the Mission to Japan” in 1945 led to the publication of several reports on the effects 
of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. A leading light of British science, he was on 
loan to the Unesco in 1947 and Carnegie Visiting Professor at MIT in 1953. Later in his career, 
Bronowski became known for his popular BBC science programmes, including the 1973 series 
The Ascent o f Man, which he had researched for over two years. Alongside his many scientific 
publications, Bronowski continued to write literary criticism including The Poet’s Defence 
(1939) and William Blal<e, A Man Without a Mask {^944). [“Obituary, Dr. Jacob Bronowski, 
Scientist and Mathematician”. The Times. 23 August 1974. P. 15.]

43



as a co-editor, and the poet Richard Eberhart, whose work Bronowski wanted 

to include despite his American citizenship -  which demonstrates the strong 

loyalties and ties that existed in this literary group.

Richard Eberhart’̂ ''" had come to Cambridge from Dartmouth College, New 

Hampshire, where he contributed poetry and book reviews to the campus 

magazine The Tower and was included in The Arts Anthology: Dartmouth 

Verse, 1926. Most significantly for the young undergraduate, the poet Robert 

Frost praised him in his introduction to the anthology and quoted from his poem 

“The Village Daily”.F o llo w in g  his graduation from Dartmouth in June 1926, 

Eberhart was accepted into a postgraduate course at Magdalene College under 

I.A. Richards, whom he later described as “the profoundest mind in Cambridge 

[...] and a tremendous, reserved, human, dominating-by-reticence man”.̂ ^

Before he took up his studies at Cambridge, Eberhart decided to work his way 

around the world and was hired in San Francisco, in May 1927, as a deck boy 

on the ‘West Faralon’, sailing for Manila via Shanghai. His return journey from 

the Philippines delayed him for about a week for the start of term at Cambridge. 

The adventurous Eberhart spent most of his term breaks travelling in Europe, 

including a memorable trip to Ireland during the 1928 summer holidays where, 

“armed with an introduction from his Chicago friend Alexander Greene, he met 

Stephens, Yeats, Gogarty [...] and AE who later accepted a poem for 

publication in The Irish Statesman”. At Cambridge, Eberhart became quickly 

assimilated into the Experiment group and contributed poetry from the second

Richard Eberhart (1904-2005), poet and academic, was born in Austin, Minnesota, the 
second son of an entrepreneur who rose from travelling salesman to Vice-President of a 
clothing company. First educated at the University of Minnesota, he transferred in 1923 to 
Dartmouth College, New Hampshire, which had begun to recruit top students from the mid- 
western and western States. Following his graduation from Dartmouth in 1926, Eberhart 
started graduate studies in Cambridge in 1927. He subsequently taught at various universities 
in the USA and became Professor of English at Dartmouth from 1956 to 1971. In 1965, he 
received the Pulitzer Prize for his Selected Poems, 1930-1965. Apart from poetry, Eberhart 
also wrote verse plays and founded the Poet’s Theatre in Cambridge, Mass. [Cf. Roache, Joel. 
1971. Richard Eberhart, The Progress of an American Poet. New York: Oxford University 
Press.]
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issue onwards. Considered an integral part of the group, he was chosen by 

Bronowski for publication in transition. He was included In the 1929 anthology 

Cambridge Poetry and singled-out, together with William Empson, by reviewer 

F.R. Leavis as the “star contributors”.®® When Reavey renewed his friendship 

with Richard Eberhart in America in 1972, he dedicated a copy of Nine Letters 

o f Boris Pasternak -  Reavey’s published correspondence with Pasternak -  with 

the words: “To Richard in memory of the EXPERIMENT days, George”.®®

Bronowski’s joint editor of Experiment was the writer Hugh Sykes Davies.^''"' 

Arriving in Cambridge in 1928, Sykes Davies became instantly a core member 

of the group and was included in the inaugural issue of Experiment, published 

in November 1928. Sykes Davies had won an entrance scholarship in Classics 

to St. John’s College but later changed to the English Tripos, where he was 

placed in the first class, with distinction, in 1931. Unlike other members of the 

Experiment group who turned their backs on Cambridge, the “brilliantly-gifted” 

Sykes Davies was elected a Fellow of St. John’s College, Cambridge in 1933 

and appointed as University Lecturer in 1936. Popular among his students, he 

has been described as the “guiding influence in English” at St. John’s 

College.®^

Although he began contributing to Experiment as late as February 1930, when 

the magazine was already in its fifth issue, Julian Trevelyan’̂ ”' was included in

Hugh Sykes Davies (1909-1984) was a writer and academic. In the early 1930s, he became 
a member of the so-called ‘Apostles', the Cambridge Conversazione Society which also 
included the Soviet spies Anthony Blunt and Guy Burgess. At the height of the Spanish Civil 
War, in 1937, Davies became a member of the British Communist Party, but was disillusioned 
with Communism after the Second World War. Together with Reavey and Jennings, he was a 
member of the organising committee for the 1936 First Surrealist Exhibition and published, in 
the same year, the study Surrealism. Among his criticism were essays on Trollope (1960), 
Browning (1962) and Wordsworth (1964 and 1965). He wrote three novels No Man Pursues 
(1950), Full Fathom Five (1956) and The Papers o f Andrew Melmoth (1960). [“Obituary Mr. 
Hugh Sykes Davies. Noted English Scholar". The Times. 8 June 1984. P. 18.]

™ The painter Julian Otto Trevelyan (1910-1988) was born into a distinguished family. Sir 
George Otto Trevelyan, his grandfather was a writer, while his father, Robert Calverley 
Trevelyan, was a scholar and his uncle, George Macaulay Trevelyan, a well-known historian. 
When Trevelyan left Cambridge for Paris in 1931, he studied at S.W. Hayter’s print-making 
studio Atelier 17. He returned to London in 1934. During the war, Trevelyan worked as a
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transition’s focus on Experiment. A close friend of Reavey, he was considered 

a core member of the group, and his essay on the creative potential of 

“Dreams” sat well with transition’s frequent preoccupations with Surrealism and 

the subconscious. Julian Trevelyan, who had already realised that he wanted 

to be a painter, studied English at Trinity College as a compromise to satisfy his 

father, who had agreed to support a formal education in painting following 

Trevelyan’s graduation from Cambridge. Describing himself as possessing 

“great eccentricity", Trevelyan cycled around Cambridge in “carpet slippers” 

and “large black felt hats” he imagined artists wore.^® Without ever completing 

his English Tripos, he “packed [his] bags” and, “without many regrets”, headed 

for Paris in 1931.^^ Trevelyan recalled that his student friends, including 

Reavey, were mainly writers and that “Cambridge about 1929 was remarkable 

for its poets”. A m o n g  these, were James Reeves and John Davenport.

James Reeves’̂ , who has been described as “the most friendly and generous 

of men”, contributed to Experiment from the review’s second issue, which 

featured his poem “Garden in Summer”. Like Reavey, he began writing 

poetry during his undergraduate years (1928-31) at Cambridge and his 

Collected Poems span the years 1929-1974. Alongside Empson and Eberhart, 

Reeves was included in the 1929 anthology Cambridge Poetry.

camouflage officer but suffered a breakdown in 1942. He continued to paint and returned to 
Atelier 17 in 1950 to update his knowledge of print-making. In 1955 he started to teach 
engraving at the Royal College of Art, where he later became Head of the school. Trevelyan 
was forced to give up this post in 1963 when he contracted a viral infection that affected his 
speech. He was a founding member of the Printmakers’ Council London and travelled widely in 
Europe. [Trevelyan, Julian. 1996. Indigo Days. Ttie Art and Memoirs o f Julian Trevelyan. 
Aldershot, Hants: Scolar Press.]

"“ James Reeves (1909-1978) was a poet, critic, children’s writer and lecturer. Following his 
graduation from Jesus College Cambridge in 1931, Reeves taught English for 20 years in 
schools and training colleges before “failing sight forced him to give up teaching”. He then 
became a full-time author and edited several anthologies including The Poet’s World (1948) 
and New Canon o f English Poetry {^967). Later in his life, he began writing and publishing 
poems for children, including Collected Poems for Children (1973). [“Obituary Mr. James 
Reeves, Poet, Critic and Educator". The Times. 9 May 1978. P. 2 1 ]
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John Davenport’̂ '̂ studied at Corpus, where his rooms, “lined with books”, 

became, according to Trevelyan, another “perpetual meeting-place” for the 

Experiment Described by Trevelyan as “fat, witty, bibulous, charming,

bawdy, with a vast warehouse of a mind out of which nothing escapes”, 

Davenport was a charismatic member of the group. He remained a loyal 

friend of Reavey’s, particularly during the years of the Second World War, when 

both Reavey and Davenport worked for some time for the BBC.

The painter and poet Humphrey Jennings^" has been credited by Julian 

Trevelyan for introducing the Experiment group to “contemporary French 

painting through the medium of Cahiers d ’Art and through various books on 

Picasso”.®® He won a scholarship to read English at Pembroke College and 

entered Cambridge in the same year as Reavey, in 1926. Jennings was 

involved with drama and musical productions at the University for which he 

designed costumes and scenery. Not surprisingly, his first contribution to 

Experiment was an article on “Design and the Theatre”. A n  exception among 

the undergraduates, Jennings married in 1929, when he received a bursary for 

post-graduate research, and lived with his wife Cicely Cooper in the town. His 

flat “above a little picture gallery” became a regular meeting place for the 

Experiment G r o u p . J e n n i n g s  was a Surrealist and later became a close 

friend of the painter Rene Magritte and the poet Paul Eluard.

After graduating from Cambridge, John Davenport (1908-1966) worked as a script-writer in 
Hollywood. During the Second World War, he worked for the BBC and established himself in a 
country house near Bristol, “which became the resort of poets, musicians and artists” whom he 
helped generously “with all his resources”. After the war, Davenport became a regular literary 
critic for the Observer ar\6 also wrote for other journals. [“Obituary Mr. John Davenport” . The 
Times. 28 June 1966. P. 14.]

Humphrey Jennings (1907-1950) was a painter, poet and experimental film-maker. He later 
became a member of the organising committee of the 1936 First International Surrealist 
Exhibition and a co-founder, with Charles Madge and Tom Harrison, of the Mass Observation 
movement in 1937. Originally a painter, he joined the GPO film unit in mid 1934, where he 
made a series of experimental documentaries. Most famous are his Second World War 
documentaries The Blitz (1940) and Diary for Timothy (1945). He died as a result of a tragic 
fall on the coast of the Greek island of Poros, in September 1950. [Cf. Jennings, Mary-Lou. Ed. 
1982. Humphrey Jennings. F ilm -M aker/P a in ter/P oe t. London: British Film Institute in assoc, 
with Riverside Studios.]
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The poet Kathleen Raine’̂ '" had arrived in Cambridge in the same year as 

Reavey (1926) to read Botany at the all-female Girton College. She captured in 

her Autobiographies the transformation she experienced from the protected 

atmosphere at Girton College to the shuddering outside influences she 

encountered through the Experiment group. During her first months at 

university, Raine was completely mesmerised by the cultivated, if somewhat 

reclusive, atmosphere at Cambridge:

We lived in an environment still beautiful, still within the fast-vanishing culture 
that had raised these buildings, the last inheritors of certain moods and modes 
of consciousness communicated by the very architecture of the colleges and 
the sound of the English language as spoken by a cultured class,®®

Kathleen Raine, who admired the poetry of Shelley and Keats and of the Celtic 

Twilight, “soon learned not to mention AE and Padraic Column and, for that 

matter, Yeats, who was held in equally low regard” in Cambridge’s literary 

circles, where she made her first experiments with avant-garde poetry.®^ She 

recalled being initially “repelled” by the startling imagery of William Empson’s 

‘love’ poem “Camping Out”, which opens with the line “And now she cleans her 

teeth into the lake”.^° Yet, like George Reavey she became increasingly aware 

that “it was the architecture of the Cavendish [laboratory], not of King’s or 

Trinity Great Court [...] that corresponded to the new standards of quantitative, 

scientific truth, to the Cambridge of the present” and admitted that it was 

“through Experiment I entered upon my own literary adventure”.

Kathleen Jessie Raine (1908-2003) was born in Ilford, Greater London. She studied botany 
at Girton College, Cambridge and contributed to Experiment Uom its second issue, February 
1929. Her interest in Blake, Yeats and Coleridge left her feeling alienated among the Modernist 
writers of the Experiment group. Her poetry is marked by mystical and visionary feeling (cf. 
Collected Poems, 1981). She later became a Research Fellow in the English Faculty at 
Cambridge. Apart from poetry and criticism, Raine wrote a three-part autobiography which she 
published in 1991 collectively as Autobiographies, London: Skoob Books Publishing. She died 
on 6 July 2003 in London. [Cf. Raine, Kathleen. 1999. Autobiographies and Encyclopedia 
Britannica. Online edition www.brittannica.com]
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Kathleen Raine and fellow poet Elsie Phare’"''' -  the first woman in Cambridge 

to win the “Chancellor’s Medal for an English Poem” -  were the only female 

members of the inner circle of Experiment. The group’s informal gatherings 

undoubtedly benefited from a more liberal and relaxed atmosphere in 

Cambridge. Although women were still banned from all colleges except the two 

women’s colleges Girton and Newnham, the strict separation of sexes at 

Cambridge had begun to be relaxed during the mid to late 1920s.^'' Kathleen 

Raine and her fellow students at Girton were now able to entertain young men 

in their rooms, providing that at least two female students were present and that 

written permission had been obtained/^ She also remembered being invited to 

the rooms of William Empson and Jacob Bronowski at their respective colleges, 

Magdalene and Jesus.

According to Julian Trevelyan, Kathleen Raine possessed an “acute” intellect 

and “belonged [...] very much to the Experiment group”, b u t  Raine 

nevertheless felt intimated by William Empson and recalled that his “brilliance 

frightened me and made me feel inferior”. A t  Cambridge, Raine was also 

admired for her beauty and Trevelyan later discovered “that there were secret 

admiration societies of undergraduates, who followed her round the streets [...] 

without ever daring to speak to her” .̂  ̂ Following her graduation, Kathleen 

Raine stayed on in Cambridge and married fellow Experiment contributor Hugh 

Sykes Davies, who received a fellowship in English at St. John’s College in 

1933.^® This relationship was, however, short-lived and she subsequently 

married Charles Madge who became known as a founder of the Mass- 

Observation movement. Raine later acknowledged her disillusionment with 

Cambridge, “whose values and whose philosophy, whose poetry and whose

Elsie Elizabeth Phare received the award in 1929 for her poem 'The Bridge”. The 
prestigious prize was founded in 1811 by the Duke of Gloucester, "following his installation as 
Chancellor of the University”. [Chainey, Graham. 1995. A Literary History o f Cambridge. 
Cambridge: CUP. P. 240-2.]

Full admission to the University of Cambridge for women came only into effect in 1948. [Cf. 
Leedham-Green, Elisabeth. 1996. A Concise History o f the University o f Cambridge.
Cambridge: CUP. P. 175.]
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criticism, I have since slowly unlearned” and admitted that she was hiding 

behind a mask:

I played my part but I did not live it; yet I assumed it with, I must confess, much 
enthusiasm. I was not, at that time, anyone or anything except the part. I was I 
think entirely absent from myself, and lived in my new persona [...]. ^

Behind the surface of his prolific literary activities and feverish involvement with 

the Experiment group, George Reavey would experience a similar sense of not 

fitting in and hiding his complex persona behind a mask. This ‘inner exile’ was 

to become a characteristic of Reavey’s writing from his early literary beginnings 

through the review Experiment.

3. Experiment and George Reavey’s Search for Identity

The interdisciplinary and international focus of the Experiment group played an 

important part in Reavey’s development as a writer, whose work transcends the 

boundaries of discipline, language and belonging. Several Experiment 

members were painters and Reavey developed an acute interest and 

awareness of modern art through friends like Trevelyan and Humphrey 

Jennings, who was credited by Trevelyan with introducing the group to 

“contemporary French painting”.̂ ® George Reavey’s early literary experiments 

reflect his growing interest in the visual arts; a life-long passion and influence in 

his writings.

Reavey’s contribution to the inaugural issue of Experiment, which he simply 

entitled “Poem”, is essentially a painterly image on the theme of perspective 

and the mechanics of movement. The poem was valued by the group and 

given a prominent position as one of the first contributions in the review, where 

it shared a page with Empson’s poem “Letter”. To describe a contemporary 

street scene, composed of fixed elements -  “buildings” -  and moving objects -
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“cars” -  Reavey employed the technique of Cubism, which had been developed 

in the early 20th century by Pablo Picasso and Georges B r a q u e . I n  Cubism, 

the picture space was made “shallow” and “articulated by faceted planes 

running at fine angles, contiguous and overlapping”. The intention was to 

produce a new ‘reality’ -  in revolt from the Impressionists’ “optical realism” -  

that showed objects reduced to their “solid, tangible reality” or basic geometric 

form.^® In Reavey’s “Poem”, the street is no longer seen in its three- 

dimensional reality but in a flat, two-dimensional representation of 

“perpendiculars meeting”:

Buildings and cars are both straight lines 
perpendiculars meeting where 
no eye can see 
cutting
one another where the static 
is left pointing
skywards so they meet and diverge 
meeting only in men who move 
and do not.

[E, No 1, Nov 1928, 4]

The painterly distortion is achieved by Reavey’s fragmenting of the street 

scene, in Cubist style, into a series of upright shards; “cutting / one another 

where the static / is left pointing [Ibid.] The disjointed effect is further 

enhanced through the typesetting of the poem, which creates a series of verbal 

fragments. The verb “cutting” has become isolated from the syntax, resulting in 

confusion about its meaning and ‘belonging’. The lack of punctuation further 

upsets the syntax, allowing the poet to place emphasis instead on his unusual 

“skywards” perspective.

The invention of the moving picture had a profound effect on 20th century art, 

in particular on the movements of Futurism and Cubism. A well-documented 

milestone in this development is Marcel Duchamp’s ‘mechanisation’ of the

Pablo Picasso’s painting Les Demoiselles d ’Avignon (1906-7) and Braque’s Nude (1907-8) 
are generally accepted as the start of the movement. [Osborne, Harold. Ed. 1990. The Oxford 
Companion to Twentieth Century Art. Oxford: OUP. P. 135.]
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human figure in the painting Nude Descending A Staircase (1913), which 

explored the dynamics of movement. George Reavey and his fellow 

Experiment contributors were heavily influenced by these new developments in 

film, which found expression in reviews and articles such as G.F. Noxon’s 

essay “Cinematic Idiom”, that discussed films by Sergei Eisenstein (Potemkin) 

and Man Ray (Etoile de Mer).^° Reavey particularly admired the films of 

Pudhovkin and adopted in his poetry and prose Pudhovkin’s technique of the 

“elaborate crosscutting of images (montage) to represent complex ideas’’.’̂ ''"

Reavey’s preoccupation with the theme of fragmentation and his Interest in 

Cubism and experimental film is probably best revealed in his prose piece 

“Quel Che Non Fu Fatto, lo Lo Sognai”, published in May 1929 in the third 

issue of Experiment. Reavey employs “the bright dividing skill of Picasso” to 

create a startling self-portrait. [E, No. 3, May 1929, 46] After having 

“anatomised [...] mind and body” [...] into distinct states of being”, he rearranges 

the remaining fragments into a “puzzling pattern”. [Ibid.] His poetic tools range 

from the sharp blade used in anatomy to “a hundred mirrors of all shapes and 

sizes”, which achieve the effect of “filming camera”. [Ibid. 47] Reavey adopts 

the dual roles of painter and film director, as both media offer him a new 

perspective to create and control multiple identities. Picasso’s “skill” enables 

him to undertake the process of fragmentation, while Pudhovkin’s camera 

allows him to throw “fractions of your being from mirror to mirror" and focus on 

a moment in time when past and future are “penned into a harmony by the 

might have been". Reavey’s ultimate creation is no longer a life-like reflection of 

outer reality but a distorted and exaggerated inner vision: “A rectangular head 

of hair sparkling at the edges; and hands tapering or bulging, stretching or 

sinking”. [Ibid. 46]

For example, in Pudhovkin’s film Mother {^926), based on the novel by Maxim Gorky, 
scenes of a prison riot are inter-cut with footage of ice breaking on a river. [The New 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, Micropaedia. 1982. Fifteenth Edition. Chicago: University of 
Chicago. Vol. VIII. P. 288.)
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Yet, Reavey’s first literary experiments are much more than the attempts of a 

Cambridge undergraduate to delve into a modern European consciousness. 

Reavey’s prose text “lo Lo Sognai” throws up fundamental questions on human 

identity, which reveal his own deep-rooted anxieties:

And when you ask where are 'you’ yourself, you feel not talking thus, not 
writing thus, not looking thus for then 'you’ are only what you might have 
been, what you might have felt or seen. You are the shadows going before 
and after, now penned into a harmony by the might have been.

[E, No 3, May 1929, 47]

The search for identity and the confusion over ‘identity’ versus the ‘mask’ was a 

theme that Reavey borrowed from Surrealist art. For example, the female 

Surrealist Claude Cahun deliberately kept her gender ambiguous and adopted 

in her self portraits a series of masks. One of these photomontages, in the 

series Aveux non avenus, bears the inscription “Under this mask another mask. 

I shall never finish stripping away all these faces.” In this surrealist image, 

Cahun “dissolves herself into a never-ending series of masks that have no ‘real’ 

underneath”.®̂

Reavey’s own sense of fragmentation into “the shadows going before and after” 

and his search for identity became the single most consistent theme in his work 

and features prominently in his prose text “Exanonymous”, submitted to the 

fourth issue of Experiment, published in November 1929. Significantly, the 

story is set in Paris, which Reavey had first visited during his Christmas 

holidays in the winter of 1928/1929 and became the focus of his attention since 

his graduation from Cambridge in the summer of 1929.

The story’s anonymous narrator refuses to volunteer any information on the 

protagonists, X and Y, except that they lead a distinct yet “complementary” 

existence on “different floors of the same house." [E, No. 4, Nov. 1929, 43] 

They represent conflicting sides of the same character and are passive and 

active like ‘yin’ and ‘yang’. While X pursues a female figure from the opening
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scene in the Luxembourg Gardens through the streets of Paris, Y remains 

“magnificently impassive and composed", easily to be mistaken “for the abstract 

harmony of stone”. [Ibid, 44] Even the distinct aspects of their character and 

behaviour are eventually obscured by the narrator, who comments that X and Y 

are strangely “alike” and, in certain light conditions appear even as “one”. [Ibid, 

43]

The story concludes in their inevitable encounter, which takes place in a grand 

finale on the Eiffel Tower and leads to their mutual extinction: while Y is 

“melting into air“, X is tumbling “headlong from the very top” of the monument. 

This violent ending to their pursuit across Paris brings, however, no resolution 

to the story. Instead, Reavey’s uncanny ending opens up more questions on 

identity. The following morning, a “passerby” is startled, not by human remains, 

but by the stone fragments of a statue which had “like some strange meteor [.,.] 

fallen from another world” [Ibid, 46].

On one level, “Exanonymous” shows a variety of influences and is evocative 

both of the haunting imagery of Surrealist art as well as of Franz Kafka’s short 

story Die Verwandlung, where the protagonist is metamorphosed into a beetle. 

Throughout Reavey’s story, the protagonists change identity several times as 

they are “melting into air” or turned into stone. On another level, Reavey’s 

engagement with the process of metamorphoses reveals a deeper, on-going 

engagement with the concept of identity, expressed in the duality of his 

protagonists X and Y. The process of transformation and metamorphosis was 

to remain a constant theme of Reavey. His friend, the print-maker S.W. Hayter 

later remembered that he “learned [...] from George the technique of thinking by 

transformation, metamorphoses, leaps of the imagination to irrationally related 

stages”.®̂

Several of George Reavey’s poems in Experiment explore the theme of 

opposites and inherent duality. His contribution to the inaugural issue, “Poem”,
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explores the theme of opposites -  movable (cars) versus static objects 

(buildings), concluding in the ambiguous duality of “men who move / and do 

not”. [E, No. 1, Nov. 1928, 4], Another poem, “The Burial”, hauntingly mediates 

on ‘life’ and ‘death’. Reavey imbues his poem from the beginning with 

ambiguity and paradox -  “stiff corpses” are described as the “expecting dead”, 

whose hearts are stilled in hope to be unearthed” -  which ultimately questions 

the finality of death. [E, No. 2, Feb. 1929, 40]. “Le Chant", which Reavey wrote 

in French, also plays on the theme of duality and the juxtaposition of opposites 

as voices have been turned to great silences; “et maintenant leurs voix / sont 

les grands silences [...]”. [E, No. 4, Nov. 1929, 8],

Underlying Reavey’s poetic search for identity, which he began through 

Experiment, is his own sense of fragmentation and spiritual homelessness. In 

contrast to the relatively sheltered upbringing of most of his fellow Cambridge 

students, Reavey’s childhood had been marked by the trauma of his escape 

from Russia torn by Civil War, the experience of growing civil unrest in Belfast, 

and his father’s restless relocations across the Continent of Europe. By the 

time he moved to London in the autumn of 1920, the 13-year-old Reavey had 

stayed no longer than four years in any one location. Of the members of the 

close-knit Experiment group, only Polish-born Jacob Bronowski, who had spent 

the years of the First World War in Germany, before settling in England, shared 

a similar sense of dislocation and experience of exile. As an Irish Roman 

Catholic, Reavey may have further stood out among his fellow students at 

Cambridge. Although Catholics had become admissible as “potential graduates 

(but not officers)” in Cambridge since 1856, the attendance of Catholics proved 

initially slow and Reavey was part of a minority group.

Despite these differences, Reavey was outwardly a popular student who 

contributed to sports, which played an important part of college life. As 

previously noted, Reavey had displayed an interest and ability in sports since 

he played rugby at his Belfast school Inst., and it is likely that he participated in
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several sports that were on offer at Cambridge such as cricket, tennis, athletics 

and rugby football.®'^ We know for certain that Reavey was a member of the 

boat club and took part in the boat races on the River Cam, which had become 

an annual fixture since 1856.®  ̂ Yet despite this apparent care-free 

undergraduate existence, George Reavey’s inner exile, his sense of 

detachment despite his urge to be at the centre, and his search for belonging, 

were noticed by his fellow Experiment members. The poet Kathleen Raine 

remembered;

He did not have the English undergraduate immaturity but stood apart -  he 
also did not look like an English undergraduate or behave like one, or fit into 
the Experiment picture. I would think of him as a small fish in the great ocean
rather than a big fish in our Cambridge rock-pool. [....] His appearance too was 
very unEnglish and unCambridge -  Paris and New York suited him much 
better.®®

As a member of the diverse group of poets, critics, painters, students of English 

and aspiring scientists that created the innovative, interdisciplinary and 

international review Experiment, George Reavey found in his last two years at 

Cambridge a new sense of belonging. At Cambridge, he also learned to draw

on the creative potential arising from the duality of his character. His vivid

accounts of a world whose “ancient gateways shuddered” from the influence of 

avant-garde literature while the “Cavendish laboratories were [...] making a new 

world based on energy”, reflect his sense of being part of an intellectual force 

that shaped the consciousness of a generation.®^

Whatever plans George Reavey may have had for a career in the British Civil 

Service -  he sat and passed the entrance examination for the Foreign Office®® 

-  his integral role in a group, whom he considered “the most advanced group” 

in literary Cambridge, fundamentally changed his outlook. Experiment had 

blasted the latest commotions of the international avant-garde into the colleges’ 

sheltered courtyards. When George Reavey left Gonville and Caius College in
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June 1929 in a traditional procession througli the Gate of H o n o u r , [ F i g .  5] he 

desperately longed for the world beyond, and in particular the unrivalled centre 

of Paris’ avant-garde life, to which he was fatefully drawn.

On his first visit to Paris during his college holidays in the winter of 1928/29, 

Reavey had made the acquaintance of fellow Irish poet “Thomas McGreevy 

who, in turn, introduced [him] to Samuel Beckett". These initial and promising 

meetings undoubtedly further strengthened his decision to return to Paris 

following his graduation. Julian Trevelyan, who later joined Reavey in 

Montparnasse and shared his studio with him, recalled that during their last 

months at university their thoughts became “more and more directed towards 

Paris of which Cambridge seemed a sordid and distant suburb”.®̂

When Experiment finally made his mark on the international literary scene in 

the summer of 1930 through its legendary appearance in transition, Reavey 

was already established in Paris. His decisive relocation to Paris is 

representative of Reavey’s character, as he would gravitate all his life towards 

natural 'melting pots’ such as Paris, the home of many expatriate artists and 

writers in the first decades of the 20th century, and later New York. These 

melting pots, which celebrated homelessness and exile from both literary 

tradition and nationality, provided Reavey with the necessary atmosphere, in 

which to explore his central themes of identity and belonging. In the words of 

Kathleen Raine, the larger experiences of “Paris and New York suited him 

much better than” than the sheltered world of the “Cambridge rock-pool”.®°

The ‘Gate of Honour’ at Gonville and Caius College, built in 1575 to Caius’ own design, 
holds until today great symbolic meaning for the students. Students arrive at the college 
through the Gate of Humility, then proceed through the Gate of Virtue and eventually leave, on 
the day of their graduation, through the Gate of Honour,
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Chapter Four

“CERTAIN YOUNG IRISHMEN” IN PARIS*
(1929-1935)

If you are lucky enough to have lived 
in Paris as a young man, then wherever you 
go for the rest of your life, it stays with 
you, for Paris is a moveable feast,

Ernest Hemingway 
To a friend, 1950^

1. Arrival in Paris

George Reavey’s first visit to Paris, during his Christmas holidays in 1928, 

while still an undergraduate at Cambridge, proved to be life altering. Not 

only did it spark off a lifelong infatuation v\/ith the French capital but also 

brought about a crucial encounter with two men who were to become close 

friends during his Paris years: the Irish poet and art critic, Thomas 

MacGreevy" and Samuel Beckett. A graduate of Trinity College Dublin, 

Beckett had taken up in 1928 the post of exchange lecturer at the Ecole 

Normale Superieure in Paris. In the same year, MacGreevy’s contract as 

‘lecteur d ’anglais’ at the Ecole had just been renewed for a further two 

years.^ Apart from his memorable first meeting with MacGreevy and 

Beckett, Reavey recalls that “this was the first time I visited Montparnasse 

and the Cafe du Dome”.'"

' The quotation, which refers to James Joyce, Thomas MacGreevy, Samuel Beckett and 
George Reavey, is taken from Putnam, Samuel. 1987. Paris IVas Our Mistress. London: 
Platin Paperbacks. First published in 1947. P.97.

" Thomas McGreevy (1893-1967), born in Tarbert, Co. Kerry, changed the spelling of his 
name to MacGreevy following his return to Ireland in 1941. The spelling MacGreevy is used 
throughout this text.

Reavey remembered that he was introduced to MacGreevy by a fellow Irishman, First 
World War veteran Captain Duncan, whom he had met “on the way” to Paris. [Reavey, 
George. TM, memoir dated “April 7-75”. MS Texas, HRC. Box 17. Folder 1.] According to 
Deirdre Bair, Alan Duncan’s mother had a “celebrated literary salon in Dublin and he had 
been W.B. Yeats’ secretary during his trip to the United States”. At the time when Reavey 
met Duncan, he lived in Paris “on an army pension” and was a frequent visitor to Joyce. 
[Bair, Deirdre. 1990. Samuel Beci<ett: A Biography. London; Vintage. P. 101.]
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Reavey, who, according to fellow student Kathleen Raine, had “stood apart” 

in Cambridge and “did not look like an English undergraduate or behave like 

one”, appeared to have found in Paris, on this first visit, instantly a new 

sense of belonging. The satisfaction Reavey drew from his new life was 

obvious to those around him, which is why Kathleen Raine thought “of him 

much more as a part of Paris and the greater world” .^

By the time Reavey graduated from Gonville and Caius College in June 

1929, he decided to return to Paris but had to satisfy his parents’ 

expectations, as he later recalled: “My immediate excuse (to my father) for 

my Paris trip was that I had gone to France to improve my French before 

taking a Foreign Office exam”."̂  Although Reavey had already passed the 

Foreign Office entrance examination, he had no intention of taking the final 

examination.''' This would have caused much anxiety for his parents, whose 

financial situation had drastically deteriorated. In 1929, Daniel Reavey, once 

a successful director of flax spinning mills in pre*Revolutionary Russia, was 

unemployed. In addition, Reavey’s parents did not have the security of 

owning their own home, unlike his grandparents in Belfast, but lived in 

rented accommodation in the borough of West Kensington.

As a result, there must have been considerable pressure on their only child 

to alleviate their financial burden and join the British civil service. While 

Reavey may have been initially attracted by the travel opportunities that the 

Foreign Office would have afforded, he readily abandoned the comfort of a 

secure career for the thrill of a precarious literary life and uncertain future, as 

did many o f his contemporaries. Samuel Beckett for example resigned in 

1931 from his secure post as Lecturer in French at Trinity College Dublin to 

focus on his writing.'' And Reavey’s friend, the English painter and print-

' ' 'A Foreign Office Minute from 1941 stated that George Reavey had “passed F.O.
[Foreign Office] preliminary exam in 1929 but decided not to sit for the examination”.
[Public records office (PRO), FO 371/29563.]

" Samuel Beckett left his job in Ireland in late 1931, when he headed first for Germany and 
then to Paris, where he worked on his first novel Dream of Fair to Middling Women. [Cf. 
Knowlson, James. 1996. Damned to Fame. The Life o f Samuel Beckett. London: 
Bloomsbury. P. 143-146 ]
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maker S.W. Hayter''' recalled the commitment of these young writers and 

artists to their work;

In general we were poor by our own choice, but the nnisery and squalor of 
poverty did not seem to touch us to any extent, (...) To us it was infinitely 
preferable to the comparative security and affluence which all of us could have 
obtained elsewhere by virtue of our academic education and capacity. The 
solidarity of a firm group of friends mitigated the lack of means.

For Reavey, the Paris that he so eagerly returned to in the summer of 1929 

was the unparalleled centre of literary activity. Later in his life, he 

remembered the attraction Paris had for him and his contemporaries;

It should be remembered that Paris in the 1920's and 1930's was still a great 
centre of literary and pictorial innovations and movements. Whereas 
Symbolism had been dominant in 1900, Surrealism had succeeded Dada and 
was emerging in the 1920‘s. This is why many of the literary and pictorially- 
minded gravitated towards Paris. This is why George Reavey went and stayed 
on in Paris.®

This sentiment was echoed by the American publisher Samuel Putnam, who 

had arrived in 1926, a few years earlier than Reavey, and wrote in his 

memoir Paris 1/Vas Our Mistress:

in the Paris of the 1920’s it might be Josephine Baker discovered at the 
Folies-Bergeres, a Dada soiree or exhibition of Surrealist art, a new dancer at 
the Ballet Russe, or a Negro jazz band from America -  it did not greatly 
matter; Paris was hungry for the latest sensation.^

For young and hopeful poets like Reavey, Paris offered the “essential 

literary institutions; publishers, patrons, libraries, museums, bookshops, 

theatres, magazines”.® A flood of literary magazines and reviews -  including 

transition, This Quarter, the New Review and the Transatlantic Review 

(which discovered Hemingway) -  and several small avant-garde publishing 

houses provided opportunities for emerging writers. The hitherto unknown

''' S.W. Hayter (1901-1988) was born in London into a distinguished family of painters. After 
a brief career with the Anglo-lranian Oil Company in the Persian Gulf, he turned to painting 
and moved to Paris in 1926. In 1927, Hayter founded his famous studio for teaching and 
research into print-making, attended by Picasso, Miro, Ernst, Chagall, Tanguy and many 
more. Following the German invasion of Paris, Hayter moved his studio to New York from 
1941 to 1950. He returned to Paris in 1950 and re-opened Atelier 17 and received in 1951 
the prestigious French decoration the Legion d’honneur, followed by an QBE in 1959. See 
also Chapter Five. [Osborne. 1990. The Oxford Companion to Twentieth Century Art. P. 
250-251.]
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Samuel Beckett, for instance, won first prize in an open poetry competition, 

launched by Nancy Cunard’s The Hour Press in 1930. The task had been to 

write a poem about time and as part of his prize Beckett had his winning 

entry, “W horoscope”, published by The Hour Press.''"

In 1929, the year of Reavey’s arrival, literary icon Gertrude Stein, one of the 

first American expatriates to settle on the Left Bank, was still based in her 

studio at 27 Rue de Fleurus, near the Jardin du Luxembourg, where she 

received chosen writers and artists, whom she treated, according to 

Hemingway, to “eau-de-vie [...] fragrant, colourless alcohols [that] converted 

into a controlled fire on your tongue that warmed you and loosened it” .® 

Hemingway, who had spent some memorable years in Paris as a young 

journalist and emerging writer from 1921 to 1926 -  a time he later vividly 

portrayed in his memoir A Movable Feast -  was back in 1929 and had 

settled with his second wife Pauline and their one-year-old-son on Rue 

Ferou, just beside the Petit Luxembourg. Also back in Paris, in 1929, was 

fellow-American, F. Scott Fitzgerald, who, the previous year, had been 

introduced by Sylvia Beach to James Joyce. Although Scott Fitzgerald had 

been associated with the Right Bank, an area frequented by wealthy 

Americans, he also settled in 1929 in the Left Bank where he rented a “large 

apartment in the Rue Palatine”, around the corner from Hemingway, near 

the church of Saint-Sulpice.^° The most significant attraction for young 

writers like Reavey was undoubtedly the presence of James Joyce, whose 

Work in Progress, he had been able to follow in Cambridge through regular 

excerpts in transition.

In the eyes of many of the older generation of expatriate artists, Paris had 

passed its golden era as the cultural capital of Europe. Julian Trevelyan, 

who arrived two years after Reavey in 1931, recalled that “ever since I have 

known Paris I have been told that it is like a great clock running down” .̂ ^

Beckett wrote the poem in response to an open call for entries, published in This Q uarter 
“Nancy Cunard, Hours Press, in collaboration with Richard Aldington, offers £10 for the best 
poem up to 100 lines, in english or american [sic] on TIME (for and against). Entries up to 
June 15, 1930.” [Ford Hugh. 1975. Published in Paris. American and British Writers,
Printers, and Publishers in Paris, 1920-1939. New York: MacMillan Publishing. P. 276 ]
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The English writer and critic Richard Aldington, who had experienced the 

last golden days of the Belle Epoque/'" was bewildered by the Paris of the 

late 1920s. From his first visit in 1912 to pre-war Paris, Alvdington recalled 

“pretty ladies with very long skirts, which they held daintily, very wide- 

brimmed hats, and parasols” and the “faint unforgettable smell of Paris in 

the air -  a delicate mixture of savon de Marseille, hot rolls, lilac, and 

sewers” . W h e n  Aldington returned in 1927, he found the city utterly 

transformed:

When I reached that notorious carrefot/r of the Boulevard ''' and the Rue de 
Rennes, I halted in something like consternation. The humble little restaurant I 
remembered with its floors sprinkled with sawdust had exploded into a vast 
gastronomic temple with brilliant lights and awnings; [...] The humble little 
cafes, where genuinely poor genuine artists spent a few sous a night, had not 
only monstrously expanded, but had seemingly multiplied. To my dazzled eyes 
it looked as if acres of cafe and sidewalk were covered with chattering 
multitudes; so that in one place and in one moment of time were gathered 
together nearly as many specimens of the genus would-be-artist as all Europe 
had produced of the genuine article since the fall of Troy. [... ] How many 
fathers, I wonder, worked in offices during the long armistice all unwittingly to 
pay for drinks in the Dome, the Rotonde, and the Coupole?^^

A sentiment with which the American writer F. Scott Fitzgerald agreed. Upon 

his return there, in 1928, he found that:

Paris had grown suffocating. With every new shipment of Americans spewed 
up by the boom, the quality fell off, until toward the end there was something 
sinister about the crazy boatloads. [...] It was evident that money and power 
were falling into the hands of people in comparison with whom the leader of a 
village Soviet would be a gold-mine of judgement and culture.^'*

The explosion in Paris’ expatriate population that Reavey would have 

encountered during his visits in 1928 and 1929 was largely due to a huge 

influx of expatriate artists, mostly from the United States but also from post

revolutionary Russia. According to Alistair Horne’s study Seven Ages of 

Paris, “by 1927, there were said to be 15,000 Americans resident in Paris, 

but the real figure was estimated to be much more like 40,000”.̂  ̂ In the

Paris’ most thriving years during the Third Republic followed the turbulent years of the 
Franco-Prussian War, the demise of Napoleon Ill's Second Empire, and the defeat of the 
Paris Commune in 1871. The so-called Belle Epoque (beautiful age) -  a time of economic 
stability, scientific advances and cultural blossoming -  lasted until the outbreak of the First 
Wold War. [Cf. Horne, Alistair. 2002. Seven Ages o f Paris. Portrait o f a City. London: Pan 
Books. P. 317-344.]

Richard Aldington refers here to the Boulevard du Montparnasse. [Aldington, Richard. 
1968. Life for L ife ’s Sake. A Bool< o f Reminiscenses. London: Cassell. P. 104-5].
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1920s, the American dollar went far in Paris and changed the face of 

Montparnasse. Hemingway, who arrived in Paris first in 1921, wrote in an 

article for the Toronto Star.

There are several hundred small hotels (...) where an American or a 
Canadian can live comfortably, eat at attractive restaurants and find 
amusement for a total expenditure of two and one half to three dollars a 
day.'®

When Reavey headed for Paris in 1929, he found himself, however, in 

entirely different financial circumstances to Hemingway, by now an 

established writer who had also recently married a wealthy American 

heiress. Unlike many of his contemporaries, whose fathers, as Aldington 

cynically remarked, “worked in offices [...] unwittingly to pay for drinks in the 

Dome, the Rotonde, and the Coupole”, Reavey could not expect much 

financial support from his parents.

2. Retreat in Fontainebleau

In order to sustain his new literary life, Reavey took up a job in September 

1929 as tutor to Denis Berry, the son of the newspaper magnate Sir Gomer 

Berry, who owned and controlled a wide range of newspapers and 

publications, including the Sunday Times and the Financial Times. The 

Berry family resided in the Chateau des Boulains in Valence-en-Brie, near 

the historic town of Fontainebleau in the Seine-et-Marne region. The town 

originates from its imposing castle, the Chateau de Fontainebleau, which 

had been occupied by French rulers from Louis IX (1214-1270) to Napoleon 

III (1808-1873) and continues to be a major attraction.

Reavey’s new position was prestigious for a young Cambridge graduate, as 

his employer. Sir Gomer Berry, was probably at the time the most influential 

British newspaper publisher. In the late 1920s, Gomer Berry together with
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his brother Sir William Berry owned and controlled a wide-range of 

newspaper interests.’*

Tutoring work was a common way for writers to sustain themselves. In 

1903/04, during his first stay in Paris, James Joyce taught English to Joseph 

Douce, a socialist-minded champagne dealer, and recorded diligently his 

earnings in his Paris and Pola Commonplace Book.^' Reavey, who 

continued giving lessons well into the mid 1930s, “once tutored the son of 

Count Karolyi, one time president of Hungary”, as S.W. Hayter recalled.^® 

Like Joyce, Reavey kept a record of his earnings, which brought him 

between 7 and 10 francs per hour.^^ Paid literary work, in comparison, 

could earn a writer, according to Hemingway, up to “thirty francs a page”, as 

offered by Ford Madox Ford’s Transatlantic Review, although many young 

writers contributed unpaid for the sake of publication only.^°

Despite the financial stability of his tutoring job, Reavey experienced periods 

of depression as he felt cut-off from literary life in Paris. Although connected 

to Paris by a railway line which terminates in the Gare de Lyon,^" 

Fontainebleau is situated almost 60km south-east of the metropolis and the 

Berry’s family’s residence, the Chateau des Boulains, was located at a 

distance from the town. When Julian Trevelyan visited from Cambridge and 

suggested to make the journey out to Fontainebleau, Reavey complained: “ I 

can never get to F.bleu before 2.15, as one lunches here and then goes 

along in a bus with the pupils”. F o r  Reavey, the journey into Paris was 

cumbersome and costly, as there was also the added expense of finding a

* In January 1928, the brothers had just taken over the Daily Telegraph  and in this context 
The Times, on 9 January 1928, featured a profile on Sir G om er Berry (a dark-haired man 
with spectacles, prom inent nose and moustache) and Sir W illiam  Berry. The article contains 
a listing of all the publications and newspapers under their control, a list which runs to 
several columns. Sir G om er Berry’s status and influence is furtherm ore reflected in the fact 
that, on 1 January 1928, he was made a Baronet, [Cf. The Times, 2 and 9 January 1928.]

James Joyce’s Paris Pola Commonplace Book is one o f the most revealing memoirs of 
any period in his life. It chronicles several crucial transitions in Joyce’s personal and artistic 
developm ent during the period January 1903 to O ctober 1904, his ’exile ’ to the continent 
with Nora Barnacle. [Unpublished MS. The National Library of Ireland. It was included in the 
exhibition Jam es Joyce ’s U lysses at the NLI.]

*" Today the train journey takes 40 minutes. My source is the official tourism website of 
Fontainebleau w w w.fonta inbleau-tourism .com .
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hotel to stay, and as a result, he managed to visit the city only “during the 

weekends and Holidays”.

The duality between his weekday existence in the countryside near 

Fontainebleau and his life in the city on weekends is explored in his poem 

“Spring Exchange Or Faust In The Country”/" ' A hand-written note by 

Reavey next to the poem reveals that his alter ego, Faust, “feels out of place 

in the country”. O n  a biographical level, Reavey had never lived in the 

countryside until he took on the tutoring job with the Berry family. His 

childhood and youth was spent in Russian industrial towns, in Belfast city 

and in the London Borough of Kensington. Cambridge, where the 

countryside could be easily reached by students on bicycles, had probably 

been so far Reavey’s closest point of contact with nature. Fontainebleau 

and its environs are surrounded by one of the largest forests in France, 

which may have added to Reavey’s sense of isolation there.

Initially in the poem, the journey to the countryside is perceived as a 

welcome change and rest -  both spiritually and physically [“To give the body 

burial”] -  from the tensions and strains of city life:

For an afternoon to leave despair in the cities 
And nervous hands like cranes poised over cafe roofs 
To give the body burial in a black processional of trains 
And give the devil glinting evil 
Leave to take the soul and place it in a country green 
[ . . . . ]

[FM, 23]

Undoubtedly, during his weekend visits to Paris, where he did not have a 

base but stayed in cheap and seedy hotels, Reavey would have spent much 

time in the noisy bustling cafes. The countryside is portrayed therefore as a 

shelter [“to take the soul and place it in a country green”] from the erratic 

and homeless existence in cafes.

The poem is dated “Fontainebleau-Paris 1930-1931”. [MS Texas, HRC. Reavey 
Collection. Box 13, Folder 4.]
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Yet soon after the arrival in the country, the mood swings abruptly from a 

feeling of elation -  “And then to feel the soul like a balloon inflate” -  to utter 

defeat as “the soul contracts to pricks of memory”. The poetic voice realises 

that nature is just another part of the material world and “that a bird is but a 

bird mechanical” . The poem is part of a cycle of ‘Faustian’ poems, later 

collected in Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932), and the experience of nature, 

which is compared to art -  “see the lake is in its place / with the thrush 

nearby like Tennyson” -  could also be read as a mere illusion conjured up 

by Mephistophilis’̂ ''' to seduce Faust, as he did with the appearance of Helen 

of Troy.’"  Whether phantom or reality, the poetic voice flees disenchanted 

and disillusioned from an environment where “[...] the buzz of bees invisible 

/ Brings attic dread to trees [...]” and

The air is polysyllable 
loud with contradictions 
insistencies and frills 
for unwilling ears 

Imaginary valves construct wireless symphonies 
[■•■ •] [FM, 24]

Instead of finding repose and relaxation, the experience has turned out to be 

suffocating -  “to feel the spasmed soul clutched/crushed in the marble grip 

of a roman fist fast clenched”. In a dramatic climax to the poem, the 

experience in the country, marked by shrill sounds and “birds so 

mechanical/ discords transcend”, is compared (in bold typeface and capital 

letters) to:

<A TELEPHONE EXCHANGE COULD NOT BE BETTER!>

[FM, 25]

This thought transposes the poetic self back to his city existence -  in 

Reavey’s case both his past (London), present (Paris) and future (as he 

would later resettle in London):

There are several spellings for Mephistopheles. George Reavey employs Mephistophilis 
while Christopher Marlowe uses "Mephastophilis” in his drama Dr Faustus.

Helen of Troy is conjured up by Mephistopheles in Scene 12, lines 81-100: "AA/as this the 
face that lancht a thousand shippes?/And burnt the toplesse Towres of Ilium?” [Gill, Roma. 
1990. Editor. The Complete Works of Christopher Marlowe. Volume II. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press. P. 42.]
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Paris and London
sisters
dark and fair
browneyed night along the boulevards 
morning over Euston.

[FM, 25]

In a biographical reading, the poem depicts Reavey’s conflicting emotions 

arising from the duality of his city/country existence. The poem ends with a 

clear commitment to the city -  the experience of the Parisian boulevards at 

night and London’s Euston station in the morning, where he would arrive 

from the boat train during his visits to his parents.

On his weekend visits to Paris, Reavey “renewed [his] contacts with Irish 

writers Thomas MacGreevy [...] and Samuel Beckett’̂ ''', whom he visited on 

different occasions at the Ecole Normale”.̂ '̂  “ I have become friendly lately 

with Thomas McGreevy, the translator of P. Valery” , wrote Reavey to Julian 

Trevelyan in 1930.^^ Unlike Reavey and Beckett, who were in their early 

twenties and a little over a year apart in age^®, Thomas MacGreevy was 35 

years old and a person of maturity. He had served during the First World 

War as Second Lieutenant in the Royal Field Artillery (R.F.A.) of the British 

Army and had fought “in the front lines of the Ypres Salient and the Somme, 

where he was wounded twice”^̂ . MacGreevy’s early poetry is haunted by 

the war experience, such as in the stark, short poem “Nocturne”, which he 

dedicated to a comrade, Geoffrey England Taylor, who had “died of 

wounds”. “Nocturne” radiates a sense of utter displacement, despair and 

loneliness:

I labour in a barren place
Alone, self-conscious, frightened, blundering;
Far away, stars wheeling in space.
About my feet, earth voices whispering.^®

Samuel Beckett’s first stay in Paris lasted from November 1928 until September 1930, 
when he returned to Dublin to take up the position of Lecturer in French at TCD. [Knowlson, 
James. 1996. Damned to Fame. The Life o f Samuel Beckett. London: Bloomsbury. P. 78 
and 118.]
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Mature writers like MacGreevy and his friend, the English critic and writer 

Richard Aldington, were of an earlier generation to the relatively ‘new 

arrivals’ George Reavey and Samuel Beckett. These older men provided the 

much-needed introductions for Beckett and Reavey to the expatriate scene 

in Paris. According to Beckett biographer, James Knowlson, MacGreevy 

introduced Beckett soon after his arrival at the Ecole Normale to the 

American poet, Walter Lowenfels;*"" transition editor Eugene Jolas;’"'" Sylvia 

Beach’̂ ”', the publisher of Ulysess] and, most importantly, James Joyce for 

whom Beckett would carry out research on Work in Progress.

While Reavey found time and space to write in Fontainebleau, informing his 

friend Trevelyan that he managed to write “long poems in twos by the week”, 

his key objective was to get back to the 'centre of things’.̂ ® Julian Trevelyan 

recalled that at Cambridge, where the Experiment group would meet in 

Reavey’s Victorian lodging house, “there was always the feeling that we 

were at the centre of things”. When the Experiment group dispersed, the 

centre shifted. In Reavey’s case it became Paris, “which for people like 

George at that time had Montparnasse as its centre”, wrote Trevelyan.

A first step to get closer to the artistic centre was to utilise his connections 

as a co-founder and contributor to the Cambridge review Experiment and

Walter Lowenfels was an American expatriate poet, playwright and publisher, who 
arrived in Paris in 1926. Together with Michael Fraenkel, Lowenfels founded the publishing 
house Carrefour in 1930, with emphasis on anonymity as they vowed to publish their books 
unsigned. In 1931, the review This Quarter awarded him the 'Aldington Poetry Prize’ for the 
“ablest young American poet”, which he shared with E.E. Cummings. [Ford, Hugh. 
Published in Paris. American and British Writers, Printers, and Publishers in Paris, 1920- 
1939. New York: Macmillan Publishing. P. 163-4.]

The American writer Eugene Jolas (1894-1952), a former literary critic with the Paris 
edition of the Chicago Tribune, founded the legendary review transition with his wife Maria 
Jolas (nee McDonald) and Eliot Paul in 1926. He died in Paris in 1952. transition was 
published from 1926-1930 and then intermittently from 1932 to 1938.

Sylvia Beach came to Paris from America in 1901. She opened her bookshop and 
lending library Shakespeare & Co. in 1919, specializing on books published in Great Britain 
and the US. Her biggest success came with the publication of James Joyce’s Ulysses in 
1922. Following the German invasion of Paris, Beach closed her bookshop in 1941 and 
was interned for some time by the German army. She published her memoirs Shal<espeare 
and Company in 1959. Sylvia Beach died in Paris in 1962. [Cf. Beach, Sylvia 1960. 
Shakespeare and Company. London: Faber & Faber]
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act as the French distributor.^^ The November 1929 issue, which featured 

his prose text “Exanonymous”, lists George Reavey as the contact in 

France, operating out of his residence near Fontainebleau. This role put 

Reavey in contact with other expatriate writers as well as with publishers 

and editors in search of up-and-coming literary talent. Reavey stayed in 

touch with fellow Experiment contributors, most closely with Julian 

Trevelyan, with whom he corresponded extensively from Fontainebleau, but 

also with Gerald Noxon and Elsie Phare when they visited Paris in late 

1929.^^ Perhaps due to Reavey’s relative inaccessibility in Fontainebleau, 

the distribution of the February 1930 issue was taken over by Sylvia Beach’s 

Shakespeare & C o m p a n y . F o r  Reavey the sense of isolation and failure 

was mounting and in the summer of 1930, roughly a year after his arrival in 

France, Reavey finally left his tutoring job in Fontainebleau.

3. A Literary Life in Paris

Arriving in Paris, Reavey strategically “settled down in Montparnasse, in the 

rue de la Grande Chaumiere, to begin with’’.̂ '̂  His new quarters at Pension 

Sarrazin,’'’'ju s t off the Boulevard du Montparnasse with its famous cafes -  le 

Dome, la Coupole, la Rotonde and, a little further up, the Closerie de Lilas -  

took Reavey right into the heart of literary life.^^' This move represents his 

life-long desire to be at the centre of literary and artistic activity -  not just as 

a poet but also as a facilitator for others: as publisher, literary agent, critic 

and translator.

The cafes of Montparnasse were the essential meeting places for writers 

and artists. Hemingway cynically described the Dome and the Rotonde,

George Reavey’s first address in Paris was Pension Sarrazin, 12 rue de la Grande 
Chaumiere, Paris 6e. [Letters from George Reavey to Julian Trevelyan. One undated and 
one dated 6 January 1931. By permission of Trinity College Library, Cambridge. JOT 2440 
and JOT 2425.]

The rue de la Grande Chaumiere was a popular location for expatriate artists. It was 
where Samuel Beckett stayed at the Hotel Liberia when he returned to Paris in 1937 before 
renting his apartment at 6 rue des Favorites. [Cf. Knowlson, James. 1996. Damned to 
Fame. The Life o f Samuel Beckett. London: Bloomsbury. P. 274]
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which stand opposite each other “at the corner of the Boulevard 

Montparnasse and the Boulevard Raspail”, as the cafes “to be seen publicly” 

and as places that “anticipated the columnists as the daily substitutes for 

immortality”.^̂  In his first years in Paris, Reavey, like so many other young 

ambitious poets, “would sit at a table at the Dome writing poetry”. His 

companion, Julian Trevelyan recalled;

It was then the custom for the waiter to leave a saucer on the table for each 
drink consumed, so that on leaving one knew how much to pay. One line from 
one of George's poems comes back to me: The hours lie stacked in heaps of 
numbered saucers'.^®

Another favourite haunt of Reavey’s, and a place where he and Beckett 

would go to play a game of pool,^^ was the less popular Closerie des Lilas, 

located further up on the Boulevard du Montparnasse. Hemingway 

described the Closerie, his “nearest good cafe” , memorably in A Movable 

Feast:

It was warm inside in the winter and in the spring and fall it was very fine 
outside with the tables under the shade of the trees on the side where the 
statute of Marshal Ney was, and the square, regular tables under the big 
awnings along the boulevard. [....] Most of the clients were elderly bearded 
men in well worn clothes who came with their wives or their mistresses [...].
These people made it a comfortable cafe since they were all interested in each 
other and in their drinks or coffees, or infusions, and in the papers and 
periodicals which were fastened to rods, and no one was on exhibition.^®

If Montparnasse was the centre of literary activity of Paris, It could also be, 

in the words of the American publisher Samuel Putnam, “incredibly 

provinciar’ ®̂ as its Bohemian residents rarely ventured out into other parts of 

Paris:

If we took a bus for the other side [the Right Bank], to go to the American 
Express to call for our mail [... ] it was like making a journey into foreign 
country, and it was with an inaudible sigh of relief that we would descend from 
the bus in the carrefour Vavin, when we would at once make for the Dome by 
way of assuring ourselves that we were back in the routine of our ‘Bohemian’ 
lives. [....] I will leave it to some future social-psychologist, who was not there, 
to explain just what the hold was that Montparnasse had on us: two or three 
squares centering about the intersection of the boulevards.

Reavey’s move to Montparnasse in 1930 coincided with his first literary 

appearance in Paris through the review transition, which dedicated its 

double issue. Nos. 19/20, to Experiment and featured his prose text “lo Lo
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Sognai”."*̂  From Paris, Reavey continued to act on behalf of the Cambridge 

review he had co-founded and was instrumental in persuading James Joyce 

to contribute a section of Work in Progress (later to be published as 

Finnegans Wake) to Experiment. Joyce was initially reluctant to offer an 

unpublished text and Reavey wrote to Julian Trevelyan: “I talked to Joyce a 

few days back about “Work in Progress” for Experiment and he said that he 

was unable to give any of the new part -  there is so little of it as yet -  while 

on a question of reprinting from transition -  Jolas’ permission had to be 

asked”.'̂  ̂ Reavey then offered to discuss the matter on behalf of Experiment 

editor Jacob Bronowski, with Eugene Jolas and finally an unpublished 

extract was secured. The publication of this extract from Work in Progress in 

the last Experiment issue, No. 7, was, according to James Reeves, the 

group’s “proudest example” and a high point in the magazine’s history.

Reavey’s acquaintance with the American writer and editor, Eugene Jolas, 

and his publication in transition in 1930 was an important step in his still 

developing career as a writer. The review transition -  An International 

Quarterly for Creative Experiment was founded in 1926 by Jolas, who had 

established valuable literary contacts through his position as literary critic 

for the Paris edition of the Chicago Tribune from 1924 to 1926. Fellow 

staff at the Paris Tribune such as Robert Sage and Elliot Paul, who later 

became its city editor'^'’ , also became involved in transition as did Jolas’ 

wife Maria and Stuart Gilbert. At the time of the publication of the double 

issue nos. 19/20, both Stuart Gilbert and Robert Sage acted as advisory 

editors.

The transition group around Jolas was rarely seen in the Dome but 

frequented the place de I’Odeon quarter, in the vicinity of Sylvia Beach’s 

book shop Shakespeare and Company, which also acted as its principal 

agency for distribution in Paris.''® transition had become internationally 

famous for its excerpts from Work in Progress. “By publishing and defending 

Work in Progress”, explained Jolas, “transition established a basis for a 

literary insurrection that included a radically new conce,Dtion of the 

processes of consciousness and the development of language”.
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Another regular transition contributor was the American writer and patron 

Gertrude Stein. However, following her claim to have been the inspiration in 

the inception of the magazine (a claim she made in her memoir The 

Autobiography o f Alice B. Toklas) open war broke out. Eugene and Maria 

Jolas and the transition group subsequently printed a pamphlet, “Testimony 

Against Gertrude Stein”, to set the record straight.

The double issue (nos. 19/20), dedicated to Experiment, published in June 

1930, represented Jolas’ last edition of transition for a period of two years. 

The substantial volume comprises almost 400 pages, arranged into 

individual sections on “Dream and Mythos”, “Cambridge Experiment”, the 

“Evolution of the Senses”, the “Revolution of the Word”, “Reality and 

Beyond” as well as dedications to American writer Harry Crosby (who had 

been found dead in a Paris hotel room on 10 December 1929, after first 

killing the woman beside him and then himself).'*^

Other contributors included the philosopher C.G. Jung; the painters Andre 

Masson, Fernand Leger, Juan Gris and Paul Klee; and the writers Stuart 

Gilbert (also an advisory editor), Alfred Doblin, William Carlos Williams and 

Rainer Maria Rilke. Samuel Beckett, described by the editors as “an Irish 

poet and essayist [...] and instructor at the Ecole Normale”, is also featured 

in this double issue with his poem “For Future Reference”. An emotional 

essay by advisory editor Robert Sage bids “Farewell to transition". Jolas, 

however, managed to revive the review in March 1932, with a 350-page 

edition (no. 21), published by the Servire Press,^^" featuring many of the 

regular transition contributors including Jean Arp and Stuart Gilbert as well 

as a new instalment of Work in Progress. Publication of transition continued 

from then until 1938, although most issues were now released biannually.

The Servire Press was a small imprint, based in The Hague, although the books were 
"created in Paris, sold there, and read there”. [Cf. Ford, Hugh. 1975. Published in Paris. P. 
311.]
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In Paris, Reavey quickly established contacts with influential expatriates 

such as Jolas and Sylvia Beach and regularly attended invited readings at 

Shakespeare and Company, for example a poetry reading by Edith Sitwell in 

January 1931, at which, as Thomas MacGreevy had told him, “Joyce himself 

[was] expected”. J a n u a r y  1931 marked also the beginning of Reavey’s 

friendship with S.W. Hayter, whom he described to Julian Trevelyan as a 

“young English painter [...] who’s been living over here [Paris] for an odd 

five years and who has exhibited in London”.'̂ ® Reavey’s introduction of 

Trevelyan to Hayter was decisive for Trevelyan’s artistic career and soon 

after his arrival in Paris, he left the Academie Moderne and started to study 

and work in Hayter’s Atelier 17.

Only a year after their first meeting, Reavey and Hayter collaborated in his 

first poetry collection Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932), which marked a major 

breakthrough for Reavey in the Paris literary scene. The beautifully 

produced book was released by the Paris-based imprint New Review 

Editions. Critical to the appearance of his first book of poems, was Reavey’s 

acquaintance with the enterprising and ambitious American publisher 

Samuel Putnam, whom he had first met sometime in late 1929 or early 

1930. Putnam was a former art and literary critic for the Chicago Evening 

Post. A  research stipend from the Chicago-based publisher Pascal Covici 

had enabled Putnam to visit Paris. Covici, who had started his publishing 

business from a bookshop in Chicago, had a keen interest in Modernism 

and took over the publication of the magazine Exile, which had been 

founded by Ezra Pound in Rapallo, Italy. Covici encouraged Putnam to 

head for Paris with his wife and baby in order to complete a translation of 

Rabelais and act as his European representative, reassuring him: “ I’ll see 

that you don’t starve” .

For Reavey, who sought to establish himself in the literary scene of 

Montparnasse, Putnam undoubtedly served as a role model. Described in 

Hugh Ford’s survey of Paris imprints. Published in Paris, as “a man of 

indefatigable energies”®\ Putnam pursued a multitude of literary activities as 

critic, editor, translator and founder of his own literary magazine The New
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Review. In 1930, Putnam had become associate editor of the literary review 

This Quarter. The magazine’s editor, Edward Titus, had also offered to 

Putnam the task of translating the notorious memoirs of Kiki, the so-called 

‘Queen of Montparnasse’, who had been model and muse to a string of 

artists from Modigliani to Man Ray. Putnam’s translation, with a preface by 

Hemingway, was published by Titus’ Black Manikin Press in 1930. Putnam, 

who had lived until then with his wife and infant son in a series of Paris 

suburbs such as Suresnes, Seaux, and Fontenay-aux-Roses, took this 

opportunity to move back with his family into Montparnasse.®^

This Quarter vjas originally started in 1925 by Ethel Moorhead and Ernest 

Walsh, with the first number dedicated to Ezra Pound. The review distanced 

itself from ‘literary politics’, proclaiming that its sole purpose was to “serve 

the artist by printing his work with ‘no greater delay than editing and printing’ 

demanded”.C o n tr ib u tio n s  came from Ernest Hemingway, Kay Boyle, 

Djuna Barnes, Ezra Pound, transition editor Eugene Jolas, and from Walsh 

himself. Under the Moorhead/Walsh editorship (Walsh died in 1927, shortly 

before the third issue), four editions of This Quarter \Nere published before 

Edward Titus took over in 1929.

Edward Titus was married to Helena Rubinstein, whose cosmetic empire 

financed not only This Quarter but also his publishing house. Black Manikin 

Press (which famously brought out the Paris edition of D.H. Lawrence’s 

Lady Chatteriey’s Lover), and his Montparnasse book shop “At the Sign of 

the Black Manikin”, on rue Delambre, around the corner from the Dome. 

Titus’ publication office was located at No 4 rue Delambre, while his editorial 

office was a few houses down in No 8, where his new associate editor, 

Samuel Putnam also rented an apartment in 1930. In contrast to the 

objectives of the magazine’s founders Moorhead and Walsh, Hugh Ford 

believes that Titus had a “marked preference for established professionals 

over untried novices”. Titus first issue as editor of This Quarter included 

therefore “a contingent of familiar Anglo-Irish authors” (Liam O’Flaherty) as 

well “several of the Black Manikin authors and artists” (D.H. Lawrence, 

Richard Aldington).®'*
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After two issues on his own, Titus employed the services of Samuel Putnam, 

under whose associate editorship This Quarter began to develop specially- 

themed issues on the literature of European countries. Putnam’s first issue 

for January to March 1930’'’“" was dedicated to French writing -  including 

work by Paul Valery, Andre Spire, Pierre Minet, Roger Vitrac and Arthur 

Rimbaud. Putnam also contributed a translation of “Poem 31” by the Chilean 

poet Vicente Huidobra. The subsequent April to June edition, focused 

mainly (but not exclusively) on Italian literature with contributions from 

Gabriele d ’Annunzio, Massimo Bontempelli, Luigi Pirandello, Paola Masino, 

Eugenio Montale, Leo Ferrero and Arturo Loria alongside works by William 

Carlos Williams, Aldous Huxley and Irish short-story writer Kathleen 

Coyle’̂ '''. Putnam himself contributed to this issue “A Miniature Anthology of 

Contemporary Italian Literature” and notes on contemporary Italian 

literature, entitled “ I Giovani” .̂ ^

In his editorial to the Italian number for April to June 1930, Titus 

acknowledged the presence of his associate editor (“under our editorship”) 

and emphasised the magazine’s independence: “We have no ‘platform’, no 

‘program ’. [...] We have not set the Seine on fire and have kept clear of 

unbalanced isms in literature”. He emphatically declared that This Quarter 

was open to “writers of all schools” and announced his new objective to 

“enlarge [the] scope” by adopting individual countries as themes: “the next 

issue will be a Russian one and will be followed by German, Spanish and 

Polish numbers” .̂ ® There can be no doubt that Putnam, who was 

particularly familiar with contemporary Italian and Spanish writing, had 

persuaded Titus to follow this new direction, while Putnam’s friendship with

Titus' first two issues were Volume II, Nos. 1 and 2. Putnam’s first issue as associate 
editor was Volume II. No. 3, for the period January to March 1930. [Titus Edward, ed., and 
Putnam, Samuel, assoc, ed. 1932. Tiiis Quarter Paris.]

The Irish writer Kathleen Coyle was born in Derry in 1886. In the 1930s, she lived in 
Paris where she contributed to various reviews including Tiiis Quarter Her short story Tiie 
Limit was included in the “England and Ireland" section of The European Caravan, compiled 
by Jacob Bronowski, who described her writing as possessing a “cumulative power [that] 
penetrates deeply into the psychological intensities of suffering". [Putnam, Samuel, 1931. 
The European Caravan. P.441.] Her memoir The Magicai Reaim: An irish Chiidhood (New 
York, 1943) and her novels Liv (London, 1928) and a Fioci< o f Birds (1930) were recently 
republished by Wolfhound Press, Dublin. Coyle died in 1952 in Philadelphia.
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Reavey -  a growing expert in Russian writing -  must have played a large 

part in the plans for a Russian number. It was at Cambridge, where the 

“book shops were well stocked with books in all languages” that Reavey 

found a way back to his Russian origins and first became “interested in 

Soviet literature”, although he “did not read Russian at the University“ .̂  ̂ He 

later recalled that the “tragic attitude” of poets like Essenin “struck a chord 

somewhere in me” .̂ ®

A further milestone in Reavey’s establishment in the Paris’ literary scene 

came therefore when he was invited to contribute an introduction to the 

Russian number of This Quarter for the July to September 1930 issue. 

“Some Russian Notes by George Reavey”, provided essential biographical 

information on the writers selected by Titus, Putnam, and most likely 

Reavey, for this issue; Ilya Ehrenburg, Sergei Essenin, Maxim Gorky, 

Vladimir Mayakovsky, Boris Pasternak, Mikhail Prishvin, Alexei Remisov, 

Andrei Sobol, Foedor Sologub, Nicolai Tikhonov, Michael Zoshchenko, and 

Efim Zozulia.^® Reavey also translated the majority of the Russian texts for 

this issue: “Poem”, “My Mysterious World” and “Letter to a Woman” by 

Sergei Essenin; a short story “Merry Paolo” by Ilya Ehrenburg; “Mayakovsky 

in Heaven” and “Listen” by Vladimir Mayakovsky; two poems by Nicolai 

Tikhonov; a poem by Boris Pasternak; and the short story “Bicou” by Alexei 

Remisov.’'’̂ '' For Titus the Russian number had been the most successful 

and popular among the “international issues [...] “so much so in fact, that [he 

was] obliged to reprint it”.®°

In the subsequent This Quarter issue, for October to December 1930, Titus 

stuck to his plan announced earlier in the year of a German number 

following the Russian edition. Titus himself provided the editorial notes on 

the German contributors. In this issue -  alongside brothers Thomas and 

Heinrich Mann, Alfred Doblin, Herman Hesse and Stefan George -  Reavey 

is represented with the poem “Soliloquy of Faust”, later included in Faust’s 

Metamorphoses. Although the subject matter refers to Marlowe’s Faust
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drama, the poem is heavily influenced by Surrealism as the material world is 

in a state of metamorphosis. Among Reavey’s surreal and haunting poetic 

images are “keyholes of eternity”, “fluid patterns of wall-paper”, floors that 

hold “discoveries I scarce suspect” and “windows disquieting days”, while 

the supporting “arc” is “breaking into strident geometries” (another reference 

to Cubism as in his prose text “lo Lo Sognai”). Movement is juxtaposed with 

paralysis as the poetic self is “sitting motionless and waiting / for the door to 

open” while the world around him dissolves. The Surrealist theme of multiple 

identities, which he explored in both prose texts, “ lo Lo Sognai” and 

“Exanonymous”, also returns here as the voice is:

[ . . . . ]

growing conscious of unending doubts 
in mirrors re-doubled to infinity... 
losing contact with men’s faces in the gathering gloom 
then growing smaller as the room grows bigger 
[ . . . . ]

through curious eyes perceiving 
distances immense as suns grow smaller

waiting
for the door to open on a motion of its own 

or whirled towards threatening chaos

sitting and despairing 
for the third and final death.®’

[FM, 26-29]

Reavey’s free-flowing narrative avoids punctuation except for a final stop at 

the end of the poem and the occasional use of ellipsis, signalling a break in 

the otherwise uninterrupted stream-of-consciousness. To heighten the 

sense of anticipation, “waiting”, Reavey uses double-spaces for the last six 

lines of the poem. Here, Reavey refers back to Marlowe’s Faust drama, 

which builds up to the moment when Faust’s final hour has struck and he is 

summoned to hell by Lucifer. Yet Reavey’s poetic images already owe 

more to Surrealism and the fluidity of the material world in the work of 

Salvador Dali than to the English literary tradition. Dali showed his art for 

the first time in Paris at an exhibition in Goemans Gallery from 20 November

Alongside the Russian focus, this issue of This Quarter also featured works by Robert 
Penn Warren, Ralph Cheever Dunning as well as reviews of Stuart Gilbert’s James Joyce’s 
Ulysses: A Study. [Titus. Edward, ed. Vol. Ill, No. 1, This Quarter, July to September 1930]
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until 5 December 1929.®^ Reavey may have also attended in Paris the 

controversial screening of surrealist films such as Un Chien Andalou (1929) 

by Luis Bunuel and L ’Age d ’Or, made by Bunuel and Dali. These films, with 

their violent imagery, had caused scandals “in intellectual circles of the 

French capital”.®̂

Recognising the growing impact of Surrealism, Edward Titus offered the 

penultimate edition of This Quarter, released in September 1932, to the 

Surrealists, who appointed Andre Breton as guest editor. Contributions 

came from poets Andre Breton, Paul Eluard, Benjamin Peret and Tristan 

Tzara; film maker Luis Bunuel, and artists Salvador Dali, Max Ernst, Man 

Ray, Giorgio Di Chiroco, Yves Tanguy and Marcel Duchamp, to name but a 

few.®”̂ Samuel Beckett translated poems by Eluard and Breton, which Titus 

ecstatically described in his editorial as “characterizable only in 

superlatives”.®̂ A few years later, in 1936, Reavey would re-publish 

Beckett’s translations such as “Lady Love” and “Scarcely Disfigured” in an 

English language edition of Eluard’s love poetry, entitled Thorns of 

Thunder.^^ Titus rewarded Beckett’s efforts by publishing his story “Dante 

and the Lobster” in the next issue of This Quarter.^^ Other translations for 

Titus’ Surrealist Number came (most likely at Reavey’s suggestion) from 

Reavey’s fellow Experiment contributor Jacob Bronowski.

Apart from this specially-themed issue, Titus had, however, abandoned the 

strategy devised by his former associate editor Samuel Putnam of focusing 

on the literature of Europe. The “Spanish and Polish numbers”, announced 

in the April to June issue of 1930, never appeared and Titus’ last themed 

issue presented the literature of Austria with works by Arthur Schnitzler, 

Stefan Zweig, Rainer Maria Rilke, Maria Muhlgrabner and Arnold Ulitz.®® 

Also included in this issue was the Irish short story writer Kathleen Coyle, 

one of the regular contributors to This Quarter, with the prose text 

“Vagrance”.
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4. The European Caravan

Samuel Putnam’s time as associate editor on This Quarter lasted only two 

numbers, as Titus had already removed his name from the Russian issue in 

September 1930.^® According to Hugh Ford’s study Published in Paris, the 

“two men often disagreed over the contents” owing to “Titus’ conservative 

tastes7° Putnam and Titus quarrelled, in particular, over the publication of 

Chicago-based writer James T. Farrell, whose stories Putnam considered 

“genius” while Titus derided them as “tripe”. Despite Titus’ objections, 

Putnam was determined to see Farrell’s work in print and concluded: “if 

necessary, I would start a magazine of my own”7  ̂ According to Putnam, 

among writers and artists, Titus was “being intensely disliked for his lordly 

airs and the impression he seemed trying to convey of being the owner of 

Montparnasse”/^  For example, Titus made himself available to hopeful 

writers seeking opportunities for publication on, what he called, the “editor’s 

receiving day”, which took place “between 2 and 7 o’clock on the fifteenth of 

every month” /^

When Putnam and Titus had a “definite break in the fall of 1930” ,̂ '̂  Putnam 

started his own magazine, the New Review, which he described as “an 

international reportage for the arts, the higher journalism of ideas”/® The 

New Review appeared quarterly for five editions and published, according to 

Putnam:

Pound, Cocteau, Ford Madox Ford, Bontempelli and other Italians (we even 
[...] gave a hearing to Marinetti in our machine-art number), Unamuno, Andrei 
Biely, George Antheil, Richard Eberhardt, James T. Farrell, Henry Miller,
Emanuel Carnevali, Maxwell Bodeheim, Boris Pasternak, Leo Ferrero, Mark 
Turbyfill, Gorham Munson, lury Olesha, Nancy Cunard, Lawrence Vail, Selden 
Rodman, Thomas McGreevy, George Reavey, Samuel Beckett, Norman 
Macleod, Kenneth Fearing, Charles Henri Ford, H.R. Hays and numerous 
others/®

The focus of the New Review was somewhat arbitrary. Apart from featuring 

the controversial artist Jean Cocteau, who had broken with most of the Paris 

avant-garde scene since the days of Dada,^^ and new American writing from 

James T. Farrell and Henry Miller (issue three), the New Review dedicated 

its penultimate number to the “art of the machine”, while its final number
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opened with an excerpt from St. Thomas Aquinas. To devise this ambitious 

programme, Putnam relied on his associate editors Ezra Pound and Richard 

Thoma, as well as his contributing editors George Antheil, Hilaire Hiler and 

George Reavey.^® As associate editor of the New Review, Ezra Pound was 

given, according to Putnam, “a department of his own to conduct and was 

accorded absolutely free rein, with no restrictions either as to space or 

subject matter”. However, not only was Pound (based mainly in Italy) less 

informed on contemporary Italian literature than Putnam had hoped, but his 

“views began to change radically, veering from a certain tolerance of the 

political Left and its cultural manifestations to a pre-fascist mentality” .̂ ®

Reavey’s contacts with Samuel Putnam and his new position as contributing 

editor was soon employed by him to promote and aid the work of his friends 

-  as he would continue to do throughout his life. He recalled that “it was 

through me that Putnam got to know Sam [Samuel Beckett] or got to know 

Sam’s work”.®° This was a crucial acquaintance for Beckett, as Putnam 

commissioned him (during his spell as associate editor) to provide 

translations of Montale, Franchi and Comisso for the Italian number of This 

Quarter, which in turn recommended him to Titus for the Paul Eluard 

translations for the special Surrealist edition in September 1932.®  ̂

Particularly important was also Reavey’s attempt to promote Thomas 

MacGreevy’s new book on T.S. Eliot. In response to a negative review by 

Richard Thoma, Reavey wrote a defence for his friend and informed him:

[...] Don't be surprised if you find a few paragraphs about your Eliot book in 
No 4 of the NR (due for Feb. 15). I hope I haven't put my foot in it by writing 
a mild reply to Thomas’ [sic Richard Thoma] review.” " ' I hope I don't 
misinterpret you as well. ^

Reavey’s action on behalf of MacGreevy is evidence of the great loyalty and 

friendship that existed among the small Irish nucleus within the larger Paris 

expatriate community. Not only did Reavey take on Richard Thoma -  an 

associate editor of the New Review, on whom he relied on for publication

Richard Thoma had reviewed Thomas MacGreevy’s Thomas Stearns Eliot: A Study for 
the New Review. NR editor, Samuel Putnam, described Thoma as a “young American 
writer of the Quarter [and ] friend of Jean Cocteau”. [Putnam, Samuel. 1987. Paris IVas Our 
Mistress. London: Platin Paperbacks. P. 227 ]
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opportunities -  but also the highly influential Edward Titus, who had 

published a scathing, if not racist, attack on MacGreevy earlier in the year in 

This Quarter. Titus ironically entitled his unusually long editorial in the April 

to June 1931 issue “Criticism a I’ lrlandaise”.®̂  He started his attack by 

discrediting MacGreevy’s maturity and abilities as a writer (“our young Irish 

critic"), entitling his review “Secretary as Critic” , a reference to the fact that 

MacGreevy’s ‘day job ’ as assistant secretary of the fine arts review Formes 

was not literary but administrative. Titus emphasised to his readers that 

Eliot’s “mentality and artistry [...] must remain entirely beyond Mr. 

McGreevy’s ken” and accused him of composing his book in a 

“cantankerous, ungracious, bumptious, superior and utterly insincere 

manner”.®'* However, most malicious were Titus’ comments on issues of 

nationality and religion, accusing MacGreevy of having written “a good old- 

fashioned Irish shindy” and being “too much of a good Irish-Catholic to make 

a good European”.®̂  It seems that Mac Greevy had attracted Titus’ wrath by 

comments he had made in relation to Eliot’s and Titus’ homeland, describing 

America as “the most vulgar plutocracy that the modern world has seen”. 

The reaction of the powerful editor of This Quarter, unashamedly revealed 

his strong anti-Irish sentiments:

Tout de meme we have never heard of the hat having been passed in the 
Irish circus in support of an American cause, but we have participated in 
American mass meetings, where the hat has been passed to make Ireland 
free (?) -  Hurray! We would hate to say what we think would have been the 
fate of Ireland, if, say for the last fifty years, the American mass meeting had 
been barred to Irishmen. Perhaps also the American police would have been 
cleaner.®®

For this group of Irish poets -  MacGreevy, Beckett and Reavey -  whose 

work owed more to influences of European art, literature and the prevailing 

post-war Zeitgeist than the Irish literary tradition, Titus’ attack was especially 

hurtful, as it had not only derided their home country but singled them out as 

a lesser branch of European Modernism. Although Titus’ attack was likely 

an extreme view in the American-dominated Paris expatriate scene, it 

explains why these Irish poets, later to be joined by Brian Coffey and Denis 

Devlin, so consistently supported, promoted and defended each other.
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Reavey’s efforts on behalf of Beckett and MacGreevy, just two years after 

their first meeting, points to the beginnings of an Irish group in Paris, of 

which Reavey soon became an essential facilitator. The fact that these 

poets started to be recognised as an entity is evident from Samuel Putnam’s 

memory of Reavey as one of:

[...] Certain young Irishmen, friends and admirers of Joyce; Thomas 
McGreevy, Samuel Beckett, George Reavey, and others, the Dublin 
intellectuals being in the habit of gathering at the Ecole Normale, where 
McGreevy and Beckett were instructors. Beckett and Reavey were often seen 
on the Boulevard du Montparnasse.®^

In the years to come, Reavey would represent Beckett through his literary 

agency and publish his first collection of poems Echo’s Bones in his newly 

founded publishing house The Europa Press. Beckett together with fellow- 

Irish poets Brian Coffey and Denis Devlin were also to constitute the core of 

Reavey’s Europa Poets series, which he launched through his publishing 

press. Reavey’s friendship with Samuel Beckett, in particular, survived all 

other relationships that he formed in Cambridge, Paris, London, Moscow 

and New York and lasted until his death in 1976.

While dedicated to the work of his Irish friends, Reavey also continued to 

pursue his interest in Russian literature through the New Review and 

introduced the work of Boris Pasternak and Andrej Biely (with an essay on 

Biely in December 1932).®® More than likely, Reavey also recommended 

fellow Experiment contributor Richard Eberhart to Putnam, who 

remembered him as one of the young authors he published.

Like many of his contributors, Putnam was in an ongoing financial crisis and 

found it difficult to pay for articles and reviews. Reavey recalled that at the 

time he started to write for Putnam, much of his recent work “has been 

philanthropic and anything but profitable to my physique”, as the lack of 

funds often left him hungry and m iserab le .U nw itting ly, through his new 

alliance with Samuel Putnam, Reavey had also landed himself in the middle 

of a literary row between transition’s “Revolution of the Word”®̂ and the New
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Review’s insistence on a “return to content”.®̂ The two men would have 

clashed over their literary tastes as Jolas considered “Middle-Westerners”, 

like Putnam protege James T. Farrell, as “sordid boredom”.P u tn a m , on 

the other hand, increasingly felt that transition had come “to reflect the 

personality, tastes, and interests of one individual; Eugene Jolas” and that 

“Jolas’ editing was consistently rather excited”.®'̂  To counteract this 

subjective focus, Putnam decided to dedicate his magazine to independent 

“reportage” in what he regarded as an “era of violent partisanship”.®̂

When transition published a manifesto entitled the “Revolution of the World” 

-  in which Jolas directed writers to “use words of [their] own fashioning and 

to disregard existing grammatical and syntactical laws” -  according to 

Putnam, the “fireworks really started” in the wider literary community. Jolas’ 

manifesto had been signed by many expatriate writers and transition 

regulars:

Kay Boyle, Hart Crane, W hit Burnett, Martha Foley, Harry Crosby, Caresse
Crosby, Stuart Gilbert, A. Lincoln Gillespie, Eugene Jolas, Elliot Paul, Robert
Sage, Harold J. Salemson, and Lawrence Vail. ®

Particularly offensive to Putnam were the manifesto’s closing lines “The 

plain reader be damned”, which, according to him, started in the United 

States a “formal debate between the expatriate writers and the stay-at- 

homes”.®̂ Putnam himself felt so incensed about transition that he decided 

to start a counter-revolution, which began “as most things did in 

Montparnasse, around a cafe table”.®® His manifesto, entitled “Direction -  

For a contemporary expression, not an out-of-date modernity”, accused 

transition of a “Joycean-Stein stutter” and provocatively declared that 

transition’s flagship author James Joyce was “out of time” ®® and Ulysses an 

“end-of-before-the-war book”.^°° The latter was, for Putnam, a serious 

criticism as his efforts as a publisher and editor were firmly concentrated on 

a new generation of writers -  ies jeunes -  who were marked by, what he 

called, the after-War spirit. “Direction” also criticised the past decade as one 

of “pretenders, corpse-raisers, and cheap miracle-men” and called for a 

“return to content” .
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Putnam’s counter-revolutionary pamphlet -  printed in black letters on large 

yellow sheets -  “blossomed out one morning on the walls of all the 

Montparnasse cafes [...] and for a week or two there was talk of little else 

than the latest news from the word-swept front” . F o r  Reavey, a young 

ambitious poet who depended on any opportunity for publication, the row 

between his new ‘employer’ Samuel Putnam and the much-courted Eugene 

Jolas could have been potentially damaging. Reavey must have felt 

considerably relieved when the matter was settled between Putnam and 

Jolas over a “meeting in the cafe Flore [...] at which [they] talked it over very 

amicably”. M o r e o v e r ,  Jolas and Putnam managed to bond over their 

“common enemy”, Edward Titus, and their mutual “aversion to This Quarter 

and all it stood for” .^°‘̂

In retrospect, Putnam had to acknowledge the lack of open support for his 

“Direction” manifesto, which was only signed by two others -  Harold J. 

Salemson (the editor of Tambour, who had paradoxically also signed Jolas’ 

manifesto) and New Review associate editor Richard Thoma. Putnam 

recalled: “for transition, I found, cast a spell even over those that did not 

approve of it” and who “were accordingly none too keen about having their 

names appear”.

Another legendary incident associated with Putnam’s magazine, was an 

eventful dinner hosted for Ezra Pound by “those connected with the New 

Review” , w h i c h  was likely attended by Reavey, as one of Putnam’s 

contributing editors. Putnam recalls how in a “most sedate little restaurant in 

the place de I’Odeon” an “under-cover Surrealist”, who was “under the 

influence of drugs, suddenly whipped out a long, wicked-looking knife [...] 

and made as if to plunge it into the back of Pound, who was seated 

immediately behind him”. Disaster was averted when a “well-aimed seltzer 

bottle [...] ended the fray” but the dinner party was terminated by the 

proprietor urging everyone to leave “before the gendarmes arrived”.
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According to Putnam, the New Review was “near to being the storm center 

of things in the American colony” and was “constantly spread over the 

literary pages of the Chicago Tribune and the New Yorl< IHerald”, while 

columnist Wambly Bald “was always having a good time with it” .̂ °® 

Particular uproar was caused by an article entitled “Black Man and White 

Ladyship” (issue five) in which the Paris-based publisher of the Hours Press 

and heiress to the Cunard ocean liners, Nancy Cunard, launched a “violent 

attack upon Miss Cunard’s mother, Lady Cunard, and upon British upper- 

class society in general (with a side-swipe at George Moore) for its colour 

prejudices". The article, in which Cunard defended her relationship with a 

black man, “created a scandal in London [...] echoed by the columnists and 

sensational press of New York”.̂ °®

The New Review took also a particular interest in visual art when Putnam 

appointed the painter Hilaire Hiler as the magazine’s art editor. At the end 

of 1932, a group of American painters and sculptors, who “gathered around 

the New Review"^^°, collaborated in an exhibition, which famously opened at 

midnight on New Year’s Eve. The exhibition attracted much attention and 

controversy, when it was denounced by one American critic as the work of 

the “self-appointed geniuses of the day” who were “perhaps well known to 

the waiters at the Dome”.̂ ^̂  The controversy only added to the popularity of 

the show and Putnam recalls that on the opening night the “gallery could not 

hold the crowd that came and kept coming; the entire street outside for a 

square in either direction was filled with people, and champagne was 

actually flowing in the gutter”. P u t n a m ’s interest in art may have also 

served as a model for Reavey, who was to develop a close relationship 

between poetry and art in his own publishing house, the Europa Press.

Putnam’s most ambitious literary project was undoubtedly however the 

compilation of an anthology of post-war European writing, which he entitled 

The European Caravan. A French publication, Les Soirees de Medan, 

published in 1880, which contained stories by Zola, Maupassant, 

Huysmans, Ceard, Hennique and Alexis written in response to the German- 

French War of 1870/71, appears to have been Putnam’s inspiration. In an
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editorial note on the 50th anniversary of the publication of Les Soirees de 

Medan, Putnam writes that “some one has remarked recently that no 

volume of scope similar to that [...] has as yet come out of the World 

W ar” .^̂ 2

Putnam’s ambitious anthology was to be published in two volumes, with 

Volume I focusing on France, Spain, England and Ireland, and Volume II 

(unpublished) on Russia and Germany. To concentrate on this new venture, 

Putnam took on a new co-editor for the New Review, the American critic 

Peter Neagoe, who published jointly with him the last two NR editions. 

Neagoe was also working in parallel on an anthology of American writing, 

entitled Americans Abroad, which focused on American writers who had 

“been stimulated by residence in Europe”.^ "

Reavey, who had earned himself a reputation with the highly popular 

Russian Number of This Quarter, was made associate editor by Putnam and 

put in charge of the Russian section in Volume I I . H e  also offered Reavey 

the role of editor for the “England and Ireland” section, but Reavey declined 

and suggested instead Experiment editor, Jacob Bronowski for the task. 

Bronowski replied enthusiastically, yet remained somewhat puzzled about 

the criteria for selection:

I liked your offer, which is one rather after my heart: and with the date you give 
I think I can accept with a clear conscience. [....] Is 'postwar’ meant to exclude 
representative authors like Lawrence or is there in fact no restriction more 
stringent than ‘recent and modernist’? Are all Americans taboo, whatever their 
European standing - e.g. Eberhart, Riding, Eliot? How high a proportion of 
unpublished work is wanted, and how much ‘permanent’ work? [....] I am glad 
to hear you are likely to be over soon. I wish I could find someone [?] a trip to 
Paris for mel” ®

Putnam’s “Foreword” and his “Introduction” in the published Volume I (if only 

available to him at the time) would have provided Bronowski with an 

indication of the somewhat arbitrary criteria for inclusion and omission. 

Putnam described The European Caravan as an “anthology with direction.

Americans Abroad, edited by Peter Neagoe, was published by the Servire Press in 
December 1932. [Cf. Ford, Hugh. 1975. Published in Paris. P. 312.]
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concerned with the after-War spirit in European Literature”. He sought 

contributions from a “new generation’”'’̂ ''"' of writers -  “the younger members 

of which never saw the trenches" yet “had something, if possible, even 

worse than war to face: namely, after-War chaos, a spiritual chaos, marked 

by the seeming breakdown of reality itse lf. According to the American 

editor-in-chief, this “revolt of the sons” was a European phenomenon and 

“practically non-existent” in America, which had “entered the W ar too late 

and came out comparatively too unscarred to be able to feel all that Europe 

felt” 116 Putnam went on to explain the somewhat arbitrary and noticeable 

exclusions of the Balkan States and Scandinavian countries -  whose 

literatures “have been less affected by the war” -  and the deliberate 

inclusion of Spain -  “the only nation represented that was not in the conflict”, 

yet that was “spiritually [...] the nearest in it [the War] of any outsider” .̂

Despite his wish for a trip to Paris, Bronowski appears to have compiled his 

section from his rooms at Jesus College Cambridge. However, he did use 

the invaluable opportunity -  when Experiment featured so prominently in 

transition in June 1930 -  to include an open call for submissions, through 

editor Eugene Jolas:

Mr. Bronowski requests me to inform transition  readers tlia t tie is editing The
European Caravan, and that he would be pleased to receive m anuscripts from
English, Irish and Am erican writers resident in Europe. His address is Jesus
College, Cambridge, England."®

Reavey read Bronowski’s announcement with shock, fearing that his friend 

had considerably upset Putnam and the close-knit Paris literary community 

by making “the terrible faux pas” of “announcing himself as the editor of the 

European Caravan", which was Putnam’s role, with Reavey, Bronowski and 

M. C. Darnton acting as co-editors.^^® When Volume I finally appeared in 

1931, Bronowski’s selection of writing from “England and Ireland” featured 

alongside established writers like D.H. Lawrence, Richard Aldington, and the 

“human genius” of James Joyce, relative new-comers (John Lyle Donaghy 

and Geoffrey Taylor), Paris-based expatriates (Thomas MacGreevy,

The new generation Putnam describes has also been referred to as les jeunes  or, in 
Gertrude Stein ’s famous jargon, the lost generation.
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Kathleen Coyle, Samuel Beckett) and personal favourites of Bronowski’s 

advisors, such as Beckett’s fornner Professor at TCD, Rudmose Brown. 

W.B. Yeats and Ezra Pound -  “the Olympian figures of contemporary 

poetry” -  were deemed as not representative of the post-war spirit and 

therefore considered “outside the scope" by Bronowski.^^° T.S. Eliot, on the 

contrary, was credited with re-establishing literary criticism, which the editor 

considered as “wholly post-war, for the pre-war generation is out of touch 

with it” .̂ ^̂  Bronowski praised in particular the Irish contributions to Our 

Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination o f Work in Progress 

as “some of the best criticism I have seen’’.̂ ^̂

In his introduction, Bronowski, however, still tried to come to terms with the 

criteria set by Putnam, as he stated that “the categories ‘pre-war’ and ‘post

war’, and the extrinsic division ‘war’, spiritually are still to be established”. In 

contrast to Putnam, Bronowski interpreted the First World War not as the 

principal cause of cultural change but as a “phenomenon” or by-product, 

“shaped by the same forces as have shaped contemporary literature”. 

Bronowski also appears to have struggled filling the pages with ‘worthy’ 

representatives of these changes -  “unfortunately, the post-war scene, at its 

most modern, is in part so ill-developed that the application of the criterion 

‘contemporary’ would distort rather than represent it”, writes Bronowski and 

complains that “current English and Irish prose has considerably lost touch 

with the contemporary value”. O v e r a l l ,  Bronowski felt that poetry was 

“already today the richer field” and Samuel Beckett is referred to as an 

interesting example of Irish poetry marked by the “lyric and articulate 

influence” of Joyce.

Apart from struggling with Putnam’s criteria for inclusion, Bronowski felt 

challenged by the limitations of having to fit his material into a volume 

shared with the literature of France and Spain. He also consulted with

Samuel Beckett is also listed, together with H.D. ; C.W. Dorrell; T.S. Eliot; Thomas 
McGreevy; Samuel Putnam; Laura Riding; J.M. Reeves; and Edward Titus as contributors 
to whom Bronowski is indebted. [Bronowski, Jacob. 1931, “Introduction”. In Putnam, 
Samuel. Ed. The European Caravan. P. 438-439.]
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“Samuel Beckett, H.D., C.W. Dorrell, T.S. Eliot, Thomas MacGreevy, 

Samuel Putnam, Laura Riding, J.M. Reeves and Edward Titus”. In order to 

avoid being accused of selecting writers because they were “his friends and 

his enemies”, Bronowski adopted a different strategy:

To put a num ber o f writers into a group and to consider the group represented 
when one of its members was included. The merit of the method is not simply 
that it represents movements, but that one of six writers will not invent 
difficulties and five w ill.’ ^̂

A noticeable omission is nonetheless George Reavey. Very likely Reavey 

was occupied at the time with the enormous task of editing, translating and 

introducing Russian literature for the planned Volume I! of the European 

Caravan, which may not have left him with much time to prepare his own 

material. Reavey had so far published poems and prose only in reviews and 

his first collection of poems was not due until 1932.

While still trying to make his mark as a poet, Reavey’s new role as associate 

editor of The European Caravan, with special responsibility for the Russian 

section, had however dramatically changed his status from a relatively 

unknown writer, who like hundreds of others expatriates wrote poetry in a 

cafe, to a position of considerable influence. Very quickly, Reavey had 

sufficiently immersed himself in Paris’ literary scene to take visiting friends 

from Cambridge, like Julian Trevelyan, “to meet the literary lions that 

frequented the Dome”. “Names such as Titus, Sam Putnam, Wambiy 

Bald^’̂ , Lowenfels, and Sylvia Beach may now be forgotten, but were 

impressive then”, recalled Trevelyan in a tribute to Reavey after his death. 

And in 1933, Reavey introduced the then 17-year old English poet David 

Gascoyne, who visited Paris for the first time, to “many people who 

continued to play a role in [his] life for some time to come.”^̂  ̂ Reavey’s 

status in the literary circles of Paris was also noted in 1931 by a Russian 

draughtsman called A. Bilis who wanted to publish an album of writers living 

in Paris. When Bilis approached Reavey for advice, he suggested to

W am biy Bald was a journa list for the Paris Tribune, who had his own column on 
expatriate w riters and artists.
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“include James Joyce and Samuel Beckett”. Reavey recalls that when the 

album was issued it also featured a portrait of himself.^^'

5. The Bureau Litteraire European

If Reavey’s involvement with the Cambridge review Experiment coincides 

with his emergence as a poet and writer, then his first years in Paris 

undoubtedly represent the start of his literary career as a “great bringer 

together”^̂ ® through the multiple roles of editor, agent, translator and 

publisher. Reavey would later recall:

There were the Russian emigre writers, such as Remizov, Shestov, Berdyaev, 
and many others. [....] In Paris I saw Marinetti, met Pirandello, met Aldous 
Huxley, Isaac Babel, Hemingway, Joyce, Ezra Pound, Ford Madox Ford, 
writers springing out of the 80s and 90s and also met the younger ones of my 
own generation, such as Beckett, Devlin, Coffey, Georges Hugnet etc. The 
same applied to painters and sculptors. [...] As for the French, I met Paul 
Valery, Georges Duhamel, Andre Malraux, and almost all the Surrealists.'^®

Ford Madox Ford,"“ " in particular, was an important contact for Reavey. He 

not only published the Transatlantic Review (which had discovered and 

published Hemingway) and was, according to Samuel Putnam, always on 

the watch for the “new and promising talents of today” but also hosted a 

legendary literary salon on Thursday evenings as well as “his much-talked- 

of sonnet-writing evenings”. A n o t h e r  important literary meeting point was

Reavey recalled that Bills was “murdered by the Nazis” in the 1940s and that he “mislaid 
or lost the portraits of Joyce and Beckett which he [Bills] gave me”. [Reavey, George.
“Some Background for George Reavey and the European Literary Bureau". Unpublished 
TM. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 2, Folder 6.] [The published album could not 
be located]

Ford Madox Ford (1873-1939) was born in Merton, Surrey as Ford Hermann Hueffer but 
changed his name in 1919, when he was demobilized from the British army. He had fought 
at the Somme and was later treated for shellshock. He moved to Paris in 1923 to pursue his 
literary career. He was a life-long friend of Ezra Pound and with his help started the 
Transatlantic Review, which published Jocye, Stein and Hemingway. Ford knew Henry 
James and Joseph Conrad and wrote a memoir, Joseph Conrad: A Personal 
Remembrance (1924) after his death. Throughout his literary career, Ford wrote nearly 80 
books. He died in Deauville France in 1939. [Saunders, Max. 2004. “Ford, Madox Ford”. 
Oxford Dictionary o f National Biography. OUP. On-line version, www.oxforddnb.com.]
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the salon of Nathalie Barney’'’'’̂ '" in rue Jacob, frequented by Richard 

Aldington, Ezra Pound, Paul Valery and Andre Gide as well as the Paris 

intelligentsia.

Not surprisingly, Reavey decided to use his literary contacts to set up a 

literary agency, with the ambitious title: Bureau Litteraire European 

(European Literary Bureau). Reavey’s business partner was Russian 

emigre Marc Slonim (1894-1976). Reavey and Slonim had met first in 1930 

and their common Russian background must have forged a bond between 

them. According to S.W. Hayter, Slonim was “the youngest ex-member of 

Kerenski’s Duma”.^ '' ' In the aftermath of the October Revolution, many 

opponents of the Bolshevik regime like Slonim chose exile over arrest. 

Although Reavey’s father had suffered under the Bolshevists, who 

imprisoned him during the Russian Civil War, he remained more balanced 

towards Soviet politics, which led to conflicting viewpoints between the new 

business partners. Reavey acknowledged their differences in his “Editorial 

Foreword” to their joint publication Soviet Literature, An Anthology (1918- 

32):

If there exists any slight d ifference of opinion between Mr. Slonim and 
myself, it resides in that I am prepared to believe in the success o f the 
Five-Year Plan in literature, at least in so far as it helped to define and 
make Soviet Literature m ore homogenous.

Reavey and Slonim had been able to salvage Reavey’s already compiled 

Russian section of The European Caravan, when Putnam’s publishing plans 

for the second volume had fallen through. Updated and expanded, the 

material appeared in 1933 as Soviet Literature, An Anthology, published by 

Wishart and Company (London). The book was reviewed in The Times 

Literary Supplement on 19 October 1933 alongside “Herr Hitler’s book ‘My 

Struggle’ ” Putnam, who had been European representative for publisher 

Pascal Covici in Paris, is likely to have assisted Reavey and Putnam with

Nathalie Barney, originally from Cincinnati, Ohio was known as the “Am azon” , owing to 
the published letters by Remy de Gourmont: Letters to the Amazon. [Putnam, Samuel.
1987. Paris Was O ur i\^istress. P. 73.]

Kerensky’s m oderate Provisional Government came into power fo llow ing the February 
Revolution of 1917 (with Kerensky as Prime Minister from July until October) but was 
overthrown by Bolshevik insurgents during the October Revolution. [See also Chapter Two.]
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publication in the US, as tine new publishing house Covici Friede (based 

now in New York)’“ ’̂ '' bought the American rights and published Soviet 

Literature in 1934.

As business partners, Reavey and Slonim got on well, and Hayter believes 

that “between the two they had complete access to almost all European 

languages” while “Reavey’s association with Irish and English writers gave 

them a scope which at the time must have been unequalled”. S o o n  the 

two entrepreneurs had started to build up an impressive list of writers, which 

Reavey recalls:

Among the Russian emigre authors, for whom we got publishers, were Bunin 
and Berdyaev. Among the French, were Georges Duhamel, Andre Malraux,
Andre Gide, Celine, Maritain, and others. Obviously we were not after best 
sellers or popular fiction, but after more serious writers. Finally, Samuel Beckett 
became one of them.

The literary agency at 13 Rue Bonaparte operated, in the heart of the Left 

Bank, “from two small rooms above a shop [...] across from the entrance to 

the Ecole Nationale des Beaux-Arts” . Reavey had managed once more to 

base himself in the centre of things and, by 1931, Reavey’s new literary life 

in Paris had undoubtedly reached a high point: after receiving his first big 

break from Putnam as co-editor of The European Caravan, he had 

established himself as a literary agent among the French and expatriate 

scene and, most importantly, his first collection of poems, Faust’s 

Metannorphoses, was due to appear in the following spring in Putnam’s New 

Review editions. Also in 1931, Reavey left his “seedy pension” in the Rue 

de la Grande Chaumiere and “for the next two years” shared a studio with 

Julian Trevelyan in the artists’ colony Villa B r u n e . P r i o r  to his arrival, 

Trevelyan had asked Paris-based Reavey to locate suitable accommodation 

and shops that sold cheap furniture for them.^^®

Pascal Covici had previously operated a publishing house in Chicago.

Although no precise address is available. Villa Brune must have been located in the 
area south of the Cimetiere du Montparnasse, bordered by the Boulevard Brune.
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According to Trevelyan, his studio, number 7u, was “one of a block of eight 

in a back garden surrounded with acacia trees”. A l t h o u g h  well-located 

and within easy access of the metro -  just beyond Montparnasse and near 

the Porte de Chatillon -  the setting was idyllic and tranquil, according to 

Trevelyan: “The street outside was an impasse, a little backwater from the 

busy life of the quarter, that ran along a deep cutting in the ceinture railway, 

also filled with acacias”.

Life within Villa Brune was far from a quiet “backwater” as parties and a 

stream of visitors were an essential part of the daily routine. Fellow residents 

included the jazz guitarist Django Reinhardt, who lived with a “family of 

gypsies [...] in a caravan”^̂ ® and the sculptor Alexander (Sandy) Calder, 

who described Villa Brune vividly in his autobiography -  including an 

outbreak of bed bugs for which he and wife had to get “Hello Dad Insect 

Powder”:

My apartm ent was rather amusing, because the building consisted of eight 
studios, three vertically on either side and two over the central entrance. And I 
was located right over the central entrance so you had to shinny up a staircase 
and go through a passageway to get to the apartment. [...] Remembering the 
whistle-punk with his ropes to the donkey, I had rigged all the doors with string, 
and I could even open my front door from the bathtub w ithout moving but a 
hand. W e had pleasant neighbours - Campigli, the St. Louis Einsteins, Vytlacil, 
a Czech, Julian Trevelyan, and George Reavey. W e found living there very 
p leasant.’ ®̂

From time to time, Calder would invite his neighbours and friends to 

performances of his miniature circus. A graduate in mechanical engineering, 

Calder incorporated mechanics into his art from early on and became widely 

known for his “mobiles” . Calder had a particular interest in sports and circus 

events and began to develop wire sculptures and circus performances, 

which he often ‘premiered’ for the Villa Brune residents, as Julian Trevelyan, 

remembered:

Tiers of benches would be arranged round a little green baize circle in his 
studio and we sat there cracking peanuts to the music o f Souza. Sandy would 
then produce from an old suit-case his wire acrobats, the tight-rope walkers, 
the sword swallower Eesgottem  tronguls, and finally the chariot race, one of 
whose w ire chariots generally overturned before they got home.^'’ ^
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Life in Villa Brune represented a dramatic change for Reavey, who now, 

unlike in his former “seedy pension”, was able to entertain friends. 

Trevelyan recalls that “Sam Beckett was a constant visitor, as was the critic 

Stuart Gilbert, and the surrealist poet Georges Hugnet [...] the sculptor 

Zadkine, the painter Bill Hayter, and various other adventurers from 

Montparnasse” .̂ '*̂  Visitors were brought home at all hours and Trevelyan 

remembered a particular incident involving “Paul Schmidt, a Polish 

Communist painter, who used Surrealist techniques to further the Party 

cause”:

He [Schmidt] was an amusing but rather tiresome scrounger who was always 
borrowing his tram fare home to his shack in the outer suburbs. One night 
when I was asleep in my studio I was woken up by a strange bearded figure 
who stood at the foot of my bed with a picture frame. 'Est-ce-que vous voulez 
acheterdes cadres?’ he repeated several times, and before I had quite come 
to I heard the titter behind being the door of George Reavey who had of 
course brought Paul in and provided him with the disguise. It was really only a 
variation on his usual 'Est-ce-qu’il existe le possibilite de me prefer cent 
francs?^"*^

Apart from entertaining in their studio at Villa Brune, Reavey and Trevelyan 

were regular visitors to the cafes and bars of Montparnasse. And when they 

had missed the last Metro home, they could walk, as Trevelyan remembers, 

“in about half an hour across the deserted Cimetiere de Montparnasse 

where Baudelaire and Oscar Wilde lie buried”. O n e  of Reavey’s poems 

collected in Faust’s Metamorphoses, refers to the Cimetiere Montparnasse 

in its subtitle. The poem “Post-Mortem Of Faust; An Evening Elegy, 

Cimetiere Montparnasse” adopts the noisy bustle of a Montparnasse cafe as 

its backdrop:

Bronde bock, gar?on,
and wipe the ceiling’s haze
thanks to sir waiter yellow-thick
in lamp’s obscursion:
let your serviette serve
to remove
malignity of aera.

In alcoves arias scale Olympus, 
but on the table hours are heaped 
in crags of numbered saucers.

[FM, 50]

The two friends also frequently made the newspapers, such as Wambly 

Bald’s column on expatriate life in the Paris edition of the Chicago Tribune.
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On one occasion, a columnist reported (with a great deal of irony) that 

Reavey and Trevelyan had set up the “Montparnasse Meditation Company”:

‘We live like monks,’ said George, 'and we meditate.’
‘Do you punish your bodies to assist the soul?’ I asked, butting into 
everything. [...]

‘We withdraw within our minds,’ George replied, ‘but we are not flagellants.’
George looks pensive and a thin red beard horseshoes his face. He is not a 
bad fellow.

‘Surely,’ I said, with tears in my voice, ‘you must deny the body to achieve 
an inner strength. Just to obviate the classic conflict.’

‘We do,’ he insisted. ‘We sing hymns every day, sleep on the floor and 
never heat our room. We do our own cooking, which is a form of 
punishment.’'"'^

Yet underneath the surface and behind the fagade of the busy, outgoing and 

ambitious literary activist, lay a human being full of self-doubt, inner conflict 

and anxiety. Reavey’s first years in Paris were marked by a deep fear of 

failure to sustain himself as poet and of having to return to the isolation of 

full-time tutoring, away from the literary centre. As his income from writing 

and translation did not match the cafe lifestyle he so wanted to lead, Reavey 

became increasingly dependent on his friend Julian Trevelyan, an only child 

from a comfortable background, who frequently had to lend Reavey money 

to placate other creditors. At one point, their friendship nearly broke down, 

over Reavey’s failure to pay back Trevelyan the instalments they had 

agreed on.̂ '̂ ® The generous Trevelyan was only too aware that Reavey led 

a “precarious Parisian existence” and chose to remember in his memoir the 

warmer sides of their friendship, writing that “on the whole we got on well, 

and cooked each other great meals of spaghetti”. W h i l e  Reavey 

undoubtedly enjoyed his new bohemian lifestyle, he nevertheless craved, 

after a turbulent and uprooted childhood, for some form of stability and 

financial security.

Throughout his poetic career, George Reavey drew creative energy from the 

conflicting sides of his character, and adopted for his collections Faust’s 

Metamorphoses (1932), Nostradam (1935) and Quixotic Perquisitions 

(1939) historic masks that represent duality and inner conflict. The German 

magician. Dr. Faustus, fights against the temptations of Mephistopheles in 

his pursuit of knowledge; the unbound romanticism of the Spanish
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picaresque hero Don Quixote de la Mancha is quenched by the down to 

earth pragmatism of his squire Sancho Panza. Apart from facing battles 

with their opposites, all personas find torment and conflict at the core of their 

own identity; Faust’s conscience is repeatedly torn between good and evil, 

Don Quixote sways between buoyant idealism and defeatist realism and the 

French astrologer Nostradamus is driven by bleak prophecies.

6. Faust’s Metamorphoses and Nostradam

The mask of Faust, in particular, was to remain a constant theme of 

expression for Reavey and made regular appearances from his first book of 

poems, Faust’s Metamorphoses, through to Nostradam, Quixotic 

Perquisitions and his last collection The Colours o f Memory (1955), which 

contains several ‘Faustian’ poems. The Faust theme was also once more 

revived by Reavey in 1968 with the poem Farewell to Faust, published 

privately in New York.

At Cambridge, where he read English at Gonville and Caius College, 

Reavey would have studied Christopher Marlowe’s (1564-1593) Doctor 

Faustus. Marlowe himself attended Cambridge, where he had won a 

scholarship to Corpus Christi College. The Faust drama was a popular topic 

for discussion at Cambridge and William Empson, Reavey’s student friend 

and fellow Experiment contributor, explored it in an essay collected in his 

critically acclaimed Seven Types of Ambiguity 930).

The legend of the German scholar Johannes Faust, who engaged in magic 

and diabolism, was first recorded by an anonymous Lutheran as the Historia 

von D. Johann Fausten and published In Frankfurt in 1587. An English 

translation of the original ‘Faustbuch’ by a writer identified as P.F., known as 

the 'English Faust Book’, became Marlowe’s main source. The publication 

date of the drama is still debated among Marlowe scholars, ranging from the
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earliest possibility of 1588 to the latest of 1592. The play was not performed 

until after Marlowe’s death in 1593. '̂^®

Marlowe’s Tragical History o f the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus 

describes the temptations and fall of Faust following his pact with the Devil 

to sell his soul in return for knowledge.’̂ ''"  According to critic Keith Walker, 

“Marlowe’s larger theme of temptation of forbidden knowledge is one of the 

great themes of Renaissance literature”. F a u s t ’s tempter is 

Mephistopheles who appears to him in the disguise of an old Franciscan 

monk -  one of several blasphemies of the play.^^^ Throughout the play, 

Faust is offered opportunities for redemption “Now Faustus must thou 

needes be damnd,/ And canst thou not be saved?” ®̂̂ Yet, his unwavering 

thirst for knowledge and his desire for Helen -  an illusion conjured up by 

Faust himself -  drive him to commit the ultimate crime of demoniality,’̂ ''"' 

with the result that he is now completely possessed by the devil. The play 

ends with Faust descending to Hell (summoned by Mephistopheles) as the 

clock strikes twelve.

Some of the poems collected in Faust’s Metamorphoses reflect in their titles 

the plot of Marlowe’s play. Reavey’s title “Sweet Mephistophilis” refers to 

Faust’s submission to Lucifer /“Sweete Mephastophilis, intreate thy Lord”/̂ ®̂  

while “Faust’s Rape of Helen” relates to the act of demoniality. Other poem 

titles instantly reveal Reavey’s personal take on Marlowe’s drama, such as 

“Faust’s Dialectic” and “Faust’s Reincarnation”.

In autobiographical terms, we find references that Reavey identified with 

Faust’s desire for enlightenment or, in the poet’s case, unlimited powers of 

creation. The poems were largely composed between Reavey’s teaching

Marlowe’s play exists in two different versions: The shorter A-text was published in 
1604, while the nearly 600 line longer B-text dates from 1616. The edition quoted is based 
on the earlier A-text.

Demoniality is defined as intercourse with the devil and is implied in Doctor Faustus in 
Faust’s embrace and kiss with Helen: “Sweete Helen, make me immortall with a kisse: Her 
lips suckes forth my soule, see where it flies”. [Gill, Roma. 1990. Editor. The Complete 
Works o f Christopher Marlowe. Volume II, DrFaustus. Oxford: Clarendon Press. Scene 12, 
lines 83-84. P. 42.]
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engagement in Fontainebleau (1929-30) and his first years in Paris (1931- 

1932). During this time, Reavey struggled to find an environment that would 

allow him to write creatively. While the Chateau des Boulains offered 

comfort and financial stability, Reavey felt isolated and cut-off from the 

artistic centre; his desire to participate in the expatriate scene of 

Montparnasse, on the other hand, caused Reavey much anxiety not only 

over his precarious finances but also over the pressures it placed on his 

creativity. Just after his relocation to Paris in November 1930, Reavey 

confessed to Julian Trevelyan the mounting anxiety he experienced, which 

began to manifest itself in writers’ block;

Faust for the last months, has been abominally [sic] tortured by 
Mephistopheles and has wept many bitter metaphorical tears. Existence 
assumed the proportions of a nightmare. Now I am a little more calm, and can 
even write a rare letter. But I am momentarily suffering from a terrible sense of 
Sterility -  which is an artistic as well as a life problem -  but I cannot admit 
imitation of [T.S.] Eliot, as I want to find something positive and dynamic.'^'*

Reavey’s struggle to find creative expression, despite inner and outer 

pressures, is reflected in a poem with the disheartening and destructive title 

“Je Brule Mes Chimeres”, which translates into “ I Burn My Illusions”:

In the shelter of night’s lone chasm 
I burn worn rags of thought.
And stir the slowsmoking embers.
Here alone is concentration
Brief as darkness, and a grasp hard as fate;
And here, too, is the balance where desire 
Is set against accomplishment.
[....] [F/W, 15]

The outer image Reavey presented to his friends and acquaintances in the 

early 1930s of a confident poet, whose creativity would flow amidst the noisy 

Parisian cafes, is replaced with the solitary struggle of writing during “night’s 

lone chasm”. Writers who worked well in cafes included Hemingway, who 

‘escaped’ during his early Paris years noisy family life with his baby son and 

wrote stories at a cafe table accompanied by frequent orders of “rum St. 

James”. Yet when cafe life was too much of a distraction, Hemingway had 

the option, and the financial means, to work undisturbed in a rented hotel 

room, “where Verlaine had died”.̂ ^̂  Unfortunately, Julian Trevelyan’s busy 

studio, in 1931, did not provide ideal working conditions and Reavey’s
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creative period was reduced to a few hours late at night -  “brief as 

darkness” -  where “here alone is concentration” [FM, 15].

In the poem “Je Brule Mes Chimeres", the biggest challenge arises, 

however, not from the outer conditions but from the poet’s inner self-doubt 

and his obsession to measure “desire [...] against accomplishment”. The 

creative process is experienced as futile and self-destructive, depicted by 

the poet through violent and oppressive imagery such as the use of verbs 

like ‘burning’, ‘stirring’ and ‘ripping’:

Thus, with steel needle, in a moment 
Vision draws the shreds together seamless;
Then, keen with scissor edge, it rips 
Back the pierced fabric into strips,
Which soon, in hopeless flames.
Are but charred threads turning ashgrey with morn.

[FM, 15]

The poet’s achievement when “vision draws the shreds together seamless” 

is only transitory as “hopeless flames” lead to another spiral of destruction. 

The poem’s title “Je brule mes chimeres” further affirms the negative and 

self-destructive outlook. In a draft of an introduction to Faust’s 

Metamorphoses, Reavey wrote that “disintegration is the theme of the Faust 

poems”^̂ ®.

Moreover, Faust’s inner torment between his desire for knowledge and his 

longing for redemption reflects Reavey’s own inner conflict and the duality of 

his character. Keith Walker describes Faust’s character as a “curious 

mixture of penetration and frivolity, of pride and abasement, of sophistication 

and obtuseness, of spirituality and s en s ua l i t y .R e av ey ,  who according to 

Trevelyan suffered severe mood swings from being “exuberant and rather 

mad” to “silence and introspection”, found an alter-ego in the character of 

Doctor Faustus and “saw himself as Faust warding off Mephistopheles” .̂ ®̂

Faust’s Metamorphoses can be read on two levels: as a highly individual 

account of Reavey’s tense and troubled inner life or, in an outer sense, as a 

politicised statement that engages with the complex history, politics and
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philosophy of the time. Written during the turbulent political decade of the 

1930s -  which commenced with the Wall Street crash in 1929 and ended 

with the German invasion of Poland in 1939 -  Faust’s Metamorphoses (FM), 

followed by Nostradam (1935) and Quixotic Perquisitons (1939) is the first of 

three volumes of poetry, which are marked by a profound pessimism. The 

collections share a common philosophy that western civilization had reached 

the end of a cycle and was heading into chaos and oblivion. S.W. Hayter, 

who provided six remarkable illustrations for Faust’s Metamorphoses and 

designed the cover for Nostradam as well as contributing an engraving, 

recollects that “my apocalyptic preoccupations of that time did agree very 

closely with George’s image”.

For Reavey, the character of Faust possessed striking modernity. In a draft 

of an introduction to the collection, Reavey defined Faust as the “Symbol of 

Western Man” and argued that “the 16th century Faustus is the 

contemporarily applicable primal symbol of the schism and the 

‘materialisation’ of the world operative in the last five centuries”. R e a v e y ’s 

recurring references to “the cyclical theory of cultures” ®̂̂ are based on the 

philosophy of Oswald Spengler’s best-selling historical survey The Decline 

o f the West, Form and Actuality.^'^ Published first in Germany during the 

First World War, it was the work of an unknown scholar who had retired from 

teaching. Four years later, the book was re-issued in a revised and enlarged 

edition.

The first English edition was published in 1926 and proved immensely 

popular among English readers. According to the authorised translator, 

Charles Francis Atkinson, “the public impulse to read it arose in and from 

post-war conditions, and thus it happened that this severe and difficult 

philosophy of history found a market that has justified the printing of 90,000 

copies”. T h e  core argument of Spengler’s extensive historical survey was 

that historic events occurred in a series of recurring cycles and that the:

Oswald Spengler (1880-1936). For biographical infornnation, See Chapter Three, P. 34.
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19th and 20th centuries, hitherto looked on as the highest point of an 
ascending straight line of world history, are in reality a stage of life which may 
be observed in every Culture that has ripened to its limit

Spengler regarded Faust as the embodiment of the contemporary Zeitgeist 

and his analysis is littered with references to the “Faustian Soul” and the 

“Faustian morale” . Spengler refers repeatedly in his work to the 20th 

century as the “Faustian Age”, arguing that “the two souls of Faust” are 

inherent in the “opposition” of two conflicting world views:

One group, public men -  economists, politicians, jurists -  opine that 
‘present-day mankind’ is making excellent progress. [....] On the other hand 
we have the group of artists, poets, philologists and philosophers. These feel 
themselves to be out of their element [..,] and in consequence choose for 
themselves [...] a standpoint [...] from which to condemn ‘to-day’. The one 
group looks upon Greece as a ‘not yet’, the other upon modernity as a 
‘nevermore’.̂  *

Reavey’s draft introduction echoes Spengler’s views of the Faustian Age 

and he frequently admitted to Spengler’s influence. When asked about his 

impending book of poems by a Paris columnist, he replied that “Faust’s 

Metamorphoses will be a little like Spengler and a lot like Mar l owe”. T h e  

title of his collection Faust’s Metamorphoses is further derived, according to 

Reavey, from the fact that “our epoch is a subject of metamorphoses. Those 

of values and forms”. F o r  Reavey the age of “materialisation” had, 

however, reached the end of a cycle as he pursued in his poems a new 

mysticism. In a handwritten note accompanying his poem “Faust’s 

Reincarnation By The Good Angel”, Reavey stated: “European Man must 

return to the original sources of his characteristic mysticism: and only thus, 

by this purification will he be able to preserve his identity

Unlike many of the poems in Faust’s Metamorphoses that engage with 

historical analysis, “Faust’s Reincarnation By The Good Angel” retreats into 

an inner world of myth and legend, where fear and torment prevail;

I am knight-errant still and still my princedom waits:
But dreams have born me to night's kingdom now.
Where anguish learns the cruelty of stars;
Their silver lances pierce and tear my sleepless eyes.

[FM, 60]
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The poetic voice has been banished from the “land of Sun” and become 

exiled: “I am the restless urge, the widowed, destined soul” travelling 

“through lands of doubt”. In this poem, Faust no longer oscillates between 

damnation and redemption (the Good Angel) but has embraced his destiny: 

“Yet I am faithful to my living death and fate”.

In formal terms, the poem is organised in six non-rhyming quatrains with a 

final (seventh) quatrain printed in italics. Although the final quatrain stands 

out through the use of its italics and occupies alone a facing page, the 

concluding stanza offers no resolution but affirms the fugitive existence 

expressed in the preceding verses, making reference again to the “cruelty of 

stars”:

And so alone I travel Secret through the land,
And bear within the Radiance and the Tomb.
My Princedom waits: the kingdom of the Night 
Teaches me Patience and the Cruelty of stars.

[FM, 61]

Nostradam (1935)

The Faustian theme continues in Reavey’s 1935 collection Nostradam, 

which he introduced to his readers as “reiterations [and] projections of a 

theme [...] already treated in my Faust’s Metamorphoses" H e  also returned 

to the philosophies of Spengler, arguing that the “twentieth century 

completes the sixteenth” which “explains why Faust’s twelfth hour is so 

poignantly our own” [A/, 7]. Reavey’s use of the mask of the French 

physician, astrologer, and controversial visionary Nostradamus (1503-1566) 

displayed, at first, a new confidence in the power of poetics, in contrast to 

the inner torment displayed in Faust’s Metamorphoses. The poem “A Word 

for Nostradamus” celebrates the newly found role of the visionary and 

affirms Nostradamus’ relevance for today:

Nostradam, A Sequence o f Poems was written, according to Reavey, between 1930 and 
1932. The poems were published in 1935 as one of three Europa Press releases that year, 
together with Samuel Beckett’s Echo’s Bones and Reavey’s poems Signes D ’Adieu.
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What omens, stars, disasters, Speak, today.
Who see the play, the plot, our minds doubt-racked.
The hero’s project and the hands that slay.

[A/, 17]

The historical distance allows Reavey to examine the duality of 

Nostradamus’ ambivalent legacy as a highly respected astrologer of the 

sixteenth century and the posthumous condemnation of his writings by the 

1781 Congregation of the Index, the Roman Catholic Church authority for 

the examination of books and manuscripts. During his life-time, 

Nostradamus achieved great status and popularity as an astrologer and 

visionary. His main work, Propheties, published in 1555, relates to individual 

centuries and proved so popular that an enlarged second edition was

published in 1558. Powerful rulers including Catherine de Medici had their

horoscope cast by him and her son, the French king Charles IX, appointed 

him as physician. The popularity of the astrologer Nostradamus and the 

magician Faust in an age deeply affected by war and plague reveals the 

profound fear experienced by their contemporaries who believed that the 

apocalypse was near.

Reavey’s collection Nostradam echoes the Propheties in more than one 

instance. In formal terms, he arranges Nostradam in a series of quatrains, 

which resemble Nostradamus’ verses of four alternately rhyming lines. The 

obscurity of Reavey’s poems echo the style of Nostradamus’ predictions, 

which were written as “totally incomprehensible prior to the events 

prophesied” and caused some consternation among reviewers.^®® The New 

English Weel<ly criticised that “Mr. Reavey’s idiom is very curious, and 

somewhat un-English: his poems often read like translations -  translation of 

exactly what, however, it Is difficult to say” .̂ ®®

Most importantly, Reavey’s poetic message recalls the dark prophecies of 

Nostradamus: the poem “The Twelfth Hour” prophecies in biblical language 

and violent imagery the coming of the apocalypse:
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The hour has struck! Stand firm, resist the storm:
Fate's hand has dyed the monstrous Ocean red.
Thrown feverish fires to convulse the world.
Stand firm ! Build bitter barriers for the dead.

[A/, 15]

Reavey’s foreboding prophecies and his preoccupation with the 16th 

century masks of Nostradamus and Faust draws striking parallels with the 

Zeitgeist of his own age -  a decade still traumatised by the after-effects of 

the First World War and shaken by a world-wide economic depression and 

the rise of fascism. Reavey’s historical and philosophical analysis in 

Nostradam takes the form of a profound pessimism characteristic of the 

1930s, defined by Putnam as the “After-War Spirit of Literature”. George 

Reavey shared Putnam’s analysis and recollects that “we were emerging 

from the postwar years in a century which had been broken in half before its 

time”.^^° As a child in Russia, George Reavey had experienced the First 

World War, followed by the terrors of revolution and civil war, in particular 

his father’s arrest in 1918. To gain access to these childhood traumas, 

which lay buried in the realm of the unconscious, Reavey began to 

experiment with the Surrealist preoccupation with dreams, which was to 

become a key form of expression for him. The poem, appropriately entitled 

“Postwar”, describes the dark and destructive inheritance of Reavey’s 

generation:

W e have reaped a fitful remorse;
The insomnia of terrible nights 
W hen furies keep watch by our bed 
And scream as w e sink from the world.

[A/, 12]

The poetic self is haunted by the “muttering mouths of the dead” as 

memories of war rise to the consciousness. The voice sways between a 

state of clear consciousness -  “we wake in the hotbreath of night” -  and the 

desire to “sink from the world” and find oblivion in dreams: “Sleep ! O bury 

our head from the beast”. In this state of confused identity and 

consciousness, the outer world becomes a mirror of the inner trauma:

Shuddering w e start in the moonlight:
The moon glares implacable fate;
Its gunmetal eyes with their fire 
Find our own with shot bullets of hate.

[A/, 12]
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The poem remains ambivalent as to whether the trauma is caused by 

haunting memories, “the insomnia of terrible nights”, or by apocalyptic 

visions of the future, expressed in “the moon glares implacable fate”.

A key poem in Reavey’s search for an inner release from the traumas of the 

outer world is “Tell Me That Dream”, which he dedicated to his friend 

Samuel Beckett. The poem was of great importance to George Reavey as it 

fulfilled his poetic ambition, expressed in his foreword to Nostradam, to 

make a “connection between my emotive life and the world of historic 

experience” [A/, 7], He later chose it as one of several important older poems 

for his 1955 collection The Colours o f Memory, which merged new with 

existing work. “Tell Me That Dream” allowed Reavey to transform inner

trauma and existential fear -  caused by the “world of historic experience”

[Ibid.] -  into poetic expression. A reviewer for the New English Weekly, 

perceptively acknowledged that Reavey’s “poems evidently spring from very 

deep and passionate feeling, somewhere on the borderland of sleep and 

dream”.̂ ^̂

Tell me that dream I saw when hooded men 
Surrounded me and bound my arms and led 
Me blindfold under blurred and blotted stars 
To mournful music of a dying world;

[ . . . . ]

When, dragged to some abysmal brink of fear,
My arms fall free, my eyes uncovered see 
Earth’s wounded body meteor-writhing hurl 
With crash of citadels to further stars.

[A/, 13]

Reavey’s surreal images of “hooded men” play out man’s deepest fears and 

nightmares. The experience of existential ‘angst’, as the poetic self is 

“dragged to some abysmal brink of fear”, is initially portrayed as a ‘Faustian’ 

descent into a new liberating and enlightening reality -  ”My arms fall free, 

my eyes uncovered see / Earth’s wounded body meteor-writhing hurl”. Yet 

the enlightening experience remains only a transitory state, before a 

profound ‘angst’ takes hold again and “whirls” the voice into further 

darkness. This on-going cycle of fear leading after brief enlightenment to 

further fear, is emphasised by the repetition of fragments from the opening 

stanza in the concluding couplet of the sonnet;
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I shriek ... but eyes are blindfold, arms are bound,
Stars blotted out, to which I whirl in dark.

[A/, 13]

“Tell Me That Dream” and the collection Nostradam mark an important 

development in Reavey’s poetic career development. Surrealism and its 

preoccupation to unlock hidden consciousness, in both literature and art, 

was to play a key influence on Reavey during the mid to late thirties, when 

his work started to reach a growing maturity and he began to establish 

himself as literary force in Paris and London through his multiple roles as 

poet, publisher, literary agent and translator.
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Chapter Five

THE EUROPA PRESS YEARS -  PARIS AND LONDON
(1935-1938)

Paris and London
sisters
dark and fair
browneyed night along the boulevards 
morning over Euston.

[From "Spring Exchange Or Faust In The Country”, FM, 25]

1. Signes D ’Adieu (1935) /  Frailty of Love

In the growing economic crisis of the early 1930s, Reavey’s publisher and 

friend Samuel Putnam found it increasingly difficult to sustain his literary 

review and make a living from literary translations in Paris. Just before his 

return to the US, Putnam made an effort in 1932 to settle down for a simpler 

life in rural France, which was part of a larger exodus of artists from Paris:

There now developed a tendency to run away from Montparnasse [...] to 
gather in smaller colonies such as Majorca, Cagnes-sur-Mer, or Mirmande 
in the Drome, which to the fugitives’ dismay proved to be merely miniature 
Left Bank with all the drawbacks of the Quarter in concentrated form and 
with the clash of personalities accentuated by the enforced propinquity.^

Putnam’s own refuge in the small village of Mirmande in the Basses-Alpes 

and his dream of a peaceful life where “one could really think things out” 

only lasted for one year (1932-33), as he felt the outside world encroaching; 

“the Communists in Germany had just polled six million votes. Hitler and his 

Storm Troopers were on the march, and in France there was uneasy talk of 

the possibility of a seizure of power by the Nazis”, recalled Putnam.^ When 

he was offered a rush translation job by a New York publisher, Putnam 

accepted, sensing that “this would be the last job [he] would be having” and 

used the funds to return with his family to New York.^ Putnam’s “last night in 

the quarter” was spent in the company of Reavey and other good friends.
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Putnam later recalled that “William Blake and George Reavey between them 

had somehow got me aboard” on the train headed for his boat in Le Havre.'’

Putnam’s return to New York in 1933 and the disbandment of his publishing 

outlet and literary review left a void for Reavey. He had not only lost a close 

friend but also a mentor through whom he had been able to promote the 

work of his friends -  in particular Samuel Beckett and Thomas MacGreevy -  

and develop his own literary career. Most importantly, Putnam had facilitated 

through the New Review the publication of Reavey’s first collection of 

poems, Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932), which established him as a poet in 

Paris.

With Putnam gone and several collections of poems in preparation -  his 

second cycle Nostradam  (1935) was written as a sequel to Faust’s 

Metamorphoses and described as “reiterations on a theme”  ̂ -  Reavey 

decided to set up his own publishing house. The new enterprise was run 

from the same premises at 13 rue Bonaparte as his literary agency Bureau 

Litteraire European, which he co-owned with Russian emigre Marc Slonim. 

The Europa Press, although linked in its name to the European Literary 

Bureau, was Reavey’s own enterprise and completely separate to the 

agency. Reavey described his motivations for setting up a publishing house 

in an interview with Beckett biographer James Knowlson in 1971:

I think I was very fed up with English publishers at the time. They 
were always turning down books of poems, not only by me, but by 
various other of my poet friends. So I decided to see what I could do 
about it myself,®

The first book to be published under the new Europa Press imprint was a 

slim delicate book of love poems in the French language. The poems 

entitled Signes D ’Adieu were originally written by Reavey in English but 

published in a French translation by Pierre Charnay. Signes D ’Adieu differs 

in format from subsequent Europa Press publications. The book is strikingly 

smaller (less than DIN A5) than Reavey’s other Europa Press publications 

and thinner, comprising in all only 22 pages. The main print run was limited 

to 150 copies, with numbers 1 to 25 signed by the author and translator.
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The book was printed on 1 May 1935, a date that had significance for 

Reavey as it was his 28th birthday. Within Reavey’s poetic oeuvre, the 

intimate and simple verses of Signes D ’Adieu stand out. Unlike other poetry 

cycles, where Reavey adopts historic masks and engages with exterior 

reality, these poems are highly personal and interior.

Sometime in 1932, Reavey was thrown into a deep personal crisis caused 

by the death of his lover Andree Conte, who had been his companion since 

his arrival in Paris in November 1930.' When Conte was considering a 

career as a painter, Reavey informed Julian Trevelyan that she was 

“exercising [his] trade and covering all the cardboards she can find with 

variegated paint” .̂  A photograph of a painting of Andree Contee, which 

Reavey sent to Trevelyan, shows her as a dark-haired beauty, with a long 

face and large dark eyes." Although Reavey and Conte lived together in 

Trevelyan’s studio at Villa Brune (mostly during Trevelyan’s travels), there 

were times when she was forced for health reasons to leave Paris for 

extended stays in a drier climate. Trevelyan became increasingly frustrated 

that his regular loans had to support not only Reavey but Conte as well and 

implored Reavey to free himself from “every obligation towards Andree”.® 

Reavey, on the other hand, found it impossible to leave her and grew 

increasingly worried about her failing health. In June 1931, Reavey admitted 

that “as her life more or less depends on the Sun, I am thinking of sending 

her to Corsica” .̂  The couple spent the autumn of 1931 in St. Tropez, before 

Reavey returned to Paris alone, as Conte was “resigned” to stay on.^°

Within a year of their last trip together to the Mediterranean, Andree Conte 

was dead. His deep-felt loss sparked off a period of intense creativity, as 

Reavey quickly wrote, almost diary-like, a series of 28 poems between 24

' in a letter to Julian Trevelyan, Reavey stated that his “relations with Andree were already 
established” before Trevelyan came to Paris [early 1931]. [Letter from Reavey to Julian 
Trevelyan. Undated. By permission of Trinity College Library, Cambridge. JOT 2418/1 (1).]

" According to Reavey, the painting of Andree Conte was by Dunlop and “en peu El Greco" 
in style. Reavey added: “ It brings out her ‘religious side’.” [Letter from George Reavey to 
Julian Trevelyan, Dated 25 November 1930. By permission of Trinity College Library, 
Cambridge. JOT 2445.]
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November and 23 December 1932."' On one day alone -  24 November -  

Reavey wrote seven poems, an indication of the intense emotional turmoil 

he experienced. Not much is known about the circumstances of Andree 

Conte’s death, but Reavey’s letters to Trevelyan and references in the 

poems to “fever-toss” and “love bespattered””  indicate that tuberculosis was 

the likely cause. (Samuel Beckett’s beloved cousin Peggy Sinclair died in 

May 1933 of the same illness.) The emotions expressed in the poems range 

from numb fatalism to deep depression and actual suicidal feelings:

O never again 
night of anguish 
not for ages oblivion 
a whole heart in play 
and I gashed my arm  
to mark this

[FR]

While the poems have never been published as a collection in their original 

English, Reavey selected, in 1935, fourteen poems for translation by Pierre 

Charnay. The book’s title, Signes D ’Adieu, is taken from the penultimate 

poem of the collection, in which the poet compares the affections and 

“caresses” of women to the “farewell of falling stars” [“signes d’adieu 

d’etoiles mourantes”] only to arrive resignedly at “the inconsequence of all” 

[“I’inconsequence de la plupart”]:

Fem m es si reelles votre realite n'est pas sure 
quant a ce qui est des caresses  
signes d ’adieu d’etoiles mourantes 
apposition des mains mesintelligence 
des levres et des yeux 
I’enchainem ent de certains moments 
et I’inconsequence de la plupart

[SDA, 21]

W om en of reality 
less real
for what are caresses  
farewell of falling stars 
hands’ touch lips’ 
eyes’ miscomprehension 
the sequence of som e moments  
and the inconsequence of all.

[FR]

The profound loss radiated by the poems relates to the premature departure 

or death of a beloved. In the poem “O sister of the dark days” [“O ma soeur 

des jours noirs”], the lover is compared to “lightning across a purple sky” 

[“lumiere breve d’un ciel”], who sings the “plaint of the dead” [“qui chante le

The poems are dated in handwriting from 24 .11 .32  to 23 .12.32. [Unpublished TM  of 
Frailty o f  Love. M S Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 14, Folder 5.]
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cantique d’une fin”]. While in the opening poem of the sequence, “[...] the 

heart /hurls parachute from / the sure world / into the windvoid / and nothing 

avoid”. This poem opens with the foreboding sound of a “swung bell” , 

evocative of the death knell, heralding the presence of death:

None of the poems collected in Signes D ’Adieu or those in the original 

English typescript have titles -  a striking departure for Reavey, whose 

poems in his earlier cycle Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932) are bestowed with 

elaborate titles that make reference to Marlowe’s drama Dr. Faustus. 

Instead, the original English-language TS poems are simply numbered “1u” 

[dated 24.11.32] to “28” [dated 23.12.32], while the French versions are 

printed without dates and references to this numbering system. Unlike the 

long and complex narrative of the Faust poems, Reavey limited himself in 

these compositions to short statements of expression, skilfully distilled into 

poems ranging from seven to fourteen lines. Instead of development and 

progression, we find variations on a single theme. Pierre Charnay, who also 

wrote an introduction to the collection, regarded the poems as an important 

achievement: “The profound unity to which he [Reavey] aspires finds, no 

doubt, its most intimate form in Frailty o f Love of which we make a selection 

available under the title Signes D ’Adieu” [SDA, 7].'''

In style and form the poems collected in Signes D ’Adieu are much indebted 

to the French Surrealist poet Paul Eluard, whom Reavey admired as “one of 

the few genuine love poets writing in an out-of-love world”.E lu a r d ’s poetry 

is marked by intense emotion, as delight and despair are closely linked as in

''' My own translation of the French original: “L’unite profonde a laquelle il aspire trouve sans 
doute sa forme la plus intime dans ‘Frailty of Love’, dont nous donnons une selection sous 
le titre de ‘Signes D’Adieu.” [SDA, 7],

La branie de la cloche 
marque la cadence et le coeur 
s’elance de chute en chute 
du monde certain 
vers le vide ou remue le vent 
mais rien ne bouge O mon amour 
ou done est mon amour?

Ring, The swing of the swung bell
cadenzas and the heart
hurls parachute from
the sure world
into the windvoid and
nothing avoid. O where
is my love?

[SDA, 9] [FR]
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the poem “L’Amoureuse” -  “Make [...] me laugh cry and laugh” [“Me font 

rire, pleurer et rire”] -  Included here In the skilful translation of Samuel 

Beckett:

L’Amoureuse Lady Love

Elle est debout sur mes paupieres 
Et ses cheveux sont dans la miens

She is standing on my lids 
And her hair is in my hair

Elle s’engloutit dans mon ombre 
Comme une Pierre sur le del.

Elle a la forme de mes mains, 
Elle a la couleur de mes yeux,

She has the colour of my eye 
She has the body of my hand 
In my shade she is engulfed 
As a stone against the sky

Et ne me laisse pas dormer. 
Ses reves en pleine lumiere 
Font s’evaporer les soleils, 
Me font rire, pleurer et rire.

13Parler sans avoir nen a dire.

Ella a toujours les yeux ouverts She will never close her eyes 
And she does not let me sleep 
And her dreams in the bright day 
Make the suns evaporate 
And me laugh cry and laugh 
Speak when I have nothing to say. 14

In Eluard’s poem, the consuming passions eventually merge lover and 

beloved into one being: “She has the colour of my eye / She has the body of 

my hand / In my shade she is engulfed”. Eluard’s images of all- 

encompassing union enter the surrealist domain, as the association no 

longer reflects outer reality but has become an inner vision of the poet: “She 

is standing on my lids” [“Elle est debut sur mes paupieres"]. Reavey’s love 

poetry echoes the intense passion and sensuality of Eluard. The poetic self 

is “from sleep torn / into an ocean deep in arms / breasts legs hands and 

lips”. Although the lover has departed, the former sexual union is re-enacted 

in his dreams:

'' This poem was not chosen by Reavey for Signes D ’Adieu and therefore not translated into 
French by Charney, [Reavey, George. The Frailty o f Love. Unpublished TM. MS Texas, 
HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 14, Folder 5.]

In sleep I caress 
the invisible woman 
beside me
Sweet her impalpable kiss 
Would night were so long 
stars of remembrance might fade 
Sweet the impalpable kiss 
of the invisible woman 
beside me.''
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At the time when Reavey composed these poems (November/December 

1932), Eluard had written several books of love poems, inspired by his 

marriages to Gala, from 1913 to 1929, and to Nusch, from 1929 to her death 

in 1946. His first major collection of poems, inspired by Gala, Mourier De 

Ne Pas Mourir [Dying o f Not Dying] was published in 1924 and illustrated 

with a portrait of him by Max Ernst.^^ In 1929 he separated from Gala, who 

later became the wife of Salvador Dali, and several collections inspired by 

his new lover and wife Nusch -  La Vie Immediate (1932) [Life Here and 

Now] and La Rose Pubiique (1934) [The Public Rose] -  followed.^®

Paul Eluard was a friend of S.W. Hayter and George Reavey had 

undoubtedly become acquainted with the French poet through Hayter. 

Samuel Beckett had translated some of Eluard’s poems for the ‘Surrealist 

number’ of the Paris review This Quarter, which was published in 

September 1932 and Reavey may have also begun at this time his own 

translations of Eluard’s verse. These translations by Beckett and Reavey 

would later form part of the first ever English-language edition of selected 

poems by Paul Eluard, which was published in 1936 by Reavey as a joint 

Europa Press and Stanley Nott venture under the title Thorns o f Thunder.'^' 

Other contributions for Thorns of Thunder came from Denis Devlin, David 

Gascoyne, Man Ray and Eugene Jolas. Reavey described in his editorial 

foreword Eluard’s contribution to Surrealism as “the culmination of the 

movement introduced by poets like Nerval and Baudelaire, Rimbaud and 

Lautreamont, who sought to abolish the frontiers imposed on the poetic 

intelligence”.̂ ^

Eluard himself was influenced by Guillaume Apollinaire (1880-1918), one of 

the first Surrealists, who had actually coined the term ‘Surrealism’. 

Apollinaire was born in Rome, the illegitimate son of a Polish aristocrat and 

an Italian officer in the Bourbon army. His education was predominantly 

French and he was awarded citizenship, following his service with the 

French army in World War One. During the war he survived a head injury

''' Eluard, Paul. 1936. Thorns o f Thunder. Edited by George Reavey. Translated from the 
French by Samuel Beckett, Denis Devlin, David Gascoyne, Eugene Jolas, Man Ray,
George Reavey and Ruthven Todd. London: Europa Press.
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but succumbed to the Paris influenza epidemic and died in November 1918, 

aged only 38.^®

The poetry of Apollinaire also influenced Samuel Beckett who later 

translated the famous poem Zone for a post-war edition of transition. 

Apollinaire’s poetic experiments with the omission of punctuation, caused 

consternation among the French literary scene, as Georges Duhamel 

commented on his collection Alcools: Apollinaire “[...] has removed [...] all 

the punctuation from his work. Throughout these 200 pages one looks in 

vain for a comma”.

Signes D ’Adieu’s central theme of lost love is also particularly dominant in 

Apollinaire’s poetry, as in the famous poem “Le Pont Mirabeau” which 

meditates on the transitory nature of love: “Love runs away like running 

water flows / Love flows away” [“L’amour s’en va comme cette eau courante 

/ L’amour s’en va”].^° In this poem, Apollinaire employs the use of repetition 

and parallel sentence structures to emphasise his feelings of utter despair. 

Memories of past joy of the lovers’ union -  “Hands holding hands let us stay 

face to face” are washed away by waves of “pain” and the poetic self is 

forced to acknowledge that “Neither time past / Nor love comes back again”.

The static elements of the bridge, Le Pont Mirabeau, and the poet him self-  

“ I stand here” -  are contrasted with the movement of the water and fleeting 

emotions. The pain experienced by the loss of the lover is so intense that 

the poetic self refuses at the end of the poem to re-immerse himself in the 

flow of life but remains fixed and motionless like the bridge -  “Let the night 

come: strike the hour / The days go past but I stay here”. This sentence 

marks a development on the othenwise identical lines, which are repeated 

previously three-times: “Let the night come: strike the hour / The days go 

past while I stand here”:
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Le Pont Mirabeau The Pont Mirabeau

Sous le pont Mirabeau coule la Seine
Et nos amours
Faut-il qu'il m'en souvienne
La joie venait toujours apres la peine

Under the Pont Mirabeau the Seine 
Flows with our loves 
Must I recall again?
Joy has always used to follow after pain

Vienne la nuit sonne I'heure 
Les jours s’en vont je demeure

Les mains dans les mains retons face a 
face
Tandis que sous
Le pont de nos bras passe
Des eternels regards I’onde si lasse

Vienne la nuit sonne I’heure 
Les jours s’en vont je demeure

L’amour s’en va comme cette eau courante 
L’amour s’en va 
Comme la vie est lente 
Et comme I’Esperance est violente

Vienne la nuit sonne I’heure 
Les jours s’en vont je demeure

Passent es jours et passent les semaines
Ni temps passe
Ni les amours reviennent
Sous le pont Mirabeau coule la Seine

Vienne la nuit sonne I’heure 
Les jours s’en vont je demeure^^

Let the night come; strike the hour 
The days go past while I stand here

Hands holding hands let us stay face to 
face
While under this
Bridge our arms make slow race
Long looks in a tired wave at a wave’s
pace

Let the night come: strike the hour 
The days go past while I stand here

Love runs away like running water flows
Love flows away
But oh how slow life goes
How violent hope is nobody knows

Let the night come: strike the hour 
The days go past while I stand here

The days pass and the weeks pass but in 
vain
Neither time past
Nor love comes back again
Under the Pont Mirabeau flows the Seine

Let the night come: strike the hour 
The days go past but I stay here''"

The influence of Eluard and Apollinaire is particularly evident in the French 

version of Reavey’s poems, as translator Pierre Charnay may have 

persuaded Reavey to ‘borrow’ from Eluard and Apollinaire the use of 

repetition and the disregard for punctuation, which leads to an intended 

“creation of syntactical ambiguity”. W h i l e  Reavey uses punctuation 

sparsely in the English-language original, thereby allowing the poems to find 

their own rhythm, Charnay’s translation almost completely omits 

punctuation, except for a final full stop and an occasional question or

The poem Le Pont Mirabeau has been translated by Oliver Barnard. [Apollinaire, 
Guillaume. 1986. Selected Poems. Bilingual edition. Translated and with an introduction by 
Oliver Bernard. London: Anvil Press Poetry. P. 32-33.]
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exclamation mark to emphasise the central motif of lost love -  such as in the 

poignant question “ou done est mon amour?” [SDA, 9].

As in the poetry of Eluard and Apollinaire, the flow of words and images in 

Signes D ’Adieu is uninterrupted, allowing the creation of surreal images that 

do not relate to outer reality but exist in their particular association only in 

the mind of the poet. The “poor heart abandoned” is compared, in the even 

more poignant image of the French version, to a violin that has become 

dumb [violon devenu muet], which had its “lost strings / of the strung-too- 

often being broken”.

Pauvre coeur abandonne
sur un sentier perdu
suffoque dans la chaleur
tremblant dans la bourassque
de I’esprit et parmi les choses de I’amour
violon devenu muet
d’avoir trop longtemps tendu ses cordes

[SDA, 13]

Poor heart abandoned 
on some lone trail trecking 
warmth for the warm 
chilling in the icy blast 
mind and the things of love 
lost strings
of the strung-too-often being broken.

[FR]

The poet’s despair is profound and consuming as several poems close with 

futile and un-answerable questions such as “O where is my love?” and “but 

what if the only thing I am going to leave is solitude?”. The repetition of 

phrases like “the invisible woman beside me” and “sweet the impalpable 

kiss”, heighten the sensuality of the poems and give them a dreamlike 

expression, as if the progression of time has been removed. This technique 

has been further enhanced in the French translation by Pierre Charnay, who 

turned the phrase “love now and then/ hold” into parallel sentence 

structures: “avec un peu d’amour de temps a autre / un peu d’amour tenu 

dans la main”.

The final poem in Signes D ’Adieu offers no real conclusion or reconciliation 

but remains occupied with the theme of lost love and disillusion. The poetic 

self remains alienated and self-exiled from what he perceives a “crazy 

world” [“monde fou”] where illusions are mere “bubble hope” and life is “not- 

so-precious”. The poet is waiting in vain for some offering and resolution
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and his desperate call for his heart to be mended -  “give thread to keep / 

needle to join / reply reply” -  remains unanswered;

Monde fou aux pretentions ralsonnables
embarquement vers une illusoire esperance
vie petite-chose-sans-valeur
avec un peu d'amour de temps a autre
un peu d ’amour tenu dans la main
le coeur est pret a se renier
il faut du fil pour recoudre
reponse a reponse

[SDA, 22]

Crazy world
pretence of reason
bank of illusions bubble hope
life not-so-precious
love now and then
hold
heart would deny 
give thread to keep 
needle to join 
reply reply

[FR]

Signes D ’Adieu offers a rare insight into Reavey’s most inner self, allowing 

us to encounter the poet without the mask, exposed and vulnerable. Pierre 

Charnay, who translated and introduced the poetry cycle, stressed that 

Reavey had been “searching” through Faust’s Metamorphoses and 

Nostradam for “something to lean on in the upheavals [torrents] of the 

modern word and among the horrifying emptiness”.''"' Charnay praised 

Signes D ’Adieu amongst Reavey’s collections arguing that “the profound 

unity to which he aspires finds, no doubt, its most Intimate form in Frailty of 

Love”.'"

Yet beyond the theme of lost love, lies a more fundamental issue of 

existential loneliness and ultimate homelessness. The poet regards himself 

as “feather-borne” and “blown by as many winds to as many places”, a 

reference perhaps to the early uprooting he experienced as a child, when he 

had to abruptly leave his home in Russia, following his father’s arrest by 

Bolshevik forces during the Russian Civil War. Paris was already Reavey’s 

fifth attempt at a ‘home’, following his exile from Russia and his parents’ 

efforts to settle first in his father’s native Belfast and then in Naples and 

London, followed by Reavey’s three-year spell as a student in Cambridge.

My own translation of Pierre Charnay’s French introduction: “ 'Faust’s Metamorphoses' et 
‘Nostradam’ dans lesquels il cherche a decouvrir un point d'appui dans les remous du 
monde moderne et parmi son effroyable vide." [SDA, 7]

'* My own translation of Pierre Charnay’s introduction: “ [...] L’unite profonde a laquelle il 
aspire trouve sans doute sa forme la plus intime dans 'Frailty o f Love’ [SDA, 7]
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The poetic self is clearly searching for a more permanent homeland and 

place of belonging but, yet again, his call remains unanswered:

Si c’est ici la terre trop dure
au pas des homes les chevilles sonnent
alors pourquoi me semble-t-elle si fragile
cette terre plus subtile que I’air pesant
qui me menace et que je fui -
je suis ne leger comme une plume d'oiseau
et le vent lourd me porte de place en place
oil des monuments perissables s’elevent
oh! que laisserai-je de moi
mais que laisserai-je ou n’est que solitude?

[SDA, 11]

If this is earth too solid
ground, pavement where ring men’s heels,
then why so frail
that earth seems thinner than the air
not that I melt -  but shrunk
am feather-borne, blown by as many winds
to as many places
And what shall I leave
where stand monuments already
and where are none?

[FR]

Reavey himself described Signes D ’Adieu as “poems on the edge” and 

recalled that “at that moment, Beckett admired them very much”.̂  ̂ The 

poems would remain of importance to Reavey. According to Thomas Dillon 

Redshaw, during the Second World War, when Reavey was posted with the 

British Foreign Office to Kiubyshev and Moscow, he “repeatedly retyped 

from memory many of these little poems on the backs of mimeographed 

communiques and press releases”.̂ '*

Signes D ’Adieu marks both the first Europa Press publication and also one 

of Reavey’s last poetic achievements. Over forty years later, in 1973, these 

poems would be revised by Reavey and set to music by the internationally- 

known American composer Barbara Kolb^ under the title “Frailties”. T h e  

work had been commissioned for the 10th anniversary festival of the School 

of Fine Arts at the University of Wisconsin (Milwaukee). At the time, Kolb 

was an established composer, the recipient of many awards and 

fellowships, and the first American woman to win the prestigious Prix de

” Barbara Kolb, born 1939 in Hartford CT, is an American composer. She studied the 
clarinet and composition at Hartt College of Music and was the first American woman to 
receive the Prix de Rome (1968-71), which allowed her to study in Vienna and Paris. She 
was a composer in residence at the Marlboro Music Festival (1973), the American 
Academy in Rome (1975) and held teaching positions at Brooklyn College, CUNY, Temple 
University and the Eastman School of Music. Among her works are; The Point that Divides 
the Wind (1982); Chromatic Fantasy (1979), and Related Characters (1982). Her most 
recent orchestral piece is The Web Spinner, commissioned by the Rhode Island 
Philharmonic. [Cf. Sadie, Stanley and John Tyrell. Ed. 2001. The New Grove Dictionary of 
Music and Musicians. Second edition. Grove: Macmillan Publishers. Vol. 13, P. 749.]
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Rome (1969-1971). Kolb’s music has been described as “highly eclectic, 

assimilating diverse styles and exploring different media; contemporary 

idioms, ranging from serialism to jazz, are uniquely synthesized”.̂ ® Among 

her particular influences are the “visual arts and poetry” , for example the 

composition Songs Before an Adieu (1976-9) responds to poems by R. 

Pinsky, e.e. cummings. Stern, V. Popa and Guillaume Apollinaire.^^

At its world premiere in May 1973, at the University of Wisconsin, Frailties 

was praised by a reviewer for its “unity, coherence, clarity of statement [and] 

use of musical resources”. The poems were sung and narrated by tenor 

Daniel Nelson and the performance was accompanied by a series of 

“omnidirectional taped effects that gave the audience [...] the uneasy 

sensation of being surrounded by the unknown.” According to the reviewer, 

the composition:

Opens with a Delius-like fluttering of woodwinds and builds tension
and intensity from there. Fluidly shifting chord clusters in the strings and
long line melodies weave an aura o f mystery and evoke sensations of

28anxiety, w istfulness, anger, melancholy, despair.

It is remarkable how Barbara Kolb's composition was able to capture the 

essence of the poems. The poems collected in Signes D ’Adieu mark a 

response to a single theme, the loss of a lover, and are characterised by 

intense emotion -  musically expressed as “anxiety, wistfulness, anger, 

melancholy, despair”. They achieve in their simplicity of form a high lyrical 

quality.

Signes D ’Adieu has remained the only poetry collection by Reavey that 

appeared in a foreign translation. Reavey may have felt that the theme of 

love poetry would appeal more easily to a French rather than an English 

audience. It is also likely that he intended to start a separate French- 

language series, for the book appeared under a separate French imprint 

“Editions Europa” to the Europa Press.

In Signes D ’Adieu, Charnay’s introduction is undoubtedly written to 

introduce Reavey to a new French audience unfamiliar with this poet and his
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work. Charnay plays heavily on Reavey’s international background and his 

affinity for his adopted home country France:

Of Irish origin, he has stayed in Russia and Italy after the war, and has 
completed his studies at Cambridge, where he collaborated with a 
movement that has found its expression in the review 'Experiment'. Since 
then he resides most often in France where he has written several poetry 
cycles [...].*'

[SDA, 7]

At the time of publication of Signes D ’Adieu, in 1935, Reavey announced 

that an English-language edition Frailty o f Love was due to be published [“a 

paraTtre”] [SDA], This edition, however, had not materialised by the time 

Reavey suspended his publishing activities as the Second World War drew 

close. Hopes for publication endured all his life and, in 1977, another 

English-language edition of Frailties: A Sequence of 24 Poems was to be 

released, posthumously, in a limited and ordinary edition by the Blue Moon 

Press in New York. Yet this collection also remains unpublished.

2. Samuel Beckett: Echo’s Bones And Other Precipitates (1935)

One of the first titles to appear in Reavey’s newly founded press and, as 

Reavey recalled, the first conceived project’̂ " was a collection of poems by 

Samuel Beckett entitled Echo’s Bones And Other Precipitates. According to 

James Knowlson, “Beckett had tried placing his collected poems with a 

number of London publishers three years before” .̂ ® Reavey was aware of 

these poems and, as far back as 1932, had offered to try and informally 

place them.^° Chatto and Windus, who had published both Beckett’s

My own translation of Pierre Charnay’s introduction: “[...] George Reavey, qui, d'origine 
iriandaise, fit des sejours en Russie et en Italie apres la guerre et termina ses etudes a 
Cambridge, ou il collabore au movement qui trouva son expression dans la revue 
'Experiment'. Depuis, il reside le plus souvent en France ou il a ecrit plusieurs cycles de 
poemes [...]” . [SDA, 7]

Although Reavey recalled that Beckett's Echo’s Bones “was the first” Europa Press 
project, the book did not appear until December 1935, with Reavey's Nostradam  and 
Signes D'Adieu released beforehand. [George Reavey in an interview with James 
Knowlson. In Knowlson, J., ed. Journal o f Beckett Studies. Summer 1977. No. 2. P. 10.]
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monograph on Proust (1932) and his collection of short stories More Pricks 

Than Kicks (1934), had also turned down these poems. When Reavey’s 

Europa Press released the poems in November 1935, they marked 

Beckett’s fourth publication (including the publication of his poem 

Whoroscope by Nancy Cunard’s Hours Press in 1930) and his first collection 

of poems.

The poems published in Echo’s Bones consist mainly of new work and some 

earlier re-worked poems. However, Beckett decided not to include any of the 

poems published in 1931, in the “England and Ireland” section of Putnam’s 

anthology The European Caravan -  such as “Hell Crane to Starling”, 

“Casket of Pralinen for a Daughter of a Dissipated Mandarin”, and “Text” -  in 

Echo’s Bones. According to Knowlson, Beckett “hesitated longest over the 

beautiful little poem ‘Yoke of Liberty’”, which deals with love, desire and 

death, but it too was omitted from his first collection of poems.

But she will die and her snare 
tendered so patiently 
to my tamed and watchful sorrow 
will beak and hang 
in a pitiful crescent.

Beckett’s decision not to include these poems may have constituted a 

deliberate attempt to break from his past and reposition himself as poet. The 

poems collected in Echo’s Bones are generally simpler than the ambitious 

verses chosen by Bronowski for The European Caravan. For example, the 

lengthy “Casket of Pralinen for a Daughter of a Dissipated Mandarin” 

creates startling new verbal associations -  “radiant lemon-whiskered Christ” 

-  from obscure personal references (Thomas MacGreevy is “Tom”) and 

occasional borrowings from a multi-lingual vocabulary (“Schluss!” [Enough]):

is he long enough in the leg?
Gia but his faice. ...
Oh me little timid Rosinette.

[ . . . . ]

Radiant lemon-whiskered Christ 
and you obliging porte-phallic-portfolio
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and blood-faced Tom 
disbelieving
in the Closerie cocktails that is my
and of course John the bright boy of the class
swallowing an apostolic spit
THE BULLIEST FEED IN ‘ISTORY
if the boy scouts hadn’t booked a trough
for the eleventh’s eleventh eleven years after.^^

In 1934, when Beckett gathered the poems for publication in Echo’s Bones, 

he was regarded by many of his contemporaries as one of Joyce’s followers 

and perhaps imitators. One of his first literary appearances in Paris was his 

contribution in 1929 to Our Exagmination Round His Factification for 

Incamination o f Work in Progress, a project of “laudatory essays’”'"' 

conceived by Joyce himself, and published by Shakespeare and Company, 

to address criticism aimed at Work in Progress. Richard Aldington, an 

influential writer and critic at the time, who had awarded Beckett The Hour 

Press poetry prize for “Whoroscope”, referred to him in his memoir Life For 

Life’s Sake as a “splendidly mad Irishman who was James Joyce’s white 

boy and wanted to commit suicide”/''' Jacob Bronowski, editor for the 

“England and Ireland” section, described Beckett in 1932 as “the most 

interesting of the younger Irish writers” but also as a “friend” of Joyce, who 

has “adapted the Joyce method to his poetry”.B ro n o w s k i,  therefore 

deliberately chose poems that reflected his analysis of Beckett as a Joyce- 

inspired poet.

Echo’s Bones, on the other hand, marked a long-awaited opportunity for 

Beckett to break from the image of one of Joyce’s disciples and demonstrate 

his own style, which is why he resisted inclusion of previously published 

European Caravan poems. His publisher, Reavey, gave him free hand in 

relation to the selection of poems, the book’s title and the general

Beckett’s essay "Dante... Bruno . Vico .. Joyce” dealt, at Joyce’s suggestion, with his 
interest in Dante and other Italian writers, [Cf. Cohn, Ruby. 1983. Disjecta. Miscellaneous 
Writings and a Dramatic Fragment by Samuel Beckett. London: John Calder 1983, P.9.]

Aldington, who wrote his memoir in 1941, prior to Beckett’s most successful postwar 
period, does not even name Beckett but refers to him simply as MacGreevy’s “successor" 
at the Ecole Normaie Superieure. [Aldington, Richard. 1968. Life for Life’s Sake. A Book of 
Reminiscences. London: Cassell. P. 319.]
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appearance of this first collection of poems. According to Knowlson, Beckett 

had originally intended to “entitle his collection simply 'Poems'. But in March 

1935, he changed his mind. ‘Not Poems after all’, he wrote to Reavey, ‘but 

Echo’s Bones, And Other Precipitates. C’est plus modeste. [It is more 

modest]” .̂ '* According to Reavey, Beckett also “didn’t like the idea of having 

his book of poems illustrated” by an artist and therefore the book “came out 

very plainly”. C a r e f u l  attention was, however, placed by Reavey on the 

typesetting -  the title page displays different size fonts and styles -  and on 

the choice of paper.

In November 1935, Echo’s Bones And Other Precipitates was published by 

the Europa Press in a small edition of 327 copies, of which 25 copies were 

printed on specially selected “Normandy Vellum” and signed by the author. 

Reavey also “reserved for the author and publisher” two copies, “A and B” 

(respectively) on Normandy Vellum paper. The bulk of the edition -  copies 

1 to 250 -  was printed on “Alpha Paper”, while 50 copies were marked “Hors 

Commerce”.̂ ®

Among the poems collected in Echo’s Bones are (in order of their 

publication) “The Vulture”; “Enueg 1” and Enueg 2”; “Alba”; “Dortmunder”, 

named after a German beer; “Sanies 1” and “Sanies 2”; “Serena 1”, 

“Serena 2” and “Serena 3”; “Malacoda”; “Da Tagte Es”, and “Echo’s Bones”, 

one of the simpler poems in this collection, from which the book’s title was 

taken.

Echo’s Bones

asylum under my tread all this day 
their muffled revels as the flesh falls 
breaking without fear or favour wind 
the gantelope of sense and nonsense run 
taken by the maggots for what they are

According to Beckett critic John Fletcher,^® the literary influences on Beckett 

in this collection were manifold -  from the Surrealists’ disregard for 

punctuation, “metric anarchy [and] the presence of the image over the 

sense” to Rimbaud’s Illuminations, from which he included a quotation (in
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his own translation) at the end of the poem “Enueg I”: “Ah the banner / the 

banner of meat bleeding / on the silk of the seas and the arctic flowers / that 

do not exist”.

Beckett, who had studied French literature at Trinity College Dublin, wrote 

several poems as variations on traditional models of Provengal poetry, such 

as “Enueg 1” and “Enueg 2”, which are composed “in the form of a 

Provencal dirge or lament” and the love poem “Alba”, based on the 

convention of “the dawn, which lovers dread, as they must separate when it 

breaks”."*® French troubadour evening poems became the model for 

“Serena” I, II, and III, while the German Minnesanger Walther von der 

Vogelweide provided a model for the poem “Da Tagte Es”. A fragment from 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Harzreise in Winter [“Dem Geier gleich”] 

was the inspiration for the short opening poem of the collection, “The 

Vulture”, which Beckett arranged simply in three sets of two lines.

The Vulture

dragging his hunger through the sky 
of my skull shell of sky and earth

stooping to the prone who must 
soon take up their life and walk

mocked by a tissue that may not serve 
till hunger earth and sky be offal

While the poetic form follows exterior models, the content of these poems is 

highly interior and personal, as images of death, decay and suffering are 

omnipresent. In 1933, the poet’s father died in Dublin of a heart attack and 

two poems -  “Malacoda” [“thrice he came / the undertaker’s man”] and “Da 

Tagte Es” -  have been particularly linked to this traumatic experience for 

Beckett, in the same year, his cousin, and for some time lover, Peggy 

Sinclair also died from tuberculosis and references to her illness [“tired of my 

darling’s red sputum”]"*̂  also pervade these poems. The quatrain “Da Tagte 

Es” appears to have translated these painful experiences into a concise 

poetic statement that mediates on the transitory nature of love and life itself:
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Da Tagte Es

redeem the surrogate goodbyes
the sheet astream in your hand
who have no more for the land
and the glass unmisted above your eyes

Reavey was aware of Beckett’s personal background to these poems and 

later recalled “that a lot of the poems that appeared In Echo’s Bones were 

written in the London period, about 1934”.'*'* The “London period” was a 

difficult time for Beckett, marked by physical 111 health, severe depression 

and recurring anxiety attacks, for which he attended psychoanalysis, as his 

biographers James Knowlson and Delrdre Bair report. A strong sensation 

of resignation and paralysis pervades these poems; the poetic self Is 

described In “Enueg 11” as “tired of dying” with his “feet In marmalade / 

perspiring profusely” -  which can be Interpreted as a reference to the nlght- 

sweats Beckett experienced at the time.

When asked by James Knowlson whether Beckett’s later poetry, such as 

“Dieppe” and “Salnt-L6” had a “greater consciousness and purity” , Reavey 

replied that, although the “early poems had many allusions and references”, 

he “liked the rhythm of them very much”.'̂ ®

While Reavey had been previously entrusted with the role of editor -  most 

notably as editor of the Russian section for Putnam’s ambitious anthology 

The European Caravan -  and had amassed experience of running a literary 

agency, the publication of Beckett’s poems was one of his first outings as a 

publisher. The most difficult aspect of his new role appears to have been the 

matter of distribution, a task which Reavey handled mostly himself. One of 

his publisher’s notices stated for example: “ If you are interested In the 

Europa publications kindly write or order copies directly from Europa Press 

As a result, Europa Press author Beckett grew Increasingly 

frustrated when copies failed to appear In bookshops. Delrdre Bair reports 

that:
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Beckett was livid with anger [...] and fired off a series of caustic letters to 
Reavey demanding to know why the book had not been distributed. Reavey 
sent soothing but evasive replies, saying copies had been sent to all major 
stores in England and Ireland, and that all appropriate periodicals had been 
flooded with review copies as well.'*®

For Beckett, nevertheless, the publication of his first poetry collection Echo’s 

Bones together with an earlier collection of short stories entitled More Pricks 

Than Kicks by Chatto and Windus, marked an important milestone in his 

literary career. According to Hugh Kenner, for Beckett, the poems in Echo’s 

Bones “seem to constitute the only early work he values at all”.'*® Reavey, 

who had already prior to Echo’s Bones arranged opportunities for 

publication for Beckett -  for example through his introduction of Beckett to 

Putnam, then associate editor of This Quarter -  would continue from this 

time to selflessly promote Beckett’s work. Apart from their life-long 

friendship, Reavey’s ongoing and persistent endeavours for Beckett’s work 

-  such as his placing of Beckett’s novel Murphy with Routledge after many 

rejections -  earned him Beckett’s gratitude, as expressed in the following 

dedication:

Adieu George,
to whom I owed so much, with whom shared 
so much, for whom cared so much®°

3. Collaborations with Modern Artists

Central to the founding principles of the Europa Press was Reavey’s interest 

in visual art and his belief in the synergy of poetry and art. A publisher’s 

announcement in 1936 described the objectives of the Europa Press as 

“limited editions in collaboration with modern artists and engravers”.®̂ 

Reavey recalled that when he started his new publishing venture, he was 

also “very closely in touch with Stanley William Hayter, the famous engraver, 

who ran Atelier 17 in Paris, and my idea was to “get some books of poems 

illustrated by people out of the school at the beginning”. H a y t e r  had 

previously contributed etchings to Reavey’s Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932),
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described by the collection’s publisher, Samuel Putnam, as a “happy 

combination” .̂ ^

Prior to his career as a printmaker and the setting up of Atelier 17, Hayter 

(who studied chemistry and geology) had worked as an oil chemist with the 

Anglo-lranian Oil Company in the Persian Gulf. Travels to Iran, Iraq, Saudi 

Arabia and Egypt had inspired him to paint. In 1926, Hayter moved to Paris 

where he met the Surrealist painters Yves Tanguy and Max Ernst as well as 

the group’s leader, the poet Andre Breton. Hayter, who began in Paris to 

experiment with drypoint, woodcuts and aquatints, set up his first studio in 

1927 to develop print-making as an art form, which had until then failed to 

keep up with the developments in modern art. According to art critic Eunice 

Martin, “Atelier 17 was not just a workshop where, under Hayter’s guidance, 

one learnt by doing, but also a meeting place [...] where a cosmopolitan 

circle of friends also provided each other with inspiration for intellectual 

experiments”.̂ '̂  Pablo Picasso, Jean Arp, Juan Miro, Max Ernst, Marc 

Chagall and Alexander Calder (later a neighbour of Reavey’s in the Villa 

Brune) all worked in Hayter’s experimental studio in the early years.

When Hayter moved his studio to number 17 rue Campagne-Premiere in 

Montparnasse, in 1933, it took on the legendary name of Atelier Dix-Sept 

[Atelier 17]. Julian Trevelyan described Atelier 17 and its founder S.W. 

Hayter, known as Bill, in his memoir Indigo Days:

Finally I met Bill Hayter, into whose engraving school I enrolled myself and 
whose ideas now began to replace those of Humphrey [Jennings] which were 
beginning to wear a bit thin. Bill at the time lived in a shack of a studio near 
the abattoirs. [...] Later on Bill shifted to a more central studio known as Atelier 
17 which has moved around Paris many times since and even to New York, 
and is still going strong. In my days various painters worked there who were 
already well on the map or have since got there. Amongst them were Miro,
Max Ernst, Giacometti, Brignoni, Campigli, Vieira da Silva and her husband 
Szenes; Picasso was also an occasional visitor.®^

In 1933, Hayter exhibited his own work with the Surrealists in Paris and one 

year later, the first group show of Atelier 17 artists took place at the Galeries 

Pierre, on the Rue des Beaux-Arts in Paris. As a close friend of Hayter’s, 

Reavey would have naturally attended both shows. The significance of
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Hayter’s work and friendship for Reavey is evident in the fact that he kept to 

the end of his life a treasured poster from the first Atelier 17 group show in 

Paris. According to the poster, the show ran for twelve days -  from Monday, 

13 May until Saturday, 25 May 1934 -  and featured 22 artists including John 

Buckland-Wright, Max Ernst, Alberto Giacometti, S.W. Hayter, Yves Tanguy, 

Julian Trevelyan, and Roger Vieillard.^® Four of these artists -  Max Ernst, 

John Buckland-Wright, Roger Vieillard and S.W. Hayter -  would illustrate 

future Europa Press publications for Reavey.

Through Hayter’s Atelier 17, Reavey met visual artists and arranged 

commissions for his carefully planned Europa Press publications, which he 

described as “limited editions in collaboration with modern artists and 

engravers”. A m o n g  Hayter’s students who would collaborate with 

Reavey’s Europa Press were the French artist Roger Vieillard.^® Reavey 

met Vieillard at the beginning of his artistic career and Vieillard provided 

original engravings for 20 special edition copies of Reavey’s first Europa 

Press publication Signes D ’Adieu, which were printed on “japon imperial” 

paper. In the following year, 1936, Vieillard illustrated Apollinaire’s poem 

“Salome” from his collection Alcools and in the late thirties received 

numerous commissions from Jack Kahane’s Obelisk Press.

The New Zealand-born engraver John Buckland Wright, who lived in Paris 

between 1929 and 1939 where he attended Atelier 17, illustrated Reavey’s 

1939 collection Quixotic Perquisitions. And the Russian painter Pavel 

Tchelitchew, who had settled in Paris in 1923 before emigrating to America 

in 1934, provided a frontispiece to a book of poems. The Garden of Disorder 

(1938), by American poet Charles Henri Ford, who also happened to be his 

lover at the time. German Surrealist Max Ernst, one of Hayter’s early 

collaborators in Atelier 17, provided a cover design for a selection of Paul 

Eluard’s love poetry. Thorns o f Thunder (1936), while Pablo Picasso 

contributed to the same book a portrait of Eluard as the frontispiece. 

Picasso’s portrait is executed in charcoal pencil and dated “ce soir le 8 

Janvier XXXVI” [this evening 8 January ‘36], which indicates that it was 

perhaps spontaneously drawn at a social gathering or in a cafe.
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S.W. Hayter himself, who had collaborated with Reavey on his first book 

Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932), contributed a cover engraving for Reavey’s 

collection Nostradam (1935), the second Europa Press book after Signes 

d ’Adieu. Original illustrations were provided by Hayter for 25 special copies, 

printed on “Japon imperial paper”, as well as for “two copies on Japon nacre 

paper”. The first 20 and the first (of two) were numbered and signed by the 

author and artist. To make the book affordable, Reavey had 250 copies 

printed in a standard edition, of which the first 50 were signed by the author. 

Copies that included an original engraving were sold for 10s 6d as apposed 

to 2s 6d for the ordinary print-run. After a break of several years, Hayter 

collaborated with the Europa Press in 1938, this time on Brian Coffey’s 

poetry collection Third Person, of which 25 copies, numbered I to XXV, were 

“illustrated with an original engraving” and signed by author and artist.

Today, Europa Press editions with original engraving are worth large sums 

of money and are only sold at auction through art dealers. Reavey’s affinity 

with modern art remained a constant theme in his own poetry and in his 

personal life. Among his closest relationships with visual artists were his 

friendships with the painter Julian Trevelyan (with whom he also shared a 

studio in Montparnasse), the engraver S.W. Hayter and the painter brothers 

Ger and Bram van Velde. The lesser-known engraver Hilda Ainscough also 

played an important part in Reavey’s life. In 1934 they spent their holidays 

together in the mountains of northern Spain, where “Faust”, according to 

Ainscough was “looking for windmills and giants” .^  Reavey dedicated his 

1935 collection Nostradam “affectionately” to her and announced in the 

same year that she would illustrate an English-language edition of Signes 

D’Adieu, entitled Frailty o f Love, with engravings.®^

Reavey’s affinity with modern art, in particular with Surrealism, played an

For his poetry cycle Quixotic Perquisitions, which he began in the mid 1930s, Reavey 
adopted the mask of Don Quixote, which explains the reference to windmills and giants. 
[Postcard from George Reavey and Hilda Ainscough to Julian Trevelyan. Dated 2 August 
1934. From Viella, Vail d ’Aran, Spain. By permission of Trinity College Library, Cambridge. 
JOT 246.]
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important role in his decision to relocate the Europa Press in 1936 from 

Paris to London. The move coincided with the arrival of Surrealism in 

England, which manifested itself in the first International Surrealist Exhibition 

at the New Burlington Gallery London.

4. The Europa Poets: Samuel Beckett, Denis Devlin, Brian Coffey and 
George Reavey

Central to the foundation of the Europa Press was Reavey’s idea to start a 

contemporary poetry series, which he entitled the Europa Poets. He formally 

introduced the idea to his readers in 1935 in his collection Nostradam, when 

he announced a numbered series [1-6] of “Limited editions -  Poets 

illustrated by Various Engravers”:

1. -  Nostradam  by George Reavey

2. -  Image A t The Cinema by Brian Coffey

3. -  Signes D ’Adieu by George Reavey

4. -  Echo’s Bones And Other Precipitates by Samuel Beckett

5. -  Poems by Denis Devlin

6. -  Quixotic Perquisitions by George Reavey

Reavey would see all of these six books into publication over the next four 

years (albeit under different titles) as well as two additional collections by 

poets Paul Eluard {Thorns o f Thunder) and Charles Henri Ford’̂ '''. Out of 

these eight Europa Press titles, only two books appeared, at the request of 

their authors, without artworks: Samuel Beckett’s Echo’s Bones (1935) and 

Denis Devlin’s Intercessions (1937). Most significantly, the initial scheme of 

the Europa Poets consisted exclusively of Irish expatriate poets: Samuel 

Beckett, Denis Devlin, Brian Coffey and George Reavey. These poets were 

united in their resistance to inclusion in the canon of traditional Irish poetry 

and by their deliberate embrace of European Modernism. In March 1935, 

Reavey informed the poet friends Brian Coffey and Denis Devlin about his

Charles Henry Ford’s book of poems The Garden o f Disorder appeared in 1938 with an
introduction by William Carlos Williams. London: Europa Press,
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scheme; they responded enthusiastically, but remained somewhat unclear 

about the exact proceedings:

Dear Reavey,

Coffey wrote me such an illegible letter about your plan for publishing 
us that I am quite vague as to what I should do. Is it to be a monthly 
review or an anthology or a volume each? I would take any of these 
meanings from his letter. And when must you have my poems?

[ . . . . ]

Would you like me to do a little publicity here? If so, I'd have to know 
the titles, dates of publication etc. [....]

I should be grateful if you would let me know these particulars and 
thank you for asking me to join.

- W hat will the format be like ?

Yours sincerely,
Denis Devlin.®

Missing from this close circle of friends and the Irish group of Europa Poets 

is the poet and critic Thomas MacGreevy. Yet, MacGreevy was one of the 

first poet friends whom Reavey had informed about the scheme. Prior to the 

publication of Nostradam, Reavey wrote to MacGreevy in London; “’N' will 

be, I hope the first of a series of publications, which I am calling Europa 

Poets’’.®̂ Most likely, MacGreevy did not contribute to the series in the early 

years, as he had just published, in 1934, a collection of his poems -  simply 

entitled Poems -  through London*based publisher Heinemann, which he 

had anxiously awaited; “ I shall be glad to have the poems out of my drawer 

for good and all” .®''

Reavey’s correspondence with Devlin and Coffey reveals a strong sense of 

identity as an Irish group of expatriates. The group did neither identify with 

the Irish literary tradition nor with the English modernist movement. Denis 

Devlin, for example, stated in a letter to Reavey that “a poem of yours in the 

‘Review of Reviews’ [...] ought to surprise the “dull religiosity of the English 

communist group”. T h o m a s  MacGreevy stressed in a review of Devlin’s 

Intercessions^^ the independence of Beckett’s and Devlin’s poetry;
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They write like intelligent and educated men, with nothing of the 
facetiousness that so frequently makes the work of the fashionable London 
poets of their generation tiresome and silly, with nothing either of the 
ludicrously solemn clumsiness of the ruralizing disciples of the Hardy of 
Moments o f Vision.

For MacGreevy, the credit for Beckett’s and Devlin’s poetic achievement lay 

in the unique blend of their “Dublin upbringing” and “their continental 

education”. He concluded: “In any case it is credit”.®® MacGreevy also noted 

that Devlin’s poems could not be related to the Irish poetic tradition:

It is notable that there is no poem here on the subject of Ireland. Have the 
politicians so degraded La Houlihan that the younger Irish poets do not 
even notice her existence?®®

However, images of Dublin do pervade these poems and, as in the case of 

Beckett’s Echo’s Bones, Devlin’s Dublin reality is marked by despair and 

disillusion. In the poem “Liffey Bridge” Devlin’s estrangement from the city 

of his birth is reflected in his distanced and scornful portrayal of his fellow 

citizens -  “the young with masks and / the old with faces” -  who “from the 

bridge [...] admire / their foolish reflection” and:

In limp doorways 
They try out their heaven 
They grind at love 
With gritted kisses 
Then eyes re-opened 
Behold slack flesh 
Such an assassin 
Such a world!

Samuel Beckett’s essay “Recent Irish Poetry”, which he wrote for The 

Bookman in 1934 under the nom de plume Andrew Belis, offers an insight 

into his feelings towards the Irish poetic tradition and explains why Irish 

subject matter, was not an option for Beckett, Devlin, Coffey and Reavey. 

Their mutual continental experience had brought them in contact with the 

Modernist Zeitgeist, described by Beckett as the “new thing that has 

happened [...] namely the breakdown of the object, whether current, 

historical, mythical or spook”. B e c k e t t  complained that “the younger Irish 

poets evince awareness” of this Zeitgeist, while he referred to the older 

generation of Yeats as “antiquarians” and “our leading twilighters”. He 

concluded that Thomas MacGreevy’s “existentialist” poems are “probably
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the most important contribution to post-War Irish poetry” while “Mr. Denis 

Devlin and Mr. Brian Coffey are without question the most interesting of the 

youngest generation of Irish poets”. A l t h o u g h ,  this could be interpreted 

solely as an obvious gesture of support to his friends, Beckett’s sentiments 

against the Irish poetic tradition were much more profound.

Beckett derided the naturalism in the poetry of F.R. Higgins’"" as having 

“what all modern nature poetry excepting Wordsworth’s has, a good smell of 

dung” and accused the “poets of the Revival and there after” caustically of a 

“flight from self-awareness” .̂  ̂ By deliberately exiling himself from these two 

strands of the Irish poetic tradition and by alienating himself -  through his 

hostile article -  from his mainstream Irish contemporaries, Beckett accepted 

the role of poetic outcast, which had been described by W.B. Yeats as “the 

fish that lie gasping on the shore”.

Beckett, Devlin and Coffey undoubtedly reacted against the growing 

conservatism of Irish society. “Since the publication of our new 

constitution”,’̂ '''" Coffey wrote to Reavey in 1937, “I have read The Knights by 

Aristophanes. Most refreshing. But he’d be put in jail for such a plan to

day”.̂ ® Instead, the group appears to have found its own sense of belonging 

in, what MacGreevy describes, their “continental education” and in Reavey’s 

‘Europa Poets’ scheme, which ensured that their voice was being heard.

The Europa Poets scheme was frequently revised by Reavey over the 

coming years -  already in November 1935, a collection of poems by French 

Surrealist Paul Eluard was added to the list. The numbering of the series -  

now called “Europa Poets -  Limited Editions” -  had also changed, as 

Beckett’s Echo’s Bones was now number 3 in the series, while '"Poems by 

Denis Devlin” was number 4, “Frailty o f Love by George Reavey” number 5;

Beckett quoted in his article from F.R. H iggins’s collections Is land B lood  (1925) and 
Arable Holdings  (1933).

Bunreacht na hEireann, the Constitution of Ireland, was passed by referendum and 
came into operation in 1937. [Cf. Foley, J. Anthony and Stephen Lalor. Eds. 1995. Gill & 
Macmillan Annotated Constitution o f Ireland. Dublin: Gill & M acm illan.]
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and “Poems by Paul Eluard, translated into English by various hands” was 

envisaged as number 67®

To the list of Irish authors was added, in 1938, American writer Charles 

Henri Ford and, in 1939, Reavey announced “future publications” by 

Frederick Brockway and Dylan Thomas (both titles remained unpublished). 

Yet books of poems by Irish writers Samuel Beckett, Brian Coffey and Denis 

Devlin were always central to the Europa Poets scheme, and Reavey 

realised each of these projects during the life-time of the Europa Press.

It is clear from correspondence between the publisher and the authors that 

Beckett, Devlin and Coffey all contributed financially to the publication of 

their books with the Europa Press. Reavey paid for the majority of the 

printing costs through a subscription scheme, a common way of publication 

at the time, and the authors appear to have settled the balance also by way 

of a subscription. Reavey was aware that most of his ‘clients’ experienced 

the same difficult financial circumstances as he did and arranged that 

contributions could be paid in instalments. Denis Devlin, for example, 

enquired: “And the subscription, when must I send it, and how ? (I can 

manage £10, I’m in a putrid job now, I mean it’s putrid being in a job)” ,̂  ̂

while Brian Coffey also spread his payments over several months:

I shall send you one cheque on May 2nd, and the rest in two instalments 
on June and July 2nd if that will do. I hope so, a lot, because I can not do it 
any other way and I do want to have the book out for the summer.^®

The fact that the Europa Poets had to contribute financially did give the 

authors, however, a considerable decision-making power in the publishing 

process -  not only in relation to content, but also with regard to the books’ 

appearance, their print-run, use of illustrations and the distribution of their 

works. Brian Coffey, for example, received a “maquette and specimen 

pages of Third Person” from Reavey and confirmed by return letter that he 

was “very satisfied with the size, quality and appearance on the page of the 

type. All the details of the arrangement of the maquette please me”. Coffey 

did, however, make specific requests about the cover design: “Let us have
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the jacket and the cover in deep red with the lettering in black. Title and 

name of author at the top of cover and jacket. I think that that is all”.

For each publication, Reavey would prepare “estimates” and writers 

would have the option to chose or decline a special print-run of copies on 

specially selected paper with or without an engraving. For example, Brian 

Coffey, whose collection Third Person was published by the Europa Press in 

1938, opted initially to “drop the special copies on account of the extra cost”. 

However, when S.W. Hayter came on board to create 25 original engravings 

Coffey changed his mind:

I have just shown the poems to Bill Hayter, He is very enthusiastic about 
them and wants to do an engraving for the signed copies, I have no 
objection to that, if you have none. In fact I should be pleased to have his 
engraving at the beginning of the poems, before the title page. Will you let 
me know by return how many engravings should be done, and on what 
paper, and whether with an onglet or on a double page, and what is the 
exact size of the page, Hayter wants fifty francs for the printing of the 
engravings which I shall pay him, and also four of the signed copies with 
the engraving, All best wishes, Brian®°

Both publisher and author would get involved in distributing subscription 

forms and thereby signing up prospective readers, who would usually pay in 

advance for their copy. Brian Coffey responded enthusiastically to the 

scheme, not only had he persuaded “Miss Beach [Shakespeare and 

Company] [to] take some copies” but he requested “100 subscription 

sheets”, which he planned to circulate as follows: “I shall be able to place 12 

in Cambridge, 12 in Belfast, 12 here [Paris] or more and at least 50 in 

Dublin”.®̂ Samuel Beckett, on the other hand, regarded his involvement with 

securing subscriptions more as a necessary evil, and complained to Thomas 

MacGreevy in relation to the promotion of Echo’s Bones:

All this business of sending Reavey lists of people to send subscription 
forms to is beastly, but I suppose has to be done. The Undertaker’s Man 
[the poem “Malacoda”] is well changed, the rest more or less as you know 
them. It will be a relief to have them out & abused.®^

Cf, Brian Coffey to George Reavey: “ I shall be glad to get the estimates of the poems and 
also to have your criticism”, [Letter dated 21,04,1938. Coffey’s address is College Franco- 
Brittanique, Cite Universitaire, 9 Boulevard Jourdan, Paris XIV, MS Texas, HRC, Reavey 
Collection. Box 48, Folder 2,]
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Unlike other publishing houses that had significant financial backing -  such 

as Edward Titus’ Black Manikin Press and Nancy Cunard’s Hour Press -  the 

Europa Press was from the start a precarious venture for Reavey, which is 

why S.W. Hayter described the publication of Echo’s Bones -  “done 

practically without financial support” -  as one of the Europa Press’ “historic 

achievements” .®̂

At the time Beckett, Coffey and Devlin found it increasingly difficult to secure 

opportunities for publication and Reavey -  who, as already mentioned, 

started the Europa Press because “English publishers were always turning 

down books of poems, not only by me, but by various other of my poet 

friends” -  provided a lifeline to these poets. With publication of his poems 

imminent, Brian Coffey thanked Reavey for “having got the business started 

so well. I am very pleased about the whole thing”. C o f f e y  also informed 

Reavey when Intercessions was published by the Europa Press in 1937, as 

follows: “He [Denis Devlin] has been dreaming in terms of proofs and glory 

for the last few weeks”.®® And Devlin himself expressed his utter relief about 

Reavey’s plans for publication as follows:

I’m of course tremendously delighted at being published, you are a 
goddesend [sic]. I'd pitched my poems in a drawer, I've got rejection slips 
long ago from every possible printsheet. The Dublin pundits, too, dislike 
poetry - of course, if the series is well advertised, they might buy it here 
through spite.

Despite some issues with Reavey’s poor distribution of printed copies, the 

Europa Poets appear to have been delighted with the appearance of the 

published works. In August 1937, when Denis Devlin received the first copy 

of Intercessions he immediately telegraphed Reavey from Dublin: “Delighted 

Book Beautifully Done = Denis”.®® Brian Coffey, for whom Reavey would 

publish Third Person in the following year was encouraged by the 

appearance of Devlin’s Intercessions and wrote to Reavey." “Denis gave me 

a lovely copy of the signed edition. I think that you have produced a 

delightful volume, quite suitable to the contents”.®® Intercessions appeared 

as a hardback in a limited edition of 300, of which the first 25 copies were 

signed by the author. Coffey, who had ordered ordinary copies from
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Reavey, commented that he “liked the appearance of the cheap edition 

almost as much as the other” and offered to assist with distribution, “I shall 

send one to a person who may get a number of other buyers”.

The Irish group of ‘Europa Poets’ not only assisted each other with the 

distribution of their works but also promoted each other by writing reviews. 

Whenever a ‘Europa Poet’ of the core Irish group published a book of 

poems, an efficient network started to spring into action. Both Thomas 

MacGreevy and Samuel Beckett provided supportive reviews of Devlin’s 

Intercessions, while Brian Coffey hoped to write about it for T.S. Eliot’s 

quarterly review The Criterion, as he informed Reavey:

Tom’s review in Ireland To-Day vj\\\ help Denis a lot in his future poems.
And I am very anxious to see Sam’s review. I have been hoping to be able 
to do the review in the Criterion, but Eliot may do it himself.®^

Thomas MacGreevy reviewed Devlin’s Intercessions for Ireland To-Day, a 

monthly magazine dedicated to social, economic, national and cultural 

issu e s .D e n is  Devlin and Brian Coffey both regularly contributed poems to 

Ireland To-Day, while Thomas MacGreevy had started to contribute book 

reviews. Brian Coffey also wrote a review of Salavin by Georges Duhamel, 

one of the writers represented by Reavey’s European Literary Bureau.’̂ ’"

In his review for Ireland To-Day, which was somewhat parochially entitled 

“New Dublin Poetry”, MacGreevy referred indirectly to the Europa Poets

The editors for Ireland To-Day were Owen S. Skeffington (foreign commentary), John 
Dowling (art), Eamonn O Gallchobhair (music), Sean 0  Meadhra (theatre), Liam O 
Laoghaire (film) and Edward Sheehy (books).While primarily occupied with issues 
concerning Ireland, the review did occasionally concern itself with international art and 
literature. The review took a stance on the political left in relation to the Spanish Civil War 
and Hitler’s expansionist policies.

Coffey's and Devlin’s contributions to Ireland To-Day include several poems: Coffey, 
Brian, 'The Navigator” in January 1937, Vol. 2 No. 1, p. 49; “Kallikles” in February 1937,
Vol. 2, No. 2; “North W ind” in August 1937, Vol. 2, No. 8, p. 48. Devlin, Denis, “Little Elegy” 
in March 1937, Vol. 2 No. 3, p. 33-34; “Death and Her Beasts" in May 1937, Vol. 2, No. 5, p. 
34, and review of/A Trojan Ending by Laura Riding, in August 1937, Vol. 2, No. 8, p. 90. 
Coffey and Devlin are both featured in the November 1937 issue, Coffey with “Morning 
Offering” and Devlin with “D’Artagnan Makes a Case”, Vol. 2, No. 11. Thomas MacGreevy 
also reviewed Mary Carberry’s The Farm by Lough Gur, November 1937, Vol. 2, No. 11, p. 
85-86.

137



series, as he told readers that “the Europa Press has followed up its 

publication of Samuel Beckett’s Echo’s Bones with another volume of 

poems from Dublin”.®̂ MacGreevy, himself a devout Catholic, sensed the 

religious quality of Devlin’s poems and praised “the riotous poetry-making 

quality of Francis” [St. Francis of Assisi]: “He sees poetry everywhere and 

identifies himself poetically with all the phenomena about him”. For 

MacGreevy, it was essentially “the radiant light that plays about them which 

makes these poems valuable”.®̂

When Brian Coffey prepared the manuscript for his collection, he sought the 

advice of Beckett, whose Echo’s Bones, served as model for him:

The book of poems is finished now to all intends of mine with twelve 
poems. The text is not quite so long as Echo's Bones but would cover the 
same page space. [...] Sam is enthusiastic and thinks that the title should 
be THIRD PERSON [Coffey’s emphasis].®'*

Through his European Literary Bureau, Reavey also commissioned Coffey 

to provide a translation of an essay by Maritain, which Reavey and Coffey 

hoped would appear in T.S. Eliot’s Criterion.^^ This network of Irish support 

goes back, as previously stated, to Reavey’s beginnings as a literary activist 

in Paris, when he defended, in 1931, Thomas MacGreevy against a harsh 

review in the New Review of his study on T.S. Eliot. Reavey’s defence came 

in the wake of a vicious attack on MacGreevy by This Quarter editor, 

Edward Titus, entitled “Criticism a I’lrlandaise”.

Clearly the early Irish group in Paris -  MacGreevy, Beckett and Reavey 

(who were joined later by Brian Coffey^" and Denis Devlin^'") -  was 

conscious that, in order to advance their work, they had to look out for each 

other and provide each other with as much support as possible. This is why 

Samuel Beckett entrusted to Reavey his first collection of poems, as well as

Brian Coffey studied in Paris from 1930-33 and taught at the Institute Catholique from 
1933-36. Cf. “A Chronology of Brian Coffey". In Moriarty, Donal. 2000. The Art o f Brian 
Coffey. Dublin: University College Dublin Press. P. xi.

Denis Devlin studied literature at the Sorbonne, Paris from 1931-1933. Cf. “Chronology”. 
In Devlin, Denis. 1964. Collected Poems. Edited and with an introduction by Brian Coffey. 
Dublin: The Dolmen Press. P. xv.
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the increasingly hopeless cause of finding a publisher for his novel Murphy, 

and why both Coffey and Devlin were delighted for the Europa Press to 

publish their respective collections. It also explains why Thomas 

MacGreevy would agree to Reavey writing a defence of his book on T.S. 

Eliot for the New Review and why Reavey, in turn, would ask MacGreevy to 

review his work. MacGreevy, however, did advise Reavey against a review 

of his Faust's Metamorphoses, as he was conscious in the light of the recent 

attack on him by both Titus and Thoma that outsiders had started to 

perceive the Irish group as indiscriminate followers of each other:

The book [FM] is beautiful and I am very glad to have it and very grateful 
for it [...]. Do you think it would be wise for either of us that I should write 
about it? With a poem dedicated to me and the reference in the preface 
and your recent defence of me against Thoma I think we would be putting 
ourselves in the position of looking too like a mutual admiration society.®

Reavey and MacGreevy would regularly send each other poems and were 

receptive for each other’s criticism and suggestions. MacGreevy also 

entrusted Reavey to temporarily take over his editorship of the magazine 

Formes, while he was away on a vacation to Italy.’*’"'' Later on in Reavey’s 

life, when he no longer owned a publishing business and tried to re

establish himself as a poet in New York, Denis Devlin would write a series of 

supportive letters of introduction for Reavey, and Brian Coffey would bring 

out his poem The Seven Seas through his Advent Books series.®^

While the Europa Press did give Reavey an outlet for his own ambitions, he 

dedicated the majority of his time as a publisher to the work of the group of 

fellow expatriate Irish poets. At the time of Reavey’s suspension of the 

Europa Press in 1939, the Europa Poets series had featured the following 

remarkable books by Irish poets: Samuel Beckett’s Echo’s Bones (1935); 

Denis Devlin’s Intercessions (1937); Brian Coffey’s Third Person (1938); and 

three collections by Reavey himself -  Nostradam f1935); Signes D ’Adieu 

(1935) and Quixotic Perquisitions (1939).

Cf. Thomas MacGreevy to George Reavey: "I hope you are not too bored by the Formes 
work. It should be beginning to pour in for the next number now”. [Date difficult to decipher 
but c. March 1931, Florence. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 54. Folder 9.]
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Chapter Six

A SURREALIST IN LONDON
(1936-1938)

1. “Surrealism Comes to London”^

A photograph [Fig. 6] taken at the opening of the First International Surrealist 

Exhibition at the New Burlington Galleries, Burlington Gardens, London shows 

an eclectic international group of artists, writers and critics posing proudly and 

authoritatively against a backdrop of densely displayed paintings, sculptures 

and objects that would cause a stir and outrage amongst visitors. Although the 

14 men and women were drawn from different art disciplines, styles, 

backgrounds and nationalities, they were united in their common pursuit of 

Surrealism. In the midst of this diverse group of poets, painters and critics, 

stands George Reavey, himself an ‘interdisciplinary’, alongside Rupert Lee, 

Ruthven Todd, Salvador Dali, Paul Eluard, Roland Penrose, Herbert Read, 

E.L.T. Mesens and Hugh Sykes-Davies. Seated in front of these men are artists 

Diana Lee, Eileen Agar and Sheila Legge as well as Paul Eluard’s wife Nusch. 

Together they had achieved the monumental task of bringing Surrealism to 

Britain. The importance of this photograph as a record of this international 

Surrealist group and as a testament of its achievement is evident in the fact 

that it is the most widely used photograph of the exhibition -  from Roland 

Penrose’s artist memoir Scrapbook, to the Mayor Gallery’s 1986 

commemorative exhibition, British Surrealism Fifty Years On^ and the Tate 

Modern’s 2001 show Surrealism -  desire unbound.'

' The exhibition Surrealism -  desire unbound tool< place at the Tate Modern, London from 20 
September 2001 to 1 January 2002. The exhibition featured “many of the most important 
surrealist paintings, sculptures and drawings" by international and British artists. Curator 
Jennifer Mundy took as the central theme the idea that “man is a creature who is driven by 
desire". [Cf. Serota, Nicholas. 2001. “Foreword”. In Surrealism -  desire unbound. Ed. Jennifer 
Mundy. London: Tate Publishing. P. 7.]
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During the exhibition’s 23-day run, from 12 June until 4 July 1936, an 

impressive 23,000 visitors attended the New Burlington Galleries. On the 

opening day alone, Thursday, 11 June, 1150 people crammed into the gallery, 

on what had turned out be, according to artist and exhibition organiser Roland 

Penrose, “the hottest day of the year”.̂  The lead-up to the exhibition had been 

extensively covered by the British press, which mostly rallied against what they 

perceived as the provocative and sexually explicit content. The actual opening 

day caused further furore due to an extraordinary line-up of opening speakers 

and surreal ‘happenings’.

George Reavey, a member of the organising committee, attended the official 

proceedings and witnessed Andre Breton’s “passionate” address in French “to 

a bewildered crowd of art lovers and journalists”'*; Sheila Legge’s surrealist 

phantom -  as she walked around Trafalgar Square with her face covered in 

roses, holding an artificial leg in one had and a pork chop in the other; Dylan 

Thomas’ impromptu performance offering visitors “teacups full of boiled string, 

politely enquiring, ‘Do you like it weak or strong?”’; and the memorable 

appearance of Salvador Dali, who delivered a lecture in a deep-sea diving suit, 

from which he had to be ‘rescued’ when he started to suffocate in the stifling 

heat of the gallery.^ Writer and critic, Herbert Read warned the visitors to the 

gallery in his opening speech:

Do not judge this movement kindly. It is not just another amusing stunt. It is 
defiant -  the desperate act of men too profoundly convinced of the rottenness 
of our civilisation to want to save a shred of respectability.®

To add to the drama and occasion of the event, the organisers had brought in 

the Belgian Surrealist E.L.T. Mesens, a close friend of Rene Magritte, for the 

monumental task of mounting the vast exhibition. The scale and diversity of the 

exhibition’s content becomes evident in Michael Remy’s detailed account, 

included in his study on Surrealism in Britain:
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There were 360 collages, paintings and sculptures exhibited, 30 African and 
Oceanian objects, two walking sticks and several objects trouves by Eileen 
Agar, Andre Breton, Max Ernst, Herbert Read, Roland Penrose; there were 
children’s drawings, and surrealist objects by John Banting, Eileen Agar, Gala 
Dali, Hugh Sykes Davies, David Gascoyne, Rupert Lee, Sheila Legge, Roger 
Roughton, E.L.T. Mesens and Tanguy. Sixty-nine artists, representing fourteen 
nationalities, were exhibited, 27 of them British/

Mesens decided to break with conventional display methods, whereby artists 

are grouped or presented chronologically, and insisted instead on making 

“contrasts of colour dimensions and content so as to produce, by shock tactics, 

the maximum of excitement”, explained organiser Roland Penrose®. Julian 

Trevelyan, who had shared a studio in Paris with George Reavey in the early 

1930s, was also back at the time of the exhibition and recalled in his 

autobiography Indigo Days “several large canvases of Picasso, [...] some great 

jungles of Max Ernst [...], a powerful picture by Magritte, bought after the show 

by Humphrey, and a huge pair of lips across a landscape by Man Ray”. [Fig. 7] 

“There were arrangements of objects by acute schizophrenics and luminous 

little pictures by Klee”, wrote Trevelyan.®

Mesens’ “labyrinth of objects, surrealist and ethnographic, helped greatly to 

remove any sense of a conventionally arranged academic show and 

contributed greatly to the fact that surrealism was not a new artistic style but a 

challenge to the painstaking aesthetic approach which dominated [...] London 

art exhibitions at that time”, wrote P e n r o s e . H e  recalled that “surrealist 

paintings, sculpture and objects [were] interspersed with admirable examples of 

primitive art and the art of madmen and children”.”

The exhibition’s “shock tactics” and provocative events on the opening day paid 

off and resulted in wide-spread media attention, with reviews appearing in the 

Daily Telegraph; the New English Weekly; and The Times. And despite the 

efforts of the press to write-off this exhibition, it only added to the show’s 

increasing popularity. The Daily Telegraph, by cynically adopting the surrealist 

technique of free word associations, described the exhibition as having the
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“spiritual significance of artichokes, the subconscious message of a safety pin 

and the dream value of the shrimp”. T h e  London Times was more measured 

in its criticism of the exhibition, and tried to make a point of its understanding of 

Surrealism as an art form:

Whether you paint common objects of the seashore, or harps in the air, or jags in 
the unconscious, or a rag and a bone and a hank of hair, or flittermice in the 
Campanile, the important question, artistically, is what you do with them, and 
neither the official descriptions nor the works themselves give us much 
encouragement in this direction. [....] Having culled the objects from the 
unconscious, the general procedure seems to be to arrange them with careful 
incoherence and then paint them academically.^^

The Times’ reviewer nevertheless came to the conclusion that the movement 

lacked the “easy intercourse between the unconscious and the conscious 

regions of the mind which is the prerogative of imaginative artists” and arrived 

at the conclusion that “in its present stage of development Surrealism is more 

interesting when written or talked about than in practice”.

The exhibition and the London-based British Surrealism movement were also 

condemned by fellow artists and writers. In his “Letter from England” for the 

Chicago-based literary magazine Poetry, Geoffrey Grigson" derided the 

popularity of the International Surrealist Exhibition and the organisers’ 

achievement:

And there was indeed that exhibition. There are indeed inaccurate translations 
from the surrealists coming out every month. There is indeed our Mr. Gascoyne 
(did you ever read anything in your life in a more pompous baby-talk than his 
book on surrealism ? And who has said boo to it?) There is Mr. Dylan Thomas.
There is our newest cherub, Mr. Roger Roughton, pink from the egg, plodding 
after tough Eluard and Breton. Here is one clique being made. [....]’ ^

" Geoffrey Grigson (1905-1985) was a poet, critic and the editor of the poetry magazine New 
Verse, which he had founded in 1933, at the age of 28. He was educated at Oxford and 
worked initially as a journalist. James King describes him as “a strong proponent of Auden [...] 
and “at bottom an enthusiast for the poets and artists of the Romantic landscape: Palmer, 
Clare, Wordsworth, Hardy”. Grigson rejected both Surrealism and abstract art, “feeling that 
abstract art promoted collectivity and socialism, which would ultimately water down and 
impoverish English life”. [King, James. 1990. The Last Modern. A Life o f Herbert Read. London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson. P. 122-123.]
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Grigson was particularly critical of the organisers’ plans to mark the initial 

success of the exhibition by setting up a formal Surrealism movement in Britain. 

Inspired by the exhibition’s success and popularity, the group met in Penrose’s 

home on 7 July 1936 -  just days after the closing of the show on 4 July -  and 

drafted a joint manifesto. George Reavey attended and was one of the 

signatories. The text was later published, in September 1936, by the Zwemmer 

Gallery in the International Surrealist Bulletin No. 4. According to Rob 

Jackaman, the text is “printed simultaneously (in adjacent columns) in English 

and French, and is signed by Breton, Eluard, and all the main English 

Surrealists, including Davies, Gascoyne, Hennings, Mesens, Henry Moore, 

Penrose, Read, Reavey, Roughton and Todd”.̂ ® Grigson took the opportunity 

to mock the signatories, deriding Roland Penrose as a “dilettante”, Herbert 

Read as “a politico-esthetic chameleon", and George Reavey as one of three 

“small arrivistes”:

Look at our new surrealist group? The group has brought out a bulletin [...].
Among its English signatories beyond Henry Moore, a busy and valuable artist, 
and maybe two others, not one -  I speak from knowing them -  not one whose 
activities will ever create a minim of revolutionary excitement. They include that 
old hack of English modernism, Paul Nash; Roland Penrose, a dilettante of 
honesty, charm...; Herbert Read, quoter, taster, and politico-esthetic chameleon;
[...] and then three small arrivistes, Reavey, Roughton and Todd. Not one of 
them [...] could pass an elementary examination in surrealist theory; and this, in 
England, is your vital central surrealist integrity!'^

In Ireland, there were particular misconceptions and negative reactions against 

Surrealism. John Dowling, art editor for the otherwise liberal and open-minded 

arts review Ireland To-Day, had learned about the arrival of Surrealism in 

England through news reels'", rather than having attended in person the 

International Surrealist Exhibition, and reported dismissively back to his 

readers:

Surrealists communicate nothing. [...] Modernist art is very secretive. The artist 
creates something, but only he knows what it is. Each one lives in a strange 
world which has no means of communication with any other [...].

John Dowling seems to refer to the First International Surrealist Exhibition at the New 
Burlington Galleries, as he makes reference to the presence of “not only an exhibition of 
Surrealist works, but some Surrealists themselves”. [ Cf. Dowling, John, art editor, Ireland To- 
Day, February 1937. Vol. II, No. 2. P. 60-62.]
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The full tide of Surrealism has not yet come to Ireland, but through the 
beneficence of the film industry we have been privileged to see not only an 
exhibition of Surrealist works, but some Surrealist themselves, in repose.^®

Dowling disapprovingly regarded Surrealism as “the penultimate stage in this 

progression towards a recognition of the futility of all human endeavour” and 

emphasised the importance of representative art: “It is, however, a comforting 

thought that the steady stream of tradition still moves on, indifferent to these 

squalls, and It is heartening to remember that the gates of Hell shall not prevail 

against it’’.̂ ^

The idea for this controversial and legendary exhibition was born at a casual 

meeting in Paris, when Paul Eluard and other surrealist friends introduced 

Roland Penrose to the young English poet, David Gascoyne. In 1935, at the 

time of their first meeting, Gascoyne was in the process of researching and 

writing a Short Survey o f Surrealism, which he published later in 1935. 

Gascoyne was barely out of school and just 17-years old when he first arrived 

in the French capital in 1933. During his stay in Paris, George Reavey -  whom 

Gascoyne had first “encountered at David Archer’s Parton Street Bookshop” on 

one of Reavey’s visits to London -  took on the role of mentor to Gascoyne.^° 

His relationship with Gascoyne must have reminded Reavey of how Samuel 

Putnam had mentored him during his first years in Paris in the early 1930s.

Reavey’s efforts to help Gascoyne settle into the complex, multi-national and 

multi-disciplinary literary scene, earned him not only Gascoyne’s friendship but 

his particular praise in his Collected Journals, where he wrote: “it must have 

been largely through George Reavey [...] that I first made the acquaintance of 

many people who continued to play a role in my life for some time to come”.̂  ̂

Reavey introduced Gascoyne to Julian Trevelyan and the American poet 

Walter Lowenfels and also very likely to the French Surrealists, as Reavey 

represented French literary interests through his agency. Bureau Litteraire 

Europeen.
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The first meeting of Gascoyne and Penrose in Paris, in 1935, ended in an 

animated discussion about Surrealism during which, according to Penrose, 

Gascoyne suddenly exploded: “Why do we know nothing of this in England.” 

This propelled the artist Penrose and the writer Gascoyne into immediate action 

and together they turned, in the words of Penrose, “a gloomy retreat into an 

attack on indifference and ignorance at home”.̂  ̂ To realise this ambition, the 

pair embarked “on the formation of a group of poets and painters who shared 

our urgent desire to make clear to Londoners that there was a revelation 

waiting”. T h r o u g h  this first British Surrealist group, several former Cambridge 

student friends and contributors to the review Experiment were reunited: the 

filmmaker Humphrey Jennings, the writer Hugh Sykes Davies, the painter 

Julian Trevelyan and George Reavey. As in the days of Experiment, group 

members were drawn from all disciplines and included the writer and critic 

Herbert Read as well as artists Henry Moore, Paul Nash and Eileen Agar.

In order to select the participating artists, Roland Penrose headed up a group 

of exhibition curators, which included Andre Breton (one of the founders of 

Surrealism), Paul Eluard and Man Ray. For practical reasons, this close circle 

decided “that the choice of all that came from abroad should be left to Breton 

and Eluard, whereas the choice in England was to remain with us”, recalled 

Roland P e n r o s e . T h e  27 British painters and sculptors chosen by Penrose’s 

committee included Eileen Agar, Henry Moore and Paul Nash but also several 

others that were on the borderline of Surrealism. For example, Julian Trevelyan 

recalled that following a visit of Penrose and Herbert Read to his studio, he 

“overnight” became a Surrealist.^^ Most famously, Penrose and Read also 

“visited Francis Bacon and decided that he was not sufficiently surreal for 

inclusion”.̂ ®
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2. Paul Eluard: Thorns of Thunder

While Penrose focused on the selection of art, Reavey brought his particular 

experience as a literary agent and publisher to the organising committee and 

took on the task of conceiving and co-ordinating a Surrealist reading. The 

reading took place in the New Burlington Galleries, two weeks into the 

exhibition, on Friday evening, 26 June 1936. The focus of the event was the 

publication of the first-ever English-language edition of Paul Eluard’s love 

poetry -  entitled Thorns o f Thunder -  published by Reavey’s Europa Press.

As this was the first British venture for the Europa Press, Reavey decided to 

team-up with the London-based publisher Stanley Nott. The joint venture 

ensured the distribution of the book as well as earlier Europa Press 

publications, such as Beckett’s Echo’s Bones. Copies of Thorns o f Thunder 

were also sold during the exhibition’s run in the New Burlington Galleries, which 

featured, according to the London Times, a “well-stocked bookstall at the 

entrance”.

For the content of Thorns o f Thunder, Reavey called once more on his core 

group of Irish friends, as translations of Eluard poems by Denis Devlin, 

Samuel Beckett and Reavey himself account for a critical section of the 

book. However, in the case of Beckett, Reavey took a chance that nearly 

lost him their friendship. Back in Paris in 1932, Beckett had started to 

receive -  through Reavey’s introduction -  commissions for translations from 

This Quarter, which was co-edited for some time by Samuel Putnam. For the 

magazine’s penultimate number, dedicated to Surrealism, editor Edward 

Titus commissioned Beckett to translate poems by Paul Eluard. Reavey 

counted on these translations -  which Titus had admired as “characterizable 

only in superlatives” -  for Thorns of Thunder. Yet, according to Deirdre 

Bair, Beckett refused “saying he was too busy with the final revisions of 

Murphy to get involved”.̂ ®
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In order to consent to the re-publication of these poems, it is likely that Beckett 

would have liked to spend more time on these translations, which he originally 

completed, as a paid commission, under the pressing deadlines of a regularly 

appearing literary magazine. Thorns of Thunder, in contrast, was the first ever 

English language collection of Paul Eluard’s verse, and as such a book with a 

long shelf life. As Beckett did not have time to invest in these poems, he 

preferred not to have them included. When he received a prospectus of the 

book from Reavey and saw his name included, he objected and called the book 

“an abomination”.

Shortly before this row, Beckett and Reavey had also quarrelled about a 

missed deadline for an article on censorship that Beckett had written for 

transition. At the time, Beckett was back in Dublin, staying rather unhappily with 

his mother, while London-based Reavey acted as an intermediary between 

Beckett and Paris-based transition. It appears that Reavey had failed to inform 

Beckett about Maria Jolas’ request for a prose contribution, by quoting from her 

letter, rather than including her original letter with his correspondence, as 

Beckett stated in a letter to Thomas MacGreevy:

I was really furious. He wrote saying my censorship article had arrived too late 
for transition & that mention was made of it in the first of Mrs Jolas’s letters that 
he sent me. He did no such thing. He quoted an extract from her letter, in which 
there was no request for a prose contribution but only for permission to use some 
poems from Echo’s Bones. He sent me her second letter, reiterating request for 
prose contribution, whereupon I sent the article by return of post. Then he sends 
me prospectus of the Eluard poems. Thorns o f Thunder!!! ^

Once Thorns o f Thunder was published and Beckett received much praise 

for his Eluard translations from Thomas MacGreevy (whose judgement he 

trusted), he adopted a more conciliatory tone towards Reavey and the book. 

His anger had turned into curiosity, and his desire to see a copy of the 

published book is evident in his letter to Thomas MacGreevy:
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Reavey has not send [sic] me my copy of the Eluard. I presume he avails 
himself of the words that passed to enjoy an extra free copy. I am glad you liked 
my translations. I have not seen them for some years. Does the one you 
mention begin 'She is standing on my lids'? I have not even got copies of them.^^

Reavey thought highly of Beckett’s translations and had given prominence to 

them by opening Thorns o f Thunder v\/ith “Lady Love” [“L’Amoureuse”], the 

poem MacGreevy had admired in his letter to Beckett:

Lady Love

She is standing on my lids 
And her hair is in my hair 
She has the colour of my eye 
She has the body of my hand 
In my shade she is engulfed 
As a stone against the sky

She will never close her eyes 
And she does not let me sleep 
And her dreams in the bright day 
Make the sun evaporate 
And me laugh cry and laugh 
Speak when I have nothing to say.^^

The material for Thorns o f Thunder was drawn from Eluard’s collections The 

City o f Sorrow, Love and Poetry, The Immediate Life, The Public Rose, and 

Easy. Reavey had invested considerable time and effort in making Thorns of 

Thunder an outstanding collection of Eluard’s verse in translation. The list of 

contributors reads like the Who’s Who to Surrealism and includes several 

'leaders’ in both literature and the visual arts: transition editor Eugene Jolas 

and the already legendary photography artist Man Ray contributed 

translations of poems, as did the young English Surrealist David Gascoyne 

and Ruthven Todd. Herbert Read, co-organiser of the International Surrealist 

Exhibition with special responsibility for the selection of British artists, was 

commissioned by Reavey to provide a “Preface” to the collection. Read 

placed “the pure music” of Eluard’s verse into the tradition of Rimbaud and 

Baudelaire and argued that Eluard’s decision to be “irrational”, was part of a 

wider poetic tradition rather than a particular style or movement: “He has 

dared, as all great poets have dared, to be irrational: to descend into the
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darkest as well as rise into the brightest regions of his mind wrote 

Read.^^

Reavey himself wrote a passionate “Editorial Foreword” that considerably 

exceeded Read’s preface in length. Instead of a short publisher’s statement, 

Reavey embarked on a detailed analysis of Eluard’s verse as if to correct 

Read’s brief and somewhat detached analysis. Where Read failed to place 

Eluard in the Surrealist tradition, Reavey argued that “Eluard’s poetry forms 

an integral part” of the Surrealist movement .Reavey  further defined 

Surrealism for his English readers, assuming their unfamiliarity with an 

international and interdisciplinary movement that had originated in Paris:

Surrealism rejects the conventional imagery of traditional subjects and purely 
formal research (abstract art). It is primarily an art of dynamic images which 
discards the test of reality [. . .] and at the same time it is a laboratory for 
investigating the psychological phenomena involved in such a process. The 
preoccupation with the very sources of creative activity makes surrealist art 
essentially lyrical.^®

At this point in the text, Reavey created the necessary link between the wider 

objectives of Surrealism and the individual characteristics of Eluard’s poetry:
Paul Eluard’s poetry is the quintessence of lyricism and, incidentally, he is one 
of the few genuine love poets writing in an out-of-love world.

Reavey also translated several poems for this edition, including the poem 

from which the book’s title was taken. Eluard had dedicated this poem to the 

painter Max Ernst, who provided the cover design for Thorns of Thunder.

Max Ernst

In one corner the nimble incest 
Hovers round the virginity of a small dress.
In one corner the sky, unbridled 
Abandons white balls to thorns of thunder.

In one corner brighter for all the eyes 
They await the fishes of anguish.
In one corner summer’s verdant coach 
Stands gloriously and ever motionless.

In the glow of youth 
Of lamps lighted very late
The first-come bares her breasts for insects red to kill.^®
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The poem can be read as an interpretation of a Max Ernst canvass, by initially 

describing the painting’s backdrop, or four corners, before focusing In on Its 

central motif -  the violent Image of “the first-come bares her breasts for insects 

red to klH”.̂ ® Paul Eluard and Max Ernst had been close friends since their first 

meeting In Cologne during the Dada era in 1921, and Eluard was one of the 

first champions and collectors of Max Ernst’s work. As in the case of Reavey 

and Beckett, this was an enduring friendship that lasted until the death of Paul 

Eluard and survived Eluard’s later alienation from the Surrealist group."^® The 

two friends also collaborated artistically, as In Eluard’s cycle Repetitions (1922), 

which was illustrated with collages by Max Ernst. This collaboration also 

marked Ernst’s move to Paris in 1922 to join Eluard. Most memorably, Eluard 

told the audience during a lecture at the International Surrealist Exhibition of 

their first ‘encounter’:

In February 1917, the surrealist painter Max Ernst and I were at the front, hardly 
a mile away from each other. The German gunner, Max Ernst, was bombarding 
the trenches where I, a French infantryman, was on the lookout. Three years 
later, we were the best of friends, and ever since we have fought fiercely side by 
side for one and the same cause, that of the total emancipation of man. '

Reavey’s invitation to Max Ernst for a cover design for Thorns o f Thunder \Nas 

therefore a perceptive and thoughtful gesture to mark the friendship and 

collaboration between these two artists. Pablo Picasso, also a friend of 

Eluard’s, provided a portrait of Eluard (executed in charcoal) as frontispiece for 

Thorns o f Thunder.

Thorns of Thunder v^as to-date the largest of the Europa Press editions with a 

print run of 600 copies, whereas 250 copies had been printed of Reavey’s 

Nostradam and 327 of Beckett’s Echo’s Bones. A very special copy, No.1 of the 

edition, was “printed on hand-made paper and contained an original drawing by 

Pablo Picasso and an original MS. by Paul Eluard”. This commemorative copy 

was “signed by the Author, Artist, and the translators”.'*̂  Reavey also dedicated 

a further 50 copies to be signed by the author, Paul Eluard. The department of
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Early Printed Books at Trinity College Dublin owns copy number 7, with 

Eluard’s signature facing Reavey’s “Editorial Foreword”.'''

The publication of Thorns o f Thunder was officially marked on 26 June 1936 

with a reading by Paul Eluard in the New Burlington Galleries, during the run of 

the International Surrealist Exhibition. To publicise the event, Reavey had 

printed up a flier with the simple title “Paul Eluard will recite his poems’’."*̂  The 

Surrealist reading -  with press and London’s literary scene in attendance -  was 

an invaluable platform for Reavey, not only to advertise and sell the book but, 

more importantly, to launch the recently relocated Europa Press and the 

European Literary Bureau on the British literary scene.

While the London Times had derided the exhibition, it had praised in its initial 

review the literary aspects of the programme: “But one cannot help feeling that 

the real point of the exhibition is in [...] the series of lectures by Mr. Herbert 

Read, Mr. Andre Breton, Mr. Salvador Dali, and others, to be delivered in the 

course of its duration”. The article, which concluded that “in its present stage 

of development Surrealism is more interesting when written or talked about 

than in practice” , should have aided the popularity of Reavey’s reading.

As the publisher of Thorns o f Thunder and organiser of the poetry reading, 

Reavey himself took to the stage, facing London’s discerning literary audience, 

to introduce Paul Eluard. A typescript of his opening address reveals Reavey’s 

profound admiration and perceptive understanding of Eluard, whom he 

described as “the VOICE [Reavey’s emphasis] of poetry itself.'*^

We are very happy indeed to have Paul Eluard with us this evening.

He is not only one of the few genuine poets writing in France, in Europe, at the
present time. He is also a poet who has always resolutely refused to compromise
with reactionary forces of any sort [. . .].

''' Paul Eluard’s influence on Reavey's poetry is discussed earlier in this thesis, in Chapter Five, 
in the context of the publication of Reavey’s collection Signes D'Adieu.
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His poetry, amorous, pure and sometimes apparently esoteric, is yet 
passionately militant; for it carries with it a criticism of life and of the social 
DISORDER in which we live, an IDEAL -  that of a free and complete MAN.

At the time of the Surrealist reading, Reavey was in the throes of translating 

Eluard’s lecture that he had given the previous Wednesday, on 24 June 1936, 

in the New Burlington Galleries. Reavey’s translation, entitled “Poetic 

Evidence”, was included in an anthology of Surrealist writing, edited by Herbert 

Read and published by Faber and Faber in 1936. Surrealism, as the publication 

was called, was the first anthology on this subject in the English language and 

contained an “ Introduction” by Read, which drew on his speech at the official 

exhibition opening, alongside contributions by Andre Breton, Hugh Sykes 

Davies, Paul Eluard and Georges Hugnet.'*^ Read set the tone for the 

anthology by recreating the electric atmosphere surrounding the already 

legendary show:

June, 1936. After a winter long drawn out into bitterness and petulance, a month 
of torrid heat, of sudden efflorescence, of clarifying storms. In this month the 
International Surrealist Exhibition broke over London, electrifying the dry 
intellectual atmosphere, stirring our sluggish minds to wonder, enchantment and 
derision.''®

In his address at the Surrealist reading on 26 June, Reavey quoted extensively 

from “Poetic Evidence”, such as Eluard’s poetic principle that “poetry’s absolute 

power will purify men, all men”. Before summarising the programme of the 

evening, Reavey concluded with Eluard’s definition of the poet: “A poet is he 

who inspires far more than he who is inspired”.'̂ ®

Undoubtedly, Reavey’s nerves must have been tense, as he addressed a 

discerning audience of fellow writers and publishers, literary critics and 

Surrealism followers. He also faced a new group -  London’s close-knit literary 

circle -  to which he ardently wanted to ‘belong’. Not surprisingly, Reavey’s 

plans for the reading on 26 June were ambitious and must have stretched his 

audience’s attention span. In order to create a literary context, Eluard was 

asked to present “the poems of such predecessors of Surrealism as
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Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Lautreamont and Jarry [...] before reciting his own 

works” both in French and in E n g l i s h . T h i s  was followed by Eluard’s rendition 

of “poems by contemporary surrealists Andre Breton, Benjamin Peret and 

Picasso”. Reavey later added Mesens’ name in hand-writing to this list -  

perhaps a late suggestion from an exhibition co-organiser or Mesens himself, 

who was mainly known as an art dealer but also wrote poetry and made 

collages. The evening concluded with “original poems [...] read by David 

Gascoyne, Humphrey Jennings, George Reavey and Dylan Thomas”. H u g h  

Sykes Davies, a Cambridge friend of Reavey’s, was also later added in hand

writing to this list by Reavey. Sykes Davies had published a surrealist novel, 

Petron, in 1935, which Michael Remy describes as “semantic subversion 

working from within the most rigid logical categories”.

Reavey had approached the contributors to the reading -  his former 

collaborators on Experiment, Humphrey Jennings and Hugh Sykes Davies as 

well as the younger generation poets, David Gascoyne and Dylan Thomas -  a 

few weeks before the reading and sent out a little notice as advance publicity. 

For the up-and-coming writers David Gascoyne and Dylan Thomas, the 

opportunity to read their poems at the high-profile Surrealist reading was 

undoubtedly invaluable. Dylan Thomas enthusiastically responded to Reavey’s 

request, yet, inexperienced in public readings at the time, he turned to Reavey 

for advice:

I see my name’s down on the little notice. That means I’m definitely invited to 
read, doesn’t it? I’d love to, of course. I don’t quite know what stuff to choose, 
though. I’m coming up to town on the Friday morning (for the weekend). Could 
you spare half-an-hour sometime that day -  before the reading -  to look through 
some stuff with me? You’ll know what’ll go down best. I’ve got a little chunk of 
prose & a new poem [that] might do. But we’ll see -  if you can spare that half 
hour. Let me know all about it, won’t you? Best wishes, Dylan.

Reavey’s role in the organisation of the first International Surrealist Exhibition 

and, in particular, the reading with Paul Eluard on 26 June was a personal 

milestone for him. Throughout all his future relocations and personal
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upheavals, he held on to an original poster from the exhibition^'^ as well as 

cherishing a much treasured copy of Thorns of Thunder, as he wrote in 1975:

1936 was also the year of the Surrealist Exhibition, when the Europa Press 
published its first French author, namely, Paul Eluard, the Surrealist poet, with a 
frontispiece by Picasso and a jacket cover by Max Ernst. I still have a copy 
signed not only by Eluard, but by Picasso and Ernst.

3 . The Europa Press in London

The 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition -  with its associated Surrealist 

reading and the publication of Eluard’s collection Thorns o f Thunder -  was 

undoubtedly the catalyst that brought Reavey to London. He had become 

increasingly aware of a shift in London’s literary scene towards 

experimentation, which was necessary to sustain both his activities as an 

avant-garde publisher and experimental poet. A “colony of intellectuals of all 

kinds” had, according to Penrose, sprung up in Hampstead, where Herbert 

Read, Henry Moore, Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth and Paul Nash were 

joined “by refugees fleeing from the barbarity of Fascism in Europe”, including 

Mondrian, Gabo and Gropius.^® Others “running away from the Continental 

hurry-scurry”^̂  were now living in Chelsea or Bloomsbury like Reavey who 

recalled that “by the end of 1935 I had decided to go back and settle in 

London”.̂ ®

The presence of Reavey’s parents in London and, in particular, concerns over 

his father’s increasing ill-health, were also contributing factors to his decision to 

leave Paris. In the years before his relocation, Reavey had been a frequent 

visitor to London. He recorded in his diaries several trips, during which he 

stayed with his parents but called on friends, such as Cambridge friend and 

fellow Experiment contributor John Davenport, and socialised in cafes, pubs 

and restaurants frequented by London’s literary scene such as the Cafe 

Roya l .Du r i ng  his visits to London in 1934, Reavey felt compelled on several
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occasions to have “dinner at honne”, likely because of his father’s increasingly 

failing health, as there are diary references to “father unwel l ”. A n  only child, 

Reavey may have felt the need to be close to his ailing father, for whom he 

displayed particular affection as the numerous references to his father in his 

memoir drafts reveal.

Moreover, Reavey’s close friends from Paris days -  Thomas MacGreevy and 

Samuel Beckett -  were both in London, when he considered relocating there in 

1935. Their presence only added further to the city’s growing appeal. Samuel 

Beckett had moved to London in 1933, following the traumatic death of his 

father and his need to undergo therapeutic psychotherapy at the Tavistock 

Clinic.®  ̂ During Beckett’s time in London, a collection of short stories. More 

Pricks Than Kicks (1934), and his poems Echo’s Bones (1935) were published. 

Beckett, who stayed mostly in rented rooms, also started his novel Murphy in 

London in 1935, which he set in a London bed-sit.

Thomas MacGreevy had also left Paris in 1933 in search of more regular

literary work, because of the “precarious financial position” of the literary

review, Formes.^^ MacGreevy felt very much displaced in London and confided 

to Reavey in 1934; “[...] I wonder very much whether I did right to leave Paris. 

There seems to be nothing whatever for me here”.®̂ Whenever Reavey visited 

London in 1934/35, the friends would usually meet in a pub, such as the 

“Garrick” as Reavey stayed with his parents and MacGreevy lived as a 

lodger with Hester Dowden, the former wife of a “distinguished Dublin

physician” in 15 Cheyne Gardens.'' Although MacGreevy continued to write -

his critical study on Jack B. Yeats: An Appreciation and an Interpretation was 

started in 1933 but not published until 1945 -  he sustained himself from 1935 

onwards by lecturing at London’s National Gallery.

" Hester Dowden was a medium and daughter of TCD Professor of English Edward Dowden. 
Her daughter Dolly had married the Irish playwright Lennox Robinson. [Cf. Knowlson, James. 
1997. Damned to Fame. The Life o f Samuel Beckett. London: Bloomsbury. 1997. P. 191.]
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Denis Devlin, who shared Paris with Reavey as his creative base during his 

literary studies at the Sorbonne from 1931 to 1933, had joined the Department 

of External Affairs in 1935 and was awaiting his first posting/' In parallel with 

Devlin’s inclusion in Thorns o f Thunder, Reavey continued to seek literary 

opportunities for Devlin and was able to place some of his translations of 

poems by Andre Breton with Roger Roughton’s Contemporary Poetry and 

Prose. O n l y  Brian Coffey remained in Paris, at the time, and would become 

an important link to the city for Reavey, whenever he managed to visit from 

London."''

While several factors appear to have combined in Reavey’s relocation to 

London -  from the public momentum of the 1936 International Surrealist 

Exhibition to his personal concerns over his father -  he was strategic about this 

move and ambitious to make his publishing business and literary agency a 

success, inspired by his father’s and grandfather’s entrepreneurial spirit.

In the 1930s, the undisputed centre for literary experimentation concentrated 

around Red Lion Square and Parton Street, in Holborn, a short stroll from the 

British Museum. Although initially after his arrival Reavey settled close to his 

parents’ home''"' in South Kensington, he soon gravitated to the centre and 

found his new ‘Montparnasse’ in literary Holborn:

''' Denis Devlin’s first diplomatic posting was as First Secretary, Legation to Italy in 1938. After 
diplomatic duties in New York, Washington, London, and Turkey, he returned to Italy in 1958 as 
Irish Ambassador, just a year before his death (1959). [Cf. Devlin, Denis. Collected Poems. 
Edited by Brian Coffey. Dublin: The Dolmen Press. P. xv-xvi.]

Brian Coffey worked at the Institut Catholique de Paris with Jacques Maritain from 1933 to 
1936 before starting his doctoral thesis on Thomas D’Aquin in 1937. [Cf. Moriarty, Donal. 2000. 
The Art o f Brian Coffey. Dublin: University College Dublin Press. P. xi.]

George Reavey’s parents lived at the time in a rented fiat in 13c Earls Court Square, South 
Kensington, S.W.5. George Reavey’s father, Daniel, died at this address on 4 October 1938. 
[“Certified Copy of an Entry Pursuant to the Births and Deaths Registration Act 1953”, No 162, 
1938. Registration District: Kensington.]
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I began by staying in Harrington Road in Soutli Kensington where S.B. [Samuel 
Beckett] attended a party®®. Then I moved to 1 Parton Street near Red Lion 
Square in the W.C.1 area. 1 also got myself an office in Red Lion Square. My 
Parton Street address was opposite the Parton Bookshop which first published 
Dylan Thomas's poetry. Underneath me also lived Roger Roughton, who had 
started the magazine Contemporary Poetry and Prose."^ It was an area 
frequented by Dylan Thomas, whom I had already met in 1932-33.®^

Poet and editor of New Verse, Geoffrey Grigson also lived on Red Lion Square 

and vividly depicted in his Recollections the decay and rundown character of 

the area that appealed to young writers on low incomes:

The flat [...] was near Theobald’s Road, high up, top floor, in the decay of Red 
Lion Square, next to a house on which a placard records that the poet and 
painter Rossetti once lived there. [. . .] It was one of the only flats on the square 
which wasn’t ’ occupied by a whore. Castor oil plants grew feebly and smuttily in 
the central garden. In Red Lion Passage, at one corner, a constant stink of 
corruption and dry rot, I would say, rose from basements.®®

With his flat on 1 Parton Street, in a building he shared with poet Roger 

Roughton and the legendary Arts Cafe, and his offices on Red Lion Square, 

Reavey had deliberately placed himself at the centre of London’s literary avant- 

garde scene, in the same way that he had lived in a notorious artists’ commune 

[Villa Brune] in Paris and based his publishing offices on Rue Bonaparte in the 

heart of Left Bank activity.

In his study British Writers o f the Thirties, Valentine Cunningham argues that, 

during the 1930s, “England’s literary and political life was largely managed from 

Central London and from a tiny part of Central London at that”. At the centre of 

this was Parton Street, which Cunningham describes as the “necessary 

touchstone for any account of ‘30s politics and literature”:®®

Poet Roger Roughton (1916-1941) was 19 years old when he founded the review 
Contemporary Poetry and Prose, which he published from his rooms at No. 1 Parton Street. 
The first issue featured poems by Dylan Thomas, E.E. Cummins, David Gascoyne, William 
Empson and Roughton himself. George Reavey contributed translations of Eluard’s verse (No. 
2. June 1936) and prose by Isaac Babel (No. 3. July 1936) to CPP. He also regularly 
advertised the Europa Press in CCP. Roughton was a leading figure in English Surrealism and 
an ardent Communist. He committed suicide in Dublin in April 1941, aged 24. [Cf. Gascoyne, 
David and Roger Scott. 2004-5. “Roughton, Roger [...]” . In Oxford Dictionary o f National 
Biography. OUP. Online version www.oxforddnb.com]
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Just around the corner from Charlie Lahr’s Progressive Bookshop at 68-69 Red 
Lion Street (haunt of H.E. Bates, James Hanley, Eric Partridge, James Boswell, 
Jack Lindsay, Hugh MacDiarmid) you came on a kind of epicentre: Parton 
Street, Red Lion Square (a street, alas, no longer there). At No 1 Parton Street 
was the Arts Cafe, open from nine in the morning until ten at night, from which 
address CPP [Contemporary Poetry and Prose] was edited. At No. 2 was the 
bookshop of Central Books and the offices of Lawrence and Wishart, the home 
of the Worker’s Theatre Movement and the Student Labour Federation, and from 
April ^936 of LR [Left Review], [....]

And at No. 4, the centre -  if such a metaphor is possible -  of this epicentre, was 
the bookshop run by Old Wellingtonian David Archer*, the home of the Parton 
Press (which issued Dylan Thomas’s Eighteen Poems, George Barker’s Thirty 
Preliminary Poems, Gascoyne’s Man’s Life is this Meat), briefly the address for 
NV [New  Verse], from May 1935 the headquarters of Artists International, the 
mecca in fact of the radical artist and poetic young. Though Monro’s Poetry 
Bookshop kept a lot of the magic it had possessed since its founding in 1913, by 
the early ‘30s the torch was being passed noticeably to Parton Street. To 
Archer’s bookshop gravitated Dylan Thomas [...].

It is a strange coincidence that the literary world of Parton Street -  a small 

rundown Georgian alley -  no longer exists but has been built over by the 

Jeanetta Cochrane Theatre [Fig. 8], The theatre’s foyer and box office occupies 

now what would have been the premises of the Arts cafe and Parton Street 

bookshop. Cunningham’s account clearly describes the importance of Reavey’s 

strategic move to the Parton Street / Red Lion Square area. His plans for 

publication, as detailed in his publisher’s announcement in Thorns o f Thunder, 

were equally ambitious; next in the Europa Poets series was Intercessions, 

Denis Devlin’s book of poems (released in 1937), as well as Reavey’s own 

Damnation o f Faust: A Tragic Poem, which, however, remained unpublished. In 

1936, Reavey also planned a new series of “books of poems by David 

Gascoyne, Dylan Thomas, Guillaume Apollinaire, Boris Pasternak and Vladimir 

Mayakovsky”, while copies of Reavey’s first poetry collection Nostradam (1932) 

and Samuel Beckett’s Echo’s Bones (1935) were available for purchase from 

his new distributor Stanley Nott Ltd.

David Archer started his Parton Street bookshop after graduating from Cambridge in 1932. 
Archer has been described as "strongly Left in political views” and his bookshop was more a 
meeting place than a commercial venture. His publishing house Parton Press published Dylan 
Thomas’ first book of poems Eighteen Poems in 1934 as well as David Gascoyne’s Man’s Life 
is this Meat (1936). His business partner was David Abercrombie. [Cf. Tolley, A.T. 1975. The 
Poetry o f the Thirties. London: Victor Gollancz Ltd. P. 223.]
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This eclectic “Europa Publications” list, which Reavey defined as “limited 

editions in collaborations with modern artists and engravers”^̂  represents the 

complex case of Reavey’s own ‘belonging’ to an array of traditions, styles, 

groups and national identities. There is the Europa Poets series, which so far 

focused on a group of expatriate Irish poets, Beckett, Devlin, and Reavey; 

alongside the work of young British writers Gascoyne and Thomas, as well as 

French poets Paul Eluard and Guillaume Apollinaire; and finally there are the 

Russian writers Vladimir Mayakovsky and Boris Pasternak, with whom Reavey 

had been in regular contact since his first translation of a Pasternak essay in 

Experiment. Although Reavey was pulled in different and conflicting directions, 

rather than attempting specialisation in an already competitive market, he was 

able to unite these choices through his own complex identity that belonged as 

much to Ireland and Russia as to his adoptive cities, London and Paris.

In parallel with his publishing business, Reavey continued to manage his 

literary agency, the European Literary Bureau. While the Europa Press was his 

own venture, he had built up the ELB with the Russian critic and translator, 

Marc Slonim. When Reavey relocated to London, the partners reached an 

agreement:

As for the Bureau, it was agreed with Slonim that we would split the commissions 
on all French or Russian authors who were sent me by the Paris bureau, 
whereas I could deal independently with any English language authors or any 
others I discovered myself, ^

This agreement seemed to work successfully for the former partners and Marc 

Slonim was formally listed on Reavey’s letterhead as the contact for the “Paris 

Office”.H o w e v e r ,  rather than operate on his own in London, Reavey was 

keen to share the workload and had taken on a junior partner in December 

1936. Clodine Gwynedd Vernon, known as Gwynedd, had a particular interest 

in drama and the European Literary Bureau would from then on describe itself 

as “literary & dramatic agents”. A p a r t  from being responsible for the 

“management of the dramatic department”, Reavey delegated to his junior

160



partner the “perusal of English manuscripts” and, most critically for him as day- 

to-day administration was undoubtedly a weakness, the “secretarial work and 

the accounts of the partnership”/® Samuel Beckett referred to Gwynedd in 

correspondence with Thomas MacGreevy as Reavey’s “secretary” and initially 

called her “Miss Vernon”.

Reavey and Vernon became romantically involved and married on 16 July 1937 

at St. Pancras registry office. An only child, Reavey chose his close Irish friend 

Thomas MacGreevy as his witness, while his wife asked Julia B r o w n . A t  the 

time of his marriage, Reavey was 30 years old and a bachelor; Gwynedd was 

six years his senior and a divorcee, having been previously married to Cecil 

Edwart Cade. Reavey stated “literary agent and author” as his profession, 

while the space for his wife remained blank. Reavey later described Gwynedd’s 

career as an “extraordinary evolution”, as she had originally started in the 

“Diaghilev ballet in the theatre and was also quite a promising painter till the 

war” .̂ ® In 1939, Gwynedd was selected for an exhibition at the London Gallery, 

which showed contemporary work under the title “Living Art in England”. She 

described herself in the exhibition catalogue as “independent” and was 

represented with a painting entitled “Window on Europe”.̂ ® The group show 

also included several members of the Surrealist Group including Eileen Agar, 

John Banting, Roland Penrose and Humphrey Jennings as well as Piet 

Mondrian, Henry Moore, Paul Nash and Ben Nicholson. After the war, 

Gwynedd Reavey abandoned the arts and became “deputy head of the foreign 

section of the Steel Federation”.̂ ' In 1950, when he wrote this account, Reavey 

described her career change somewhat sarcastically as having “turned her 

energies into ‘exercising power’.”®°

*' After the war, Gwynedd Reavey was employed in Minden, near Hannover, Germany by the 
“Trade and Industry Division” of the “British Control Commission for Germany”. There are 
several letters written from this address amongst George Reavey’s papers. [Letters from 
Gwynedd Reavey to George Reavey. Undated but c. 1946. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey 
Collection. Box 59, Folder 10.]
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Following their marriage in July 1937, the couple moved to a flat on 7 Great 

Ormond Street, a short walking distance north of Red Lion Square [Fig. 9]. 

Soon after, Reavey operated both the Europa Press and the European Literary 

Bureau from his address on Great Ormond Street. Reavey’s marriage to 

Gwynedd Vernon appears to have affected his relationship with Beckett. In the 

week leading up to their wedding, Beckett wrote resignedly to Thomas 

MacGreevy:

I sent George a Meissen wine cup before I left but have had no 
acknowledgement. I suppose he knows what he is doing but it is hard not to feel 
sorry for him. I don’t think he’ll write much more poetry.®

When Beckett visited London in October 1937 on his way to Paris, he refused 

to stay with the newly-wed couple, imploring Thomas MacGreevy; “I think it 

would be a mistake to stay with the Reaveys, even for a single night, so 

perhaps you would book me a room in your place, if there is one available”.®̂ It 

seems that Beckett had difficulties accepting Reavey’s marriage; he either had 

particular objections against Gwynedd Reavey as a suitable partner for Reavey 

or he may have frowned upon the institution of marriage as such.

4. Samuel Beckett: Murphy {'\9Z7)

Despite their brief falling out during the summer of 1936 over the inclusion of 

Beckett’s Eluard poems in Thorns o f Thunder, and Beckett’s reservations about 

his marriage, Reavey and Beckett remained life-long friends. Back in 1936, 

when Reavey took a holiday and stayed in his grandfather’s home, 'Stramore', 

in Belfast from late August to early September, Beckett invited him to Dublin. 

One Sunday in early September, a day which coincided with the All-Ireland 

hurling final between Limerick and Kilkenny, Reavey took the train from Belfast 

to Dublin. Beckett took great care in the planning of Reavey’s visit and included 

his own favourite choices: a visit to the National Gallery and a trip to the
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Wicklow Mountains, where they drove over the Sally Gap and past 

Glenmacnass and visited, at Reavey’s request, the writer Francis Stuart.®^ 

Beckett described the visit in a letter to Thomas MacGreevy and recalled that 

Reavey sent a postcard of College Green to Paul Eluard:

Yes, I had Reavey, last Sunday, he came down with the howling mob for the All- 
Ireland Hurling Final between Poets & Pretenders, The first thing we saw was 
[...] Maud Gonne [...] McBride addressing a civic guard [...] in O ’Connell Street,

[...] I put him on the 9 train back to Belfast, the lowly having by then achieved 
themselves in hiccoughs. He sent Eluard a P,C, [postcard] of College Green,
He had no further news of Murphy, but would have Knott's [sic for Stanley Nott] 
verdict by the middle of the month. Knott’s verdict!!!®'*

Reavey had previously told Thomas MacGreevy about his plans to visit Beckett 

in a postcard, sent from Belfast on 3 September;

I’ve been having a quiet time digging up ancestral poems*".
I've discovered a "Lough Island Reavey" [Reavey’s emphasis] in Co. Down,
Going to Dublin this week + hope to see Sam. I am looking forward to seeing you 
when I get back. Yours G.R.®

It is evident from Beckett’s correspondence with MacGreevy, that despite his 

row with Reavey over Thorns of Thunder dumg  June and July 1936, Beckett 

had asked Reavey to act as his literary agent from late August 1936. Reavey 

recalled:

Whereas I had always tried to help Sam Beckett in a friendly way since 1930, I 
began to act as his agent for his novel Murphy as from 1936-1937. The novel 
came out with Routledge in March of 1938.®®

Before he entrusted Murphy to Reavey, Beckett himself had sent the 

manuscript to Chatto and Windus, who, in 1934, had published a collection of 

short stories by Beckett, More Pricks Than Kicks as well as to Simon & 

Schuster. Both refused; Simon & Schuster, according to Beckett “with the usual 

kind words, brilliance, 5% appeal & ruisselant avenir”.®̂

During his stay in Belfast, Reavey came across some “ancestral poems" by his great uncle 
Joseph Reavey. He treasured this find and kept all his life a blue notebook with a typescript of 
these poems. [Cf. Chapter Two,]
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In London during the autumn of 1934, Beckett had started a story “about a 

young man, a down-and-out intellectual similar to himself, who lived in the 

World’s End with a prostitute he had picked up off a street there”, explains 

Deirdre Bair, which he “gradually evolved into the novel Murphy”. James 

Knowlson offers a more precise date for Murphy and reports that Beckett’s first 

novel, initially entitled “Sasha Murphy”, was “actually begun” in his London bed

sit at 34 Gertrude Street on 20 August 1935”.®® In the novel, Beckett draws on 

his experience in his Chelsea lodging house, run by a Mr. and Mrs. Fred Frost, 

as well as on the streets and parks of his immediate environment. Yet, 

according to Knowlson, Beckett does not “use these settings as a nineteenth- 

century novelist like Balzac would have done”. Instead, they serve to “underline 

the attempted separation of the 'little world’ of Murphy’s inner self from the 'big 

buzzing confusion’ of the outer world”.®®

Murphy, described by James Knowlson as Beckett’s “most traditional novel” 

and by H. Porter Abbott as “his first and only novel”, nevertheless posed a 

challenge for Reavey to find an enlightened and non-prejudiced publisher. In 

the very beginning of the novel, the reader is confronted by the unsettling 

image of a stark-naked protagonist tied to a rocking chair. No explanation is 

given by the narrator as to how Murphy arrived in this position, where 

movement [the rocking chair] is juxtaposed with paralysis:

He sat naked in his rocking-chair of undressed teak, guaranteed not to crack, 
warp, shrink, corrode, or creak at night. It was his own, it never left him. The 
corner in which he sat was curtained off from the sun, the poor old sun in the 
Virgin again for the billionth time. Seven scarves held him in position. Two 
fastened his shins to the rockers, one his thighs to the seat, two his breast and 
belly to the back, one his wrists to the strut behind. Only the most local 
movements were possible.

More unsettling to the unassuming reader is the subsequent narrator’s 

admission that Murphy “sat in his chair in this way because it gave him 

pleasure!”®̂ Murphy is a down-and-out character who “belonged to no 

profession or trade” and lives on “small charitable sums”.®̂ The novel describes 

his on-and-off relationship with a prostitute Celia, who “spent every penny she
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earned”.®̂ When the book finally appeared in 1938, Beckett’s publishers, 

Routledge, were anxious to focus on the humorous aspects of the writing in 

order to deflect from the immorality of its protagonist:

[...] This novel comes from Ireland, but it is written in a more pungent, hilarious, 
ecstatic style while still displaying the characteristic waywardness and charm of 
the Irish. Murphy is a character whose idea is to escape from the real world into 
one of his own making. Hence he despises normal ambitions and conventions 
and lives in the lowest strata of society. All the efforts of the other characters fail 
to nail him more securely to life. From the reader’s point of view it is a good thing, 
for the bottom rung of the ladder seems to be a most entertaining vantage-point 
for observing people and places.®'*

Reavey faced a difficult task in placing the book, as a succession of publishing 

houses regarded the novel as too obscene, too obscure, or too complex in its 

form and narrative. In an interview with James Knowlson, Reavey admitted to 

these difficulties and stated that he had “letters from Dent, from Hamish 

Hamilton, and other publishers turning down the Beckett novel”.A c c o rd in g  to 

Deirdre Bair, 42 publishers rejected Murphy and Beckett kept “first in jest, then 

grimly [...] a neat, handwritten list of publishers who had rejected the novel”.®® 

Bair, who met Beckett in person on several occasions during the research 

stages of her biography, recalls that “the intensity of his anger and hurt at its 

[Murphy] continuous rejection was such that he could barely bring himself to 

talk about it as late as 1973”. “He keeps the list, he says”, wrote Bair, “because 

it comforts him to know that so many people were wrong about his writing and 

that he was right all along”.

Reavey undoubtedly brought new energy to Beckett’s frustrated efforts and, by 

the time he visited Beckett in Dublin in early September 1936, he had already 

submitted Murphy to Stanley Nott, with whom he had published Eluard’s poems 

Thorns o f Thunder. Stanley Nott also distributed Roger Roughton’s review 

Contemporary Poetry and Prose. Despite his objections to his inclusion in 

Thorns o f Thunder, this well-planned and well-executed book must have 

restored Beckett’s confidence in Reavey’s ability as a publisher and agent. 

Moreover, Stanley Nott’s initial reaction to Murphy \Nas positive with the proviso

165



of co-publication and Reavey focused his attention for the next few months on 

finding a co-publisher for Murphy and sent the manuscript to American 

publishers Houghton & Mifflin. Through all his dealings, Reavey kept Beckett 

informed, who nevertheless became increasingly frustrated and confided in 

Thomas MacGreevy: “Houghton & Mifflin now have it. Nott has not made up his 

mind.” ®̂

When George Reavey informed Beckett about the demands of Ferris 

Greensiet, a writer and director of Houghton Mifflin, to cut a third of the novel, 

Beckett took a firm stance despite his desire to see the book in print:

Let me say at once that I do not see how [Beckett’s emphasis] the book can be 
cut without being disorganised. Especially if the beginning is cut (& God knows 
the first half is plain sailing enough) the later part will lose such resonance as it 
has, I can’t imagine what they want me to take out. I refuse to touch the section 
entitled Amor Intellectualis quo M. se ipsum amat. And I refuse also to touch the 
game of chess. The Horoscope chapter is essential. But I am anxious for the 
book to be published and therefore cannot afford to reply with a blank refusal to 
cut anything.®®

Beckett then proceeded to give Reavey precise, if somewhat unworkable 

directions, for his dealings with his prospective publishers: “Be astonished, firm 

& up to a point flexible, all at once, if you can”.^°° Beckett’s position did 

effectively give Reavey very little negotiating room, yet it preserved the integrity 

of his work.

Will you therefore communicate to Mr. Greensiet my extreme aversion to 
removing one third of my work, proceeding from my extreme inability to 
understand how this can be done and leave a remainder. [...] Do they not 
understand that if the book is slightly obscure, it is so by compression, and that 
to compress it further can only result in making it more obscure?^°^

Enclosed with this letter, was a photograph that Beckett had found first in an 

edition of the Daily Sketch and subsequently in a German “ lllustrierte” [glossy 

magazine]. It depicted two monkeys playing chess and Beckett was adamant to 

have it used, initially, “without subscript, as frontispiece” and later for the book’s 

jacket. “Keep it carefully”, wrote Beckett to Reavey.^°^
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Negotiations with American publishers Houghton Mifflin, however, had started 

to break down as Beckett grew increasingly irritated at their demands, such as 

to have the novel’s title changed. “Is there no further news about Quigley, I 

mean Murphy?”, wrote Beckett sarcastically to Reavey during his stay in 

Germany in December 1936. This was a deliberate Freudian slip, as Quigley 

was in fact the name of the editor at Houghton Mifflin:^°^

The last I remember is my readiness to cut down the work to its title. I am now 
prepared to go further, and change the title, if it gives offence, to Quigley, 
Trompetenschleim, Eliot, or any other name that the publishers fancy".

Houghton Mifflin finally turned down the book in March 1937. Yet, Reavey had 

already pursued, in parallel, a number of other publishers including J. M. Dent 

& Sons. At any one time, there were two to three manuscripts of Murphy in 

circulation. Beckett also informed Reavey that Dublin-born dramatist, Mary 

Manning, who was married in Boston, was also approaching several publishers. 

“Her brother-in-law is a director or something in a big New York firm of 

publishers whose name I forget”, wrote Beckett. “They turned down Murphy 

with the classical obeisance et I’obligeance prophetique”.^°‘*

“The book seems to be now under consideration by Dent”, Beckett informed 

MacGreevy in January 1937, and added that Dent’s reader, Richard Church, 

had “at the point of one of Reavey’s lunches declared himself ‘greatly 

impressed’. Y e t  in February 1937, a disillusioned Beckett, who could not 

face returning home to Dublin without the prospects of publication, informed 

MacGreevy:

Dent turned down Murphy, as I knew they would, in spite of Church’s affabilities.
So also, since, have Cobden Sanderson. So will have, soon, Faber, Seeker &
Hogarth. By which time if Nott does not renegue I shall be surprised. I dread 
going home with nothing cut & dried to. Proofs & a publication would carry me 
over till I could get away again.

When finally in 1937, Herbert Read -  who had been with Reavey on the 

organising committee of the International Surrealist Exhibition -  started as a 

literary adviser with both Heinemann and Routledge and Sons, Reavey seized
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on this opportunity. According to Read’s biographer, James King, “Read was 

taken with Beckett’s Rabelaisian buffoonery, his ability to combine ‘learning and 

licence. It is also what I would call a perfect example of surrealist humour’. 

When Reavey was finally able to wire the news of Murphy’s acceptance to the 

book’s author in December 1937, Beckett reported the news relieved but rather 

exhausted to MacGreevy:

When I got back late last night found a wire from George that Murphy has been 
taken by Routledge. Haven’t heard any details yet. No jubilation, but bien content 
quand meme.^°®

By late December 1937, Beckett and Routledge & Sons were exchanging -  

through Reavey -  contracts, which Beckett incidentally returned “without having 

signed it” .̂ °® In the New Year they were discussing the novel’s cover price and 

exchanging proofs. Murphy \Nas finally going to appear in print.

The publication of Murphy in spring 1938 is a testament to their enduring 

friendship, Reavey’s dedication to Beckett, and his judgement as a literary 

agent and publisher. Despite 42 rejections, Reavey defended and promoted a 

work that was perceived difficult and obscure by some of Britain’s and 

America’s literary leaders, but that he regarded as exceptional. Reavey’s efforts 

on behalf of Murphy earned him Beckett’s life-long friendship and enduring 

loyalty.

5. Art and Art Lovers (1937-1938)

In May 1938, George Reavey and a group of close friends were captured in a 

photograph relaxing together on a picnic blanket in the garden of Peggy 

Guggenheim’s English home, Yew Tree cottage [Fig. 10]. George Reavey is 

seated in the foreground of the photo, beside Samuel Beckett, with the Dutch
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painter Geer van Velde’"" in the background. The three friends -  Reavey, van 

Velde and Beckett -  were invited, together with their wives Lis! van Velde and 

Gwynedd Reavey [in the background of the photograph], to Yew Tree Cottage 

on the occasion of a Geer van Velde exhibition at Peggy Guggenheim’s newly 

founded art gallery, the Guggenheim Jeune. The weekend was the culmination 

of a joint effort by Beckett and Reavey to promote the work of their friend, Geer 

van Velde, as well as of their friendship with Peggy Guggenheim.

Guggenheim had conceived the idea for a gallery in the previous year, when 

the wealthy American heiress had found herself -  following a divorce, the death 

of a partner and several short-lived relationships -  “at a loss for an occupation”, 

acknowledging that she had “never been anything but a wife for the last fifteen 

years”. W h e n  a friend suggested that she should either “start a publishing 

house or open an art gallery”, Guggenheim fell for the latter idea, out of fear 

that publishing “would be too expensive” . She later recalled; “Little did I dream 

of the thousands of dollars I was about to sink into art”.̂ ^̂

Guggenheim admitted that at the time, she was an inexperienced gallery- 

owner, who had “no idea how to sell and had never bought pictures”.”  ̂

Professional advice on contemporary art came, at first, from Humphrey 

Jennings, Reavey’s Cambridge student friend and fellow Experiment 

contributor. Jennings was an experimental filmmaker, painter and poet. An 

essential part of his credentials were his contacts with the Surrealists, having 

been on the organising committee of the hugely successful 1936 International 

Surrealist Exhibition in London. Most notably, he introduced Guggenheim to 

the Surrealist writer and spokesman Andre Breton and the painter Yves 

Tanguy, with whom Guggenheim would later enter into a liaison. Jennings

The abstract painter Geer van Velde, was born on 4 April 1899 in Lisse near Leydan, 
Netherlands. He moved to Paris in 1925 and divided his time between the city and the South of 
France. He exhibited in Paris between 1926-1930 with the Independents. He exhibited also at 
the Hague. Geer van Velde died in Paris in March 1977, aged 78. He was a brother of Bram 
van Velde. [Cf. Beckett, Samuel. “Geer van Velde” in Geer van Velde Catalogue, The London 
Bulletin. April 1938, and The Times, “Obituaries”, 11 March 1977. P. 20.]
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proposed that Guggenheim’s new London-based gallery should open with a 

Tanguy show and “had wild ideas about the way of presenting Tanguy’s 

paintings”, recalled Guggenheim. “None of us understood these ideas”, 

Guggenheim admitted, “but Tanguy politely agreed”. A l t h o u g h  these plans 

were not realised for the opening of Guggenheim Jeune, an impressive Tanguy 

exhibition took place during the summer of 1938 and Guggenheim remained a 

patron of his work.

Jennings and Guggenheim also embarked on a brief love affair, when Jennings 

visited Guggenheim in Paris in the summer of 1937. Their professional 

relationship was, however, equally short-lived, as Guggenheim regarded 

Jennings as brilliant but inefficient: “He was dynamic and always bursting with a 

new idea; but, as he had too many, he never got much accomplished. He was 

a sort of genius, and he looked like Donald Duck”, wrote Guggenheim 

dismissively in her memoir Out o f this Century.

After Jennings ‘departure’ as both her lover and art advisor, Guggenheim 

turned to the French painter Marcel Duchamp’̂ ''', whom she met through his 

partner -  American expatriate Mary Reynolds, a close friend of Guggenheim’s 

in Paris. Duchamp had made art history in 1912 with his ground-breaking 

painting Nude Descending a Staircase, which focused on the dynamics of 

movement. Duchamp had also created, in 1919, the famous Mona Lisa 

postcard, decorated with beard and moustache and the cryptic letters 

L.H.O.O.Q. (elle a chaud au cul), which became one of the icons of Dadaism.

*''' Marcel Duchamp was born in 1887 near Biainville, France. He went to Paris in 1903 to study 
art and exhibited in 1909 with the Salon des Independants. His famous Nude Descending a 
Staircase No. 2, was first exhibited at a Cubist show in Barcelona and, following rejection by 
the Salon des Independants, at the Section d’Or, which he co-founded. From 1913, Duchamp 
became interested in three-dimensional objects. His acknowledged masterpiece is Large 
Glass: The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even, which he constructed from lead wire 
and tin foil on glass and abandoned in 1923. The ‘uncompleted’ work was shown at the 1926 
International Exhibition of Modern Art at the Brooklyn Museum. Duchamp virtually gave up 
work as an artist in 1923 and concentrated on chess. He continued to organize exhibitions and 
kept an interest in experimental film and optics. He died in 1968, a year after his 80th birthday 
had been marked by a major exhibition in Paris. [Cf. Osborne, Harold. 1990. The Oxford 
Companion to Twentieth Century Art. Oxford: Oxford University Press. P. 166-7.]
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Although Duchamp had virtually abandoned art in 1923, he remained a “much- 

sought-after authority in the modern art world”, advising American collector 

Katherine Dreier French, and becoming involved in several important 

exhibitions, such as the 1938 International Surrealist Exhibition at the Galleries 

des Beaux-Arts, Paris. With Duchamp’s advice, Guggenheim also started in 

1937 her now legendary art collection with the purchase of a bronze sculpture 

by Jean Arp. Over the years, Duchamp remained an expert advisor to 

Guggenheim and she wrote appreciatively in her memoirs: “I have him to thank 

for my introduction to the modern art world”.

Together with her American friend, Wyn Henderson, who became secretary to 

the gallery, Guggenheim managed to develop her ambitious plans and rented 

the entire second floor of No 30, Cork Street, London. According to 

Guggenheim, it was Henderson who named the newly created art space 

“Guggenheim Jeune”"® after the Bernheim Jeune gallery in Paris, which 

showed Matisse and the F u tu ris ts .^D ucham p devised the plan for the 

Guggenheim Jeune to open its doors in January 1938 with a memorable 

exhibition on the ‘enfant terrible’ of Paris -  Jean Cocteau, according to Ruth 

Brandon’s study of Surrealism, a “certified enemy, infuriatingly omnipresent in 

the small world of avant-garde Paris”."® Cocteau had broken away from 

Surrealism’s precursor, the Dada movement, as early as 1919 and had as a 

result “fallen out with everyone”.” ® He had propagated his non-conformist 

views through his review, Le Coq, and run a legendary nightclub in Paris, Le 

Boeuf sur le Toit, which was frequented by avant-garde artists including Mary 

Reynolds and Marcel Duchamp. Cocteau had also made a film Le Sang d ’un 

Poete, in which American photographer Lee Miller -  who later married Roland 

Penrose -  had starred, despite the “categoric disapproval of Man Ray and her 

other surrealist friends, who despised Cocteau”.
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Guggenheim recalled that “the arrangements for the Cocteau show were rather 

difficult”, as she had to “go to his hotel in the rue de Cambon [Paris] and try to 

talk to him while he lay on his bed, smoking opium”. T h e  exhibition, which 

opened on 24 January 1938 and was hung by Duchamp, consisted of original 

drawings for Cocteau’s play Les Chevaliers de la Table Ronde, stage furniture, 

and an allegorical drawing on bed sheets. La Peur donnant ailes au Courage, 

which was held up by British Customs as it displayed, according to 

Guggenheim, “two very decadent looking figures [...] with pubic hairs”, despite 

Cocteau’s efforts at pinning leaves over these.

Guggenheim admitted that, at the time of her preparations for the Cocteau 

show, in late 1937, she had become “entirely obsessed for over a year by the 

strange creature Samuel Beckett”. G u g g e n h e i m  and Beckett met through 

Joyce in Paris and started a short-lived love affair. Unlike in the case of 

Humphrey Jennings however, Guggenheim felt strongly for Beckett and later 

confessed that she remained in love with him for thirteen months. She 

described him vividly in her memoirs:

Beckett was a tall, lanky Irishman of about thirty with enormous green eyes that 
never looked at you. He wore spectacles, and always seemed to be far away 
solving some intellectual problem; he spoke very seldom and never said anything 
stupid. He was excessively polite, but rather awkward. He dressed badly in tight- 
fitting French clothes and had no vanity about his appearance. Beckett accepted 
life fatalistically, as he never seemed to think he could alter anything. He was a 
frustrated writer, a pure intellectual.

Guggenheim thought Beckett was still “much influenced by Joyce” and 

regarded his poems “childish”, but expressed admiration for his “extraordinary” 

novel Murphy and his “excellent” study on P r o u s t . T h e  affair itself consisted 

only of one amorous weekend and a subsequent “twelve days” spent in the 

house of one of Guggenheim’s close friends in Paris, during her preparations 

for the opening show on Cocteau.

”  Guggenheim and Duchamp managed to release the painting from British Customs by 
promising not to exhibit it to the general public but only in her private office. [Guggenheim, 
Peggy. 1980. Out o f This Century. P. 166.]
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Beckett had sent her good wishes for the opening and Guggenheim recalled 

that the launch of Guggenheim Jeune was a great success and new exhibitions 

were mounted every fortnight, including a one-man-show for Kandinski (then in 

his early seventies), followed by a group exhibition of Contemporary Sculpture, 

which included works by Constantin Brancusi, Hans (Jean) Arp, Henry Moore 

and Alexander Calder amongst others.

Yet, Guggenheim’s venture into the art world was also controversial and 

attracted harsh criticism from her uncle Solomon’s foundation. Baroness 

Rebay, curator of the Guggenheim Museum, accused her of “propagating 

mediocrity; if not trash” and wrote caustically: “ It is extremely distasteful at this 

moment, when the name of Guggenheim stands for an ideal in art, to see it 

used for commerce so as to give the wrong impression, as if this great 

philanthropic work was intended to be a useful boost to some small shop”. 

Rebay took particular offence at the use of the Guggenheim name -  

Guggenheim Jeune -  in Peggy’s new gallery venture and concluded that it was 

“very poor taste to make use of it [...] to cheapen it for profit”. Henderson’s 

clever naming of the gallery undoubtedly made it appear more like a branch of 

the established museum than an independent venture.

Guggenheim and Henderson had been equally shrewd on the location of the 

Guggenheim Jeune in the hub of London’s avant-garde art scene, around the 

corner from the Royal Academy of Arts and the New Burlington Gardens 

galleries, venue of the popular 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition. The 

Guggenheim Jeune moved into premises on No. 30 Cork Street, as Reavey 

recalled, “absolutely next door”^̂ ® to the London Gallery at No 28.’" ' The most 

established of the galleries specialising in modern art on Cork Street was the 

Mayor Gallery at No. 18. It had been founded in 1925 by Fred Mayor, when it

*''' The original buildings at No. 28 and 29 Cork Street have since been replaced v\/ith a modern 
office block, with art galleries at ground floor level.

173



showed an exhibition of “thirty-one French paintings”. O v e r  the years, the 

Mayor Gallery pioneered the works of many artists who had not been seen in 

England before such as Francis Bacon, Alexander Calder, Max Ernst and Paul 

Klee. The gallery also became the centre of Unit One, a group of English 

painters that included Ben Nicholson, Paul Nash and Henry Moore. Of the 

three galleries, the Mayor Gallery is the only one that has survived until today 

and, while continuing to show leading contemporary artists, has maintained its 

focus on Dada and Surrealism.’'''"

The London Gallery had been set up in 1936 by Lady Norton, the wife of a 

diplomat, who had shown the works of Munch, Moholy-Nagy, Bayer, Leger, 

Schlemmer yet, according to Michael Remy, without “any specific policy”. 

The gallery had become a centre for avant-garde art as it offered “the services 

of a lending library, and access to various journals and magazines”. A  year 

later, in 1937, when Lady Norton’s husband was posted abroad, Penrose took 

over the gallery. Inspired by the success of the 1936 International Surrealist 

Exhibition, and following consultations with the Surrealist group, Penrose 

wanted to establish a base for the Surrealist group. He recalled; “The main 

centre for activities in London [...] became the London Gallery, a small gallery 

in Cork Street supported by me and managed by Mesens”. T h e  Belgian art 

expert and Surrealist E.L.T. Mesens had been known to the London Surrealist 

group since his involvement with the 1936 exhibition, when he was responsible 

for the eclectic and unconventional hanging of the show.

Both Mesens and Penrose had started impressive art collections of their own, 

which became the foundation for the London Gallery. Mesens owned 150 

paintings by Rene Magritte, which he had acquired in 1932, at the height of the 

Depression, at a much-reduced price from the Galerie Le Centaure. Although 

this collection “was to make him a multi-millionaire”, his former assistant, the 

writer and musician George Melly, does not question that it was “an act of

The Mayor Gallery is located at 22A Cork Street, W 1S SNA London.
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gratuitous faith and love”, at a tinne when his friend, Magritte, faced “ruin and 

humiliation”. T h e  collection would also form the basis of Mesens’ first 

exhibition at the London Gallery in April 1938 -  a “mini-retrospective of Magritte 

including such masterpieces as Le Viol and L ’Evidence E t e r n e l le " Since the 

1936 International Surrealist Exhibition, Reavey had developed a profound 

interest in the work of Magritte, which heavily influenced his poetry, such as his 

1939 cycle Quixotic Perquisitions. The collection includes several poems that 

draw on Magritte’s technique of metamorphosis, in particular the poem “The 

Bridge of Heraclitus”, which meditates on Magritte’s painting Le Pont 

d ’lHeraclite.

Penrose had been buying art since the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition, 

when he made “a few modest acquisitions”. The core of his collection came to 

him, however, two years later when Paul Eluard, “always in need of more 

money than his writing could provide”^̂ ,̂ offered to sell him a collection which 

he had started in 1921. In one swoop, Penrose acquired an outstanding 

collection of modern art: “A hundred pictures and objects among which; 6 

Chirico, 10 Picasso, 40 Max Ernst, 8 Miro, 3 Tanguy, 4 Magritte, 3 Man Ray, 3 

Dali, 3 Arp, 1 Klee, 1 Chagall and various other paintings and objects, all for 

the sum of £1,500”.̂ '̂’ “As one looks at the list today, written out by Eluard 

himself, it might seem that in accepting his price I was swindling my best 

friend”, wrote Penrose somewhat guiltily in his Scrapbook.^^^ Yet, while the 

purchase was undoubtedly a coup, Penrose’s main motivation, as in the case 

of Mesens and Magritte, was to support his struggling friend.

Penrose, who came from a wealthy background and later bought the country 

estate Farley Farm in the South Downs, used his personal funds to support his 

contemporaries and create with the London Gallery a new focal point for 

Surrealist art. According to Penrose, the objective for the London Gallery, as 

conceived by Mesens and the London Surrealist group, was to:
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Establish a centre which could unite the activities of French, Belgian,
Spanish and English Surrealists in exhibitions and in a magazine. The  London 
Bulletin', [...] Its originality and vitality and the lack of any rival gave the 
magazine considerable success, which continued until the outbreak of war, its 
last double number appearing in the summer of 1940 after the closing of the 
gallery in Cork Street.^ ®

The London Gallery Bulletin, shortened to London Bulletin from Its second 

issue, was launched by E.L.T. Mesens when he took over the running of the 

gallery in April 1938. Priced at one shilling, The London Bulletin combined the 

function of exhibition catalogue with the aspiration to be Britain’s most foremost 

Surrealist magazine. It contained reproductions of artwork alongside poems 

and critical articles. According to George Melly, it was a “brilliant publication 

and there were to be nineteen further issues, some double, until, in June 1940, 

the war finally put a stop to it”.̂ ^̂

The first number of the London Gallery Bulletin featured two articles on Rene 

Magritte by Herbert Read and Humphrey Jennings to coincide with the Magritte 

show and also introduced the Belgian editor to the British readership. Mesens 

was portrayed by contributor Alberto Cavalcanti as being of “Flemish peasant 

stock”, who like other “incoming foreign comrades” fleeing the “Continental 

hurry-scurry” had been welcomed by the British artist community “with open 

arms”.̂ ®̂ Apart from his organisation of exhibitions in Belgium, Paris and 

London, Mesens had been involved with a string of art magazines such as 

Inten/ention Surrealiste (1934) and the Bulletin International du Surrealisme 

No. 3 (1935) and from 1928-1930 was on the staff of Varietes, according the 

Cavalcanti, “the most perfect type of art magazine ever published”.

Following negotiations with Peggy Guggenheim and Fred Mayor, Mesens 

offered that from the second issue on The London Bulletin would include its 

gallery neighbours on Cork Street. Significantly the cover of the London 

Bulletin’s second issue was divided into four windows: two referred to 

forthcoming exhibitions at the London Gallery -  paintings by John Piper and 

drawings and collages by Picasso, both running from 5 to 31 May 1938 -  while
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one ‘window’ was dedicated to the Mayor Gallery’s Miro show in May and one 

to the Guggenheim Jeune.^''° According to Reavey, Penrose and Mesens from 

then on published in their magazine “a weekly or fortnightly catalogue which 

comprised both galleries -  what was going on at the Guggenheim Jeune and 

the London Gallery”.S u r r e a l is m  expert, Michael Remy, confirms that the 

London Bulletin “gave ample publicity to exhibitions both at the Mayor Gallery 

[...] of Miro and Leger [...] and at Guggenheim Jeune Gallery, next door”.̂ '*̂

Guggenheim, who undoubtedly benefited from the experience and contacts of 

her established neighbours, recalled that the London Bulletin “advertised 

everything Mesens sold in his gallery, and he produced my catalogues free of 

charge in exchange for an advertisement that I paid for” .̂ '’  ̂ Guggenheim 

described The London Bulletin, as a “rather good” Surrealist paper, which was, 

however, “like Mesens himself, a little too commercial” and admitted that she 

wanted to “get control of this paper and improve it, but Mesens was jealous” .̂ '*'' 

It is, however, much more likely that Guggenheim was still perceived as a 

novice to the art world -  “unable to distinguish one thing in art from another”, 

as she admitted openly in her memoirs. Her experienced neighbours in Cork 

Street would have watched her efforts to take control of the scene with 

scepticism.

Despite their common goals and mutual support, the three galleries remained in 

competition with each other and tried to keep a different focus. Reavey, a 

regular visitor to all three, explained that the London Gallery in particular stood 

out, as “Penrose and Mesens were pushing the original school of 

Surrealism”.’''̂ ®

Through the London Bulletin, George Reavey returned in 1938 to the centre of 

the Surrealist group. From the first issue on Reavey placed regular 

advertisements for the Europa Poets, for example to announce the imminent
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publication of Brian Coffey’s collection Third Person (1938)/''"' In return, the 

London Gallery sold copies of Europa Press publications from its premises, as 

did the bookshop in the Zwemmer gallery.^''^ In the second issue, May 1938, 

Reavey featured prominently with an essay on Geer van Velde, to coincide with 

his exhibition at Guggenheim Jeune, as well as an article relating to Mesens’ 

recent Magritte show.

Over the coming issues, Mesens published several translations by Reavey of 

poems by Paul Eluard and Benjamin Peret as well as an essay by Reavey on 

the American abstract painter Charles Howard, whom Reavey described as 

“more akin to the Surrealist school” than being a “pure abstractionist like 

Mondrian”.̂ '’® Reavey particularly admired the “foreboding” atmosphere in 

Howard’s work, an expression that featured strongly in his own poetry since 

Faust’s Metamorphoses. Most importantly, the London Bulletin provided 

Reavey with a creative outlet for his own poetry, as Mesens published several 

of his new poems including “Bodas de Sangre”, “The Rape of Europe", and “Hie 

Jacet” .̂ ^̂

Not only can Reavey’s presence be felt in issue after issue of the London 

Bulletin, but his wife, the painter Gwynedd Reavey, was included in the London 

Gallery’s group show Living Art in England, which ran from January to February 

1939. She was represented, alongside established artists such as Eileen Agar, 

Ben Nicholson and Paul Nash, with a painting entitled “Window on Europe”. 

Although Gwynedd Reavey described herself as an “Independent”, the painting 

is heavily influenced by Surrealism as it depicts a landscape swept by war and 

destruction, with body parts (hands and ears) and armoured tanks rising Dall-

Brian Coffey refers to an advertisement of his collection Third Person in a letter to Reavey 
dated 29.04.38: “ It will not matter that the notice of this [S.W. Hayter had agreed to produce an 
illustration] does not appear in the London Bulletin ad, but such notice should appear on 
subscription sheet.” [MS Texas, HRC Reavey Collection. Box 48. Folder 2. Coffey’s address is 
College Franco-Brittanique, Universite de Paris, 9 Boulevard Jourdan, Paris XIV.]
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like from the ground. As buildings and surfaces crumble, a symbolic weeping 

face or mask emerges amidst the chaos.

Reavey’s growing influence in the London Bulletin is evident in the fact that he 

became one of Mesens’ “three successive assistant editors”, preceded by 

Humphrey Jennings and Roland P e n r o s e . J u s t  as Reavey had influenced 

the direction of the Paris-based review This Quarter -  such as his involvement 

in a ‘Russian’ number during Samuel Putnam’s assistant editorship -  he began 

to formulate ideas for The London Bulletin. In 1938, Reavey’s Europa Press 

published a collection of poems by American writer Charles Henri Ford’̂ '’' under 

the title The Garden o f D is o rd e r .^ Through his contacts with Ford, it is highly 

likely that Reavey recommended the young American writer to Mesens as The 

London Bulletin’s new overseas representative in the USA. And from the sixth 

issue on, according to Remy “the Bulletin added to its cover and title page 

Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam and New York, with the names of its 

representatives overseas, Georges Hugnet, P.G. Van Hecke and Charles Henri 

Ford”.̂ ^̂

Reavey’s involvement with the Geer van Velde exhibition at the Guggenheim 

Jeune would have considerably raised his profile with the London Gallery and 

the London Bulletin. Reavey, who had met the painter brothers Geer and Bram 

van Velde in his early years in Paris [c. 1932], had introduced Beckett to Geer 

van Velde in the mid-thirties and a friendship started to develop:

I think I introduced Sam to Geer first. It was around perhaps 1935 or 1936. [. . . .]
Sam was first interested in Geer. And Geer is the Oblomov’"  type. In fact
Oblomov was a hero of his. Between Sam, myself and Peggy Guggenheim, we

The bisexual Ford was a controversial figure, since the publication of his novel The Young 
and Evil, in 1933, by the Paris-based Obelisk Press. The novel, which he had co-written with 
fellow American Parker Tyler, is set among the artists’ community of New York’s Greenwich 
Village and was banned both in Britain and the US because of its homo-erotic content.

** Peggy Guggenheim claims to have bestowed the name “Oblomov” on Beckett. The name is 
taken from a novel by Goncharov that Djuna Barnes had given Guggenheim to read. 
Guggenheim passed it on to Beckett: “When I met him I was surprised to find a living Oblomov 
[...] the strange inactive hero who finally did not even have the will power to get out of bed”. 
[Guggenheim, Peggy. 1980. Out o f This Century. P. 166-7.]
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arranged this exhibition for Geer at the Guggenheim gallery in March 1938 and, 
in the catalogue which was in The London Bulletin, both Sam and I wrote about 
van Velde.  ̂ ^

According to James Knowlson, Lisl van Velde “could remember the first 

meeting, arranged by George Reavey, between Beckett and her tall, good- 

looking husband and his brother, the melancholy, silent, ruminative Bram”.̂ '̂̂  

Knowlson believes that the new friendship with Geer and Bram was critical in 

helping Beckett to “feel at home” in Paris.

When the London Bulletin published a van Velde catalogue to coincide with the 

exhibition, Reavey recommended his Irish friends Samuel Beckett and Brian 

Coffey as contributors to Mesens. Brian Coffey contributed a poem, simply 

entitled “The Painter Van Velde”, which adopts Van Velde’s vibrant painterly 

palette of “frigid yellows” and “red orange green blue night” to meditate on the 

painter’s background, his influences and themes: “fields of tulips set in water / 

eyes from Leyden guiding”. Yet Coffey’s poem intuitively reaches the 

conclusion that Van Velde’s art has merged past, present and future into a new 

state of being that allows him “to construct his light”:

What is behind him is seen
By what he holds with his eyes
What is before him is seen
By what he holds from his eyes
The rock was shattered to work against time
To construct his light

Out of mothering waters 
Wet red
Winged yellow that cries 
Green enemy
The blue no eye has bleached 
Out of time
The blue his turned eye has seen

Samuel Beckett was commissioned by Mesens to write a biographical note on 

van Velde. Although he sets out to chronicle van Velde’s life and exhibitions 

to-date, Beckett could not resist subverting the convention of artists’
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biographies and refused to be drawn into conclusions about van Velde's style 

and tradition:
GEER VAN VELDE

Born the third of four April 5th 1898 at Lisse near Lyden. Tulips and 
Rembrandt. 1911 apprenticed to a house-painter. Wanderings in Holland and 
Brabant, rubbing colours in order to buy them. Since 1925 in Paris. 1927 South 
of France. 1931 Brittany. Exhibitions; 1925 at the Hague, 1926-30 in Paris with 
Independents. 1933 with his brother Bran van Velde at the Hague, 1937 at the 
Hague, Pictures in Amsterdam in the Stedelijk and the Regnault collection, at the 
Hague in the Stedelijk and the Kramers collection, in private collections in 
Brabant, France, Germany, U.S.A. and even England.

Believes painting should mind its own business, i.e. colour. I.e. no more say 
Picasso than Fabritious, Vermeer. Or inversely.

Samuel BECKETT^®®

Peggy Guggenheim described Beckett’s interest in Geer van Velde as one his 

“two passions besides James Joyce”, with the other passion relating to Jack 

Yeats.^' In retrospect, Guggenheim questioned her judgement on offering 

Geer van Velde a one-man-show at the Guggenheim Jeune, as she referred 

to him rather dismissively as “a man of nearly forty, who seemed to be 

completely dominated by Picasso”. She admits that the timing of the 

exhibition coincided with her infatuation with Beckett, and recalled not being 

able to “refuse him anything”:

I kept buying all his paintings under different names, or as gifts for my friends.
This was all because I loved Beckett so much and he loved Van Velde.

The Geer van Velde exhibition opened on 5 May 1938 and was preceded by 

the Contemporary Sculpture show, which ran from 11 April until 2 May. Brian 

Coffey wrote to Reavey on 23 April 1938: “all the best of luck and quiet times 

for the exhibition. I shall send wishes for the opening l a t e r " . T h e  Irish 

network of mutual support sprang into action once more, as Coffey 

enthusiastically offered to publicise the exhibition in Paris and Ireland by 

distributing copies of The London Bulletin with Beckett’s and Reavey’s articles:

According to Guggenheim, Beckett suggested both Geer van Velde and Jack Yeats for the 
Guggenheim Jeune. “Jack Yeats luckily realized that his painting was not all in line with my 
gallery and let me o ff ’, recalled Guggenheim. [Guggenheim, Peggy. 1980. Out o f This Century. 
P. 164.]
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I am delighted to hear about the vV [Geer van Velde] number of Mesen's paper 
[London Bulletin], Will you tell him to send me ten copies for which I shall send 
him a cheque on May 2nd. I shall distribute them here [Paris] and in Ireland. That 
might help the show a little.

An important part of Guggenheim’s publicity for the show was Reavey’s critical 

essay for the London’s Bulletin’s catalogue, which praised van Velde’s work as 

“original, impressive and memorable” and stressed that “his genius has 

undoubtedly further revelations in store for us”. Where Coffey had applied the 

painter’s palette for his poem, Reavey stressed in his essay the poetic 

relevance of van Velde’s art.

Geer van Velde is essentially a colourist in his painting. A noir, E blanc, I rouge,
U vert, O bleu, voyelles. From his pure colour-vowels he builds up a rhythmical 
whole, a consonance of living colours. And these resolve themselves into an 
intense image, be it landscape figure or still life. In his world there is no shadow, 
no grey waste, no plastic form, no classical perspective.^^®

Significantly, Reavey came to the defence of his friend by attacking the 

prevailing criticism that van Velde was merely an imitator of Picasso. “Geer van 

Velde’s work is the antithesis of Picasso’s dynamic expressionism”, wrote 

Reavey passionately in his essay. Behind the surface of van Velde’s 

accomplished still lives and landscapes, Reavey could detect a “new reality” 

that appeared “unfamiliar and disquieting”. The poet found in van Velde’s multi

layered art an analogy to his own preoccupation to hide his deep-rooted anxiety 

behind the masks of historic personas such as Dr. Faustus, Nostradamus and 

Don Quixote. The superficial depiction on the canvass was, according to 

Reavey, “merely another mask beyond which lurk the terrors of the 

immeasurable Ungrund, the dark, irrational abyss”. While Reavey detected “a 

certain psychological affinity with Rembrandt”, he stressed van Velde’s 

belonging to the spiritual chaos of modern times:

The world of Geer van Velde, like our own, is several degrees more in extremis, 
more desperate, more at war with itself, more divorced from simple humanity.
The painter to-day cannot state humanity because no integral image of it 
survives.^®”
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Despite the Irish friends’ joint efforts to promote the work of Geer van Velde 

and Reavey’s passionate beliefs that it was time that his work “should receive 

a wider recognition”^®\ the show at the Guggenheim Jeune attracted “little 

publicity” and was neither a critical nor a commercial success for Peggy 

G u g g e n h e i m . I n  addition to buying van Velde’s pictures in admiration of 

Beckett, the inexperienced gallery owner also lost on a substantial fee to 

which she had committed herself. Guggenheim recalled that Van Velde 

“asked me for five hundred dollars, which I could not refuse him”. In the 

ensuing row about the value of this commission between van Velde and 

Guggenheim, Beckett graciously took Guggenheim’s side, expressing his 

concern over van Velde’s unrealistic demands to his confidant and friend 

Thomas MacGreevy:

I understand that he [Geer van Velde] wants security to work undisturbed for a 
year, but to press for 250 guineas instead of 250 pounds is a pettiness that 
doesn’t fit in at all with the rest of him. Anyhow I am tired of the whole thing.'®'*

Sometime around the opening of the exhibition in early May, Peggy 

Guggenheim invited artist Geer van Velde and his wife LisI together with her 

‘collaborators’ on the exhibition, Reavey and Beckett, to Yew Tree Cottage. 

The weekend remained important to her and she described it vividly in Out of 

This Century:

I took the Van Veldes down to Petersfield [Yew Tree Cottage] for the weekend 
and filled the house with Van Velde gouaches. Beckett followed us after much 
deliberation. We had quite a nice house party, since the George Reaveys came 
too.'®"

Guggenheim, who was still in love with Samuel Beckett at the time, took 

several photographs over the weekend that have appeared in her memoirs as 

well as in several biographies on Guggenheim and Beckett. The most famous 

of these snapshots shows Reavey and Beckett side by side on a picnic blanket 

with Geer van Velde, Gwynedd Reavey and LisI van Velde in the background. 

Debbie Garman, daughter of Guggenheim’s former partner, Douglas Garman, 

sits close to George Reavey on the left. Despite the break-up of Guggenheim
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and German in the previous year, Debbie continued to stay with Guggenheim’s 

daughter Pegeen at Yew Tree.^®® Other photographs show Samuel Beckett in 

the front of Yew Tree Cottage with Pegeen and Debbie^®^; as well as Beckett 

and van Velde together on the lawn. Guggenheim, who seems to have taken 

most of these photographs, appears in one image sitting close to Beckett.

Yew Tree Cottage was located in a picturesque area of rural Sussex. A fellow 

neighbour was the philosopher and pacifist Bertrand Russell, who lived there 

with “a new wife and baby”.̂ ®® Guggenheim fondly described Yew Tree 

Cottage and its grounds:

Yew Tree Cottage was my new home. It was named from a tree which must 
have been over five hundred years old, and which grew in front of the house, 
towering over its roof. It was a beautiful cottage because of its exposed rafters 
and beams, in the sitting room was an enormous fireplace, so spacious people 
could have sat in it. The windows of the house were small and from the sitting 
room you could see cows gazing in meadows a few feet away. It was a small 
house with two living rooms and four bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen and 
larder. The great attraction was the grounds. There was about an acre of land 
belonging to this property, but the whole countryside seemed to be part of it. It 
was at the foot of the downs, but we were actually in a valley and we had a 
stream running through our garden, which was all sloping.’®

Guggenheim’s guests in May 1938 would have been accommodated in three of 

the four bedrooms, with Debbie and Pegeen sharing the fourth. Two guest 

bedrooms were made available to Geer and LisI van Velde and Beckett, while 

Guggenheim gave up her “own bedroom to the Reaveys”.̂ ^̂  The visit was 

particularly memorable for Guggenheim, as Beckett told her in her temporary 

bedroom in the dining room about his new mistress (and Beckett’s later wife) 

Suzanne Deschevaux-Dunesnil. This confession seems to have ended the 

affair and Guggenheim felt keen “to get off with Mesens”.̂ ^̂

The Reaveys, van Veldes and Beckett would have enjoyed the grounds of Yew 

Tree Cottage, including a gravel tennis court and a cricket pitch. During her 

residence, Peggy Guggenheim had also added a small swimming pool for her 

children Sindbad and P e g e e n . D e s p i t e  its cosy appearance and picturesque 

location, the house fell short on modern amenities. Visitors to Yew Tree would
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have had to put up with two very inefficient generators, which supplied light and 

water, and, as Guggenheim recalled, frequent “invasions of rats”. The job of 

“exterminating them” fell on Guggenheim’s former partner, the writer and 

publisher Douglas German. A dedicated Communist, Garman, as Guggenheim 

recalled, “pretended the rats were Fascists and called them ugly names each 

time he hit one”.̂ ^̂  German’s brother in law was the publisher Ernest Wishart, 

whose publishing house Wishart & Co. had published in 1933 George Reavey’s 

anthology Soviet Literature, which he had co-edited with his business partner, 

the Russian critic Marc Slonim. Reavey would have known Guggenheim’s 

former partner Garman, as he had lived for sometime next door to the offices of 

Wishart & Co on Parton Street.

The relationship of the Irish friends, Beckett and Reavey, with Guggenheim 

remained, however, complex. In Out o f this Century, Guggenheim reveals that 

in order to “tease Beckett” she also had a brief affair with Brian Coffey, whom 

she derided as a “little dark man” and “dried-up intellectual” .̂ '̂* At the time of 

the van Velde Show, Reavey corresponded with Brian Coffey regarding the 

final proofs of his collection Third Person and Coffey confided to Reavey about 

his recent falling out with Guggenheim:

If Peggy asks you about my poems don’t give her any information about them, 
she doesn’t know that you have them, and I don’t feel that there is any reason 
why I should let her see them before publication. I am in the bad books now if her 
last letter is a sign of her disapproval [...]. One can only be amused by the 
necessity she is in to change as often as possible to feel a little important.

As Reavey continued to be involved with Mesens and The London Bulletin, it is 

likely that he would have socialised with the Cork Street neighbours. 

Guggenheim recalled that “we had lots of parties all the time” including a “wild 

one in Roland Penrose’s home”, where Mesens stayed at the time.’'̂ " And while 

the van Veldes were in London for the opening of the exhibition, they were 

entertained and possibly put up by Reavey and his wife Gwynedd in their flat

E.L.T. Mesens lived for some time in the Penrose’s Hampstead home, while Penrose was 
away travelling. [Cf. Guggenheim, Peggy. 1980. Out o f This Century. P. 180.]
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on 7 Great Ormond Street. Brian Coffey referred to Reavey’s hospitality in a 

letter from Paris:

I hear that vV is now back in the city of light [Paris] but have not had time to pay 
a visit so far. I am expecting to find him in the best of form after the lovely time 
you and Gwennedd [sic] and others must have given him.^^®

While both Reavey and Beckett remained friends with Geer and LisI van Velde, 

Samuel Beckett’s admiration shifted later from the “philosophical” restraint of 

Geer to the more immediate expression of his younger brother Bram van Velde, 

as Reavey recalled:

[...] By 1940, Sam had become more interested in Bram. And Bram had a more 
desperate and kind of ‘poised on the edge’ attitude about life. Geer was more 
philosophical, whereas Bram had a kind of desperation which might have 
appealed to Sam in the end. But by 1940, by the 'forties, he already had a 
painting of Bram.’“ '"

Like Reavey, James Knowlson believes that Beckett saw “affinities between his 

own work and that of the painter, Bram van Velde”, which he expressed in his 

essay Three Dialogues, published in a post-war issue of transition. Although 

the text takes the form of an interview, and is credited to both Samuel Beckett 

and transition-editor Georges Duthuit, according to critic Ruby Cohn, “Beckett 

alone wrote the dialogues that, in his own words, 'merely reflect, very freely, the 

many conversations we had at that time about painters and painting’.

Their individual contributions on Geer van Velde unite the three Irish writers 

and Europa Poets -  Reavey, Beckett and Coffey -  once more in their support 

of a mutual friend. In 1938, just two years since his relocation from Paris, 

Reavey had established himself as a literary force in London, not only through 

his publishing house and literary agency, but through his active participation -  

as in the London Bulletin and Guggenheim Jeune gallery -  in the wider artistic

According to James Knowlson, Reavey refers here to Bram van Velde’s Composition 37.
[Cf. Reavey, George. In an interview with James Knowlson, 6 August 1971. Published in 
Knowlson, J. Ed. The Journal o f Becl<ett Studies (JOBS), Summer 1977. P. 13.]
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and literary community. For Reavey, the relationship with visual arts 

consolidated during this time, would prove a life-long interest and continue to 

have a deep and lasting effect on his poetry.
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Chapter Seven

“THE CHILD OF SUMMER” 
GEORGE REAVEY AND DYLAN THOMAS

(1937-1938)

The Child of Summer

This day the wind’s his master,
Marl<ing time
Between a soaring summer,
Winter’s shudder:
And crinkled leaves hug 
Early morning rime 
As green turns rust,
North redder swings his rudder.

Ripe is his month, fruit-ready,
Oared from south,
Recalling summer weather 
Stored for taste

- A luscious cargo 
Mellow for your mouth.
O wait no longer:
Ripeness runs to waste.

North blacker blows and harder 
Swings his rudder,
And to November bone now shreds 
His goaded flesh:
The child of summer, heavy 
In his silence -  to remember,
Leaves us a rich harvest,
His mask surrenders to destroyer.

[COM, 19]

1. “The Child of Summer”

The poem was written by George Reavey to commemorate an enduring if 

turbulent 20-year friendship, which had ended with Dylan Thomas’s death, 

at the age of only 39, in New York on 9 November 1953. Reavey wrote the 

poem just weeks after Thomas’ death and sent it to his friend Thomas 

MacGreevy in December 1953.^ The poem is both a private and emotional 

response to the death of a friend, while publicly celebrating Thomas’s 

literary achievements as a writer who “leaves us a rich harvest”. Profound 

sadness and bitter anger radiate from the poem, which strikes at the loss of 

a poetic talent -  “ripeness runs to waste” -  as even in the years before his 

untimely death, Thomas’s poetic career had been severely affected by his 

alcoholism.
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In “The Child of Summer”, Reavey skilfully interweaves references to two 

significant poems by Dylan Thomas -  “Prologue” and “ I see the boys of 

summer” -  with his own meditations on his friend’s life and death. “I see the 

boys of summer”, first published in the magazine New Verse in June 1934, 

was chosen by Thomas as the opening poem of his first collection, 18

Poems^ (1934), and marks the beginning of a promising poetic career.

Thomas himself considered it one of the “best poems in my book”.̂  The 

poem “Prologue”, on the other hand, represents the maturing poet, as he 

sets out to capture and communicate the essence of his poetry. Composed 

in 1952, just a year before his death, “Prologue” was written by Dylan 

Thomas as a preface to his Collected Poems, 1934-1952^, which span 

almost two decades of poetic achievement. Although his publishers had 

originally requested a prose-preface, Thomas persuaded them to accept 

instead:

[...] a Prologue in verse: not dense, elliptical verse, but (fairly) 
straightforward and colloquial, addressed to the (maybe) readers o f the 
Collected Poems, & full (I hope) of references to my methods o f work,
my aims, & the kind of poetry I want to write. I hope it will be interesting;
I know I’m interested in writing it.®

Although the two poems -  “Prologue” and “I see the boys of summer” -  

were written by Dylan Thomas at opposite ends of his life, they share an 

inherent melancholy and the foreboding feeling of life’s transience.

Instead of celebrating youth, fulfilment and life, the poem “I see the boys of 

summer” is permeated with dark references to old age, ruin and death. The 

theme of death and decay is ever-present as the poet searches luscious 

“country gardens” for a “wreath” and summons “death from a summer 

woman”. The poem opens with the depiction of a young generation that 

faces decay and corruption, as it feeds “their nerves” with “the frigid threads 

of doubt and dark”. The poet demands god-like that “seasons must be 

challenged” and, although the poem is set at the height of summer, it soon 

becomes evident that this is, in fact, an everlasting winter, as images of 

“frozen loves”, “winter floods” and “jacks of frost” pervade the poem: “O see 

the pulse of summer in the ice” .
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I see the boys of summer

I see the boys o f summ er in their ruin 
Lay the gold tith ings barren,
Setting no store by harvest, freeze the soils; 
There in their heat the w inter floods 
O f frozen loves they fetch their girls.
And drown the cargoed apples in their tides.

[ . . . ]

I see that from these boys shall men o f nothing 
Stature by seedy shifting.
Or lame the air with leaping from its heats; 
Therefore their hearts the dogdayed pulse 
O f love and light bursts in their throats.
O see the pulse o f summer in the ice.®

Thomas’s poem is formally arranged in three parts; part I and part I! 

containing four stanzas with six lines each, while part III is made up of a 

concluding six line stanza that offers (unlike a sonnet) no resolution or 

consolatory ending but reaffirms the poem’s central message of an endless 

predestined downward spiral from birth to death:

I see you boys of summer in your ruin.
Man in his m aggot’s barren.
And boys are full and foreign in the pouch.
I am the man your father was.
W e are the sons of flint and pitch.
O see the poles are kissing as they cross.^

For Reavey “ I see the boys of summer” was an appropriate model to 

meditate on the premature death of his friend and the wasting of a 

remarkable poetic career. In his own poetic response, “The Child of 

Summer”, Reavey contrasts a “soaring summer” with “winter’s shudder”, a 

reference to Thomas’s preoccupation with the progression of the seasons 

but also to the conflicting sides of his friend’s personality, and perhaps to 

Reavey’s own inherent contradictions. As in Thomas’s work, images of 

death and decay pervade Reavey’s poem, where “green turns rust” and 

“ripeness runs to waste” [COM, 19],

Reavey’s melancholic opening statement -  “This day the wind’s his master” 

[Ibid.] -  is a direct allusion to Dylan Thomas’s “Prologue” -  which opens 

resignedly as another day, and another summer, draws to a close.

190



In “Prologue”, the prospect of a “dogdayed” night leaves the poetic self 

shaken and insecure, marked by such transient and threatening images as 

the “torrent salmon sun”, the “seashaken house” and the “breakneck of 

rocks":

This day winding down now 
At God speeded summer’s end 
In the torrent salmon sun,
In my seashaken house 
On a breakneck of rocks 
Tangled with chirrup and fruit,
Froth, flute, fin and quill.®

Dylan Thomas’s “Prologue” meditates ambitiously on the poet’s calling, his 

relationship with his readers -  “At poor peace I sing / To you strangers” -  

and his spiritual belonging to the natural and cultural heritage of his 

birthplace: “Wales in my arms”. Yet rather than celebrating the Welsh 

landscape, Thomas raids his homeland for references that emphasise the 

futility of life and the ever-presence of death: rocks are “tangled”, leaves are 

“seathumbed” and a “poor peace” sets in “as the sun sets” . Once again, the 

hope for achievement in life is qualified by the poet’s inner knowledge that 

all life by its very nature leads to death and decay:

At poor peace I sing 
To you, strangers [...]

Out of these seathumbed leaves 
That will fly and fall 
Like leaves of trees and as soon 
Crumble and undie 
Into the dogdayed night.®

“Prologue” abounds with poetic energy and is a testament that Dylan 

Thomas had much more to give to his readers, when his life was cut short, 

only a year later. For Reavey, the poem became like “I see the Boys of 

Summer” a meditation point from which he could explore his own heartfelt 

loss and anger at his friend’s untimely death and the premature end of a 

poetic career. Reavey’s own metaphors for death -  such as “crinkled 

leaves” in his poem “The Child of Summer” -  are taken directly from 

Thomas’s imagery where “leaves of trees [...] crumble and undie”. Reavey 

also infuses his poems with references to a Welsh setting and enriches his
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text with images -  “North redder swings his rudder” and “oared from south" 

-  that evoke Thomas’s seaside home in Wales, his beloved boathouse in 

Laugharne.

As with Thomas’ poetry, the threat of death hangs over Reavey’s “The Child 

of Summer”, from the foreboding references in the first verse to “winter’s 

shudder” to the inevitable loss, as “ripeness runs to waste” , despite a brief 

returning to happy memories “recalling summer weather” . The final third 

verse in Reavey’s poem increases the ominous atmosphere, as death is 

heralded by a menacing wind: “North blacker blows and harder / Swings his 

rudder”. Dylan Thomas’s death in a New York hospital on 9 November 

1953 is commemorated with the powerful closing lines:

And to November bone now shreds 
His goaded flesh:
The child of summer, heavy 
In his silence -  to remember,
Leaves us a rich harvest
His mask surrenders to destroyer.

[COM, 19]

Reavey attempted to deal through this poem with the haunting memory of 

the larger-than-life energetic man who had collapsed in a coma in the 

Chelsea Hotel on 5 November as a result of a fatal concoction of alcohol 

and m o r p h i n e . ( I  will return to Reavey’s presence in New York during 

Dylan Thomas’s final days at the end of this chapter).

“The Child of Summer” is one of Reavey’s most significant poetic 

achievements and proof that Reavey’s poetry is at its best when he makes 

an immediate connection between his inner life and outer experience, such 

as in his earlier cycle Signes D ’Adieu (1935), which mourns the death of a 

lover. Like Dylan Thomas -  who in his death finally surrendered “his mask 

[...] to destroyer” -  Reavey exposed his pain and anger in “The Child of 

Summer” and deliberately chose not to hide behind the face of a historic 

persona, as in his collections Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932), Nostradam 

(1935) and Quixotic Perquisitions (1939).
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2. Beginnings of a Friendship

The friendship mourned by Reavey had begun two decades earlier at a 

casual meeting in the literary hub of David Archer’s Parton Street bookshop 

in London, where the atmosphere was “leisurely, idealistic and camp” and 

“the shelves and even the pavement were strewn with copies of the Daily 

Worker and other left-wing journals”.”  On his visits to London, Archer’s 

bookshop and the Arts Cafe (also known as Meg’s Cafe) across the road, 

became regular haunts for Reavey and his necessary substitutes for his 

treasured Paris life, as London lacked the vibrancy of the Left Bank cafes, in 

which the casual creative exchange of writers and artists thrived.

Reavey, who had established a literary agency, Bureau Litteraire European, 

in Paris in the early 1930s, also found the Parton Street bookshop and its 

associated small publishing press, an essential source by which he could 

identify up-and-coming writers. Reavey’s agency offered works by foreign- 

language authors, including French and Russian writers, to English 

publishers and, vice versa, English-language titles to French publishers. At 

the time, Archer’s bookshop was frequented by many young writers like 

David Gascoyne, Roger Roughton and George Barker. Later, when he had 

relocated to London in 1936, Reavey lived for some time on Parton Street, 

where he took rooms in the same building [No 1 Parton Street] as the poet 

Roger Roughton, who shared his flat with David Abercrombie’s' brother 

Ralph.

Reavey dates his first meeting with Dylan Thomas in Parton Street to 

“1932/33”^̂  but, as Thomas first came to London in the summer of 1933^^, it 

is likely that their first meeting took place in the autumn or winter of 1933 

during one of Reavey’s visits to his family in London. The “young Mr 

Thomas”, as Reavey would have encountered him on Parton Street, has 

been vividly described by poet and editor Geoffrey Grigson:

' David Abercrombie was a business partner of David Archer in the Parton Street bookshop 
and Press.
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In features, still unpoached at this time, he looked rather like the Rimbaud 
portrayed in a group by Fantin Latour. Bur he had not heard of Rimbaud, in 
Swansea; he wore a different poetic uniform, imitated, I rather think, from a 
frontispiece of the young Rossetti. Curls thatched his head, a Bohemian 
poetry tie flowed down and out below his soft collar. He talked poetry, his 
biographers might be surprised to learn,

An equally revealing portrait of Dylan Thomas at the time of his first 

acquaintance with Reavey has been drawn by painter Eileen Agar in her 

autobiography A Look At My Life.^^ Agar met Dylan Thomas together with 

his friend, David Gascoyne, at a house party, where she “managed to grab 

pencil and paper” and make some “lighting drawings of this ugly suckling”, 

which later became the source for her famous painting “Head of Dylan 

Thomas”, now in the Tate Gallery," London:

It must have been around this time, 1933 or 1934, and everyone was in evening 
dress, chez nous, when in walked two delightfully refreshing youngsters. Both 
were poets: one was a shy sensitive plant, the other a ruddy-faced cherub with 
a snub nose and no chin, at home in any scenery. Dramatically, as they entered 
the crowded room, all the lights went out, but Dylan squatted on the floor and in 
a jiffy was reciting limericks in the dark which made everyone present sit up and 
take notice. This was long before the poet became famous, and he was gay and 
carefree that evening and hooted when the lights went up again. Then we 
greeted his companion, David Gascoyne, who had brought Dylan along. David 
was the image of quietness and reserve which yet held such strong poetic 
promise: two sides of the poetic persona were with us that night: the limelight 
and the starlight.’ ®

During his regular visits to London, Reavey became increasingly aware of 

Dylan Thomas's talent and rising recognition. Thomas had first come to the 

attention of London’s literary scene when his poem “And death shall have 

no dominion” was published in the London-based New English Weekly in 

May 1933. The poem was enthusiastically received by the magazine’s 

editor, A.R. Orage, and Dylan Thomas had found a new niche as a 

Welshman who had found a highly personal yet modernistic and richly 

layered imagery.

The fame of this new literary prodigy grew constantly in London’s literary 

circles and publications of poems followed in The Listener,"' New English

" The painting “Head of Dylan Thomas" [oil and acrylic on board, 1960] by Eileen Agar was 
acquired by the Tate Gallery in 1962. [Agar, Eileen 1988. A Look At My Life. P. 107.]

Janet Adam Smith, fiancee of poet and critic Michael Roberts, was responsible for the 
poetry pages of The Listener. [Cf. Lycett, Andrew. 2004. Dylan Thomas. A New Life P 
106.]
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Weekly and Adelphi,"^ whose editor Sir Richard Rees passed Thomas’s 

poems on to Herbert Read, who, in turn, submitted them to T.S. Eliot.^^ 

Poems also started to appear in New Verse, edited by Thomas's friend 

Geoffrey Grigson. Like in many of Thomas’s friendships, there had been a 

troubled beginning when Thomas described Grigson as one of “only two 

men in England whom I hate with all my heart”/  Biographer Andrew Lycett 

blames Thomas’s initial lack of confidence, as the poet “recoiled from 

intellectuals who appeared to be smarter than himself’.̂ ® Eventually they 

became close friends and Thomas started to review poems for New Verse 

as well as thrillers for the Morning Post, where Grigson was literary editor. 

Grigson recalled that Thomas “devoured” these thrillers [...] “reviewed them 

or, as the writers would have thought, misreviewed them, with a gay 

improbable wordage, and then sold them”.̂ ® To help promote his work and 

find opportunities for publication, Thomas also engaged a literary agent, 

David Higham of Curtis Brown, who later set up his own agency and 

continued to represent Thomas’s interests.

By November 1934, Dylan Thomas had moved from Swansea into lodgings 

in London. According to his biographer Andrew Lycett, the rebellious Dylan 

Thomas fell “naturally into a world of cafes inhabited by tarts, bed-sitters and 

sleazy clubs”. D u r i n g  November and December 1934, Reavey spent 

several weeks in London, staying with his parents in Kensington and 

frequently escaping to the Parton Street area. It was during this time that 

several meetings between Reavey and Dylan Thomas as well as with their 

mutual friend David Gascoyne took place. In November 1934, T.S. Eliot in 

his capacity as editor with Faber & Faber, was offered Thomas’s first 

collection of poems. “Pope Eliot” initially reacted positively, sending Thomas 

through his secretary an express letter, requesting him “to make no

The magazine Adelphi was edited from 1931 by Cambridge graduate and former diplomat 
Sir Richard Rees. [Cf. Lycett, Andrew. 2004. Dylan Thomas. A New Life. P. 89.]

'' The other person Thomas referred to was the writer Sir Edward Elgar, whom he accused 
of inflicting “more pedantic wind & blather upon a supine public than any man who has ever 
lived”. [Letter from Dylan Thomas to Pamela Hansford Johnson. In Ferris, Paul. 2000. The 
Collected Letters o f Dylan Thomas. P. 61. The letter has been dated by Ferris as early 
November 1933.]
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arrangements” until Thomas had heard from him.^^ But, as Geoffrey 

Grigson recalled, Eliot failed to seize the opportunity: “T.S. Eliot cocooned in 

his publishing office in Russell Square [...] was offered and considered -  

and then refused -  a collection of his poems”.

Following Faber & Faber’s rejection, Dylan Thomas’s 18 Poems were 

published in December 1934 by David Archer’s Parton Press, which 

operated from the back of the Parton Street bookshop. The publication was 

managed with joint financial assistance from the Parton Press and the 

Sunday Referee newspaper. Thomas had regularly contributed to the 

Referee’s Poet’s Corner, edited by Victor Neuburg, and won the paper’s 

Book Prize in April 1934, which led to the sponsorship of 18 Poems. The 

collection was widely discussed in early 1935 -  the year in which Reavey 

started his own publishing house, the Europa Press -  with reviews 

appearing in New Verse, European Quarterly, The Listener, Adelphi and 

Time and Tide. Reavey undoubtedly took note of this literary sensation and 

may have decided to make Dylan Thomas one of his Europa Poets. 

However, a second poetry collection -  again simply entitled, at Thomas’s 

request. Twenty-five Poems -  was accepted by Richard Church at J.M. Dent 

and published in September 1936. Two poems by Dylan Thomas were also 

included by Michael Roberts in the 1936 Faber Book of IVIodern Verse.

Although Reavey’s publishing interests in Thomas have been dated by 

various Dylan Thomas biographers as late 1937, when he formally took on a 

collection of short stories, negotiations between Thomas and the Europa 

Press must have begun as early as the summer of 1936. Their friendship 

and professional relationship had intensified around the time of the 

International Surrealist Exhibition, when Reavey had asked Dylan Thomas 

to join the line-up of speakers at the Paul Eluard Surrealist reading on 26 

June. As previously stated, the reading coincided with the publication of the 

first-ever English language collection of Paul Eluard’s verse. Thorns o f 

Thunder, by Reavey’s Europa Press.^^ In Thorns o f Thunder, Reavey 

announced, for the first time, under “Future Publications” a book of poems 

by Dylan Thomas:
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FUTURE PUBLICATIONS

1. POEMS by Denis Devlin
2. DAMNATION OF FAUST: a tragic poem by George Reavey

Also books of poems by: David Gascoyne, Dylan Thomas, Guillaume 
Apollinaire, Boris Pasternak and Vladimir Mayakovsky.^'*

While Reavey appears to have distinguished the more imminent 

publications (Devlin and Reavey) by listing them numerically, it is unlikely 

that he would have referred to the other authors without their prior 

agreement. Yet, even if Reavey took a chance by listing prospective writers 

to boost the status of his publishing business, it reveals both his early 

intention to sign up Dylan Thomas as a Europa Press writer and his 

commitment to promote Thomas’s work.

Despite his increasing popularity, Dylan Thomas was considered by 

publishers as a difficult client, had repeatedly fallen out with the literary 

establishment and positioned himself “as the angry young man avant le mot 

of English letters”. H e  openly distanced himself from the political agenda of 

Auden and Spender in his attack on Stephen Spender’s poem “Vienna” in a 

review for New Verse. Reavey’s continuing interest in the work of Dylan 

Thomas fits, however, the Europa Press’ profile of publishing young and 

vocal authors such as the gay American poet Charles Henri Ford and 

Samuel Beckett, who had of course written an angry attack on the Irish 

poetic tradition.'''

Thomas’s individualistic writing -  which fused references to Welsh folklore 

with richly layered imagery -  was also difficult to categorise and place for 

literary critics. Thomas’s highly personal and often obscure view point made 

him even briefly a candidate for Surrealism, which explains his memorable 

presence on the opening day of the First International Surrealist Exhibition

''' Beckett had derided in his article “Recent Irish Poetry” under the nom de plume Andrew 
Belis contemporary Irish poets, who followed the tradition of Yeats and the Irish Literary 
Revival, as “antiquarians”. [“Recent Irish Poetry”. In Beckett, Samuel. 1983. Disjecta. 
Miscellaneous Writings and a Dramatic Fragment. London: John Calder. P. 70. and The 
Bookman. August 1934, Vol. LXXXVI, P. 235-236]
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in London in 1936 and his inclusion in Reavey’s accompanying Surrealist 

reading. For Adelphi editor, Sir Richard Rees, Thomas’s poetry possessed 

“a dreamlike quality”, which “disconcerted him and reminded him of 

automatic writing” .̂ ®

In 1937, Dylan Thomas was looking for a publisher to take on a collection of 

short stories. Again, the collection was first offered by Thomas’s agent to 

T.S. Eliot at Faber & Faber, who accepted one of the stories, “The 

Orchards”, for The Criterion and for two Faber anthologies of short stories. 

Yet when a deal for the collection with Faber & Faber became unlikely and 

his previous publisher J.M. Dent also refused the book, Thomas became 

“increasingly desperate for money” and made in December 1937, according 

to Andrew Lycett, “a deal directly with George Reavey’s [...] Europa 

Press”. R e a v e y  himself recalled: “my often seeing Dylan led eventually to 

my signing a contract with him for his sixteen short stories''" entitled The 

Burning Baby, which I intended to publish in the Europa Press”. U n u s u a l l y  

for Reavey, the signing of Dylan Thomas’s short stories in late 1937 was the 

first non-poetry volume to appear in the Europa Press, since the focus of his 

publishing outlet had been the “Europa Poets” series, circled around Samuel 

Becket, Brian Coffey, Denis Devlin and Reavey himself.

3. The Burning Baby

The book’s unsettling title was taken from one of the most controversial 

stories in the collection, “The Burning Baby”. According to Paul Ferris, 

Thomas first heard the story that became the inspiration and subject matter 

for “The Burning Baby” during a trip into rural Wales with his friend, the 

Cardiff schoolmaster and poet Glyn Jones. Jones was an unusual

The Burning Baby collection was to include: “The Orchards”, “The Enemies”, “The Mouse 
and the Woman", “The Dress", “The School for Witches", “The Map of Love”, The Horse’s 
Ha", “The Roundabouts", “The Lemon", “The True Story”, “The Tree” , “A Prospect of the 
Sea", “The Burning Baby", “Prologue to an Adventure", “The Holy Six" and The Visitor”. 
[Typed table of contents compiled by George Reavey. 1937. MS Harvard Eng 943.9 (3).]
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companion for Thomas, as he regarded him as someone who “neither 

smokes, drinks, nor whores” While spending the night in a hotel in the 

town of Aberystwyth, Jones told Thomas -  who reputedly “lay on his bed 

smoking and absent-mindedly burning holes in the sheet” -  the story of Dr 

William Price, “the Welsh eccentric who called his illegitimate son Jesus 

Christ and burned his body on a hill when the child died” .̂  ̂ The actual 

incident occurred in 1883 and Price, who was in his eighties, was charged 

with manslaughter but subsequently acquitted as cremation became 

lawful.^^

In Thomas’s story. Dr William Price has become Rhys Rhys, a widowed 

clergy man who lives in a valley with his young daughter and a strange son 

with “long green hair” and “ass’s ears” [CS, 36], who, as Rhys is convinced, 

is a “changeling” and has been left in place of his real child. The story 

opens, with a ‘distant’ narrator, who is removed from the actual events and 

merely re-tells a local story or folklore:

They said that Rhys was burning his baby when a gorse bush broke into 
fire on the summit of the hill. The bush, burning merrily, assumed to 
them the sad white features and the rickety limbs of the vicar’s burning 
baby.^^

As the story unravels, the narrator steps increasingly into the foreground as 

he reinvents and enlivens the story with details of the events leading up to 

the cremation of the baby. The story culminates, as the narrator re-enacts 

the central events of the story in graphic, hair-raising detail:

Rhys Rhys before the red eye of the creeping fire, stretched out his 
arms and beckoned the shadows from the stones. Surrounded by 
shadows, he prayed before the flaming stack, and the sparks of the 
heather blew past his smile. Burn, child, poor flesh, mean flesh, flesh, 
flesh, flesh, sick sorry flesh, flesh of the foul womb, burn back to dust, 
he prayed.

And the baby caught fire. The flames curled round its mouth and blew 
upon the shrinking gums. Flame round its red cord lapped its little belly 
till the raw flesh fell upon the heather. A flame touched its tongue.
Eeeeeh, cried the burning baby, and the illuminated hill replied.^''

The controversial subject matter was further sensationalised by Thomas’s 

detailed depiction of incest between the clergyman and his young daughter,
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through which he explains the existence of the illegitimate baby: “He took 

his daughter’s hand as she lay in the garden hammock, and told her that he 

loved her. He told her that she was even more beautiful than her mother” 

[CS, 35]. Rhy’s mere feeling of love soon is turned into sexual obsession as 

he “he touched her breast” [CS, 35] and commits incest, witnessed by his 

changeling son:

in the first dew of light he saw his father clamber for her white hand. She 
who was his sister walked with a swollen belly over the hill. She touched 
him between the legs, and he sighed and sprang at her.^^

Critic John Ackerman believes that Thomas was influenced in “The Burning 

Baby” story by the “Anglo Welsh writer Caradoc Evans, whom Dylan 

Thomas greatly admired” .̂ ® Thomas and Glyn Jones had visited Evans in 

Aberystwyth earlier on the day when he first heard the story about William 

Price from Jones. Significantly, Dylan used in the story for the first time the 

palingram “Llareggub”, a swear word when read backwards, which became 

the famous Welsh-sounding place name in Under Milk Wood.'^'"

Shortly after his trip to Aberystwyth, in October 1934, Thomas told Pamela 

Hansford Johnson that he had “nearly finished a short story”^̂ , which was 

very likely a reference to the “The Burning Baby”. By December 1934 the 

story was complete, as Thomas told his Swansea friend Bert Trick that he 

had offered it to “a new very highbrow magazine called, very originally, A rf\ 

which he hoped would publish the story in January 1935.^® “The Burning 

Baby”, however, was not published until May 1936, when it was featured in 

the first issue of Roger Roughton’s magazine Contemporary Poetry and 

Prose.^^

Business relations between Reavey and Thomas had a promising start in 

January 1938 with plans for publication progressing at a steady pace and 

publisher and author discussing details in correspondence and meetings.‘̂ °

Cf. Under Milk Wood: “Listen, It is night moving in the streets, the prcessional salt slow 
musical wind in Coronation Street and Cockle Row, it is the grass growing on Llareggub 
Hill, dewfall, starfall, the sleep of birds in Milk Wood.“ [In Thomas, Dylan. 1995. Under Milk 
Wood. A Play for Voices. Edited by Walford Davies and Ralph Maud. London: J.M. Dent & 
Sons Ltd. P. 4.]
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From the outset, the collection was named The Burning Baby, a decision 

perhaps endorsed by Reavey, as he hoped that the startling title would 

attract attention and interest in the book. By February 1938, Thomas 

informed Charles Fisher, a former colleague at the South Wales Evening 

Post, that his collection of short stories would appear in March 1938. 

Thomas self-consciously boasted to Fisher that the book would be 

published in “2 editions -  a general one, and a limited signed one, dear 

me”."*̂  The limited “guinea edition” was to be financed by subscriptions and 

Thomas forwarded to Reavey “a list of names”, of which he optimistically 

believed: “something should definitely come from some of them”.'’  ̂ The list 

of 26 names'*^ featured several well-to-do patrons, including Nora Summers, 

whose husband Gerald came from a rich Welsh family of steel 

manufacturers'^'*, Peggy Guggenheim, Wyn Henderson and Roland 

Penrose as well as those who had shown an interest in his work -  Vernon 

Watkins; Constantine Fitzgibbon, an undergraduate at Oxford; and Cyril 

Connolly at the New Statesman. T.S. Eliot, who had earlier turned down the 

collection, is also featured, albeit with a question mark after his name.'*^ 

Thomas further suggested to Reavey the American writer Henry Miller, who 

had allegedly told Thomas that he “wants a copy” and promised to “show it 

to lots of people” .'*®

Reavey’s dual publishing strategy of a limited and general edition had been 

successfully employed for earlier Europa Press publications such as Paul 

Eluard’s Thorns o f Thunder (1936), which included a special edition of 50 

copies signed by Eluard and the contributing artists, Pablo Picasso and Max 

Ernst. Brian Coffey’s Third Person (1938) also appeared in a special 

edition, signed and illustrated by S.W. Hayter, as well as a general one. For 

the planned publication of The Burning Baby, Reavey intended to use as a 

frontispiece a reproduction of a portrait of Dylan Thomas by the painter 

Augustus John.'^ Fifty copies of The Burning Baby were to be signed by

Augustus John (1878-1961) trained at the Slade School, London and is best remembered 
as a portrait painter. In the first decades of the 20th century he was regarded as a 
bohemian and rebellious artist and spent time in Paris. He was a lover of Caitlin 
MacNamara before her marriage and continued to be friendly with Dylan and Caitlin 
Thomas. Augustus John made several portraits of Dylan Thomas, one of which Thomas 
was planning to use as a frontispiece in The Burning Baby.
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author and artist, and Dylan Thomas, who liaised between Augustus John 

and Reavey informed his publisher later in January 1938:

The very good one [an earlier portrait of Thomas] he did, lil<e a bloody 
fool he burnt while drying it in front of the fire for a final sitting, and he’s 
only just finished another one. He’s taking it with him to London today,
[...] He will have a good man he knows to photograph it, but knows 
nothing about how to get a block made. Will you get in touch with him 
about it? He’ll autograph 50 copies.'*^

For Dylan Thomas publication was imminent and he also notified the 

American publisher James Laughlin’' on 15 February: “Next month a volume 

of my stories, ‘The Burning Baby’, is to be brought out by the Europa Press 

of London and Paris”.''® His emphasis on the Europa Press’ Paris 

connections reveals that, at this time, Reavey’s publishing business still 

possessed prestige and stature for Thomas. However, Thomas also decided 

to ignore his publisher’s rights and offered the short story collection directly 

to James Laughlin for American publication: “Would you be interested in that 

volume for America?”'*® Thomas’s efforts appeared to have paid off, as 

Laughlin wrote to Reavey on 8 March 1938, offering to purchase “500 extra 

sheets of 'The Burning Baby’ [...] for American publication” .

Laughlin’s New Directions press -  which Thomas had favourably described 

as “they’ve published Cocteau, Miller, Stein, Saroyan etc., & make nice 

books”^̂  -  took great interest in Reavey’s publishing activities. Laughlin 

placed an order “for Ford’s book” [The Garden o f Disorder], which the 

Europa Press published in 1937 as well as for “a copy of ‘Murphy’ ”, which 

Reavey had previously placed for Beckett with Routledge. Later on in their 

business relationship, Laughlin and Reavey also discussed the possibilities 

of bringing out Eluard’s Thorns of Thunder in America. Laughlin offered to 

include “a few of his [Eluard] poems in the 1938 number of New Directions" 

and suggested that “if these are well received [...] we could try the book” .̂ ^

Publisher James Laughlin (1914-97) founded New Directions in 1936, which set out “to 
the alarm of his wealthy family” to publish young avant-garde writers”. [Ferris, Paul. 2000. 
The Collected Letters o f Dylan Thomas. London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd. P. 318]
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In March 1938, with the book now due to appear in England and the United 

States, Reavey was confident and sent advance notices and subscription 

forms to potential buyers. His promotional activities were noticed by Thomas 

who felt slightly snubbed by not having been included in Reavey’s 

circulation: “Keidrych Rhys tells me you’ve sent him circulars about the 

book. What about sending me a few to post around?”^̂  Plans were 

progressing so well that Reavey even enquired about representing film 

rights for The Burning Baby, resulting in Thomas’s sarcastic response: “Film 

rights? Yes, of course you can handle them for me, but, Christ, how could 

those stories be filmed? Shirley Temple as the Burning Baby?”®'* Yet only a 

few days later, Thomas viciously derided Reavey in a letter to critic and 

broadcaster Desmond Hawkins, who had enquired about the Europa Press:

The Europa Press belongs to George Reavey, that sandy, bandy, polite, 
lockjawed, French-lettered, i-dotted, Russian t’d, non-committal, B.A.’d,
V.D.’d, mock-barmy, smarmy, chance-his-army tick of a piddling crook 
who lives in his own armpit; he diddled and swindled me, the awful man;
I will get him to send you a review copy, and a photograph of his 
headquarters if he isn't sitting on them. ^

These remarks are the first of a series of largely unjustified accusations 

Thomas would unleash against Reavey as the publication of The Burning 

Baby became increasingly unlikely. The first signs of publishing difficulties 

began to emerge when Reavey’s original March publication date was 

postponed to 1 May 1938. In a letter to James Laughlin, Thomas cited as 

the reason for the delay an “unavoidable delay owing to the printers turning 

shy of some particularly harmless passages”. U n d e r  British criminal law, 

printers could be prosecuted for obscenity and the printers for The Burning 

Baby referred Reavey to this law in their refusal to typeset the collection. 

Roger Roughton, who had earlier published “The Burning Baby” in his 

magazine Contemporary Poetry and Prose may have escaped controversy 

and prosecution, as his magazine was a “small circulation magazine” and 

the story was printed in the inaugural i s s u e . Y e t  even Roughton ran once 

into difficulties with printers when they refused, at the last minute, to typeset 

Isaac Babel’s story “With Our Father Makhno, An Episode of the Russian 

Civil War” (in translation by George Reavey) and the page appeared blank 

as the magazine was already “on the press”.®® “Perhaps many people do
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not know that most of the censorship in this country is carried out by the 

solicitors whom all large printers must keep”, complained Roughton bitterly 

in his editorial “Censored!”, and described the censorship laws angrily as 

“violent, ignorant, unjust and immoral”.®̂

During the months of April and May, Reavey worked busily on a solution for 

this crisis but decided to keep Dylan Thomas in the dark. Increasingly 

frustrated at the lack of progress and information from Reavey, Thomas 

‘retaliated’ by drawing an angry and unjustified portrait of Reavey and the 

Europa Press in a letter to John Laughlin:

He’s tucked up under his armpit & looks at the world around him through 
a moist clump of ginger hair. He does admit bad taste, he’s above 
commerce (but not so far above that he can’t swindle his authors, who 
are a puny lot anyway and cultivate their wet dreams'").“

By June 1938, Reavey had worked out a solution: The Burning 6ai)y would 

be published first in Paris as a high-priced, “guinea” edition before the 

Europa Press would release a general edition in Britain. According to Paul 

Ferris, in Britain “a high-priced book was less likely to be prosecuted for 

obscenity than a cheap one” as the “authorities assumed that the well-off 

were less corruptible than the poor” .®̂ As publishers “followed this unwritten 

rule”®̂, Reavey’s recommendation appears to have been a reasonable plan. 

It was also his only feasible option as the British printers objected to several 

stories and sections of stories because of their obscene content and it was 

not a simple case of just dropping the most controversial story “The Burning 

Baby” from the volume.

For Dylan Thomas, however, the emerging difficulties were mere evidence 

of what he regarded as Reavey's incapability as a publisher. He queried 

sarcastically: “Is the alleged obscenity any less harmful at a guinea?”®̂ 

Thomas nevertheless conceded to Reavey’s proposal, realising that “unless 

I can manage to cut out the offence in my stories, Paris publication seems to 

me best”.®'̂  Thomas even offered Reavey to exploit his own contacts with

”  A reference to Samuel Beckett’s novel More Pricks Than Kicks, London: Chatto & 
Windhus, 1934. Reavey’s Europa Press had published Beckett’s Echo’s Bones (1935).
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the Obelisk Press, saying that “I am pretty confident that, through 

[Lawrence] Durrell and [Henry] Miller, it would publish the book”.®̂

Yet only a month later, in July 1938, Thomas completely retracted from his 

earlier agreement with Reavey in a letter to Wyn Henderson’̂ ", who had 

offered to get “a lawyer’s list of words, phrases, or sentences to which 

objection is taken” in order to identify controversial passages:

I wrote to mangy George, asked him to get a list, told him I was willing,
within reason, to cut anything out, that I deprecated Paris publication;
but filthy, armpit-loving, rude-eyed George never replied.®

Yet while he had Henderson busily canvassing on his behalf, Thomas was 

only too aware that there was no possibility of an unaltered collection being 

published in Britain. He confided to his friend Henry Treece that Reavey 

“had a lot of trouble with solicitors and lawyers, & it is now impossible to 

print the stories in England in their present from”®̂ and admitted to his agent 

David Higham that publication in Paris was “a smelly idea but, perhaps, the 

only one practicable”.®® Thomas had also been made fully aware of the legal 

implications and told John Davenport that Reavey had informed him that 

publication “of the stories as they stand would lead to imprisonment”.

By the end of 1938, while Reavey still actively pursued the publication of the 

stories in Paris, Thomas suddenly pulled the plug by refusing to extend 

Reavey’s contract, which stipulated that unless Reavey had the book 

published or at least publications under way “within a year of the signing of 

the contract”, the book reverted back to the author.^° To Reavey’s earlier 

request for an extension of the contract to two years^\ Thomas had replied 

coldly:

I am getting heartily fed-up with all the bother and can’t, at the present 
moment, see why I should extend your publishing rights to 2 years if you 
fail to do anything with it in the stipulated time, I may as well have a shot 
at it myself. ^

Wyn Henderson was an American journalist who befriended Peggy Guggenheim and was 
instrumental in the opening and running of the Guggenheim Jeune gallery in London in 
1938. It is likely that Reavey, who was involved together with Samuel Beckett in the Geer 
van Velde exhibition at the gallery, introduced Thomas to the gallery. According to Ferris, 
Henderson was briefly Thomas’s lover. [Ferris. 2000. The Collected Letters. P. 243.]
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Reavey’s monumental efforts to secure publication of The Burning Baby 

despite mounting legal threats and publishing expenses had ended 

disastrously for the Europa Press. In November 1938, Dylan Thomas, who 

had neither the energy nor the expertise to “have a shot at it myself, 

returned the project to his agent David Higham, with whom he had fallen out 

the previous year when he signed a contract directly with the Europa Press. 

Higham abandoned the collection in its present format under the title The 

Burning Baby and revived instead an earlier project for a book of stories and 

poems. One of Higham’s first actions was to request in December 1938 a 

copy of Thomas’s contract with Reavey.^^ In his response, Reavey ardently 

protested that his contract with Thomas should be rightfully extended due to 

the exceptional circumstances that had prevailed as “no English printer [he 

had] approached has been willing to print, on grounds of obscenity” and 

Thomas had failed to co-operate “in a way to make publication easier”. Y e t  

Higham insisted that the contract would be returned,

Despite all these set backs, Reavey surprisingly continued to hold out some 

hope of publication and announced “The Burning Baby: short stories by 

Dylan Thomas" in his own collection Quixotic Perquisitions when it appeared 

in 1939. Yet, the announcement turned out to be another false hope: The 

Burning Babyvjou\6 never be published in its original format.

The correspondence between Dylan Thomas and George Reavey regarding 

the doomed publication of The Burning Baby offers an insight into their 

turbulent if enduring friendship as well as Reavey’s shortcomings and 

achievements as a publisher. In the small circle of literary London, Reavey 

undoubtedly became aware of the derisory campaign Thomas was waging 

behind his back. Reading Thomas’ caustic and unjustified remarks, it is 

surprising that their friendship survived. Yet Reavey may have been only too 

aware that Thomas life was marred by an ongoing financial crisis and an 

increasing dependence on alcohol.
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The period of the Europa Press’s efforts to publish the collection of short 

stories coincides with Thomas’s first year of marriage to Caitlin 

Macnamara’"", the couple’s frustrated efforts to set up a home by 

themselves, and his wife’s first pregnancy in 1938. His new role as a 

husband and father-to-be heightened Thomas’s fears of financial insecurity 

as the couple could not manage to live on Thomas’s earnings from his 

poems and review work and he depended desperately on royalties and 

advances from new work. In March 1938, while he and Caitlin stayed rather 

unhappily with her family in Blashford, Thomas described himself as 

“completely penniless” to American publisher James Laughlin: “I do not 

mean that we just live poorly; I mean that we go without food, without proper 

clothes, have shelter on charity, and very very soon will not have even that 

shelter” .̂ ^

Paul Ferris, editor of The Collected Letters o f Dylan Thomas, acknowledges 

that during the 1930s Thomas was “genuinely poor”. But Ferris also regards 

Thomas’s “begging letters” as being “full of guile” and refers to his “disregard 

for others and a feeling that, somehow, the world owed him a living”.̂ ® 

Geoffrey Grigson also described in his Recollections Thomas’s ruthless and 

self-obsessed attitude towards his friends:

He could trust himself to clown, to swear, to talk of women, or sex; he 
could borrow our beds, our underclothes and our cash, be washed, on 
occasion be mended and dry-cleaned by our wives whom he could 
attempt to lay sooner or later; and he could learn from us co-ordinating 
signs and landmarks of a Thirties London.

As he had firmly counted on further advances and royalties from The 

Burning Baby, Dylan Thomas became increasingly frustrated when Reavey 

encountered numerous obstacles to the publication of his stories. Where 

Reavey struggled to find solutions, Thomas remained unappreciative and 

critical of his publisher’s efforts to identify alternative ways of publication. 

Rather than support his efforts, Thomas derided Reavey behind his back

Dylan Thomas married Caitlin Macnamara (1913-1994) on 11 July 1937. Caitlin 
Macnamara referred to by Thomas as his “ Irish heart” was born in London of Protestant 
Irish parents. Her mother was half French and Macnamara lived for a while in Paris before
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and complained to his friends and patrons that he hated the idea of a Paris 

publication.

For Reavey, on the other hand, publication of The Burning Baby was his 

biggest financial risk to date: not only did Thomas not contribute financially 

to the publication, as both Brian Coffey and Denis Devlin had contributed, 

he also demanded advances. When Reavey signed the collection in 

December 1937, he paid Thomas a much welcomed advance of £20. 

According to Andrew Lycett, Dylan Thomas was able to “pick up the first £15 

tranche of his much needed advance” before Christmas 1937 and the 

remaining £5 when he and Caitlin were back in London in January 1938.^® 

Despite this ‘hefty’ advance, Reavey may have been reassured by the sales 

of Thomas’s second poetry book, Twenty-five Poems, which had quickly 

“raced through its first impression of 750 copies” and became “one of the 

more successful poetry books of the 1930s”.̂ ® He may also have felt that it 

was time for the Europa Press to embark on more risky ventures and 

expand its repertoire and circulation. Yet unlike James Laughlin’s New 

Directions and David Archer’s Parton Press, which were both backed by 

family wealth, Reavey’s Europa Press was from the start a precarious 

venture that set out bravely to create limited editions of selected 

collaborations between writers and artists. As a result, as Thomas Dillon 

Redshaw has remarked, the “tenuity of Reavey’s finances” is one of the 

main reasons for his failure to publish The Burning Baby.^°

From the start of their business relationship, Dylan Thomas was evasive and 

clandestine about his contractual agreements with his Reavey. Not only 

had he entered into a book deal with Reavey for The Burning Baby without 

consulting his agent but it also appears that Thomas initially hid his advance 

payment from his agent Higham, having to reluctantly admit later: “Yes, £20 

was what was paid to me, I remember now”.®̂ And when Thomas began to 

offer the American rights for The Burning Baby\o  James Laughlin, he had to 

be reminded by Reavey that the rights were no longer his to offer but rested

she met Thomas in spring 1936. Ferris describes her as “forthright, high-spirited and 
brazen, and men fell for her in droves”. [Ferris. 2000. The Collected Letters. P. 261, P. 836]
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now with the Europa Press, who carried the financial risk. Thomas 

eventually had to concede to Laughlin “certain arrangements [...] with 

Reavey and my agent Higham”, when he offered on 28 March 1938 that “all 

my books, past, present, and future, are to be published by you -  if you 

want them -  in America”.®̂ Not surprisingly Reavey was reluctant to enter 

into negotiations with James Laughlin and failed to make contact, which 

infuriated Thomas, who repeatedly queried in his correspondence with 

Laughlin: “Have you heard yet from the Europa Press? Reavey has not 

written to me. He is probably in Paris, being tasteful, noncommittal, and 

useless”.®̂

When Laughlin came to England in June 1938, he discussed American 

publication with Reavey, who clarified for him the status of publishing rights. 

Laughlin subsequently wrote angrily to Dylan Thomas, accusing him of 

concealing the fact that Reavey had the American rights of the stories. 

Thomas retracted and evasively replied that his contract with Reavey “was 

rushed through and gabbled over, Reavey taking quick advantage of my 

vagueness and stupidity”. T h i s  statement is in obvious contradiction, 

however, with Thomas’s awareness of the precise workings of his contract 

with Reavey, when it came to the question of whether it was to be renewed 

or not.

Dylan Thomas’s remarks about Reavey’s capability and honesty as 

publisher have to be therefore carefully examined in the context of 

Thomas’s ongoing financial crisis, his impulsive personality, and his 

contradictory dealings with his publishers, agents and benefactors. For 

example, in March 1938, Thomas offered Laughlin to “sign a contract" in 

return for an immediate “advance on royalties” for future books, as he had at 

the time no works to offer to Laughlin for American publication and the rights 

for his earlier published work rested with others.®^ In August 1938, Thomas 

referred in a letter to John Davenport to a “disagreement” between himself 

and Laughlin “as to the honesty, or fairness, of the contracts” Laughlin had 

sent him. The letter completely contradicts his earlier proposition to 

Laughlin:
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He [Laughlin] gave me, when I was broke and hungry, eight pounds, 
which I regarded foolishly as a present. Later, he sent me a contract to 
sign that said that the eight pounds was an advance on royalties to be 
earned by the books which I had, in my gratitude, only promised him.
Now I am asking for a proper advance [...] or 1 shall take away the 
books.®®

Moreover, George Reavey was not the only publisher derided by Dylan 

Thomas, who described his editor, Richard Church at J.M. Dent, as a 

“cliche-riddled humbug and pie-fingering hank” .̂ '''

Yet, while there is no evidence that Reavey conducted his business with 

Thomas in an improper manner, the correspondence between Reavey and 

Dylan Thomas offers insights into his inefficiencies as a publisher. 

Undoubtedly, Reavey’s biggest shortcoming as a publisher and agent were 

his poor communications skills. His most upsetting row with Samuel Beckett 

in 1936 was the result of his failure to properly negotiate and communicate 

his intentions to use Beckett’s Eluard translations for Thorns of Thunder 

When Beckett learned about his inclusion in the book through a prospectus 

that Reavey had circulated, he erupted in anger: “Thorns of Thunder 

And during Reavey’s efforts to place Beckett’s novel Murphy with a 

publishing house, Beckett experienced on-going frustration with Reavey’s 

lack of communication, complaining to Thomas MacGreevy: “I also find it 

difficult to keep up with Murphy. From time to time I get nebulosities from 

Reavey”.®®

With Dylan Thomas, Reavey decided to keep him largely in the dark about 

his dealings with the printers and his plans for finding an alternative solution 

to publication in Britain. Thomas, who grew impatient at the lack of progress 

and information, wrote to Reavey irritably in May 1938: “How is the book 

getting on? Any proofs soon?” adding sarcastically “Let me know a few 

things".^^ He shared his frustrations with others, complaining to James 

Laughlin that Reavey “hasn’t answered me, & might be cooking up all sorts

The remark was made in response to Church’s rejection of Henry Treece’s proposed 
book on Thomas. [Letter from Dylan Thomas to Henry Treece. In Ferris, Paul. 2000. The 
Collected Letters o f Dylan Thomas. P. 316. The letter is dated by Ferris as early February 
1938.]
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of plans”. D y l a n  Thomas used the long periods of silence from his 

publisher instead to deride and subvert Reavey’s efforts.

Thomas’s growing frustration at Reavey’s lack of communication may have 

been the ultimate reason why he chose to return after a year of failed 

publication to his agent David Higham, who was a necessary mediator 

between Thomas’s erratic personality and his editor Richard Church at J.M. 

Dent. Surprisingly, Thomas was less concerned about the integrity of the 

collection of stories than failure to publish in Britain. When Higham opened 

negotiations with J.M. Dent, Thomas immediately bowed to British 

censorship laws, stating that he had selected only “stories to which no 

objection, other than literary, could be taken”. T h i s  list did not include “The 

Burning Baby”. Dent’s editor Richard Church also subsequently “refused” “A 

Prospect Of The Sea”, on grounds that it had “moments of undeniable 

sensuality” .®̂ By adopting a firm stance towards Thomas and by working 

within the British censorship laws -  even if meant the loss of several stories 

-  J.M. Dent managed to publish The Map of Love, a collection of stories 

and new poems, only a year later in August 1939. For Thomas, success 

and failure were often measured in monetary terms. When he received his 

first advance of £50 for The Map of Love in February 1939, he begrudgingly 

had to repay Reavey for a £20 advance of royalties received, stating to 

Higham: “what a hole there’s going to be in my £50”.®̂

While Reavey can be accused of failing to communicate his plans with 

Thomas, he did, however, place Thomas’s literary interests at the heart of 

his activities and tried to preserve the integrity of the collection. Reavey 

chose a small edition Paris publication over a cut-down, British version that 

would have been subject to censorship laws. He followed famous examples, 

as controversial books that appeared first in Paris included James Joyce’s 

Ulysses, published by Shakespeare & Company, and D.H. Lawrence’s Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover by Edward Titus’ Black Manikin Press. Dylan Thomas, 

on the other hand, depended on a high volume of sales, comparable to the 

hundreds of copies he sold of Twenty-Five Poems to make any serious 

inroads into his own precarious financial situation.
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Throughout his dealings with Dylan Thomas and despite his vicious attacks, 

Reavey selflessly worked to promote his friend’s work. He included Thomas 

in his Surrealist Reading in June 1936 and also very likely recommended 

him as a contributor to the London Bulletin. As a result of Reavey’s 

introduction, Thomas was contacted by Roland Penrose -  who financially 

backed the London Gallery and its associated Bulletin -  in March 1938 and 

responded that he would be “very pleased to send [...] a poem or some 

prose”.®'* On a personal level, Reavey continued to count Thomas among 

his close friends and invited him in May 1938 to a party he had given for 

Samuel Beckett and Geer van Velde, on the occasion of van Velde’s one- 

man-show at the Guggenheim Jeune in London. Thomas wrote: “Sorry to 

have missed your party for Beckett & the other man (That’s the painter, isn’t 

it, whose work we liked so much?)”.®̂

Dylan Thomas the writer was ill-matched with Reavey as his publisher. For 

Reavey, commercial success was never the main motivation behind the 

Europa Press, as he used his publishing outlet selectively to aid and 

promote the work of writers (and mostly friends) he believed in. Although, 

Reavey possessed great energy and dedication to his authors, he lacked 

the necessary finances to act as ‘patron’ to Thomas’ endless financial 

needs. The friendship betvyeen George Reavey and Dylan Thomas 

nevertheless survived the bitter rows and is a further testament to Reavey’s 

loyalty.

George Reavey continued to be close to Dylan Thomas and saw him shortly 

before his death in New York in November 1953. S.W. Hayter remembered 

that Reavey had “attempted in vain to save him from the alleged friends, 

whom, as he told me later, let him die.” According to biographer Andrew 

Lycett, Reavey considered Thomas’s New York lover Liz Reitell “and her 

circle” a bad influence on his friend.®^ Lycett reports that during Thomas’s 

final stay in New York, Reavey became increasingly worried about him and 

tried to call for him at the Chelsea hotel, where he claimed his messages for 

Thomas were not delivered by Liz.®® The friends finally managed to meet up
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at the White Horse Tavern, Dylan Thomas’ favourite haunt in New York, 

where Reavey was shocked by Thomas’ appearance and described him 

later as “really looking sick and [...] depressed”.®® Their meeting on Monday 

evening, 2 November, was the last time, Reavey saw Thomas before he fell 

into a deep coma in the early hours of 5 November 1953, after he had 

received morphine for an attack of hallucinations.

Reavey was part of a group of close friends who called the following day to 

St. Vincent’s hospital. Shocked by his friend’s rapid deterioration, Reavey 

was one of the earliest sources to utter suspicions about Dylan Thomas’ 

death. According to Paul Ferris, he told John Davenport that “morphine was 

involved and that the facts of Thomas’ death were not emerging”.

After four days in a coma, Dylan Thomas died on 9 November 1953. George 

Reavey would have also been among the four hundred people that packed 

into Dylan Thomas’s memorial service at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in 

New York on Friday 13 November. Thomas’s body was then taken back to 

Wales, where he was buried in the church graveyard at Laugharne, It is 

likely that Reavey also accompanied Caitlin Thomas, when she boarded the 

SS United States, which carried Thomas’s body home, as Gittins reports 

that a few “friends gathered on the quayside to bid farewel l ”. L e f t  with his 

sadness about the premature death of his friend, Reavey decided to pay 

their turbulent but lasting friendship tribute through his memorable poem 

“The Child of Summer”.
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Chapter Eight

GOOD-BYE GRIM THIRTIES
(1938-1939)

And so, Good-bye, grim Thirties. These your closing days 
Have shown a new light, motionless and far
And clear as ice, to our sore riddled eyes;
And we see certain truths now, which the fear 
Aroused by earlier circumstances could but compromise.
Concerning all men’s lives. Beyond despair
May we take wiser leave of you, knowing disasters’ cause.

David Gascoyne, “Farewell Chorus”, ^

1. The Grim Thirties

The final years of the 1930s deeply affected and tested George Reavey’s 

energetic and entrepreneurial mind-set. A series of tragic personal 

circumstances combined with the growing threat of war would have a 

detrimental effect on his enterprising literary agency, the European Literary 

Bureau, and his innovative publishing house the Europa Press, which he had 

set up in Paris in the early part of the decade. The downward spiral began in

1938, as Reavey recalled in an interview with James Knowlson, when

“suddenly [...] we began to feel that things were going badly” .̂

On a personal level, the sudden death of his father on 5 October 1938 caused 

him considerable pain. Daniel Reavey died at his home, a rented apartment in 

Kensington’s Earl’s Court Square, at the age of 62 from “peritonitis, a 

perforated gastric ulcer”.̂  As far back as 1934, Reavey had made references 

in his diary to “father unweN”'̂ , an indication that Daniel Reavey may have 

suffered for some time from painful stomach conditions, such as ulcers. 

Reavey was particularly close to his father, a fact reflected in the many fond 

references to Daniel Reavey and their mutual affinity for Russia, which Reavey 

expressed in his recollections. And although Reavey was born in Belarus to a 

Polish mother, he strongly identified with his father’s Northern-lrish heritage,
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concluding in a memoir draft that “it naturally follows that I am of Irish descent” 

with a name that “announced an ancient clanship and a hard ancestry” .̂

Undoubtedly the death of his father, affected Reavey’s relationship with his now 

widowed mother, who was 56 years old in 1938 and relied strongly on 

emotional support from her only child. Moreover, the fortunes of the once well- 

off Reaveys had considerably declined in the 1930s, as Daniel Reavey's last 

employment appears to date as far back as 1927, when he was made 

redundant from his position, a salesman for flax, hemp and tow, with Holborn- 

based Centrosojus (England) Limited®. Sophia Reavey may have also 

depended on her son financially. For Reavey the death of his father was a 

private matter, as there are no references to his sudden loss in letters from 

Dylan Thomas or other contemporaries.

On a public level, George Reavey became throughout the 1930s increasingly 

anxious about the rise of fascism and the threat of a new world war and his 

poetry displays an acute awareness of the wider historical and political context. 

In a memoir draft on his friendship with Russian writer Boris Pasternak', whom 

he met first in person at the 1935 International Congress of Writers in Paris, 

Reavey recollected the tense political climate of the thirties, making particular 

reference to the Stalinist purges. Hitler’s fascist regime and the Spanish Civil 

War:

As the atmosphere grew thicker with hate and suspicion, as a whole profession 
were decimated, as writer after writer disappeared in the Soviet Union and terror 
raged in Germany, and Spain became a charnel, Europe looked worse than any 
surrealist nightmare.^

' Boris Leonidovich Pasternak was born in Moscow on 10 February 1890. His father was an art 
professor and portrait painter and his mother a concert pianist. Pasternak studied philosophy in 
Moscow and Germany (University of Marburg) and published his first volume of poetry in 1917, 
influenced by Symbolism. He developed his own distinct style, ignoring the widely propagated 
Socialist Realism. His novel Doctor Zhivago was rejected by the Soviet censorship and first 
published in 1957 in Italy. The English edition appeared in 1958 when the book had been 
translated into 18 languages. Pasternak refused the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1958, as the 
book had aroused so much opposition in the Soviet Union. The award brought “a campaign of 
abuse” and he died two years later in the isolation of his dacha in Peredelkino. [C f The New  
Encyclopaedia Britannica. Micropaedia. 1982. 15th edition. Chicago, Geneva: University of 
Chicago. Vol. VII, P. 790.]
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In the early 1930s, Reavey shared Samuel Putnam’s belief that the postwar 

generation -  who had never experienced the trenches of the First World War -  

was deeply affected by the ensuing “after-War chaos, a spiritual chaos, marked 

by the seeming breakdown of reality itself.® The profound disillusionment and 

deep-rooted angst inherited by the younger generation as a result of the 

spiritual vacuum left by the war, pervades Reavey’s earlier poetry and writings, 

such as his poem “Postwar” (1931):

We have reaped a fitful remorse;
The insomnia of terrible nights
When furies keep watch by our bed
And scream as we sink from the world. [A/, 12]

The poetic self is haunted by ghosts of the past -  sleep has become “uneasy 

with dreams” -  and is traumatised by “unpardoning eyes” and the “muttering 

mouths of the dead”. Images of “gunmetal eyes” and “shot bullets of hate” 

evoke memories of the past war and predict a doomed future of “implacable 

fate”.

In 1934 the rise of fascism and rearmament of Europe provoked Reavey to 

write one of his most memorable and political poems, “Castles in Spain” (1934), 

which he later included in his poetry cycle Quixotic Perquisitions (1939). The 

poem was written in the wake of Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 and makes direct 

references to Hitler’s exploitation of Nordic and German mythology as the 

philosophical basis for the Third Reich and his passion for Wagner’s music. In 

formal terms, the poem breaks from the structured quatrains Reavey employed 

in his earlier collection Nostradam, and adopts a more free-flowing, longer 

narrative.

“Castles in Spain” opens with an idyllic scene, where Cervantes’ hero Don 

Quixote de la Mancha and his squire Sancho Panza have retreated from their 

battles and adventures to the tranquil environs of the Pyrenees Mountains:
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Here’s a place we can’t better,
planted nearer the sky,
within reach of the clouds’ fleecy flocks
that frolic from morning till night,
licking the sweet off the sugar-loafed
Pyrenees,

Yes, friend, we are here,
stuck between peaks for our goat’s cheese,
to question the stars, mediate
on our fate;
[ . . . . ]

We have come to admire the peaks.
Praise the peace in the blue that’s beyond them.
Climb the rocky paths scenting strongly of clover.
And with shutters down after lunch 
Have a siesta 
[ . . . ]

[QP, 13-4]

Reavey knev^ the terrain well, as he had spent his summer holidays in 1934 

with the British artist Hilda Ainscough in the Spanish Pyrenees mountains in 

Viella, Vail d’Aran.® The peaceful exposition could be interpreted as a metaphor 

for the post-war period, when Europe desperately tried to preserve a fragile 

peace that had been agreed between the victorious Allies at Versailles. Yet 

Don Quixote is only too aware that their tranquil and treasured retreat -

we are here for a rest, 
away from the railways; 
our armour’s hung up, 
our lance left to be mended

[QP, 13]

-  is only a brief interlude in a turbulent time, marked by growing political 

aggression and military rearmament. Not before long, the “books of our 

nightmares / long burned in Thuringian forests” take hold of Quixote again and 

tear him from the peace he longed to find in the “sugar-loafed Pyrenees”.
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- Sancho ! I cried.
Do you hear the Wagnerian blare, 
The strident crescendo of brass, 
The clamouring trombones of wind

The rumour of nations that tremble 
Like trees in the autumn before shedding their 

Fruit?

Do you hear Balder’s thundering rockets 
proclaiming the Valkyries’ triumph, 
while the Vistula floats its dead to the Baltic 
and the bricks of the Tower pave the bed of the 

Thames?

[QP, 14-5]

Don Quixote’s hallucinatory prophecies of imminent war and destruction trouble 

the faith and confidence of his loyal companion Sanco Panza -  representing 

common man -  as he implores his master:

How could you think of it, 
it sounds so real?
Who is the barber 
would bleed us so much?

[QP, 15]

Reavey’s “barber” is Adolf Hitler, whose rapid rise to power, following his 

appointment as Chancellor in January 1933, combined with Germany’s 

threatening rearmament and expansionist foreign policies were anxiously 

followed by Reavey. Germany had also provocatively isolated herself from 

Europe by leaving both the League of Nations and the disarmament conference 

in October 1933.^° “Castles in Spain” was written in 1934, the year when 

Hitler’s domination, following the death of the German President von 

Hindenburg, was finally consolidated and the hitherto separate offices of 

Chancellor and President were merged into the new role of the Fuhrer.

In March 1936, German troops occupied the Rhineland, which bordered 

France, Belgium and the Netherlands, and had been declared a non-military 

zone under the Treaty of Versailles. This German offensive violated the
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conditions set by the Allies in Versailles and was seen as a considerable threat 

to France. Reavey was only too aware that his relocation from Paris to London, 

in early 1936, “coincided with the Germans crossing the Rhine””  and regarded 

his flight to Britain as a fortuitous decision.

Yet his delight over his relocation and his remarkable achievements with his 

involvement in the International Surrealist Exhibition and the associated 

Surrealist reading in the summer of 1936 were soon dramatically 

overshadowed by world political events. Julian Trevelyan recalled that “a few 

weeks after the exhibition had closed, the Spanish Civil War broke out, and for 

the next three years our thoughts and consciences were turned to Spain”. I n  

July 1936, General Franco led a rebellion against the elected coalition of 

republicans, socialists and communists under Manuel Azaha, which marked the 

beginning of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939).

In the following year, the bombing of the town of Guernica on 26 April 1937 by 

German forces in support of Franco caused international outrage. The 

indiscriminate attack on the town on a market day led to mass civilian 

casualties and destroyed three-quarters of the buildings^^ and deeply affected 

intellectuals and artists. According to Roland Penrose, the bombing “lashed 

Picasso into [...] fury” '̂' and resulted in his famous large-scale mural -  

Guernica -  which he painted for the Spanish Republican pavilion at the 1937 

Paris International Exhibition. The painting made a lasting impression on Julian 

Trevelyan, who regarded it as “the greatest moment in Picasso’s life, the 

moment at which his genius was raised to an unparalleled incandescence”.̂ ^

Following the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, the British Surrealist group, 

which met regularly in the home of Roland Penrose and in various artists’ 

studios, had started to plan “exhibitions and other activities” in support of the 

Republican c a u s e . A c c o r d i n g  to Trevelyan, “it was against a backdrop of 

uncanalized desire for some sort of militant action to stop the spread of
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Fascism that our little Surrealist group formed and fu n c tio n e d " .T h e  group 

persuaded Picasso to bring Guernica to London where it went on show, from 4 

to 29 October 1937, in the New Burlington Gardens -  the venue of the First 

International Surrealist Exhibition in the previous year. By strange coincidence, 

the adjoining room had been booked “previously by Franco’s supporters for an 

exhibition of an enormous painting by Zuloaga in honour of the fascist 

defenders of the Alcazar of Toledo”.̂ ® The exhibition then transferred to the 

Whitechapel Gallery, where it was opened by the Labour Party’s Clement Attlee 

who, as leader of the Opposition, supported the Republican Cause. Official 

British policy at the time was ‘non-interventionist’, with many of the ruling 

Conservatives favouring, however. Franco’s rebellion. Proceeds from the 

exhibition were “in aid of the National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief’.̂ ®

The organising committee included Herbert Read and Roland Penrose -  both 

formerly responsible for the selection of art for the International Surrealist 

exhibition -  as well as E.L.T. Mesens and his colleague and later wife, Sybil 

Stephenson, from the London Gallery. Among the “patrons” are several 

members of the organising committee for the International Surrealist Exhibition, 

including Hugh Sykes Davies and Ruthven Todd, yet Reavey’s name is 

strikingly absent. In November 1936, the “Surrealist group in England” 

published a joint “Declaration on Spain” in Roger Roughton’s Contemporary 

Poetry and Prose. The group accused the British government of an “anti

democratic” intrigue and demanded that the “ban on the export of arms to the 

Spanish Government” be lifted. Once again, Reavey’s name is not among the 

signatories, which included several of his close friends Hugh Sykes Davies, 

David Gascoyne, Humphrey Jennings, Roland Penrose and Roger Roughton."

The majority of British and French Surrealists, with whom Reavey had been so 

closely associated during the preparations for the International Surrealist

" The full list of signatories of the “Declaration on Spain” reads: Hugh Sykes Davies, David 
Gascoyne, Humphrey Jennings, Diana Brinton Lee, Rupert Lee, Henry Moore, Paul Nash, 
Roland Penrose, Valentine Penrose, Herbert Read, Roger Roughton. [In Roughton, Roger, ed. 
Contemporary Poetry and Prose. No.7. November 1936 ]
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Exhibition, actively supported the Republican and Communist cause In Spain. 

Roger Roughton was a dedicated member of the Communist Party (CP) and 

Trevelyan recalled Roughton’s “passionate confession [...] of the emotional 

upset he had suffered during a visit to Lenin’s tomb”. °̂ Through his literary 

magazine Contemporary Poetry and Prose, Roughton regularly published 

fervent editorials against fascism in Spain and printed free advertisements for 

the National Council of Labour to “support the Spanish people against 

Fascism”. D a v i d  Gascoyne had also recently rejoined the CP and travelled In 

the autumn of 1936 to Barcelona, In the company of Roland Penrose and his 

wife Valentine, to work for the Catalan Propaganda Ministry. Roland Penrose 

recalled that during this memorable visit he was “struck by a sense of solidarity 

and resolution among the people”.

While several of Reavey’s close friends, such as Roger Roughton and David 

Gascoyne, were members of the Communist Party and Reavey frequented 

David Archer’s left-wing bookshop on Parton Street, he distanced himself from 

the Communist cause In Spain. This was a highly unusual political stance In the 

mid to late 1930s when, according to literary critic A.T. Tolley, “sympathy with 

the Left was widespread In Intellectual circles” and very few poets could be 

“described as a-polltica!”.'" In the summer of 1936, Reavey started to record, 

diary-like, meetings with friends and members of the Surrealist group -  

Including Roland Penrose, E.L.T. Mesens, Herbert Read, Paul Nash, David 

Gascoyne, Roger Roughton, Sheila Legg''', Humphrey Jennings and Hugh 

Sykes Davies -  as well as wider political events.'' Reavey's entries reveal that

Tolley stated that “none of the poets discussed [...] was Right in sympathy: and very few 
could be described as a-political”. [A.T. Tolley. 1975. The Poetry o f the Thirties. London: Victor 
Gollancz. P. 27.]

''' Sheila Legge was the legendary 'phantom’ of the First International Exhibition, where she 
appeared in a long white dress with her face covered in red roses.

'' Cf. Reavey’s diary, for example entries for 18 July 1936, meeting with Paul Nash and Herbert 
Read at the Cafe Royal, and 21 July, a dinner with "Penroses, Hugh Sykes + Co, Max Ernst, 
Juanita, Roger, David, Humphrey, Sheila, Kay”. [MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 9, 
Folder 10.]
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he closely followed the events in Spain -  for example, he noted, on Sunday 20 

July, “Spain? Nothing decisive -  fate of Europe hangs on thread”. In another 

diary entry on Spain, Reavey wrote surprisingly: “The Spanish War -  

nationalists''' must win, dialectically impossible for Communism to triumph in 

Europe”, while a later addition states “Spanish nationalists on way to 

winning”.

While Reavey clearly abhorred Fascism and felt personally threatened by 

Hitler’s aggressive foreign policy, his thoughts nevertheless reveal his sceptical 

attitude towards Communism, which would have singled him out among his 

closest friends. Yet, unlike most members of the British Surrealist group, 

Reavey had personally experienced life in Soviet Russia. Undoubtedly 

Reavey’s traumatic childhood experience of revolution and civil war, in 

particular his father’s indiscriminate arrest by Bolshevik forces in 1918, had 

engraved in him a deep abhorrence of violence to serve the Communist cause. 

Reavey’s father also worked in Russia as a relief worker with the Save the 

Children Fund during the disastrous famine of 1922/23 and his disheartening 

reports of a man-made economic crisis that led to the deaths of millions of 

Russians may have further dissuaded Reavey from embracing Communism. 

These experiences had undoubtedly created Reavey’s astute and realist 

political attitude and an inherent scepticism towards all forms of totalitarian 

ideology.

The death of his friend Gareth Vaughan Jones in China in 1935 -  during a time 

of Communist uprisings -  may have been a further factor in Reavey’s 

reluctance to support the International Brigade in Spain. In the 1930s, Hong 

Kong Island, together with adjacent territories on the mainland, formed part of 

the British Empire and Britain also had special rights in the strategic trading port 

Shanghai. In retaliation against foreign domination, Chinese Communists led a 

series of uprisings against British forces. Chinese Nationalists and Communists

''' General Franco’s rebel forces were referred to as Nationalists, whereas the Communist 
government was referred to as Republicans.
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were also engulfed in a series of civil wars, during the Nationalist rule of Chiang 

Kai-shek from 1928-1937.^'’ It is likely that Reavey’s friend Gareth Vaughan 

Jones died serving the British army in China as the result of these 

confrontations. The death of his friend in China was the first time since his 

father’s imprisonment in Russia in 1918, that Reavey was personally affected 

by war. It is therefore significant that Reavey dedicated his essentially ‘anti-war’ 

collection Quixotic Perquisitions to Vaughan Jones, with the words: “in memory 

of my friend Gareth Vaughan Jones killed in China 1935”.̂ ®

While many of the poems he wrote during the mid to late 1930s deal with an 

anticipation and abhorrence of war and conflict, Reavey rarely makes direct 

references to individual events. The poem “Perquisition" refers, however, 

specifically to ‘recent’ events in China and Spain. Like “Castles in Spain”, the 

poem forms part of a cycle, as previously noted, that is loosely based on the 

adventures of Don Quixote de la Mancha and his squire Sancho Panza. It is 

written in the voice of Sancho Panza, “Perquisiton” is dated by Reavey 

“1932/1938”, an indication that he updated the poem in 1938 to take account of 

recent historic events such as the Chinese Communist uprisings, the Spanish 

Civil War and the German occupation of Sudetenland, which led to the 1938 

Munich Crisis. Sancho Panza therefore desperately appeals to his master Don 

Quixote for reassurance, “for the times are grown harder than the iron we 

forge”:

‘Pray S ir ! Perquisitive, will you kindly bestow
a word or a deed for my comfort,
for the times are grown harder than the iron we
forge.’
[ . . . . ]

[QP, 20]

Yet, a remedy cannot be found and the unwavering idealist Don Quixote is 

forced to adopt a sarcastic tone -  “what anodyne more do you need?” -  as he 

offers his servant only “vexing” words and so-called “valorous deeds”, which 

are no longer tales of noble (if imaginary) battles but the horrific “rumours of 

murder and rape / on the highways of China...”:
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And valorous deeds? ‘Indeed, nny dear Valerian, 
the Chinese soldier will not fail the trusting school

girl.'
Yes, rumours of murder and rape 
on the highways of China...
Spain’s nearer, less sentimental...
And the clattering dawn brimful of news, 
sunspots, mad seasons, burnt crops, 
but shall I pursue the fox of exegis, 
the end of the end of the end o f... ?
[ . . . ]

[QP, 20]

Yet amidst the chaos of war and destruction, Sancho Panza, is utterly confused 

-  “I’m giddy with bells booming crescendo, / rockets cascading and planets in 

Catherine wheels;” -  and unable to identify the just cause: “But which is the 

dragon / and who the dragooned?”

What shall become of us 
what shall we do 
where hide our heads 
under what stone shrub or tree 
The dragon dawn is upon us 
The dragon of frenzy 
has soared from his lair 
But which is the dragon 
and who the dragooned?

[QP, 21]

Sancho’s refusal to take sides in the conflict is a reflection of Reavey’s own 

political ambivalence, in particular to the Civil War in Spain. Reavey had visited 

Spain on several occasions during the early 1930s and clearly mourns in 

“Perquisition” the country’s destruction: “sunspots, mad seasons, burnt crops”. 

The poem “Perquisition” ultimately reveals Reavey’s deep-rooted fear of 

conflict, exile and homelessness, so clearly expressed in the haunting lines: 

“What shall become of us / what shall we do / where hide our heads”. His 

childhood experiences of civil war and Bolshevik terror in Russia undoubtedly 

left a deep mark on him, as did his forced exile and traumatic escape from 

revolutionary Russia and the separation from his adored father.
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It is highly likely that Reavey kept his detachment from the Communist cause 

secret from his fellow members of the British Surrealist group, with whom he 

continued to be involved throughout the mid to late 1930s. He even contributed 

one of his anti-war poems “The Rape of Europe” to the London Bulletin’s 

special focus on Guernica.^® Yet this growing detachment may have been 

noticed nonetheless by the group, as Julian Trevelyan recalled that Reavey 

only “occasionally” attended meetings following the outbreak of the Spanish 

Civil War.^^ A much more public opponent of Communism was the French 

Surrealist Andre Breton. Trevelyan recalled that “Breton had [...] taken up a 

position strongly critical of any collaboration whatsoever with the Communist 

Party, and this was acrimoniously discussed” at the meetings of the British 

Surrealist group. Breton’s growing isolation from the French and British 

Surrealist groups is evident in Trevelyan’s analysis that “Breton was, of course, 

swimming against the stream” and “opposed” by Hugh Sykes Davies, Henry 

Moore and Roger Roughton.^® However, the Republican cause in Spain was 

far from a united one and Roland Penrose quickly became aware of an 

“underlying lack of harmony and vicious jealousies among left-wing political 

parties”.̂ ^

The Munich Crisis in the autumn of 1938 divided Britain once more into those 

who supported the efforts of Prime Minister Chamberlain’s efforts to maintain 

peace in Europe at any cost and those who demanded action against Hitler’s 

aggressive expansionist policies. At a legendary 12-hour conference in Munich 

on 29 September 1938 an agreement was reached between Hitler, Mussolini, 

Chamberlain and French premier Edouard Daladier. The Munich Settlement 

recognised the ‘Anschluss’ of the Sudetenland, a part of Czechoslovakia with a 

German-speaking population, in return for a declaration of German-English and 

German-French non-aggression. Controversially, Czech diplomats were 

excluded from the intense 12-hour conference and had to bow to the decision. 

Upon his return to Britain, Chamberlain famously declared that the agreement 

meant “peace for our time”. °̂ Chamberlain’s policy of ‘appeasement’, which
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believed in compromise to reduce tensions that might lead to war, was highly 

controversial among Britain’s left-wing supporters and divided the nation.

Reavey’s poem “Cassandra 1938” -  composed on 23 September, six days 

before the Munich agreement -  discusses Chamberlain’s dilemma of “peace or 

the sword”. The poetic voice adopts the role of a modern-day visionary 

Cassandra. Yet part of Cassandra’s fate was that her prophecies were never 

to be believed and she was murdered after the fall of Troy. In the poem, 

Reavey appears to display sympathy for Chamberlain’s no-win situation to 

“assure old age, / preach courage to the young, proclaim this true”:

Cassandra 1938

Peace or the sword? They clamour at the gate 
They throng impatient for my patience’ mead,
For deed resolving, word absolving, - mine;
But I who know and converse hold with fate,
Can I assuage their pangs, assure old age,
Preach courage to the young, proclaim this true.
Or salvage those who through life’s sanguine play 
Walk unaware, unheeding, blind to all 
Except the shadow writing on the wall?

[TEC, Unpublished TM]

It seems that Reavey himself was at a loss regarding the right cause and ends 

his poem with an unanswered question that challenges the very notion of reality 

-  “the shadow writing on the wall”. Six months later, Chamberlain’s critics were 

proven right as Hitler disregarded the Munich Settlement and completed the 

German occupation of Czechoslovakia in March 1939. Germany’s attack on 

Poland on 1 September eventually led to the outbreak of the Second World 

War on 3 September 1939.
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2. The Endless Chain (1930-1938)

The turbulent 1930s inspired Reavey to collect a series of poems that engaged 

with the decade’s wider historical and political context. The collection was to 

cover the years 1930 to 1938 and span the post-war sense of utter 

disillusionment, which continued to prevail in the early 1930s, to the growing 

threat of war in the wake of the 1938 Munich crisis. Like David Gascoyne’s 

poem “Farewell Chorus”, composed during the first months of the Second 

World W ar^\ Reavey’s collection takes stock of a decade that was marked 

from the outset by a looming war -  an ominous era, described by Gascoyne as 

“those undermining years of angry waiting and cold / tea”, when the final 

inevitability of war is almost greeted with relief:

Farewell Chorus
I

And so ! the long black Pullman is at last departing, now,
After those undermining years of angry waiting and cold 
Tea;
And all your small grey faces and wet hankies slide away 
Backwards into the station’s cave of cloud. And so Good-bye 
To our home-town, so foreign now its lights no longer show;
And to our old lives already indistinct as a dull play
We saw while staying somewhere in the Midlands long ago.^^

Reavey and his contemporaries such as David Gascoyne, who lived through a 

decade marked by the rise of Fascism and recurring threats of war, strongly 

sensed that their “old lives already indistinct as a dull play” were about to end. 

Reavey was therefore anxious to see his collection of selected poems in print 

before the outbreak of war would terminate his plans. A poem entitled “The 

Endless Chain (III)”, which Reavey dedicated to his friend and fellow poet Brian 

Coffey, reveals Reavey’s sense of urgency behind the publication of the 

collection. The poet is aware that in the light of a wider international political 

crisis -  the poem was written a week before Chamberlain’s Munich Settlement 

-  the individual’s action is futile and will not change the cause of history: “There 

is almost nothing left to say / the simple human statements have been made”. 

Yet the voice is undeterred from the prophecy that Europe was heading
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towards an inevitable fate of war and destruction -  “the non-human necessity of 

ponderous forces” -  which is the central message of Reavey’s poems spanning 

a turbulent decade:

Therefore I go on repeating what I have said 
fighting the demon of adversity 
the non-human necessity of ponderous forces 
masquerading as hope future and happiness 
Therefore I go on repeating what I know, 
re-stating and redressing, clothing and adorning 
What is better naked,

[TEC]

For the manuscript, which he completed in September 1938, Reavey gathered 

work from his earlier collections Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932) and Nostradam 

(1935) as well as poems intended for his new cycle Quixotic Perquisitions. Two 

other poems, “The Endless Chain (II)” and “Cyclic”, had previously appeared in 

reviews. As the collection deals mostly with the outer threat of war and 

destruction, Reavey chose not to include any poems from his French-language 

collection Signes D ’Adieu (1935), essentially a private mediation on the loss of 

a lover.

The collection of 36 poems was carefully arranged by Reavey into four 

sections: section one, “The Endless Chain (I)”, featured mainly poems from his 

second volume Nostradarrr, section two dealt with the Faustian theme; while 

the third section, “The Endless Chain (III)”, included seven at the time 

unpublished poems, which would appear in 1939 in Quixotic Perquisitions. The 

fourth section was to consist solely of “The Endless Chain (IV)” and to be 

followed by author’s notes.

The inspiration for the collection’s ominous title -  which can be interpreted as 

an endless spiral (chain) of historical and political events -  came from a 

painting by Belgian Surrealist Rene Magritte, entitled La Chalne Sans Fin /The  

Endless Chain (1938) [Cf. Title Page], Reavey’s first encounter with the 

painting provoked in him a profound sense of premonition and predestination:
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In March of this year [1938] I saw for the first time a picture painted by Rene 
Magritte, the Belgian painter It was called The Endless Chain. It proved an 
event and inspiration for me. Although it had been painted only a few months 
earlier, it appeared to be the image, the pictorial representation of the theme 
underlying poems I had written as far back as 1930 {Faust’s Metamorphoses in 
particular). I assume that such an event cannot be coincidence.^^

For Reavey the connection between his poems and Magritte’s painting was so 

powerful that he intended to include a reproduction of it as frontispiece. The 

painting had been previously reproduced in the second issue of the London 

Bulletin, where it accompanied a short article on the recent Magritte exhibition. 

The Endless Chain depicts three riders on horseback who represent different 

ages, interpreted by Reavey as “the classical, the Renaissance and the modern 

worlds”.̂ '* The reins are held by modern man, wearing an odd combination of 

black suit and bowler hat with riding boots. Behind him are seated a man in 

Elizabethan costume and a Greek figure, complete with toga and sandals. The 

riders are depicted against a dark, threatening sky and the horse bucks, 

startled by an unknown event that lies ahead.

In a short prose text “The Endless Chain (I)”, which was to precede the first 

section of his selected poems, Reavey describes the painting and meditates on 

the relevance of Magritte’s art for his poetry:

The Endless Chain (I)

Against a calm but ominous sky a powerful horse is bearing three men. They 
might be Apollo, Faust, and Faust’s ghostly progeny, modern man. They might 
be the images of the classical, the Renaissance and the modern worlds. They 
are mounted like statutes on a quivering beast, staring grimly ahead of them into 
an inscrutable and limitless expanse.^®

Reavey organised his poems around the symbolism of Magritte’s three 

representations of different ages -  the classical, the Renaissance and the 

modern -  and made a conscious “attempt to record the struggles, divisions and 

aspirations of those who lived in successive worlds”. S e c t i o n  one related to 

the world of Dante, on which the world of Marlowe (section two) had “turned its
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back”. Sections three and four dealt with the contemporary situation, described 

by Reavey as “our world [...] that of Marlowe or Faust in the twelfth hour of 

agony”.

Magritte’s painting struck an immediate chord with Reavey’s beliefs in the 

historical theories of Oswald Spengler that history progressed in a series of 

recurring cycles. For Reavey it was a powerful epiphany, “a moment of 

impassioned lucidity” that depicted in one short breath “the world we know -  

the world we are -  faced with the world we are becoming”.E c h o in g  

Spengler’s language, he argued that the painting was “dynamic destiny once 

more shaping our lives” and “abreast of the dialectical development of western 

thought” .̂ ®

In Magritte's illusionist art -  which he regarded as an “adequate rendering of a 

poetic image in terms of paint” ®̂ -  Reavey had found an analogy to his poetic 

expression. Magritte’s art and Reavey’s poetry are rooted in the Surrealist 

world of potent inner visions and dream-like images. Yet the threat of the outer 

world is never far away. For example, Reavey detects in Magritte’s “quivering 

beast” a “war horse trampling down every form of finality”.

There are several references in Reavey’s draft forewords to The Endless Chain 

to a profound inner angst experienced by the author. Reavey regards Magritte’s 

three protagonists as one “tragic character” who is “caught in the web of fate”. 

This could be read as a ‘self-portrait’ of Reavey, who refers in his text to a 

“drama plotted in the secret recesses of his soul [that] will exceed all others in 

pity and horror”. Like in his earlier collection Faust’s Metamorphoses, Reavey 

identifies with “Faust’s role as the conscious witness of his own tragedy” and 

describes himself as “a part, fatally a victim, of the forces disrupting and 

unifying Europe”.

His interest in the work of Rene Magritte dates back to the 1936 First 

International Surrealist Exhibition in London, where Magritte was featured with
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eight oils, chosen by his friend and art dealer, fellow Belgian Surrealist E.L.T. 

Mesens. Magritte also spent time in London in 1937, when he was 

commissioned through Mesens to “paint three large pictures” for the private 

residence of art collector Edward James.'^^ In the same year, Reavey bought a 

treasured “Magritte Collage of [the] early period (c. 1927)”.''" He had expressed 

his delight to Brian Coffey who congratulated him: “You must be very pleased 

to have the Magritte, it sounded very magical to me”.'*̂

Reavey’s first encounter with Magritte’s painting La Chaine Sans Fin /  The 

Endless Chain, in March 1938, coincided with Magritte’s first solo exhibition in 

Britain, at the London Gallery on Mayor Street, where the painting was shown 

along with 45 other works including oils, drawings, collages and watercolours/'" 

Together with the painting, Magritte also showed several “Sketches for ‘The 

Endless Chain’.'̂  ̂ More than likely, Reavey would have been shown a preview 

of the exhibition by the gallery’s curator E.L.T. Mesens, for whom he later acted 

as assistant editor for The London Bulletin. Roland Penrose and Herbert Read 

lent paintings for the exhibition including The Chasm of Silver [Oil, 1927, 

Penrose], Spontaneous Generation [Oil, 1937, Penrose] and The Giantess 

[Drawing, 1937, Read]. Together with Penrose, Read and other members of 

the British Surrealist group, Reavey would have attended the opening at 

“midnight on 31 March /1  April, April’s Fools’ Day”, which according to Magritte 

expert David Sylvester, “included some surrealist tomfoolery“ .'*®

Instead of producing a catalogue, Mesens dedicated the first number of The 

London Bulletin (April 1938) to the Magritte show. Mesens’s later assistant, the 

writer and musician George Melly, recalled that this “Magritte number”, which 

he discovered in an art school library several years later, “sparked o ff’ his

Reavey referred to this Magritte collage in a letter to letter Irene Rice Pereira. [Dated 15 April 
1950. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 41, Folders 1-6.]

Magritte’s painting The Endless Chain was item 45 of 46 paintings, collages, watercolours 
and drawings that Magritte exhibited at the London Gallery. “Catalogue” Rene Magritte. [In 
Mesens, E.L.T., ed. London Gallery Bulletin. No. 1 April 1938. London: The London Gallery. P. 
9-12.]
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interest in Surrealism. According to Melly, the issue included “many 

reproductions, poems and articles, as well as a list of exhibits”/® Among the 

contributors were Herbert Read, Humphrey Jennings and Paul Eluard, who was 

represented with a poem in translation by Man Ray. Reavey contributed his 

short prose text “The Endless Chain”, which meditates on Magritte’s painting, to 

the second issue of the London Bulletin, published in May 1938. The issue re

visited the recent Magritte show and included a compilation of press coverage 

on the exhibition. In the same section, Reavey is featured with his poem “The 

Endless Chain”, which he had dedicated to the Bulletin’s editor E.L.T. Mesens.

The Endless Chain
To E.L.T. Mesens

While the tranquil sky is full of foreboding,
On the smooth ground hooves pound.
Would Apollo propound his doom?
Or treacherous Faust astound
The gloom of the spaces with implacable 

loom,
Hound is hard ghost, to-day’s tyrant and 

victim,
Under his mind’s dome to expire;
Or expound a plot swift unravelling,
As hooves pound on the smooth ground?''^

The appearance of a reproduction of Magritte’s painting The Endless Chain 

together with Reavey’s prose text and poem in the second issue of the London 

Bulletin is clearly no coincidence but shows Reavey’s growing influence in the 

magazine as well as his passionate beliefs in the relevance of Margritte’s art , 

which he shared with the Bulletin’s editor E.L.T. Mesens.

Reavey’s homage to Rene Magritte culminates, undoubtedly, in the poem “The 

Bridge of Heraclitus“, intended for The Endless Chain and later included in 

Quixotic Perquisitions (1939), which he dedicated to the painter. Reavey’s 

inspiration for the poem is derived directly from Rene Magritte’s painting Le 

pont d ’Heraclite /  Heraclitus’s Bridge (1935), which depicts a half or incomplete 

bridge that is reflected in the water as a full bridge [Fig. 11].  This potent image
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is interwoven by Reavey with the Quixote theme. Faced with the ‘outer’ danger 

of the incomplete bridge, Don Quixote’s horse “Rozinante” shies away, while 

his master’s inner vision perceives no limits or boundaries:

There was a bridge that Rozinante would not cross,
Though Don Quixote spurred him to the task;
The tempting plains beyond did not avail,
Nor the promised sky’s perennial invitation; [QP, 24]

The image of a bridge “stretched across the abyss, that is reconciling the two 

banks” is a recurring image in Surrealism.'’® Water is also an ancient symbol 

for the unconscious and the ‘bridge’ has been a constant metaphor in many 

cultures as “the link between what can be perceived and what is beyond 

perception”, writes Cirlot in A Dictionary o f Symbols: “the bridge is always 

symbolic of a transition from one state to another - of change or the desire for 

change”."*® Reavey's poem meditates precisely on this "gulf between illustration 

and reality: the half way house of realisation", as he describes it in the 

“Postscriptum“ to Quixotic Perquisitions [QP, 32].

In Reavey’s poem as in Magritte’s painting, water does not merely reflect reality 

but acts as a gateway between the outer world and inner vision. Through the 

process of transformation, the half-bridge has turned into a full bridge and Don 

Quixote has become “in the waters’ mirror washed another man”:

In the limpid waters seeming slow and calm 
Real eddies surged, decades’. Days’ increasing flow;
And Don Quixote urging Rozinante to excel,
Was in the waters’ mirror washed another man,
His goal half-won, but Dulcinea still his talisman. [QP, 24]

The theme of reflecting surfaces such as ‘water’ and ‘mirror’ offering access to 

a different reality is a recurring theme in Magritte’s painting, such as The False 

M irror/Le  Faux M iroir[0\\, c.1929] and The field-glass/ La Lunette D ’Approche 

[Oil, 1963], A famous example is the painting Not to be reproduced /  La 

Reproduction Interdite [Oil, 1937], which Reavey would have seen in the
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Magritte solo exhibition at the London Gallery in April 1938 [Fig. 12].^° The 

painting depicts a male figure, seen from the back, staring into a mirror, yet 

instead of naturalistically reflecting the man’s face, the mirror frustrates our 

curiosity to see the man’s expression and repeats instead the image of the 

figure seen from the back. Similar to Heraclitus’s Bridge, the reflective surface 

has become a point of entry into another reality. Throughout his poetic 

development, Reavey’s landscapes become increasingly inner worlds, which 

resemble the imagery of Rene Magritte.

In September 1938, Reavey sent a manuscript of The Endless Chain collection 

to his friend Brian Coffey. A hand-written note hints at difficulties regarding the 

publication but reaffirms Reavey’s commitment to see the poems into print: 

“This is a MS of my selected poems which I was hoping to have published soon 

and which I hope will eventually a p p e a r " . Y e t  by a strange coincidence, today 

neither Reavey’s collection nor Magritte’s painting exist. Reavey’s cycle The 

Endless Chain was never realised and Magritte’s La Chaine Sans Fin was 

destroyed.'^

In 1939, as the Second World War drew close, Reavey did manage, however, 

to publish his collection Quixotic Perquisitions. Most of these poems were 

already complete by 1938 and were to form section three of The Endless 

Chain. Engraver John Buckland Wright^ who had studied at Hayter’s Atelier 17 

in Paris, illustrated Quixotic Perquisitions in line with Reavey’s philosophy for

“  A reference to Magritte’s painting The Endless Chain in David Sylvester’s compreiiensive 
study IVIagritte reads: Ttie Endless Chain (La chaine sans fin), 1938, oil on canvas, destroyed. 
[In Sylvester, David. 1992. IVIagritte. London: Thames and Hudson. P. 328.]

New Zealand-born artist John Buckland Wright (1897-1954) came to Europe at the age of 
eight following the death of his father and was educated in Switzerland and Britain. He lived in 
Paris, Italy and Brussels where he set up a studio. As an illustrator he collaborated with Dutch 
and French poets including Paul Valery. Art critic Rudolf EO Ekkart believes that his copper 
engraving of Don Quixote for Quixotic Perquisitions is “a rare occasion where we find a direct 
influence of French art in his work”. [Ekkart, Rudolf EO. 1997. “Foreword”. In John Buckland 
Wright The Continental Years. Exhibition Catalogue. Wolseley Fine Arts, London and The 
Ferner Gallery, Wellington NZ, 1997.]
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the Europa Poets series as “limited editions in collaboration with modern artists 

and engravers”.

The poems are full of dark prophecies of war and destruction and generally 

adopt a fervent anti-war stance. Through the polar opposites of the idealistic 

romanticism of Don Quixote -  who fights imaginary battles in search of his 

‘grail’ -  and the resolved pragmatism of common man Sancho Panza, Reavey 

explores the inherent duality of modern consciousness in the wake of a growing 

world crisis that would eventually lead to the onslaught of the Second World 

War. Reavey described “Quixote and Faust [as] different facets of the same 

galvanic statue” and stated that “like his contemporary Faust, Don Quixote is 

still among us. His consciousness, like Faust’s, is implicit in the dialectic of our 

times". [QP, 32].

In the poem “Quixotic Gas”, Reavey adopts once more the role of Don Quixote, 

whose ‘visions’ are perceived by his fellow men as the hallucinations of an 

infirm mind. Yet Quixote’s predictions that “the air will shudder with motors / 

and tanks on the lurid horizons / will sweep up the debris of cities" has a stark 

reality. Another poem, “The Rape of Europe”, written in 1938, a year marked 

by the Munich crisis, makes direct reference to the ensuing political instability 

and the threat of war. Despite Chamberlain’s efforts to prevent the outbreak of 

war through compromise and concessions. Hitler’s aggressive expansionist 

politics had started to infect “all lands / with envy, greed and discontent” [QP,

30] and the poem is resigned to an “Expectant Europe armed, air raided” [QP,

31].
The Rape of Europe

[ . . . . ]

And Europe in her madness builds,
Destroys, discovers, blends and spends 
Her precious substance ages tilled;
Barters for gold, for slaves, mean ends,
Her hard-won freedom, mind’s content;
Betrays her mission, infects all lands 
With envy, greed and discontent,
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[ . . . . ]

But who will speak and weld together 
Expectant Europe armed, air raided, 
Perplexed in this uncertain weather;

[ . . . . ]

[QP, 30-1]

Quixotic Perquisitions concludes in a profound pessimism and existential fear, 

as Reavey wrote in his “Postscriptum” to the collection: “Time has forged a new 

and more efficient machinery against us” [QP, 32], Even the unbound idealism 

of Don Quixote has been finally crushed as he confesses in the poem “Don 

Quixote’s Testament” his utter disillusionment, while standing “at death’s 

second door”:

Don Quixote’s Testament

I am no longer Don Quixote de la Mancha,
Nor Saint Louis, nor Charles the Bold,
But plain Alono Quixano, formerly called The Good, 
An old man laid up with fever and cold,
A disciple of Descartes and Marat,
A chilly wind blowing death to the masses:

[ . . . . ]

And of all my follies, I most abhor 
The fable of man’s godless prowess.
And the void of his skeleton building. [QP, 28]

The imminent threat of destruction and disintegration as Europe prepared for 

war -  which he later described as “a new monstrous hell on earth had come 

into being”^̂  -  struck Reavey at the core of his identity. It evoked traumatic 

memories of his childhood experiences of war and exile in revolutionary Russia. 

More importantly, Reavey had looked to Europe as his spiritual home and -  in 

the context of his mixed ancestry and frequent childhood relocations between 

Russia, Northern Ireland, England and mainland Europe -  Reavey had carved 

out for himself a non-nationalist pan-European identity, which he defined in his 

collection Nostradam  as that of “an occidental” in a “Dante-Marlowe-Rimbaud”
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perspective [N, 7], An “expectant Europe armed, air raided”, however, left 

Reavey essentially homeless and fugitive.

Personal tragedy struck again in the summer of 1939 when Reavey’s mother 

was reported missing during a visit to Warsaw. A native of Warsaw (where she 

was born on 8 October 1882) Sophia Turchenko Reavey had left Poland 

following her marriage to Daniel Reavey when the couple moved to Vitebsk, 

Belarus in 1905, but she continued to keep in touch with her family. Following 

the Reavey’s relocation to London in the early 1920s, Sophia Reavey was able 

to return to Warsaw in 1927, when she made an application for a passport for 

“travelling to Warsaw for the purpose of seeing the relatives”.̂ "̂  Seven years 

later, in 1934, Sophia Reavey was able to make another visit.^^ During Sophia’s 

final visit in the summer of 1939, Reavey was suddenly alerted by their Polish 

relatives that his mother had gone missing. While his wife Gwynedd contacted 

the British Consular Department in Poland on 3 July “for assistance in tracing 

Mrs. Sophia Reavey who is slightly unbalanced and may have set out for 

Warsaw”,̂ ® Reavey travelled to Poland to find his mother. When Sophia 

Reavey was finally located in early July, her passport was impounded by the 

British authorities who feared for her mental health.^'

The political situation in Poland was tense, as Germany had made, in March 

1939, demands on the Polish Government for the hand-over of the city of 

Gdansk (Danzig) as well as territory that would link East Prussia with the 

German Reich (until then separated by Poland). When Poland defied Hitler’s 

demands and Britain and France guaranteed their support for Poland on 31 

March, the crisis deepened and brought about the end of the German-Polish 

non-aggression pact. Sophia and George Reavey found themselves in Poland 

at a time of high crisis and intense anxiety as an attack by German forces

An entry in the Foreign Office Correspondence Index from 1939 states: “Reavey, Sofia Mrs. 
Journey to Poland & return: mental health, passport impounded,” K8415/8415/255. The file 
was not kept. Source: Philip Kiberd, Foreign & Commonwealth Office, Records & Historical 
Department, Milton Keynes.

237



seemed imminent. It is not known whether the crisis in Poland together with 

worries about the future of her relatives caused Sophia Reavey’s mental 

breakdown in July 1939. Less than a year after her husband’s death, she was 

certainly in a vulnerable position.

Their return journey from Poland to London, during an impending world crisis, 

undoubtedly brought back memories to Reavey of the eventful journey he had 

made as an 11-year old boy with his mother in the autumn of 1918, when they 

escaped Civil War in Russia. Sophia Reavey had brought her son to safety in a 

memorable escape that had led them from Russia via Finland, Sweden, 

Norway and Scotland, back to his grandparents’ home in Belfast. Now, Reavey 

accompanied his distraught mother back to London, where she was 

immediately hospitalised at St. Pancras Hospital. He had confided his worries 

about the disappearance of his mother and his journey to Poland to his friend 

Brian Coffey, who responded relieved when he heard of Reavey’s return;

Was glad to get your letter and to hear you had returned safely from Warsaw. I 
hope that you were able to settle everything concerning your mother in a 
satisfactory way.®^

Yet, Sophia Reavey’s condition at St. Pancras was far from satisfactory and on 

14 July Reavey was invited to attend an examination that was to determine 

“whether transfer to a mental hospital is necessary”.̂ ® On 20 July 1939, Sophia 

Reavey was admitted to the Friern Hospital for Nervous and Mental Disorders 

at New Southgate. She would remain an inmate there until her death on 18 

August 1957.^® Her son George offered to provide £10 a week as financial 

s u p p o r t . Y e t  over the next few years, Reavey found it increasingly difficult to 

keep up these payments as several letters from his solicitors reveal.’"' Files 

that Reavey kept in relation to his mother reveal also a certain financial 

carelessness on his part. For example, he ignored several requests for

Cf. Letters from solicitors Grover, Humphreys & Boyers to George Reavey, dated 20 March 
1940; 8 January 1943; 18 January 1943; 12 April 1944 and 26 June 1944. These letters advise 
Reavey of arrears in maintenance payments and request information to enable the London 
County Council to apply for a widow’s pension.
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information that would have enabled London County Council to establish 

whether Sophia Reavey was entitled to a widow’s pension as, surprisingly, his 

mother had not applied for a widow’s pension following the death of her 

husband in 1938. In Reavey’s defence, however, it can be argued that these 

requests were made during the war years, when Reavey was mostly abroad 

and had no access to personal records.

In less than a year, George Reavey had to come to terms with the death of his 

father and the committal of his mother. He was an only child and had last seen 

his aunt Emma Reavey and his great aunt Mary Hardebeck in Belfast in 1936. 

His wife Gwynedd was now his only family support, a fact which undoubtedly 

significantly contributed to the feeling of existential ‘homelessness’, which 

permeates so strongly through his collection Quixotic Perquisition. His poem 

“Perquisition” poignantly expresses his sense of inner exile: “What shall we do / 

Where hide our heads / Under what stone or tree / The dragon dawn is upon 

us” [QP, 21].

3. The Europe Press and European Literary Bureau

The dawning of the Second World War severely impacted on Reavey’s 

publishing business and put a hold on several publishing projects that he had in 

planning. He intended the Europa Poets series of “limited editions in 

collaboration with modern artists and engravers”®̂ to continue with poems by 

Frederick Brockway^'", entitled Ttie Statue o f Crystal, and still hoped to publish 

Dylan Thomas’s controversial short stories The Burning Baby. Apart from his 

own poetry collections, the series had so far featured books of poems by

Frederick Brockway was a poet and art critic. He was an admirer of Surrealism and 
contributed a series of articles on exhibitions to the London Bulletin including a review of the 
Magritte exhibition (No. 2. May 1938. P.23); an article on “Three Paintings by Paul Delvaux”
(No. 3. June 1938. P. 8); and an essay on a Georgio de Chirico exhibition and its relevance to 
the 1938 political Munich crisis (No. 6. October 1938. P. 19).
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Samuel Beckett, Denis Devlin, Brian Coffey and Charles Henri Ford. Reavey 

also told James Knowlson that, at the time, he had “various other ideas for Sam 

[Beckett]”, for whom he had published Echo’s Bones in 1935.®^

In parallel with these projects, Reavey had also prepared an ambitious list of 

his own current projects: a return to the Marlowe theme of the beginning of his 

career entitled “ The Damnation o f Faust and other Poems’) an English edition 

of Signes D ’Adieu with the title “Frailty o f Love”; a collection of essays called 

“The Rape o f Europe”] a “second series” of Quixotic Perquisitions] and the 

important selected poems. The Endless Chain. It is clear that Reavey in 1939 

regarded the suspension of his publishing activities as temporary and intended 

to return to his publishing business as soon as world peace had been restored.

Yet despite his prolific output, Quixotic Perquisitions^'^ -  published by the 

Europa Press in 1939, four years after the publications of Nostradam and 

Signes D ’Adieu -  was to remain Reavey’s only new poetry collection during the 

decade. Moreover, the effects of the ensuing Second World War were to be so 

disruptive on Reavey’s literary career that his next volume of poetry The 

Colours o f Memory wou\d appear more than fifteen years later, in 1955.®^ The 

temporary suspension of the Europa Press in 1939 had, in fact, wiped out five 

years of untiring work and creative planning.

Moreover, on 10 August 1939, as the Second World War drew near, Reavey 

sold the European Literary Bureau (ELB) for £490 to Ronald Duncan, who 

received the “exclusive right” to “use the name of “European Literary Bureau”.®'* 

Duncan may have had a business partner, as Reavey later stated in a memoir 

draft that the purchaser was “Richard March”.®® The sale was surprising, 

considering that the agency had been a profitable business and Reavey’s main

Quixotic Perquisitions was published by the Europa Press in 1939 in an edition of 340 
numbered copies. The Europa Press also released “40 special copies, illustrated with an 
original engraving on copper by John Buckland-Wright and signed by the author and artist".
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source of income. Reavey ran the ELB, together with his publishing house, 

from his apartment on 7 Great Ormond Street in Holborn. In late 1936, the ELB 

had been joined by Gwynedd Vernon as junior partner, who took on special 

responsibility for the dramatic department. While Reavey enjoyed the liaison 

with writers and the associated travels, he delegated the day-to-day running of 

the agency as well as the accounts to Gwynedd, who, as previously noted, had 

become his wife in July 1937.

Reavey described the ELB in a newspaper advertisement as an agency for “all 

kinds, novels, biographies, short stories, plays, film stories [...] considered for 

the English, American and Continental markets”. He emphasised the ELB’s 

area of expertise as paying “special attention to marketing English books 

abroad”. I n  order to create international publishing opportunities for English- 

language writers, Reavey had established an impressive network of agents 

across European cities, including Amsterdam, Stockholm, Budapest, Prague, 

Vienna and Milan, as well as in New York. He also continued to trade 

publishing rights with his former business partner Marc Slonim, who had 

remained in Paris to run the original Bureau Litteraire Europeen. With the sale 

of the ELB, Reavey in effect handed over all his invaluable contacts, which he 

had built up throughout the past decade, to the new owner.

By 1939, Reavey’s literary agency had accumulated an impressive list of 

authors who entrusted their works to him, including Samuel Beckett alongside 

the Russian religious philosopher Nicolas Berdyaev^'' and several French 

writers including Georges Duhamel,’*''' Andre Gide, Andre Malraux,’*''" L.F.

Reavey sold the rights for two titles by Nicolas Berdyaev: Leontiev and Slavery and Freedom, 
both books were to be published in Britain by Geoffrey Bles Ltd. [“Agreement", MS Texas. 
HRC. Reavey Collection, Box 2, Folder 6.]

Georges Duhamel (1884-1966) was a distinguished French poet, playwright and novelist and 
member of the Academie Francaise. Books by Duhamel for which Reavey sold the rights in 
Great Britain include In Defence o f Letters [to be published by Greystone Press Inc.] The 
Pasquier Chronicles [to be published by Henry Holt & Co.] and The Pasquier Cycle II [to be 
published by J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd.]. All books were published in France by Mercure de 
France. ["Agreement”, MS Texas. HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 2, Folder 6.]
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Celine, Jacques Maritain,’̂ '''" Prof. Mendizabal and Leon Bloy.®  ̂ Among the 

many literary titles that Reavey represented was a large volume of short stories 

by, amongst others, Marcel Jouhandeau and H.W. Treece,’"’' who had written a 

study on Dylan Thomas.®®

Yet, much of the ELB’s regular income came from popular fiction and crime 

novels, with catchy titles such as Murder Could Not Kill by Gregory Baxter, who 

wrote murder mysteries for publishers Cassells and Ernest Benn Ltd., and The 

Riddle o f the Ravens by detective fiction writer Leonard Gribble. One of 

Reavey’s more successful titles was a book entitled Seven Women Against the 

World by Margaret Goldsmith, which he sold to a publishing house in France. 

Goldsmith was a prolific fiction writer and had produced popular biographies on 

Frederick the Great (1929), Florence Nightingale (1937) and Madame de Stael 

(1938). Another popular author of the ELB was the Irish ‘medium’ Geraldine 

Cummins (1890-1968). Cummins a suffragette and playwright had become 

known for her ability for automatic writing. Several of her books purported to 

have come to her from the scholar F.W.H. Myers who had founded the Society 

of Psychical Research in 1882. Her contemporaries reported that during the 

writing process Cummins would sit in a trance-like state and receive the texts 

often at a rapid speed.®®

George and Gwynedd Reavey had to sign an undertaking that they would “pay 

and discharge all book and other debts owing by them” in order to transfer the

Reavey sold the rights for Espoir by French novelist Andre Malraux, which had been 
published in France by La Nouvelle Revue Francaise and was to appear in Great Britain by 
George Routledge & Sons Ltd. (Malraux was a friend of Ilya Ehrenburg and had visited the 
Soviet Union in 1934.) [“Agreement”, MS Texas. HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 2, Folder 6.]

Reavey sold the rights for Jacques Maritain’s Science et Sagesse, which was to appear by 
Geoffrey Bles Ltd. [“Agreement”, MS Texas. HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 2, Folder 6.]

Henry W. Treece (1911-1966) was, according to Paul Ferris, “an enthusiastic exponent of the 
romantic ‘Apocalyptic’ movement, which was a muddled reaction against politics in poetry that 
developed towards the end of the 1930s”. Treece wrote in 1938 a critical study on Dylan 
Thomas, which was not published until 1949 as Dylan Thomas. Dog Among the Fairies. [Ferris, 
Paul. 2000. The Collected Letters o f Dylan Thomas. P. 315.]
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agency to Duncan free from “any outstanding liabilities”/^  Most crucially, 

Reavey had to sign away his rights not be involved in any way with “the trade or 

business of Literary and Dramatic Agents within Great Britain”/^ This 

undertaking effectively terminated his career as a literary agent, which he had 

so enthusiastically begun in Paris in the early thirties and had lasted almost a 

decade.

Reavey’s Europa Press and the ELB were, however, not the only literary 

institutions that ceased to exist with the onslaught of the Second World War. 

Geoffrey Grigson was forced to suspend New Verse in 1939, a poetry 

magazine which he had founded in 1933 and kept going under difficult financial 

circumstances for six years. The London Bulletin also stopped publication in 

1940 with a “moving and unsigned call to arms”, whose “typography and 

phrasing” were attributed by George Melly to the magazine’s editor E.L.T. 

Mesens:^^

NO dream is worse than the reality in which we live.
No reality is as good as our dreams.
The enemies of desire and hope have risen in 
violence, They have grown among us, murdering, 
oppressing and destroying. Now sick with their 
poison we are threatened with extinction.
FIGHT
HITLER
AND HIS IDEOLOGY WHEREVER IT
APPEARS
WE MUST
His defeat is the indispensable prelude to the total liberation of mankind. 
Science and vision will persist beyond the squalor of 
War and unveil a new world.

3. Refuge in Madrid

Following the outbreak of the war, several of Reavey’s friends and fellow 

members of the British Surrealist group decided to put their creative talents to 

use in the fight against “Hitler and his ideology”, as The London Bulletin had 

proclaimed. Julian Trevelyan recalled that; “our lives and the lives of all our
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friends and neighbours were changing almost overnight; London was like some 

huge disturbed ant-heap”/'* Anxious to make a contribution towards the war 

against fascism, Trevelyan, S.W. Hayter, Roland Penrose and John Buckland 

Wright formed an artists’ group that produced camouflage designs for factories. 

They called themselves “The Industrial Camouflage Research Unit” and 

operated from the offices of architect Erno Goldfinger/^ Penrose’s future wife, 

photographer Lee Miller -  who had been Man Ray’s adored muse in Paris -  

joined the American Forces as war correspondent. Her photographs of the 

liberation of the Dachau concentration camp were to shock the world in 1945. 

When David Gascoyne was turned down for military service -  being told he 

was “only fit for work of a sedentary nature” -  he joined the ENSA, a repertory 

acting company providing entertainment for the troops.^® Humphrey Jennings 

distinguished himself during the war as a filmmaker of avant-garde propaganda 

films such as London Burning. Samuel Beckett was determined to stay on in 

France, a resolution he had made as early as April 1939 when he wrote to 

Thomas MacGreevy: “ If there is a war, as I fear there must be soon, I shall 

place myself at the disposition of this country”. W h e n  his application to drive 

an ambulance was turned down, Beckett joined an underground cell of the 

French Resistance, which also included the Surrealist poet Paul Eluard.^®

One month into the war, 32-year-old Reavey was determined to join the fight 

against Hitler and applied in London for military service but, like Gascoyne, was 

turned down.^^ Yet with his literary agency sold and his publishing house 

suspended, Reavey was anxious to find a meaningful war-time occupation. An 

unexpected opportunity arose in January 1940 that would even offer Reavey 

and his wife Gwynedd a temporary refuge from the war.

In 1939, Britain, together with France and the USA, had formally recognised the 

Nationalist government in Spain following the end of the Spanish Civil War. As 

normality started to return in Spain -  which remained neutral during the Second 

World War -  Lord Lloyd, Chairman of the British Council, visited Madrid in
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October 1939 and suggested to General Franco “that the time had now come 

for the British Council to extend its activities to Spain.” Significantly, official 

British (appeasement) policy had adopted a non-interventionist stance during 

the Civil War, which allowed for Lloyd’s proposal to be “warmly welcomed by 

the Caudillo”.®̂ Lloyd regarded the establishment of a British Institute as an 

effort to “renew the fruitful cultural relations which existed between Great Britain 

and Spain prior to the outbreak of the civil war”. As a next step, the British 

Council decided to send a representative to Spain “to supervise the beginning 

of the Council’s work in Madrid and to investigate the possibilities of its 

extension to other important cities in Spain”.

This representative was George Reavey, who had been interviewed for the 

position of Secretary and Registrar of the British Institute in Madrid by Lord 

Lloyd in late 1939. The appointment of a Director was to follow, and Reavey’s 

wife Gwynedd became the third staff member appointed to Madrid by the 

British Council. “The war had swept me first into the uneasy streets of Madrid”, 

remembered Reavey later.®^ Reavey’s personal records provide no details on 

how he was able to obtain this prestigious appointment. A Foreign Office 

memorandum regarding his appointment stresses the fact that “Mr. Reavey is a 

Catholic and has been in Spain before”.®'* Reavey, at the time, knew many 

people in influential cultural positions, including Lawrence Gilliam, who had 

been at Cambridge with Reavey and who was now Head of the Features 

Section of the Drama Department at the BBC. For Reavey the prospects of a 

secure job, after years of living a precarious financial existence, must have 

come, in the middle of the war, as a welcome relief.

In January 1940, the Reaveys left “snowbound London” for Madrid and their 

“ immediate task” was, as Reavey recalled, “to find an appropriate building for 

the Institute".®^ Their journey took George Reavey for a last time to Paris, which 

already bore the imprint of war as the city had been blacked out. In Paris, 

Reavey was anxious to meet up with Samuel Beckett. This was to be their last
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personal contact for several years to come and a crucial encounter that would 

ensure Beckett’s financial survival following the fall of France. The friends met 

several times during Reavey’s stay to catch up on news and Reavey recalled 

that “one of the sessions was [...] at the Cafe Lipp on the Boulevard Saint 

Germain” where “neither of them very talkative, exchanged important personal 

information”.®® Sadly, Reavey had to inform Beckett about the sale of the 

European Literary Bureau, which had “dealt with Beckett’s work since the 

middle 1930s” and placed Murphy with Routledge in 1937.®^ Before the 

Reaveys left for Madrid, they attended a memorable dinner with Beckett and 

the Joyce family, which Reavey recalled in an unpublished memoir typescript:

Paradoxically, the severe weather had driven the Joyce family, James and 
Nora, out of their apartment (this is what Reavey heard at the time), and 
Reavey discovered them almost next door on his corridor at the Hotel Lutetia.
The culmination of all this was a dinner at Restaurant Michaud [added in 
handwriting]” *, a Saint Germain restaurant, the night before the Reaveys left for 
Madrid. At dinner it emerged that Joyce was planning another work, and he 
asked Reavey to obtain for him the text of a certain Spanish song. Of course, 
by April Joyce was out of Paris and within a year Joyce had died in Switzerland 
as was reported in the Spanish papers in February 1941. [....]®®

Beckett and Reavey undoubtedly felt that these casual get-togethers -  which 

were so reminiscent of their early years in Paris, when Samuel Putnam spotted 

them on the Boulevard du Montparnasse heading towards the Closerie des 

Lilas to play billiards®^ -  were overshadowed by the war and that, for the first 

time in their friendship, it was entirely unpredictable when and if they would see 

each other again.

Reavey had actually forgotten the name of the restaurant and left a blank space in the TM. 
He later added it in handwriting and commented that “Beckett gave him the name of the 
restaurant, which no longer exists, in Paris 1970. It is jotted down in a notebook, and will 
have to be found.” [Reavey, George. “Some Background Material About Samuel Beckett And 
George Reavey in the Year 1940”. Dated 4 March 1975. Unpublished TM. MS Texas, HRC. 
Reavey Collection. Box 38. Folder 6.]
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When Reavey arrived in Madrid a few days later, he was relieved by the 

distraction to try and locate suitable accommodation in a city, where “a great 

many of the aristocratic pallazzos had been destroyed or partly wrecked during 

the civil war”.®° Yet Reavey proved resourceful and found a centrally located 

mansion, the former home of the Count de Conogo near the Prado. A 

correspondent for The Times later described these premises enthusiastically:

The house is near the beautiful park, the Retiro, and next door to three of the 
great cultural institutions of the Spanish world -  the Royal Spanish Academy of 
Language, the Historical Museum, and the Prado Gallery. It contains many 
rooms for classes and a fine galleried baronial hall suitable for public lectures, 
exhibitions, concerts, and receptions.®'

In the summer of 1940, George and Gwynedd Reavey were joined in Madrid by 

the Institute’s new Director, who turned out to be a fellow Irishman and former 

Professor of Trinity College Dublin, Walter Starkie (1894-1976). In 1940, the 

46-year-old Starkie could look back at a distinguished career: he was an 

eminent scholar; an accomplished musician who had studied at the Royal Irish 

Academy; and a renowned expert on the Gypsies of Spain and Romania. His 

father had been a Fellow of Trinity College and President of Queen’s College 

Galway before accepting the post of “Resident Commissioner of National 

Education in Ireland”.®̂ His family was part of an upper Catholic middle class’'’" 

and Starkie grew up in Killiney and Blackrock. He had a brilliant educational 

career at Trinity College where he “became Senior Moderator and gold 

medallist in classics as well as in history and political science”.®̂ In short 

succession, he received an MA, LittD and was a Fellow of the College at the 

age of 30.

Like his contemporary and fellow Trinity scholar, Thomas MacGreevy, Starkie 

served during the Great War in the British army and was stationed in France

starkie recalls that while his parents had never given him any “systematic religious 
instruction”, he “went to Mass regularly on Sundays” and was prepared for his “first confession, 
Holy Communion and Confirmation”. [Starkie, Walter. 1963. Scholars and Gypsies. An 
Autobiography. London: John Murray. P. 32.]
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and Italy. A Hungarian prisoner of war noticed Starkie’s skilled violin playing 

and taught him some “Magyar gypsie tunes”.®'* This sparked-off a lifelong 

interest in gypsy and folk music and inspired Starkie to take up his first 

vagabond travels through Hungary and Romania in the late 1920s. His next 

journey led him to Spain where Starkie “joined a band of gypsies in Madrid for a 

vagabond’s trail through La Mancha, the Don Quixote country”. He published 

several books on these t r a v e l s , ba s e d  on his dairies which he had written “on 

scraps of papers, sometimes by the light of the moon, or in cafes, bars and 

tents”. I t  was perhaps Starkie’s major academic study on Spanish Cardinal 

Cisneros, entitled Grand Inquisitor that commended him for the directorship of 

the British Institute.

However, views expressed by Starkie in his 1963 autobiography Scholars and 

Gypsies give reason to question whether Starkie himself was, in fact, a 

supporter of fascism, as propagated by Mussolini and Franco. He recalled in 

his autobiography a conversation with his Genoa-based father-in-law Alberto 

[name] on the rise of the fascist movement in Italy, who “are determined to 

oppose the Bolsheviks”:

[Alberto]: ‘Pessimism and cynicism are not what we need in modern Italy. The 
young have given me hope in the future. [...] I tell you there is a new spirit in the 
air.’

[Starkie]: ‘I know,’ I said, ‘you mean the Fascist movement of Mussolini. Up and 
down in the country I have met members of the Associazioni dei Combattenti 
(Association of ex-Servicemen). They are determined to oppose the Bolsheviks 
and all those who insult the men who defended their country in the war, but are 
they strong enough?’

[Alberto]: ‘W ait till you see,' answered Alberto. ‘The ex-servicemen will follow 
Mussolini like a man because their best members already belong to the Fasci di 
Combattimento, but to them you must add the great mass of generous youth.’®®

Books by W alter Starkie include: Spanish Raggle-Taggle. Adventures with a Fiddle in North 
Spain. 1934. London: J. Murray; Don Gypsy: Adventures with a Fiddle in Barbary, Andalusia 
and La Mancha. 1936. London: J. Murray; The Waveless Plan: An Italian Autobiography. 1938. 
London: J. Murray. A further autobiography Scholars and Gypsies was published in 1963. 
London: J. Murray.
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In retrospect, Starkie’s admiration of Mussolini and fascism is completely at 

odds with his love for the music and tradition of the Gypsies, who were 

declared to be racially ‘unworthy’ by the German fascist movement and sent to 

concentration camps as part of the Nazi's final solution. While the conversation 

between Starkie and Alberto took place before the events of the Second World 

War, Starkie published Scholars and Gypsies in 1963, when he would have 

been more than aware of the disastrous effects that the fascist movement had 

on the European Continent. In this context, his inclusion of this conversation is 

both inappropriate and inconsiderate.

A recent study by W.J. McCormack, Blood Kindred -  W.B.Yeats, The Life, The 

Death, The Politics, which examines Yeats’ attitude towards fascism, described 

Starkie as a “gourmet fascist”,®̂ who was a member of the dubious Centre 

International d’Etudes sur le Fascisme, based in Brussels and Lausanne and 

wrote articles for the Ihsh Independent in defence of Mussolini’s invasion of 

Abyssinia.®® McCormack lists Starkie (although a “minor figure”) as one of a 

group of Irish intellectuals, which most notably included the writer Francis 

Stuart, with “undeniable links to fascism”.A c c o rd in g  to McCormack, Starkie 

served with Yeats on the board of the Abbey Theatre and had been considered 

by Yeats for his planned Irish Academy of Letters.

Following Starkie’s arrival in Madrid with his two children and his Genoa-born 

Argentinean wife Itaia Augusta, an “informal housewarming” with the Reaveys 

and selected guests took place on 20 August 1940, while the Institute’s official 

opening was set for “early autumn”. B y  some irony, this highly strategic new 

British venture in Spain -  conceived by Lord Lloyd as a new “a centre of British 

life and culture” °̂  ̂ -  was now firmly in Irish hands. Both the Director and his 

Registrar -  Starkie and Reavey -  were Irish and the building itself, as it turned 

out, was the former home of a “descendent of the O’Sullavan Beares, a famous 

Irish family which fought for Spain in the hey-day of the Wild Geese”.
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The Irish dominance at the Institute can be undoubtedly explained by the 

stringent rules demanded by the Spanish Government for the setting up of a 

British Institute In Madrid. Prior to the opening of the Institute, the British 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs had sent a “Note Verbale” to her Majesty’s Embassy 

in Madrid, which set out the “conditions regarding British cultural activity in 

Spain”:

[1] All the teachers and British personnel must be of the Catholic, Apostolic and 
Roman religion

[ , , , , ]

[6] The Spanish personnel employed [...] must be chosen from ex-combatants 
who have served in the National Army, ex-prisoners in the hands of the reds, and 
their relatives^®'*

Apart from harshly discriminating against supporters of the Republican and 

Communist cause, the conditions would have also eliminated several potential 

candidates for the position of Director and Registrar on the grounds of their 

religious faith. Moreover, the Spanish government kept a watchful eye on the 

activities of the Institute and the Director had to submit to the Secretary of the 

Department of Cultural Relations a “monthly list of the names of the pupils in 

each class”. I t  Is therefore not surprising, that when a correspondent for The 

Times covered the opening of the new English primary school at the Institute, 

he noted: “a bright-eyed Spanish boy of seven, whose father, an airman, was 

killed near Toledo fighting in the Caudillo’s cause [...] proudly showing his skill 

at the blackboard”.

In 1940, the British Institute had three staff members -  Starkie and the Reaveys 

-  as well as five teachers and seven house staff.^°^ It is likely that Gwynedd 

Reavey, with her previous experience of the Diaghilev Ballet in the early thirties 

and keen interest in drama, was involved in devising the unusual syllabus for 

the English school. A Times correspondent noted that the Institute’s teachers 

used “coloured hoops and gramophone music [...] In exercising the children on 

the open-air terrace In modern rhythmic movement”. G w y n e d d  Reavey, who
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had an outgoing personality, was also involved in the press relations. Reavey 

later recalled her ability to “widen contacts, which you can so very well do”.̂ °®

The diverse brief of the newly founded British Institute covered “organized 

English language courses, lectures, concerts, and art exhibitions” -  all 

designed to promote Hispano-British cultural relations”. O n  3 September 

1940, as the Second World War raged over Europe, The Times reported that 

“Professor Starkie and his assistants, Mr. and Mrs Reavey, are receiving 

visitors and making the necessary arrangements for converting a private 

mansion into a cultural centre”. ^ D e s p i t e  the limitations on travel and finance 

due to the war, Reavey, as always in times of crisis, proved highly resourceful. 

He engaged several emigrating artists that travelled through Spain on their way 

to safety in Portugal and the USA for the Institute's cultural programme such as 

the Czech pianist Firkushni, who, according to Reavey, “on his way out gave a 

concert at the British Institute and later became well known in New York” .̂ ^̂  Yet 

since the collapse of the French Front on 10 June 1940 and the ensuing 

German occupation of Paris, Reavey was anxiously waiting in Madrid for one 

emigre “who never came through””  ̂-  his close friend Samuel Beckett.

With the German army closing in on Paris, Beckett and his partner Suzanne 

Deschevaux-Dumesnil, according to Knowlson, decided “to join the mass 

exodus of people fleeing the capital” and managed to board “one of the last 

trains to leave the Gare de Lyon”.̂ '̂* They arrived in Vichy on 12 June and 

stayed for a few weeks with the Joyce family, before they started to head west 

towards Arcachon, with virtually no funds. From Arcachon, in early August, 

Beckett sent a letter to Reavey in Madrid, “implying that he was in trouble and 

in financial straits.” Reavey, who naturally assumed “that Beckett was trying to 

get out of France and back to Ireland”, immediately contacted the Irish Legation 

in Madrid and informed them of Beckett’s plight. As a result of Reavey’s 

intervention, the legation got in touch with Beckett’s brother Frank in Dublin, 

who in turn contacted the Irish Foreign Office. A letter dated 19 August 1940, 

informed a relieved Reavey that “communication between Dublin and Beckett in
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Arcachon was established and financial relief provided”. Although Beckett 

decided to remain in France, his financial crisis was alleviated and Reavey’s 

assistance was another significant event in their life-long friendship.

George and Gwynedd Reavey stayed in Madrid until the summer of 1941 

where, cut-off from the war that swept Europe, they found themselves -  like the 

characters in his poem “Castles in Spain” -  “here for a rest, / away from the 

railways; / our armour’s hung up” [QP, 13]. Yet like his poetic self, Don Quixote, 

Reavey felt trapped in the false peace in Spain ~ “stuck between peaks [ . . . ] /  to 

question the stars, mediate / on our fate” [QP, 13]. Reavey may have also 

experienced growing difficulties with Starkie’s directorial style, conservative 

cultural interests and pro-fascist political views. As previously stated, while 

Reavey did not share the pro-Communist stance of the British Intelligentsia, he 

was also adamantly opposed to fascism. In the long-term, Reavey would have 

found the strict rules set by the Spanish Government -  which excluded former 

Communist members from both the staff and pupils -  too discriminating and 

restrictive to create a meaningful and diverse cultural programme. Above all, 

Reavey longed to be back at the ‘centre’ and prepared to return with his wife to 

war-time London.
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Chapter Nine

PASTERNAK IN PERELDELKINO -  
REAVEY’S MISSION TO RUSSIA

(1942-1945)

1. The Blitz in London

By the autumn of 1941, George and Gwynedd Reavey were back in London, 

where the atmosphere had utterly changed from the days of the ‘phoney war’ 

they had experienced in London in late 1939, when Britain was officially ‘at war’ 

yet the effects were not yet felt by the population. Unhappy in the isolation of 

neutral Madrid, Reavey willingly gave up safety and financial security for an 

uncertain future in a city that came regularly under attack from German air 

raids. His friend, Julian Trevelyan remembered, from this time:

[...] Evenings in the garden of the Black Lion' which ended with the howling of the 
siren and were followed by nights during which we lay stretched on our beds 
listening anxiously to the German planes circling like unseen mosquitoes.'

Reavey’s return to war-time London was certainly motivated by his frustration in 

Spain and his desire to be back at the centre of things." In London, he was able 

to meet up with old friends like Kathleen Raine and Dylan Thomas, who had 

not been called up for active service.^ But, more importantly for him, the course 

of the Second World War had taken a dramatic turn in the summer of 1941 with 

the surprise attack on Soviet Russia, when German forces started to bomb 

Russian cities in the early hours of 22 June 1941. Without a formal declaration 

of war and in complete breach of his Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact,

‘ The Black Lion was a public house in Chiswick, close to Julian Trevelyan’s home Durham 
Wharf on the Thames. Trevelyan lived there since the mid-thirties with his first wife Ursula 
Darwin.

" The Reaveys appeared to have wanted to make a fresh start, as they avoided their former 
quarter in literary Holborn and settled instead in Vicarage Court near Kensington Gardens and 
Kensington High Street.
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Hitler had begun his Soviet invasion. The attack on the Soviet Union, may have 

been the final reason that persuaded George Reavey to leave his temporary 

refuge and ‘phoney peace’ in Madrid and return to the war.

For Reavey, who had promoted Russian literature since he wrote his “First 

Essay Towards Pasternak” during his Cambridge student days, the Soviet 

Union’s entry into the war was a significant development, as public sentiment in 

Britain changed overnight. Throughout the 1930s, Britain and France had 

regarded communist Russia with increasing suspicion as news of Stalin’s 

indiscriminate mass purges against former Bolshevik comrades and party 

members filtered through. At the 1937 International Exposition in Paris, the 

German and Soviet pavilions were perceived as “uncompromising monuments 

to might”.̂  More poignantly, a fresco in the Great Hall of the Soviet pavilion that 

portrayed the old Bolshevik leaders had to be changed at the last minute as 

several of the individuals featured had disappeared in purges by Stalin’s secret 

police, the NKVD. The authorities disguised the recent purges by altering the 

faces of the missing comrades, adding for example, “a beard to Marshal 

Tukhachevsky’s face, sideburns to Radek, hair to Zinoviev”.'̂  However, the 

Soviet Union became an actual threat to Britain and France when, on 23 

August 1939, Soviet foreign minister Molotov signed a controversial Non- 

Aggression Pact with Nazi Germany in Moscow. According to Piers Brandon’s 

The Dark Valley, A Panorama o f the 1930s,‘'\{ came as a shock to Britons, who 

regarded it as a prelude to war”, while British Communists, such as Reavey’s 

friends David Gascoyne and Roger Roughton'", were utterly devastated.^

Yet in the wake of Hitler’s attack in June 1941, the former communist enemy 

had become a worthy ally and a major change in attitude towards Russia took 

place in Britain. The Soviet Union’s entry into the war against fascist Germany 

turned public opinion overnight. The British Red Cross started to advertise for

The Nazi-Soviet pact is believed to have played an influential factor on Roger Roughton’s 
fragile state o f mind, when he committed suicide, on 22 April 1941, at the age o f 24 in his home 
in Dublin.
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aid for the Soviet troops calling “every sympathiser with our gallant Russian 

Allies [to] send aid to the sick and wounded members of the Soviet fighting 

forces and to the civilians who suffer in the struggle” ®

With the British public ‘hungry’ for news about Russia, George Reavey saw an 

invaluable opportunity and compiled (very likely while still in Madrid) a proposal 

that would provide him with the much needed income in London, as he had 

sold his literary agency in 1939. He presented the idea of a “special 

investigation [...] to gather together material for broadcasts on Russia" to his 

friend from Cambridge student days, Laurence Gilliam''', then Assistant Director 

of Features at the BBC. Reavey and Gilliam had remained on friendly terms 

and used to meet regularly in London during the 1930s, often at the Cafe 

Royal.^ For Gilliam, Reavey’s proposal came just at the right time, as he had 

started producing the highly popular War Report. The success of this 

programme was such that, at the end of the war, the Features Section was 

made a Department in its own right, headed-up by Lawrence Gilliam.

On 26 September 1941, at Gilliam’s recommendation, Reavey was placed 

“under contract to the BBC’s Features and Drama department for several 

months”.® According to the BBC’s archives, his brief was to “assemble 

information regarding books, plays and articles dealing with Russia, and 

authors and translators capable of working for us [BBC]”. His employers 

believed that “this work will involve a considerable amount of interviewing in 

London” as well as in “Oxford, Cambridge and Manchester”.® Within a few 

weeks of being back in London, Reavey had managed to catapult himself,

Laurence Gilliam (1907-1964) went to Peterhouse College Cambridge and worked for a while 
in freelance journalism, acting and producing. In 1935, Reavey, Gilliam and fellow former 
Experiment member G.F. Noxon collaborated on the production of a radio play Axeff {based on 
a drama by Tolstoy). Gilliam had joined the editorial staff of the Radio Times in 1934 and 
subsequently transferred to the BBC’s Drama Department. His talent for dramatic documentary 
earned him the promotion to Head of the Features Section of the Drama Department. His 
particular success with War Report was recognised when the Features Section was made a 
Department in its own right, and became associated, after the war, with writers and producers 
like Louis MacNeice. Gilliam died in London at the age of 57 after an operation. [“Obituary Mr. 
Laurence Gilliam, Development of BBC Features”. The Times. 16 November 1964. P. 15.]
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albeit on a modest salary of “£10 per week”,^° into a position of some 

significance and influence. For Reavey, it was also an excellent opportunity to 

develop and maintain his contacts with Russian writers and other cultural 

experts.

Undoubtedly, Reavey owed his appointment at the BBC to his steadily growing 

reputation as an expert translator of Russian literature and as a perceptive 

thinker on wider cultural matters. Although he did not study Russian at 

Cambridge (1926-29), Reavey recalled that he had a “smattering of the 

language” as a result of the years he spent in Russia as a child.”  As an 

undergraduate student, Reavey revived his “rusty and half-forgotten” 

knowledge of Russian “through the medium of the poets” and discovered “the 

world of Blok'', Khlebnikov''', Mayakovsky''", Pasternak''"' and Essenin'’'” .̂  ̂ In 

1930, he was appointed by Samuel Putnam as editor of the Russian literature 

section for Putnam’s ambitious anthology of post-war writing The European 

Caravan. When Putnam could not publish the second volume of this two-part 

anthology^^, Reavey revised the already compiled Russian section together 

with co-editor Marc Slonim and submitted it as Soviet Literature, An Anthology 

(1918-32) to London publishers Wishart & Co. '̂* This comprehensive survey of 

poetry, prose and criticism by both established and up-and-coming Russian 

writers remained for many years a highly regarded authoritative and scholarly

'' Alexander Block (1880-1921) was a Russian poet who had been in the “forefront of Russian 
Symbolism” prior to the October Revolution. He was recognised then as an outstanding and 
highly popular Russian poet. While he initially welcomed Bolshevism, Blok became 
disenchanted with the revolution and his last years were marked by "spiritual conflict” . Among 
his collections are The Earth’s Bubbles, 6a/ganc/?//c (1907); The Mask o f Snow {^9Q7) ar\6 The 
Scythians and The Twelve (1918). [SLA, 336]

''' Velemir Chlebnikov [also Khlebnikov] (1885-1922) was a university-educated Russian poet 
who was recognised by the Russian Futurists as their “spiritual leader”. Reavey compared his 
“apolitical" stance with Pasternak who continued this tradition. He was one of the lesser known 
poets included in Reavey’s 1933 Soviet Literature, An Anthology. [S M , 342]

Vladimir Mayakovsky (1894-1930). For biographical note see Chapter One, p. 2.

Pasternak, Boris Leonidovich (1890-1960). For biographical note see Chapter Eight, p. 215.

Sergei Essenin (1895-1925). For biographical note see Chapter One, p. 2.
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work and Reavey was told that the anthology had even reached Soviet Russia 

and made an “impression” t h e r e . S i n c e  the publication of Soviet Literature, 

An Anthology, Reavey continued to contribute translations of poems and prose 

by Russian authors to reviews such as Roger Roughton’s Contemporary Poetry 

and Prose and E.L.T. Mesens’ London Bulletin. He had also translated Nicolas 

Berdyaev’s Spirit and R e a lit /  in 1939 and Leontiev^' in 1940.

For Reavey, Russian literature of the early 20th century was not a specialist 

area of interest but an integral part of the wider canon of European Modernism. 

He believed “there was much in common in that early phase (1912-27) between 

Russian and European poets in their general aesthetic trend and both schools 

shared a common background of Symbolism, Imagism and Futurism” [SLT, vii]. 

But the “mobilization of writers to record the achievements of the First Five 

Year Plan (1929)”, brought, according to Reavey, a “formal and more drastic 

end” to the Modernist movement in the Soviet Union, when an “official and 

exclusive acceptance of the canons of Socialist Realism from 1932 onwards” 

set in [Ibid]. He admitted that, during the thirties, he “lost some of [his] interest 

in Soviet literature and was more attracted by the French scene” [Ibid, viii]. 

Reavey’s analysis of the pre-war Russian literary scene concluded that “since 

the death of Mayakovsky [...] there appeared no new poetic genius” that had 

interested him sufficiently and that “Soviet literature was in the throes of internal 

reforms which [...] had far less colour and literary genius to symbolize them” 

[Ibid]. However, the German offensive had brought Reavey’s focus back on 

Russia and he recalled that:

Spirit and Reality is a philosophical study by Nicolas Berdyaev. [Berdyaev, Nicolas. 1939. 
Spirit and Reality. Translated by George Reavey. London: Geoffrey Bles, The Centenary 
Press.]

Leontiev is a biographical study of the religious and social philosophy of Constantine 
Leontiev, described by Nicolas Berdyaev as the “Russian precursor of Nietzsche” who ended 
his days in a monastery. [Berdyaev, Nicolas. 1968 Leontiev. Second Edition. London: Geoffrey 
Bles: The Centenary Press. P. vii. First published in 1940, London; Geoffey Bles.j
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In 1941, I again turned to the land where by then terrific battles were raging 
against the invading German armies, and I wrote several feature programmes 
broadcast by the BBC*' and somewhat optimistic in tone considering the situation 
at the time.^

2. Mission to Russia, Spring 1942

Through his work for the BBC, and his earlier post as Secretary and Registrar 

at the British Institute in Madrid’"", Reavey’s abilities (along with his knowledge 

of Russian) became quickly recognised by the Ministry of Information and the 

Foreign Office. In December 1941, his name appears in a Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office file entitled “Possible Candidate for Post in Archangel”. 

Reavey is one of nine recommended individuals for a position as “assistant and 

interpreter” to “Maclay”, a British naval officer in the strategic Russian supply 

port of Archangel.’̂ ''' According to a Foreign Office telegram, entitled “No. 30 

Mission” and dated 18 December 1941, the vacancy arose as Maclay’s former 

staff “Lieut. Fisher”, who had been ‘on loan’ to him from “Admiral Miles”, was 

required back for “naval work”.̂  ̂ The entry on Reavey draws attention to the 

fact that he had once considered a diplomatic career as he had “passed F.O. 

[Foreign Office] preliminary exam in 1929 but decided not to sit for the 

examination”.̂ ® Although Reavey was not sent to Archangel, his name was put 

forward again in early 1942, when an even more prestigious position needed to 

be filled by the Ministry of Information and Foreign Office.

One of Reavey’s earliest contributions to the BBC was Ilya Sourgutchev's drama Autumn 
Violins, which Reavey had originally translated in 1935. The play was broadcast by the BBC on 
7 March 1940. [“Broadcasting, Autumn Violins”. The Times. 7 March 1940. P. 2.]

Prior to Walter Starkie’s arrival at the British Institute in Madrid, Reavey had to make reports 
to the Foreign Office about the Institute’s activities and regularly met with the British 
Ambassador, Sir Maurice Peterson. [Cf. Foreign Office Files. February 1940. Registry no. BW 
56/2. Public Records Office (PRO).]

The port of Archangel was discussed in an article in The Times entitled “Supply Routes to 
Russia", dated 20 October 1941. There were three routes to Russia to transport war supplies 
such as rubber, tin, lead, wool, boots, cloth, ammunition: “that through Vladisvostok, that 
through Archangel, and that through the Persian G u lf. “At Archangel the main factor was the 
degree to which ice would interfere with traffic and on this point there were differing reports”.
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Following Russia’s entry into the war, discussions had taken place between 

Britain and the Soviet Union in the autumn of 1941 regarding the appointment 

of a Press Attache to the Britsh Embassy, as “many questions have arisen of 

common interest to the Ministry [of Information] and to the corresponding 

Department in the Soviet Government”. These discussions had been led by 

Sir Walter Monckton, Director General of the Ministry of Information and his 

Russian counterpart, M. Lozovsky. The initial choice for a Press Attache fell on 

the “ex-Communist” John Strachey, whose candidature was “warmly 

supported” by the Minister of In fo rm a tion .H ow ever when consulted by the 

Minister, the Soviet Ambassador, M. Maisky, indicated “that an ex-Communist 

would not be likely to be received with much enthusiasm by the Soviet 

authorities”.^' The author of this confidential Foreign Office document. Sir 

Orme Sargent, acknowledged that it was a mistake to think “that we can flatter 

and propitiate the Soviet Govt, by sending them as our representatives pale or 

‘failed’ imitation Communists”.

As an alternative to Strachey, 35-year old John Lawrence began to emerge in 

January 1942. Lawrence was “formerly European Services Organiser in the 

BBC”. It was decided that Lawrence should be given the diplomatic rank of 

“First Secretary [...] to gain access to anyone who counts in Lozovsky’s 

Department” . A l t h o u g h  the Ministry believed that Lawrence’s appointment 

was justified by “the strength of his personality as well as his past experience 

and education”, there were concerns over his limited knowledge of Russian. In 

March 1942, Brendan Bracken’̂ '' at the Ministry of Information had to

Brendan Rendall Bracken (1901-1958) was a journalist, publisher and politician. Born in 
Templemore, Co, Tipperary, he moved to Dublin at an early age. An unruly student, he was 
expelled from several schools and sent to stay with relatives in Australia. He later spent a term 
at an English public school, which gained him connections into journalism and politics. He 
became particularly close to Winston Churchill, joined the Conservatives, was elected to 
Parliament in 1929, and made a rapid political career when Churchill took over power, 
becoming Minister of Information in 1941. Although his career in politics went into decline in the 
late 1940s, his personal fortunes thrived in the publishing business. In 1945 Bracken 
successfully merged the Financial News with the Financial Times and launched History Today. 
He retired from politics in 1951, was made a Viscount but never took his seat in the House of 
Lords. Bracken died in London on 8 August 1958. [Tomes, Jason. 2004. “Bracken, Brendan 
[...]” . In Oxford Dictionary o f National Biography. OUP. Online version, www.oxforddnb.com ]
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acknowledge that “we searched for six months for a suitable man for this job” 

and assured “Anthony Eden, M.C., M.P.” at the Foreign Office that although 

Lawrence was “not fluent in Russian” he is “taking with him an assistant who is 

expert in that language”. '̂' This assistant was George Reavey, who had been 

given the diplomatic rank of Second Secretary for his mission to support the 

new British propaganda effort in Russia. Lawrence and Reavey knew each 

other through their work for the BBC, and it is plausible that Lawrence named 

the Russian expert Reavey as his preferred choice for an assistant.

Britain’s new propaganda offensive in Russia, was likely the brainchild of the 

charismatic Minister of Information, Brendan Bracken. A confidant of the Prime 

Minister, Winston Churchill, Bracken’s appointment in July 1941 was initially 

controversial because of his relative political inexperience. The Irish-born 

politician, had accumulated a small fortune from his multiple offices as editor of 

The Banker, chairman of the Financial News and managing director of the 

Economist, before embarking on a rapid and successful career in the 

Conservative party. Yet, within a short time, Bracken had revolutionised the 

Ministry of Information by ending “excessive censorship” and speeding up 

information flow for a news-hungry British public, who, he believed, “could be 

trusted to interpret war news more maturely”.J o u rn a lis ts  particularly enjoyed 

his lively press conferences, where Bracken “embroidered the official 

communiques with anecdotes and faux indiscretions”.̂ ®

In March 1942, news of the impending publicity mission to Russia started to 

leak and The Spectator reported on 13 March that “it is understood that a Press 

Attache at the British Embassy in Moscow is about to be appointed”. The paper 

regarded it as “a step of capital importance” and “a post of immense difficulty” 

as “Moscow is the home of propaganda”. The Spectator concluded that “the 

efficiency of anyone dealing with information and propaganda will be appraised
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swiftly and ruthlessly”. In a warning tone the paper added that “it would be far 

better to send no one at all than someone inadequate”. A  few days later, on 

19 March 1942, The Times officially carried John Lawrence’s appointment as 

Press Attache.^® Reavey left his own position with the BBC in March 1942 and 

his colleagues hoped that he “might carry out the odd commission for the 

BBC”.̂ ®

Yet when Lawrence and Reavey left Britain in April 1942^° to take up their 

diplomatic posts at the British Embassy in the Soviet Union they no longer 

headed for Moscow. In October 1941, German forces had reached the 

outskirts of Moscow in Hitler’s ‘Operation Typhoon’ and by 16 October 1941 the 

Soviet Government as well as all foreign embassies began their retreat to the 

Volga city of Kuibyshev’̂ '''. As an important political statement, Stalin had 

decided to stay on in Moscow. The Times reported on 22 October that “after a 

long journey from Moscow, all the foreign Embassies and Legations are settling 

down at their new quarters”. It concluded that “now that almost all foreigners. 

Allied and neutral alike, have left Moscow, news of what is happening inside 

the city is harder than ever to obtain”. T h e  same edition of The Times 

featured an idyllic photograph of a sunny open plaza in Kuibyshev, while an 

article on 19 November described the city -  “nearly 600 miles from the front” -  

as giving the “impression of being rather remote from the war” .̂ ^

Despite the peaceful atmosphere in Kuibyshev, George Reavey’s journey there 

in the spring of 1942 was filled with utmost danger and rendered him, once 

more in his life, homeless and fugitive. In a German torpedo attack that sank 

the ship he travelled on, the SS Jutland, he lost all his personal possessions 

and came close to death. Although his wife was notified of his survival 

immediately after the event, it took Reavey several months after the attack to 

describe to Gwynedd the traumatic experience.

™ Following the dissolution of the USSR, Kuibyshev is referred to again by its original name 
Samara.
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Reavey’s journey to Russia took him first by train from London to Dundee, 

Scotland where he undenwent training for his new position. The weeks spent in 

Scotland made him impatient and he recalled being moved from “one Scottish 

loch after another [...] idling in ports”. T h e  training was continued on in 

Iceland, where Reavey “stayed quite some time” and visited a “big battle-ship -  

the most exciting thing so far”. Finally in April 1942, Reavey and Lawrence 

headed for Russia as part of a convoy of “25 ships and a large escort”. T h e  

escort was led by the 10,000-ton cruiser, the H.M.S. Edinburgh’̂ ''" which carried 

“important war supplies to Russia”.̂ ® Reavey later recalled that, “on board an 

Arctic convoy bound for Murmansk” he felt “more like an ancient traveller into 

the unknown than a potential Embassy Secretary”.

When the convoy left Iceland, Reavey caught “the last glimpse of Icelandic 

peaks” as his journey took him “fairly near the Non/vegian Coast”. This journey 

undoubtedly brought back memories of his childhood escape from revolutionary 

Russia. In the company of his mother, eleven-year-old Reavey reached the 

safety of Norway, where they sheltered for two weeks “in the Norwegian 

mountains” before taking “a boat from Bergen to Aberdeen” on the Scottish 

west coast, eventually reaching his grandparents’ home in Belfast from 

Glasgow.^® Yet in 1942, Reavey was far from safety as several Norwegian 

ports were firmly in enemy hand. On 30 April, as Reavey’s convoy travelled 

along the Norwegian coast, The Times warned that “the German submarine 

and destroyer strength on the Norwegian cost has increased”. The Norwegian 

port of Trondheim, according to The Times, had become “the main enemy base 

for attacks on our supply line to Murmansk” and “harboured a number of 

destroyers and large submarines in additional to the bigger warships”. J u s t  

one day after this warning, Reavey, on board of the SS Jutland, noticed that 

“things suddenly began happening”, as he later described in his letter to 

Gwynedd:

The H.M.S. Edinburgh was described by The Times as “a 10,000-ton cruiser of the later 
‘Southampton’ class with a main armament of 12 6-in guns, completed in 1939”. [The Times, 8 
May 1942.]
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My birthday [1 May 1942] was auspicious, I stood our fellow passengers some 
drinks -  there was plenty of gin & whiskey aboard [...]. And then there were 
various alarms the submarine and aircraft flags had been hoisted more than 
once, I forgot to say that the day before [,.,] German planes had picked us up 
and were dogging us, circling round the convoy on the horizon, our escorts 
shooting at them occasionally, [,,.] But we didn’t take very much notice and on 
my birthday I still slept in my pyjamas,'*'’

When on the following day, a single German dive bomber failed to attack the 

convoy and “dived straight into the sea”, Reavey and his fellow passengers 

believed this to be a “good omen”. On the evening of 2 May 1942 Reavey was 

in a relaxed mood “doing Russian” lessons with John Lawrence in the “saloon” 

when the German air force suddenly struck again, this time in force;

Then suddenly the 12 pounder [a ship gun] above us (our quarters were right in 
the stern) roared out. That made me go on deck, [,,,,] Looking to my right I 
suddenly saw a low flying plane making straight for us [.,,], Anyhow this 
beastly’"'" thing was coming straight at us flying at not more than a hundred feet 
and the bullets [,,,] were just not hitting it, [,,,,] Then I saw what I believed to be 
a bomb drop onto the sea about 200 yards away, [.,,.] Then the plane 
reappeared [.,,] and dropped another ‘thing’. Thank God, I said, missed again,
[,,.,] And then [Reavey’s emphasis] suddenly there was an explosion right at the 
back of me and I was knocked down onto the explosives hatch. A lot of stuff fell 
on my head or helmet rather [,,,], [,,,] Picking myself up, I saw first, the German 
plane blazing in the water, then, of a sudden a ship on our left explode and blaze 
like a matchbox. The things’ I took as bombs turned out to be torpedoes, [,,, ] ‘‘ ^

Most critically for the British naval force, the combined air and sea (torpedo) 

attack by German forces sank the convoy leader, the H.M.S. Edinburgh, and 

several of her cruisers including the ship that Reavey saw “explode and blaze 

like a matchbox”. As Reavey and his fellow passengers came to terms with the 

attack, they realised that their own vessel, the SS Jutland, had been badly hit 

by torpedoes. In deep shock, Reavey saw that the “back part had been blown 

away and part of the saloon where I & L[awrence] had been a few minutes 

before had disappeared”."̂  ̂ Clearly, Reavey’s and Lawrence’s lives would have 

been lost if they had remained any longer in the saloon. Now on deck, Reavey 

spotted a “wounded gunner trying to make his way from the stern across the

With expressions like “beastly” and “jolly glad” Reavey adopts here the typical English 
colloquialism of the time. This language does not usually feature in his correspondence and 
prose, and is evidence of how his new diplomatic environment began to impact on his 
character.
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explosives deck”. He instantly decided “to go down and help him”, although he 

feared and “hated that explosives hatch”. Together with a fellow passenger, 

Reavey managed to get the wounded soldier to safety as they “climbed down a 

rope into the boat, about twenty of us or more.” From his lifeboat in the 

freezing Barents Sea, Reavey watched the sinking of the ship that should have 

carried him to safety in Russia;

[...] W e  were about fifty yards off when we heard shouts and saw two young 
chaps -  gunners who had been blown off with the guns -  hobbling in the 
Barents Sea. W e  m anaged to get them aboard -  both wounded and then the 
ship SS Jutland stood up perpendicularly and went down deeply, while 22 tanks 
crashed through all the machinery and dived to the bottom. All that was left was  
a lot of wreckage and ammunition cases floating about towards us and we were 
afraid ammunition might still go up. However, a trawler turned up, one of the 
rear escorts, and picked us up. W e  were jolly glad. [...] And so through snow & 
ice, but in the clear grey nights we finally got to Murmansk.*'*

On 4 May, The Times printed a triumphant account issued by the “Germen 

High command” on the recent attack of a British convoy in the Barents Sea.*^ 

The High Command gloated that “German submarines and surface craft” had 

taken up “the fight against superior destroyer forces and heavily damaged 

several enemy destroyers” in the Northern Arctic. While only “one German 

destroyer suffered damage of some importance”, the losses on the British sice 

were devastating: The sinking of “British 10,000 ton cruiser” [H.M.3. 

Edinburgh]; the sinking of an “ammunition ship of 6,500 tons” and the 

torpedoing of a “further steamer”; the loss of “three merchant ships, totalling 

19,000 tons” and the damaging of “another freighter”. In view of the “hea/y 

seas”, the report concluded that the loss of two steamers was also “probable” '*'* 

The British navy countered several days later with its own report, stating that 

“although the cruiser H.M.S. Edinburgh was eventually lost, 90per cent of tie  

supplies for Russia reached their destination”, adding that “at least one eneny 

destroyer was sunk and a number of the attacking aircraft were shot down””*̂  

A second report blamed “the heavy weather and snowstorms of the Arctic

The back of this letter features a cartoon drawing by George R eavey of the incident, with 
references to “torpedoed", “our cabin", “m e“, “explosives hatch“. [Letter from George Reavey to 
Gwynedd Reavey. Dated 1 July 1942. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 42, Folder I.]
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[giving] the enemy destroyers the chance, and they evidently took full 

advantage of it”.'̂ ®

To the relief of Reavey’s v\/ife Gwynedd and his friends in London, who had 

kept themselves informed on the fate of the convoy through reports in 

newspapers, The Times printed a short article on 9 May 1942, announcing that;

The publicity mission sent to Russia by the Ministry of Information has arrived 
there safely. It consists of Mr. John Lawrence, First Secretary to the British 
Embassy at Kuibyshev, the head of the mission, Mr. George Reavey, his 
assistant, and Mr. Barry Cornwell. Their ship was in the convoy recently attacked 
and was sunk. The members of the mission lost all their luggage but were 
rescued and subsequently landed.

Among the friends who had followed the events in London, was the writer 

Antonia W h i t e , a  former colleague of Reavey’s at the BBC, who wrote to him 

relieved; “I am delighted to hear of your safe arrival after your alarming 

experiences. Everyone here is hoping that your jersey was warm as well as 

long”.'’® Lawrence Gilliam, Reavey’s friend and former employer at the BBC, 

also expressed his sympathy in a letter; “It must have been a harrowing 

experience and we all felt relieved to hear that you and John Lawrence got 

through safely”.'*̂  News of Reavey’s “eventful mission to Russia” had even 

reached his close friend S.W. Hayter in New York, who had relocated there 

from Paris with his famous print-making studio. Atelier 17, in 1940. Hayter 

recalled that, several years later, Reavey showed him “a photograph of himself 

wrapped in the enormous coat of a huge Russian sailor taken in the galley of 

the trawler that rescued him after his ship was sunk”.̂ °

Eirene Adeline Hopkinson [nee Botting], known as Antonia White, was born on 31 March 
1899 in London. She started writing while still at school and made a living from the age of 
sixteen as a governess, clerk, actress and writer. Following the annulment of her first marriage 
due to non-consummation, she suffered a mental breakdown. In 1930 she married newspaper 
editor Thomas Hopkinson but divorced him in 1938. She had two daughters who both wrote 
memoirs of her. Her most acclaimed novel, based on the theme of a Catholic childhood, Frost 
in May was published in 1933, followed by The Lost Traveller {^950), The Sugar House (1952) 
and Beyond the Glass (1954). Her Diaries (1926-1957) and (1958-1979) were edited by her 
daughter Susan Chitty and published posthumously. She was a close friend of David Gascoyne 
and a colleague of Reavey at the BBC during the war. Antonia White died of cancer on 10 April 
1980 in Danehill, Sussex. [Williams, Merryn. 2004. “[...] Antonia White (1899-1980)”. In Oxford 
Dictionary o f National Biography, OUP. Online version wvw.oxforddnb.com]
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To help him through the first months in Kuibyshev, naval attache Captain 

Clanchy had provided Reavey with a few essentials, as he informed his wife: “I 

now have from him a pipe, a pair of sheets, pillow case, rough towel, and winter 

gloves, all useful and essential articles impossible to acquire in the ordinary 

way.”^̂  He later managed to buy clothes locally, including a pair of shoes 

made from “rat”, and expressed an intention to go to one of the Gypsy markets 

where “you can get anything”, despite the strict rationing.®^ Yet, while the 

material loss -  Reavey had also brought with him books and typescripts of 

poems -  could be easily remedied, as he sent off for replacements and 

managed to obtain even a “first edition of Dead Souls”’̂ ', the experience had 

left him deeply traumatised and up ro o te d .F o r  the second time in his life, 

Reavey had come face to face with a life-threatening situation. In his letter to 

his wife Gwynedd, he described himself as a “survivor”, whose “greatest 

pleasure of all [was] to be still alive”.

As part of coming to terms with the traumatic experience of shipwreck and 

survival, Reavey wrote a poem about the event, which he factually entitled “The 

Sinking of the S.S. Jutland” and later published in his 1955 collection The 

Colours o f Memory. I n  order to comprehend the full scale of what had 

happened to him, Reavey began to resort to the introduction of supernatural 

phenomena. In an accompanying note to the poem, he referred to the presence 

of a mysterious figure, a “man unknown, who later could not be explained at all” 

as well as the inexplicable sound of “the bell that tolled” [COM, 31]. He justified 

these claims in his note by stating that “other survivors had also observed and 

commented upon [...] the apparently fantastic elements” [COM, 28]. These 

supernatural phenomena are subtly interwoven by Reavey with the largely 

factual account of events, deliberately leaving the reader unsure about what 

really happened and what did not:

Dead Souls is a novel by the Russian writer Nikolai Vasil’evich Gogol (1809-1852). It was 
published in English in Reavey’s translation in 1948. [Gogol, Nicolai. 1948. Dead Souls. 
Translated by George Reavey. London: Hamish Hamilton. Reprinted 1957, Oxford: OUP. 
American edition 1971, New York: W.W. Norton and Company ]
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The Sinking of tlie S.S. Jutland
The Barents Sea. Night of May 2/3, 1942.

Murmansk was still four days to go,
And Iceland’s rocks behind;
Bear Island tried with Arctic snow.
And Norway blew ill-wind.

[ . . . . ]

Right then the first torpedo hit 
His ship about the screw;
Rear guns and gunners, all the kit.
Into grey waters flew.

[ . . . . ]

Tanks broke their chains, explosives rolled:
It was a dreadful spree;
And we could hear the bell that tolled 
Without man’s agency.

in this cascade of hurtling things,
A figure seemed to show:
Was it a man who stumbles, clings 
To every piece of tow?

[COM, 28-31]

At this point in the narration, Reavey offers a wide range of possible identities 

for the mysterious “figure" -  ranging from the flesh-and-blood “man who 

stumbles, clings/ to every piece of tow” to the supernatural phenomena of a 

“ghost already sprung/deep from the bowels of our time” [COM, 31]. The 

narrator is clearly mystified by the experience and unable to draw a final 

conclusion:

Or was it mirage only seen 
When midnight blanched is there;
A man unknown who might have been 
A motion of the air?

[COM, 31]

Despite some powerful imagery that tries to capture the life and death situation 

in the Barents Sea -  “a bloody battle blaze / In imagery of hell’s rampage” -  

Reavey’s poem fails to impress upon the reader the seriousness of the 

experience. By limiting himself to a strict balladic form -  the poem is made up 

of 32 quatrains, “the commonest of all stanzaic forms in European poetry” ®̂.
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with a unifying rhyming scheme of abab, cdcd, etc. -  Reavey’s poem appears 

detached and even trivial in parts. Reavey’s explanatory note states that he 

“attempted to give an objective account of the dreamlike events I experienced 

when torpedoed in the arctic” [COM, 28]. Yet his attempt to put objective 

organisation (structure, rhyme and rhythm) on such a harrowing event fails to 

recognise the power a more subjective and emotive response could have had 

on the subject matter. Once again, Reavey hides behind a mask as he 

chronicles the events in an emotionally detached journalistic manner. The 

reader is forced to search through the ‘wreckage’ for any feeling or suffering. 

Only towards the end of the poem, does the narrator drop his mask of cold 

detachment as he slips into the persona of the mysterious “man, that sea-time 

friend” and reveals a feeling of complete emptiness, isolation and ultimate 

homelessness:

He was alone in that great cave 
That only is himself,
Where every echo was a wave 
And every wave his self.

[COM, 33]

The disintegration experienced by the poetic voice -  “where every echo was a 

wave / And every wave his se lf’ -  reflects Reavey’s own sense of loss of 

identity in the wake of his ship-wreck experience. All his personal belongings, 

including several drafts of poems he was going to work on, had sunk to the 

bottom of the Barents Sea. For the next three years, Reavey, who had 

continuously written poetry since his Cambridge student days, abandoned all 

literary activity:

I was under the impression that I had died and had become reincarnated in 
another person who wrote drafts, telegrams and memoranda rather than poems.
I had nothing personal to remind me of the past. Even my wife in bomb-wrecked 
London seemed remote.®^

Although, for the next few years, Reavey was undoubtedly extremely busy in 

the British Embassy, it appears that his new diplomatic role was going to be 

another adopted persona or mask. The recurring experience of exile, 

homelessness and becoming a refugee had struck so deep in his inner core
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that he escaped into the shelter of the diplomatic world of “telegrams and 

memoranda”.

3. Britanski Soyuznik (British Ally)

It took Reavey several months to settle into the sheltered embassy life in 

Kuibyshev and to recover from the effects of his traumatic journey there. His 

first detailed account of life in the Volga city, was not written until September 

when he sent his wife a long letter that breaks into several topics such as 

“Health”, “Where I sleep” , “Work”®® -  an obvious response to Gwynedd’s 

repeated (and probably unanswered) questions on his well-being. The 

experience of shipwreck in the freezing Barents Sea had taken a toll on 

Reavey’s health and on that of his fellow companions. Although he “felt much 

better now”, he admitted that “there has been no let up after the Barents sea”.®® 

Among the complaints in his letters to his wife were bouts of neuralgia, the flu, 

recurring tooth ache and insomnia. In another letter, Reavey confessed to 

feeling “low” adding that he hadn’t been “sleeping well lately which is 

unusual”. M o r e  than likely, Reavey’s physical complaints were the result of 

post-traumatic stress. Another colleague, Hopkirk, was experiencing similar 

physical symptoms, as Reavey told his wife: “He is another victim of the 

Barents Sea. He took a plunge in icy water and since he is a bit shaky [...]”.®̂

With the arrival of all foreign embassies and Soviet government offices, 

accommodation in Kuibyshev had become scarce. Lawrence, the new British 

Press Attache, Reavey and their colleagues worked from temporary embassy 

quarters in a former private mansion where they had been allocated the 

ballroom as their office. The temporary embassy also housed the Chancery, 

Registry and Cypher room, where Reavey twice a month was on guard duty. 

While the Ambassador lived outside, the British counsellor Baggallay stayed in
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the former mansion. Living quarters were on the first floor and Reavey had to 

share a bedroom with John Lawrence and another colleague, Hopkirk, who all 

slept on simple “iron bedsteads”.®̂ Although he was undoubtedly affected by 

the lack of privacy, Reavey had the ability of a ‘survivor’ to enjoy simple 

everyday pleasures and he praised in his account the dramatic views from both 

his bedroom and his office, overlooking the landscape of the Volga:

The sunsets are as glorious as ever, a red sun sinking very rapidly behind low 
hills on the western bank, leaving a flashy wake in the silver water. [....] From my 
desk [...] I see the Volga every day, the sandy bank on the opposite side, the 
light woods behind, and the low hills beyond. ^

On Sundays, Reavey, who had been a member of the rowing club in 

Cambridge and taken part in boat races, occasionally took a rowing boat on the 

wide river Volga or tried to get across to the other side with a ferry that “took 

hours”. W h i le  Reavey and his colleagues were well looked after in Kuibyshev 

-  he recalled “here we are spoiled [...] eggs for breakfast, ballet, opera, theatre 

at night [...] and Volga German maids to darn our socks” -  they were 

nevertheless conscious of the “great soviet reserve”.R e a v e y , who had been 

born in Belarus and brought up in the city of Nijni-Novgorod, felt undoubtedly 

close to Russian people and suffered from the general suspicion towards the 

staff at the British Embassy. More than any of his colleagues, Reavey was able 

though to read the Russian psyche: “You must realize that Embassies and 

missions here are isolated from the ‘natives’”, explained Reavey to his wife, 

“contacts are difficult, nor from any unwillingness [...] but out of fear that their 

friendliness might be misinterpreted as treason”.®̂ He was also persistent in 

his attempt to break down barriers and told Gwynedd that “on the whole the 

soviet reaction to us [Reavey and Lawrence] appears to be favourable and we 

are given more rope than most [...] driving in little wedges all over the place".®®

However, the task set for Lawrence and Reavey by the British Ministry of 

Information to convince the Russian public of the British war effort was difficult. 

In 1942 there was widespread opinion in Russia that Britain deliberately
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delayed the opening of a western front and left the fighting to Russian forces. 

Today’s evidence acknowledges that Russia, of all the Allies, made the biggest 

human sacrifice as “up to forty million soldiers and civilians lost their lives” in 

what they called the “Great Patriotic War” ®® In 1942, in the absence of a 

second front, the supply of war goods to Russia was Britain’s main role and the 

successful German attack on the British convoy was undoubtedly a major 

setback for British/Russian relations.’̂ "

A Foreign Office document drafted just a month before the appointment of John 

Lawrence and George Reavey, set out several objectives for the British “Draft 

Propaganda Plan for the U.S.S.R.” Among the first and most important 

objectives were:

(1) To impress the Soviets with our determination to go on until we have 
thoroughly defeated the enemy.

(2) To increase their knowledge of and respect for our war effort, past and 
present, on sea, on land, and in the air; [...]

(3) To remove the suspicion that we intend if we can manage it to exclude the 
Soviets from playing any large part in the ultimate settlement, and that we 
desire to make it mainly Anglo-American peace.

(4) To spread information about this country and its institutions, with particular 
reference to our brighter examples of social legislation^”

To put these objectives into force, the British Government decided to embark 

on a novel venture. In July 1942, Reavey informed his wife enthusiastically: 

“We are starting a paper as well -  Britanski Soyuznik! Interesting -  exciting”. 

Britanski Soyuznik, which translates into ‘British Ally’, was, according to Reavey 

“the first British and foreign newspaper to be published in the U.S.S.R.” and the 

counterpart of Soviet War News in London. In line with the “Draft 

Propaganda Plan for the U.S.S.R.”, the main objective of Britanski Soyuznik

For example, the News Chronicle reported in September 1942 that there was "quiet scorn" 
for Britain and America in Russia and that its correspondent overheard a Russian officer at a 
ballet evening in Moscow, “which was particularly well attended by members of the Allied 
Missions", saying that “ it looks as though the British and Americans are opening the Second 
Front here tonight". [Winterton, Paul. “In Russia This W inter”. News Chronicle. 23.09.1942.]
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was to convince particularly the Soviet army of Britain's commitment to the war 

against Nazi Germany. Issue No. 4, 1942 features on its cover a collage of the 

portraits of Churchill and Stalin set against a backdrop of the British and Soviet 

flags with the propagandistic lettering “Comrades in Arms’’.̂ ^

Britanski Soyuznik appeared exclusively in the Russian language and was 

edited, compiled, translated and published by the British Embassy in Kuibyshev 

under the direction of John Lawrence and George Reavey, whose role was the 

“planning ahead, reading and selecting material” as well as “to go over all the 

Russian translations and usually select and arrange the photographs”. '̂' In this 

new venture, Reavey and Lawrence were supported by a number of Soviet 

staff including a Jewish journalist by the name of “Victor Finn”, whom Reavey 

described as a “very comical character” who is “doing his best for On

Reavey’s suggestion the newspaper staff of Britanski Soyuznik moved from the 

Embassy quarters into the Grand Hotel, where the first number, due to appear 

on 17 August 1942, was compiled “between two beds”.̂ ® This deliberate move 

took Reavey and Lawrence “out of isolation” in the Embassy and forced them 

“to mix to some extent with soviet people”. E v e n  in hotels, however, the 

diplomatic staff would be segregated for dining from “the commoner herd of 

citizens” and Reavey made a point of ignoring policy and inviting his Russian 

colleagues for lunch once or twice a week after he had persuaded 

management to allow them use the dining room.^®

Reavey proudly posted a copy of the first edition to his wife and reported that 

Britanski Soyuznik had been noted by “the Soviet Press”, including Pravda, 

while the BBC and London Press had also given publ i c i t y .Thei r  involvement 

in this journalistic venture had also made Reavey and Lawrence quite “distinct” 

from the other embassy staff. “As ‘editors’ of a ‘local’ paper we are becoming 

‘characters’ in this provincial town”, wrote Reavey enthusiastically to his wife.®° 

Among Reavey’s new acquaintances were naturally also two local Russian
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writers, General Ignatiev,’®̂'" who had just published his autobiography, and 

Katayev.’̂ ''' One of Reavey’s first lunches with Katayev lasted until five in the 

morning. Reavey, subversively, recalled “a sense of achievement” of inviting a 

Soviet resident back to the Embassy for drink: “no Soviet citizen had ever 

stayed so long or drank so much on these premises before”.®̂

In September 1942, a few months into the paper’s operation, Reavey and 

Lawrence’s work on Britanski Soyuznik came under strong attack from Paul 

Winterton, the Russian correspondent of the News Chronicle in Moscow. 

Winterton accused the British Government of insensitively introducing the 

propaganda journal -  “an expensive, flamboyant production by Russian 

standards” -  into an “atmosphere of suffering and grim foreboding”. While he 

acknowledged Britanski Soyuznik as “technically excellent”, he feared that the 

paper’s very superiority over comparable Russian titles would humiliate 

Russians; “ It [BS] goes in considerable numbers to commanders at the front, 

who are very conscious of the ascetic appearance of their own front 

newspapers by comparison”.®̂ What particularly incensed Winterton was a 

central part of the newspaper’s mission -  to “spread information about this 

country [Britain] and its institutions”®̂ in Russia. According to Winterton, at a 

time when the Russian population faced hunger and their countryside was 

being “raped by barbarians”, Britanski Soyuznik showed pictures of a “quiet 

rural church with lots of fat cows grazing peacefully in the foreground in 

Cornwall under the title “Our Country”.

According to Reavey, General Ignatiev had completed his M.A. in Paris in 1917 and later 
returned to the Soviet Union, where he was made a general in the Red Army. His father,
“Count Ignatiev” had featured in a biography on Leontiev by Berdyaev. [Reavey, George. “How 
I First Discovered Boris Pasternak". Draft of a memoir text written after the English publication 
of Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago (1958). MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 92. Folder 9.]

Valentin Katayev was described by Reavey as a well known writer and author of The 
Embezzlers. [Reavey, George. “How I First Discovered Boris Pasternak”. Ibid.]
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Prior to Winterton’s article, the Russian writer and former emigre Ilya 

Ehrenburg,"''' whom Reavey had known personally in Paris, had also made 

negative remarks about Britanski Soyuznik in the News Chronicle. In his 

article, Ilya Ehrenburg had strongly criticised the British war effort, suggesting 

“that we [Britain] are now behind the Russians in our bombing of Germany and 

that we are not shipping arms for the Red Army”. His comments were regarded 

by the Foreign Office as highly “offensive” and as “hostile as anything even 

Ehrenburg has ever written”.®'̂

Ehrenburg’s and Winterton’s comments were taken serious enough by the 

Foreign Office to carry out an investigation. While the Foreign Office concluded 

that “to fill the paper with pictures of a peaceful countryside is plainly asking for 

trouble”, it acknowledged the effort of producing “five issues of the paper 

without much fault being found”. R e a v e y  who was responsible for selecting 

material for Britanski Soyuznik was likely blamed for the inclusion of the 

photographs. However, Lawrence and Reavey had an impossible task on their 

hand: on the one hand they had to fulfil the objectives set out in the British 

Propaganda Plan, while on the other they were increasingly aware of a growing 

anti-British sentiment in Russia. Reavey could not be accused of being ignorant 

of the Russian situation and had a perceptive and intuitive understanding of 

feelings of the Russian people, as expressed in a letter to his wife in 

September 1942: “The Russians are of course anxious about the second front 

[and] are not interested in anything else”.®®

^  Ilya Ehrenburg was born in Kiev in 1891. Although he fought in the first (failed) Russian 
Revolution of 1905, he became disillusioned by Bolshevik politics in 1909. From 1908 until his 
return to Russia in 1917, he lived in Paris, where his first book of poems was published (1910). 
Having left Soviet Russia again in 1921, he became Paris correspondent for Izvestia in 1932 
and a “fixture of life on the Left Bank” until 1940. During this time, Reavey came to know 
Ehrenburg and translated some of his work. In 1935, Ehrenburg was a core organiser of 
International Writers’ Congress in Paris, which Reavey attended. During the Second World 
War, he was an official Soviet war correspondent, A recipient of several 'Stalin Prizes’ but later 
denounced by Khrushchev for his memoirs, Ehrenburg had an uneasy relationship with both 
Soviet officials and dissidents, as The Daily Mirror m ote  in 1966: he “shouldered the lifelong 
burden of always being blamed by somebody, somewhere, for something’’. [Rubenstein, 
Joshua, 1996, Tangled Loyalties. The Life and Times o f Ilya Ehrenburg. London, New York: I B. 
Tauris Publishers.]
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The impossibility of Reavey’s and Lawrence’s task was acknowledged by a 

Foreign Office official, E.M. Wilson, who wrote that “in such an atmosphere it is 

a matter of the utmost difficulty to produce a newspaper at all which would not 

give rise to many of the criticisms made by Mr. Winterton”.®̂ Wilson admitted 

that the main issue was not an inappropriate article in Britanski Soyuznik but 

“the opening of a second front” in the West.®® Another Foreign Office official 

pointed out as part of the investigation that it was “extraordinarily difficult for 

those responsible for the production of the 'Britanski Soyuznik’ to cope 

adequately with the 'second front’ question”.®®

In addition, it became increasingly evident that, several hundred miles away in 

Kuibyshev, Reavey and Lawrence were out of touch with events in Moscow, 

where the majority of foreign correspondents had returned. As a result, they 

had no opportunity to communicate with journalists like Paul Winterton and 

influence their opinion. This ‘gu lf of opinion was noted by the Foreign Office, 

who commented that “on the whole the British and American correspondents in 

Moscow [...] have been taking a very irresponsible line about Anglo-Soviet 

relations”. A s  a result, P. Smollett of the Ministry of Information held a briefing 

for the “diplomatic correspondents of the 'News Chronicle’, ‘Times’, and ‘Daily 

Herald’ in London to impress on them the difficulties and pressures that the 

staff of Britanski Soyuznik had to work under in Kuibyshev.®^

In fact, by September 1942, the workload for Lawrence and Reavey had “grown 

so rapidly”®̂ that the Embassy in Kuibyshev appealed to the Ministry of 

Information in London for a large increase in staff.^'^' Not only was Britanski 

Soyuznik expected to grow from a circulation of 20,000 to 100,000 copies®^ but 

Reavey and Lawrence were initially also responsible for a wider cultural brief as

An aide memoire to the Soviet authorities explained that “four senior officers and six junior 
and clerical assistants” were required as support to Lawrence, Reavey and their colleague 
Cornwall. [Telegram and text of Foreign Office Aide Memoire to M. Yerofeev, Soviet 
Government, “From Kuibyshev to Moscow”. Unsigned. Despatched 1 September 1942. FO 
371/32891. PRO.]
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well as the “co-ordination of propaganda”.®'' In Septennber 1942, Reavey gave 

his wife an account of his daily chores:

We are simply snowed under with papers which cover a wide variety of subjects 
from political ones to films, books, ‘culture’, science, radio, etc, [....] So the days 
are spent dealing with problems, drafting telegrams, minutes, aide-memoires, 
letters, making plans, calling at the Narcomindel (Soviet F.O.) Voks (Soc. Cult.
Relats.), radio committee, film committee, tass agency etc. etc. all very 
interesting and instructive.

To Reavey’s great relief, the Embassy also appealed in September 1942 to the 

Ministry to “transfer publication of the newspaper to Moscow”, pending on the 

availability of facilities including accommodation and offices. The Soviet 

authorities replied, however, cautiously, “off the record”, that “transfer to 

Moscow was unlikely before the end of year” unless a Soviet army offensive 

“was very successful”. F o l l o w i n g  the siege and the German army’s 

unsuccessful attempts to take the city in both the summer 1941 and spring 

1942 offensives, it took until the middle of 1943 for a “general return to 

Moscow, and an increasing sense of normality”, recalled Reavey.®^

4. “Tavern Moscow", 1943-1945

Tavern Moscow
[ . . . . ]

Already I falter and say:
'Like you, I am one of the lost.
For me there is no going back.’
My hovel will crumble without me,
And my old dog died long ago.
God, on Moscow’s contorted streets.
Fated my death without doubt.

[By Sergei Essenin, translated by George Reavey, SAL, 357]

Finally, in April 1943, Reavey found himself in Moscow where he and Lawrence 

were joined by additional staff, including a new editor for Britanski Soyuznik 

and a films officer. On the advice of the Soviet authorities, the Ministry of 

Information also began to separate the diplomatic roles of Lawrence and
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Reavey, as First and Second Embassy Secretary, from the wider press section, 

which dealt with the publication of Britanski Soyuznik and other areas of 

propaganda.®® This internal re-organisation gave Lawrence and Reavey not 

only more status among their Soviet counterparts but also freed Reavey 

considerably to join in with the capital’s returning literary and cultural life. 

Reavey and Lawrence were accommodated in rooms in the Metropole Hotel, 

according to Reavey, “an extraordinary art nouveau hotel almost next door to 

the Bolshoy Theatre”.T h e a tre s  were “accessible” in Moscow and a “box in 

the Bolshoy was always available”, recalled Reavey.

Most importantly for Reavey, in Moscow he was able to meet “more literary 

men and other intellectuals” and expand his friendships with Russian writers. In 

Moscow, as in Kuibyshev, Reavey was anxious to get behind the Soviet 

reserve. Despite the political thaw of the war years, he was conscious of “some 

of aloofness and restraint when it came to human contact” as the Stalinist 

purges had left “ lingering scars of fear” in the memory of these w r i t e r s . Y e t ,  

Russian-born, with an excellent command of the language and a growing 

reputation as a literary critic and translator, Reavey was better equipped than 

any of his colleagues to break down barriers and he recalled that there was “a 

great deal of warmth beneath the surface”. Meetings with writers were usually 

set up by the Soviet authorities but in Moscow, as he had done in Kuibushev, 

Reavey retained his rebellious Irish nature and ignored protocol to cultivate his 

friendships:

I kept forgetting that I was supposed to have contact with the soviet intellectuals 
only though the [...] auspices of the Society for Cultural Relations where an 
official or translator did the introduction and sat in on the conversation. But it is 
hard to maintain any personal interest under such circumstances [...] and I would 
have had to bridle Pegasus to keep to such a system.

Instead of meetings observed by officials, Reavey went skiing in the winter with 

“Zhenya Afinogenova, the widow of the dramatist who was killed by a bomb 

early in the war” and managed to meet a wide range of Russian writers 

including Alexey Tolstoy, Fedin Simonov, Marshak, and Anna Akhmatova.
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His 1933 anthology Soviet Literature had established Reavey’s reputation in 

literary circles, where he was often fondly “addressed as ‘the translator of 

Mayakovsky’”, one of the best loved Russian poets, whose career was untimely 

ended by his suicide in 1930.^°'* Reavey’s earlier efforts to promote Russian 

literature now opened doors for him and he recalled being “showered with 

books from every direction”. R e a v e y  and Lawrence also made it their 

business to share their diplomatic privileges, in particular their generous food 

rations, with the less well-off Soviet writers. Isaiah Berlin, who was sent to 

Moscow in the autumn of 1945 as an official of the British Foreign Office, was 

told by Gennady Moiseevich Rachlin -  the enterprising Jewish owner of the 

Writer’s Bookshop in Leningrad -  of his “frequent and lavish entertainment in 

Moscow by Mr. Lawrence and Mr. Reavey”. R a c h l i n ,  who had converted his 

bookshop into a “kind of club for writers” and was described by Berlin as “one of 

the best-informed, best-read and most enterprising booksellers in the Soviet 

Union”, is likely to have reminded Reavey of David Archer’s legendary left-wing 

Parton Street bookshop, which had been the literary hub of 1930s London. 

Most importantly, for Reavey, and later for Isaiah Berlin, Rachlin was able to 

arrange informal meetings with Russian writers. Lawrence and Reavey were 

also able to serve Russian writers through the publication of Britansky 

Soyuznik. When Isaiah Berlin visited writers in Leningrad in late 1945, he was 

told that “any references to Russian literary achievement in it [BS], for example 

reviews of books and the like, were most warmly appreciated”.

5. Pasternak in Peredelkino

Reavey’s single most important war-time memory was, however, the 

opportunity to renew his friendship with the poet and novelist Boris Pasternak 

(1890-1960). As a young Cambridge student and co-founder of the review 

Experiment, Reavey had discovered the poetry and early prose work of Boris 

Pasternak, which culminated in his “First Essay Towards Pasternak” in October
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1930.^°® When he began editing the Russian section of Putnam’s ambitious 

two-part anthology, The European Caravan, Reavey wrote to Pasternak, 

expressing his “enthusiasm for his [Pasternak’s] work and his desire to 

propagate it” .̂ °® “The letter and Experiment went off by ordinary post to the 

then mythical land of the Five Year Plan”, recalled Reavey, “past all censors to 

its proper destination”. Y e t  unknown to Reavey, he had written to Pasternak 

during a deeply unsettling personal crisis. Pasternak had just separated from 

his first wife and sought refuge, in the company of his new partner, amongst 

writer-friends in the Georgian town of T iflis .^" When Pasternak replied after a 

delay of some months, he confided in Reavey: “This winter there were many 

personal events in my life. [...] That is the reason for my long silence which has 

probably grieved you”.^”  He also told Reavey later that “his wife and son were 

soon to leave for Germany” to join Pasternak’s parents.^

A friendship started to develop, and the Russian writer was also “pleased to 

have established a literary contact in the West”.̂ ^̂  Significantly for Reavey -  

then a budding poet and ambitious literary critic and translator in his early 

twenties -  Pasternak had given his blessing for the “modest efforts on his 

behalf and started to discuss his work with R e a v e y . W h e n  he later 

examined his early discussions with Pasternak, Reavey found evidence that “in 

the domain of prose, Pasternak has been working all his life towards a novel 

like Doctor Zhivago”. P a s t e r n a k  clearly valued Reavey’s critical abilities and 

sent him in November 1932 a copy of his first autobiography, The Safe 

Conduct, with the dedication: “To dear George Reavey from all my soul”.” ^

Pasternak recalled in his autobiographical sketch, I Remember, that for some time he and 
his new partner “had no roof over our heads” as during the winter of 1930 “all sorts of 
upheavals, complications, and changes took place in two families, that of a friend of mine and 
my own. They were very painful to those implicated in them”. [Pasternak, Boris. 1983. 1 
Remember. Sketch for an Autobiography. Cambridge (Mass): Harvard UP. P. 111.]

Pasternak revealed to Reavey doubts over his early prose, such as The Childhood o f 
Luvers, which he regarded as “trial pieces ‘on the way to something bigger’.” [Cf. Reavey, 
George. “How I First Discovered Boris Pasternak”. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 
92. Folder 8.]
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More importantly, Pasternak also confided in Reavey and alluded to the 

difficulties he had experienced in writing The Safe Conduct, in view of an 

increasingly hostile climate in the Soviet Union: “I wished to express in it a few 

of my thoughts [...] on a number of questions. Some of these questions it was 

impossible to touch upon”.̂ ®̂ According to Reavey, this book of reminiscences 

was Pasternak’s first point of conflict with the Soviet authorities and their 

crushing censorship laws. The Safe Conduct was “published at a crucial 

moment of the Stalinist era [...] and the history of the book in the Soviet Union 

was brief and troubled. Within little more than a year of publication it was 

attacked, labelled ‘idealist’ and banned”,’'’"’' recalled Reavey”.”  ̂ Pasternak had 

no choice but hoping that the book would now be published outside the Soviet 

Union and turned to George Reavey for help to translate The Safe Conduct and 

get it published in Paris.

Reavey, who had just established himself as a literary agent in Paris together 

with Marc Slonim, soon had to realise that “it was not so easy to launch difficult 

avant-garde authors in the early 1930s”.” ® Yet Reavey, who felt privileged to 

be “in direct touch with an admirable poet and a rare human being”,” ® 

persisted and managed to include a chapter, entitled “The Death of a Poet” -  

according to Reavey an “allegory on the great Futurist and Revolutionary poet 

Mayakovsky” -  in his 1933 anthology Soviet Literature.^^^ To emphasise 

Pasternak’s literary significance and give his “poetry a very special place”, 

Reavey placed Pasternak “in a section all by himself”. R e a v e y  also drew his 

readers’ attention to the fact that “a new edition of The Safe Conduct has 

recently been suppressed by Soviet Censorship”. F o l l o w i n g  the 

establishment of his Europa Press, it was Reavey’s “firm intention to bring out 

The Safe Conduct” and he also announced, as early as 1936, a book of

A second edition of The Safe Conduct, due out in March 1933, was banned by the Soviet 
authorities. [Cf. Reavey, George. ‘‘How I First Discovered Boris Pasternak”. MS Texas, HRC. 
Reavey Collection. Box 92. Folder 8,]
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poems by Pasternak but the onslaught of the Second World War terminated 

this and many of his literary projects.’̂

The growing political pressures on Boris Pasternak became apparent to 

Reavey when he met the writer for the first time In person In Paris during the 

summer of 1935. In the company of Isaac Babel, Pasternak attended the 

International Congress of Writers, where the atmosphere “was rather heated 

and tense” with “Stalinists, Trotskyists, Surrealists, Traditionalists, 

Independents [...] all there fighting each other tooth and nail”. ^ '  Reavey 

believed that Pasternak -  who (like himself) resisted political categorisation -  

had been deliberately “exported to the West" by the Soviet authorities as a “sop 

to moderate opinion”. Y e t  despite being “poetically a loo f and making an 

ardent appeal that poetry “will always be too simple to serve as a matter for 

discussion at assemblies”, Pasternak began to show signs of pressure, as 

Reavey recalled:

[...] Physically and mentally he seemed to be labouring under great tension. On 
the platform he gasped for breath and uttered an extraordinary moaning sound 
which made the blood tingle and led one to conclude that he must be suffering 
deeply.

Reavey was so conscious of the “atmosphere of the soviet delegation” and the 

“look of mental anguish on Pasternak’s face” that he initially avoided personal 

contact In order not to “be politic” and draw attention to Pasternak’s friendship 

with a western writer. When he did manage to see him briefly, he left a copy of 

Nostradam, which Included a poem dedicated to Pasternak:

Reavey’s announcement of forthcoming Europa Press titles in 1936 lists: “Books of poems 
by David Gascoyne, Dylan Thomas, Guillaume Apollinaire, Boris Pasternak and Vladimir 
Mayajkovsky”. [In Eluard, Paul. 1936. Thorns o f Thunder. London: Europa Press. P. 9.]

A particular row had erupted between French Surrealist Andre Breton and congress 
organiser Ilya Ehrenburg. When Breton, who was firmly opposed to Stalin’s “police state 
tactics” physically attacked Ehrenburg in a tobacco shop in Montparnasse, he was banned from 
the event. This incident reaffirmed Breton’s break from orthodox Communism. [Cf. Rubenstein, 
Joshua. 1996. Tangled Loyalties. The Life and Times o f Ilya Ehrenburg. P. 143]
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Exegi Monumentum
To Boris Pasternak

And what if storm should burst in spite this day,
And all the gathered thunders blunder on our head,
And all the floods we read in fables foam 
From secrets clouds like Time’s avenging ghosts;

[ . . . . ]

And if the winds unleashed break ancient order.
Whirl fatal anarchies for empires old.
Clash whips of chaos, slash, pound, sword and drum;

For tree to shrill upon torn roads uprooted.
Or swayed in dirges of dark sisters’ woe,
To wail the day of worlds forever stricken.

[A/, 14]

Like many of the poems in the 1935 collection Nostradam, the poem reflects 

the so-called post-war spirit, which manifested itself in a breakdown of the 

former world order, as “whips of chaos” and a deep-rooted disillusionment have 

replaced “empires old” and the “winds unleashed” have broken “ancient order” 

[N, 14], Yet while the poem appears to deal with a universal human post-war 

condition, it became for Reavey a metaphor for the “anguish of the unknown” 

that was part of Pasternak’s complex character. Over the years, Reavey may 

have found in Pasternak’s conflicting personality an appealing parallel to the 

inherent duality of his own character. Critic and translator Lydia Slater, a sister 

of Boris Pasternak, described how sadness and happiness were closely linked 

in the writer; “With all his vitality and joy of living, his unconcern, and his 

humour, Pasternak bore within him an immense and unalloyed sadness all his 

l i fe ” .^̂ ®

For the next few years, which were marked by Stalin’s purges, Reavey feared 

for Pasternak’s safety as “writer after writer disappeared in the Soviet Union”, 

including Isaac B a b e l , w h o s e  short stories Reavey had t r a n s l a t e d . T h e

The Jewish short story writer Isaac Emanuilovich Babel was born on 13 July 1894 in 
Odessa. In the early 1930s he enjoyed a brilliant reputation and was considered an innovator. 
With growing censorship in the Soviet Union, Babel was forced into silence. He was arrested 
during the Stalinist purges and died on 17 March 1941 in a Siberian prison camp. [Cf. The New 
Encyclopaedia Britannica. Micropaedia. 1982. 15th edition. Chicago, Geneva: University of 
Chicago. Vol. I. P. 706-7.]
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growing censorship under Stalin had forced many writers into silence and 

‘inner’ exile, as Isaac Babel confided to Clara Malraux, wife of French writer 

Andre Malraux: “ I have the right not to write. But I am a writer. In my drawer I 

have two novels. If they are found, I’m a dead man”.̂ ®̂ When Babel was 

arrested in 1939, these novels were confiscated. As Reavey knew Pasternak 

was “under a cloud” and heard rumours of him being imprisoned, he decided to 

keep a deliberate distance from him and “judged it better not to write any letters 

[...] as people with western associations were being rounded up”.̂ ®̂ Yet, 

Pasternak survived the purge years unharmed in the isolation of his dacha in 

Peredelkino.’”^'" It was in this famous writers’ village, in the quiet countryside 

not far from Moscow, that Reavey was able to renew his friendship with 

Pasternak in the autumn of 1943.

Peredelkino was, as Reavey remembered, “only half-an-hour’s drive by car 

from the centre of Moscow”. T h e  village had been set up by the Soviet 

Authorities as a summer residence for writers. As an unusual method of 

patronage, the accommodation of Soviet authors was arranged by the Writer’s 

Union, of which authors were obligatory members. Writers would usually “have 

a flat in Moscow or Leningrad and a dacha or cottage in the country”, wrote 

Reavey and explained the unique system, whereby the Union had to “bargain 

for space” for their members with either the Town Soviet’ or the ‘County 

Council’:

There is an organizational tendency, however, to group intellectual workers in 
available accommodation under their professions, and this applies not only to 
writers but also to architects, actors and painters. Thus, seeing a large modern 
block of flats in Moscow, one may be told, That belongs to the Bolshoy Theatre 
or the Arts Theatre, or that’s where the architects live’.

The Peredelkino writers’ village had been set up according to this system and 

featured, in addition to the individual dachas, a “House of Rest to which writers

Reavey believed that Pasternak was spared as he remained somewhat invisible in the 
isolation of Peredelkino; he held no official party position and participated rarely in assemblies. 
[Cf, Reavey, George. “How I First Discovered Boris Pasternak”. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey 
Collection, Box 92. Folder 8.] Another theory is that “Stalin spared him because Pasternak 
had translated poets of Stalin’s native Georgia”. [The New Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
Micropaedia. 1982. 15th edition. Chicago, Geneva: University of Chicago. Vol. VII. P. 790.]
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may retire and isolate themselves either for work or when recovering from 

illness” and a children’s c e n t r e . W h i l e  Reavey was conscious of the political 

pressures placed on Soviet authors, his account nevertheless shows some 

admiration for the patronage offered by the Communist State to provide writers 

with creative space. Within the controlling system -  where writers had to apply 

to their Union even for travel permits within the Soviet Union^^''' -  it was 

possible for a writer to withdraw to the privacy of his dacha. The houses could 

be rented or bought and some writers, like Pasternak or the novelist Alexei 

Tolstoy,’̂ ' '  chose to live in their ‘summer houses’ all year round, after having 

open fires installed.

According to Reavey, the more established Soviet writers were able to be “very 

well o ff’ and normally had cars, due to the large Russian readership where 

“literally millions of people [...] were enthusiastically interested in literature”. 

Reavey who had published limited editions of no more than 600 copies under 

the Europa Press imprint, was stunned by the vast Russian print-runs of 

100,000 to 500,000 copies. Even a large UK edition of 10,000 copies was 

considered “a drop in the ocean” in Ru s s i a . Ho we v e r ,  as book prices were 

low, writers depended on large editions that were frequently reprinted. A young 

unknown poet could therefore be expected to struggle, particularly during the 

war years, and had to take on additional literary jobs such as translation.

Although by now a well-established writer, Pasternak also continued to struggle 

financially -  as he kept his distance from the Writer’s Union and the official 

party line. He supplemented his income with literary translation and Reavey

According to Isaiah Berlin, “no writer could travel, for example, to Moscow of his own free 
will without a formal invitation from either the President of W riters’ Union or its Communist Party 
secretary, and although this could be of course occasionally be wangled by indirect means, it 
was humiliating as well as difficult to do so at all frequently”, [Berlin, Isaiah. 2001. “A Visit to 
Leningrad.” Times Literary Supplement. 23 March 2001. P. 14.]

Reavey met Tolstoy in Russia and recalled that he had access to certain privileges as he 
“did not share communal blocks of flats”, had his “dacha in another spot” and “did like open 
fires, which are not common in Russia”. [Reavey, George. 1946. SLT. P. 31.]

284



particularly liked Pasternak’s “renderings of Shakespeare’s tragedies and 

Goethe’s Faust”. D u r i n g  the 1940s, Pasternak’s books were slowly gathering 

momentum as editions climbed from a modest 3000 copies of his 1943 poetry 

collection On Early Trains to a respectable 10,000 of The Spacious Earth in 

1945.^^® Yet, Pasternak’s fortune would decline again considerably after 

Zhdanov’s decree in 1946’̂ ' .  Since then “no book of Pasternak’s original work 

has appeared in the Soviet Union”, wrote Reavey in the aftermath of the 

controversial publication of Doctor Zhivago in the West.^^^

In Moscow in 1943, Reavey found it initially difficult to get in touch with 

Pasternak who kept a deliberate distance from the Soviet capital in his retreat 

in Peredelkino. Reavey recalled that Pasternak at the time “was not at all in the 

official swim” of the Writer’s U n i o n . H e  was therefore surprised when 

Pasternak accepted Reavey’s invitation to a party at the British Embassy, held 

in honour of Sir Anthony Eden, and joined the Embassy’s distinguished guest 

list of “representatives of the soviet political, military, literary, theatre, scientific 

and art world”. R e a v e y  was clearly moved when Pasternak told him that he 

remembered him “very well”, although it had been almost a decade since their 

first meeting at the International Congress of Writers in Paris in 1935. 

Pasternak, who had started his Shakespeare translations in the 1940s, 

conversed with Reavey at the Embassy party in English -  perhaps also a way 

of avoiding eavesdropping by Soviet officials -  and expressed his gratitude for 

the invitation, admitting that it had “eased for a while ‘the steady touchiness of 

my local moral position’”.

Although he could “not do the track to Peredelkino so easily”, Reavey went 

there a number of times to visit Pasternak in his dacha, a trip he enjoyed

In 1946, Zhdanov made a report to the Party Organisation and W riters’ Union of Leningrad, 
which led to the suspension of the review Leningrad while Zvozda was brought under party 
control. The report condemned the writers Michael Zoshchenko and Anna Akhmatova as being 
un-Soviet, While during the Second World War the atmosphere had been more liberal,
Zhdanov reinforced strict party line with his decree in 1946, [Cf, Reavey, George, “The Soviet 
Attitude towards the Arts”. Broadcast by the BBC’s Third Programme on 23.06,1948 from 7,30- 
7,55 pm. BBC Written Archives Centre, Caversham, Reading, UK,]
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particularly in the spring and autunnn when the Russian nature exploded in rich 

colours. He vividly remembered the journey from urban Moscow to the open 

countryside of Peredelkino:

The train brings one to a country station, from which one has to walk a mile 
through rather mellow country with woods and open fields, a stream and, I think, 
a small river till one reaches the Writers’ Village -  some twenty cottages with 
small gardens built fairly close to one another.^'’^

Pasternak had taken up permanent residency in his dacha, built originally as a 

summer house, and endured grim winters in a non-insulated wooden building 

that was heated only by open fires. According to Reavey, Peredelkino, where 

Pasternak was surrounded by nature and exposed to the severe Russian 

climate featured much in his poetry. Spring could be hot and the poet, who was 

a keen gardener, described how “When toiling and in earth engrossed” his back 

would be scorched by the sun “And baked like some big lump of clay 

while the harsh Russian winter brought Pasternak to breaking-point in the 

deserted summer village of Peredelkino and brought out his longing for the city:

The City

A wintry kitchen. Petya’s piping,
A frozen room and blizzard’s waste -  
All these may grow past daily bearing.
And leave at last a bitter taste.

[ . . . . ]

In winter country life’s no life -  
I need not stress this or insist:
With unconcern the city’s rife 
To imperfections that persist

Reavey’s final visit to Boris Pasternak in his Peredelkino dacha took place 

shortly before Reavey returned to England. They had a “very long and heart to 

heart talk” from personal issues to Pasternak’s request for Reavey to translate

In the poem “Summer Day”, Pasternak vividly describes the hot Russian “springtime” when 
“the virgin soil is dried and baked”, [in Pasternak, Boris. 1959. The Poetry o f Boris Pasternak, 
1917-1959. Selected, edited and translated by George Reavey. New York: G.P. Putnam's 
Sons. P. 183.]
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his novel The Last Summer.^^^ Once more, Pasternak confided in Reavey his 

growing alienation from the predominant Soviet culture, explaining “how he was 

trying to adapt himself to the requirements of Socialist Realism without 

sacrificing his art’’.̂ '̂ '̂  This conflict would culminate in 1958 when he was 

awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature for his epic Doctor Zhivago but felt 

compelled to decline the award, as the book brought so much opposition 

against him in the Soviet Union. Reavey believed that Pasternak referred to 

this book in 1945 when he showed him “a drawerful of unpublished prose and 

spoke of a more important work by comparison with which his other works 

would appear ‘mere trifles’.

At their meeting in Peredelkino in 1945, neither Reavey nor Pasternak realised 

that it would be their last encounter. According to Reavey, Pasternak was 

looking fonA/ard to being able to visit Europe after the war, in particular Oxford, 

where his father lived. He asked Reavey to “look up his father in Oxford” but 

unfortunately Leonid Pasternak died a week after Reavey had arrived in 

London. Pasternak would also never leave the Soviet Union again and died in 

May 1960 in the isolation of his dacha, suffering from cancer and a heart 

c o n d i t i o n . F o r  Reavey, Boris Pasternak would be forever enshrined in his 

memory of an early summer day in Peredelkino in 1945:

As he talked, Boris Pasternak seemed to fill the room. He seemed to stretch out 
into the fields beyond his cottage. And he was somewhere in London too. But 
above all he was part of this landscape of pine, maple and birch tree. He was 
somehow inevitably reflected through ‘laughter and tears’. But in Pasternak there 
is no grimace, no bitterness or self-laceration. There are no dark improbable 
corners, no shady alleys. There is silence and reticence. And there is open rolling 
country subject to thunderburst and sundazzle.^''^
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Chapter Ten

DON QUIXOTE AMONG THE SKYSCRAPERS*
London and New York (1945-1951)

1. Soviet Literature To-Day

The final weeks of the Second World War had left Reavey in an elevated, 

euphoric state. He experienced the events leading up to the Allied victory in the 

British Embassy, Moscow, where he was posted as Second Secretary. He 

recalled in particular the 1st of May 1945 when the “Russians had just captured 

Berlin [and] Moscow was in a state of great excitement”.̂  The 1st of May was 

also Reavey’s 38th birthday and, more significantly for him, the “third 

anniversary” of his survival of the torpedo attack by German forces on the arctic 

convoy in which he had travelled.^ He celebrated this day with his colleagues at 

the British Embassy in Moscow, who presented him as a birthday gift with a 

champagne glass dating back to the “18th century Empress Elisabeth”.̂  On the 

8th of May 1945, more celebrations followed in Moscow as the unconditional 

surrender of the German forces marked the official end of the war. Attending a 

series of jubilant festivities with his colleagues at the British Embassy 

headquarters and with Russian friends he had made during his three-year-stay, 

Reavey, once more, felt at the centre of events.

Yet within days of the German surrender, the British Embassy put plans into 

action for Reavey’s immediate return to London. His war-time role conducting a 

propaganda campaign on behalf of the British Government'^ in Soviet Russia, 

had become defunct overnight, as the former allies started to pursue their 

separate interests in Europe. Rather than travelling for weeks on board an arctic 

convoy, Reavey’s return journey took him back to Britain on the southern route, 

“having flown from Moscow to Teheran and then via Baghdad and Damascus to

' In a letter to Thomas MacGreevy, dated 4 November 1952, Reavey described himself as “have 
been much blown about since 1939. Now Don Quixote among the skyscrapers”. [Thomas 
MacGreevy Papers, TCD MS 8117/12,]

288



Cairo”, where he stayed for a week of repose.^ However, his first experience of 

air travel, which returned him swiftly to London by the middle of June 1945, 

added only to his sense of utter dislocation and estrangement from his former 

familiar surroundings in London;

This peculiar world [Soviet Russia] has a pressure all its own and life in it 
may be compared to that of a deep sea fish that is in danger of bursting 
when it emerges to the surface. I almost felt like that myself when I was 
whisked off in an aeroplane and landed back in a strange enough post-war 
Western world of another density.

[SLT, ix]

Reavey had established his home in London when he moved there from Paris in 

early 1936. In 1945 he returned there to join his wife Gwynedd, after three years 

separation. However, Reavey’s pre-war life -  when he ran a busy literary 

agency and an enterprising publishing house in the literary hub of Holborn -  no 

longer existed, as he had sold his agency and suspended his publishing 

activities in late 1939. Many parts of the city, including literary Red Lion Square, 

from where Reavey had run the Europa Press and ELT in 1937, had become 

almost unrecognisable as London bore the scars of the heavy German bombing. 

Not surprisingly, Reavey had serious difficulties coping with “a strange enough 

post-war Western world” [SLT, ix] and recalled that, he was “rather shaken by a 

long three years stay in Russia without any leave”.̂  He later admitted that he 

needed “readjustment”  ̂ and was hospitalised and treated in a nursing home for 

exhaustion.®

Adding to his sense of isolation was the feeling that, apart from his wife 

Gwynedd, Reavey (an only child) had no family in London, following the death of 

his father in 1938 and the committal of his mother in 1939 to a mental institution. 

George and Gwynedd Reavey had found it difficult to deal with the long-distance 

relationship. According to their correspondence they were both naturally upset 

during times when no news would arrive and accused each other of missing 

valuable opportunities to communicate. In order to stay in touch with each other, 

they mainly relied on colleagues in the Foreign Office, who would pass on 

private letters as they would arrive in Russia from or return to London.^
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It appears that Gwynedd Reavey had hoped to eventually join her husband in 

the Soviet Union and was encouraged by Reavey to “continue her Russian 

lessons”. In 1942 he informed her that “we are hoping to solve women problem 

but not immediately”. Y e t  even when the Embassy relocated from Kuibyshev 

to Moscow, Gwynedd had not able to join him. Three years of war-time 

separation, from April 1942 to June 1945, had taken their toll on their marriage 

and over the next few years, George and Gwynedd began to drift apart and start 

a process of formal separation.

Afraid of falling into a deep depression, Reavey turned down a steady job in 

1945 with a publishing house, Hutchinson, in London and turned his energies 

instead to literary criticism and translation. His confidence was initially shaken 

when publishers Lindsay Drummond released in 1945 Boris Pasternak’s 

Collected Prose Works.^^ Pasternak had entrusted his autobiographical work 

The Safe Conduct to Reavey for translation and publication as early as 1933 

and Reavey was naturally upset when Beatrice Scott’s translation was published 

in 1945 as part of this collection. The publishers also announced in the same 

volume a forthcoming edition of Pasternak’s Selected Poems in translation by 

J.M. Cohen. This was a further blow to Reavey, who had translated Pasternak’s 

poems since his Cambridge student, when he submitted them to Experiment.

His friendship with Samuel Beckett may have played an important part in 

Reavey’s literary renewal. The friends had last seen each other in Paris in 

January 1940 and were able to renew their friendship when Beckett stayed with 

Reavey in London in the autumn of 1945 on his return to France" from a family 

visit in D ub l i n .Acco rd ing  to James Knowlson, Beckett was thrown into a 

“frenzy of writing” after the war and had managed even during the war to 

complete the manuscript of his novel Watt. It is likely that Beckett’s enthusiasm 

affected Reavey, who then decided to “rediscover himself in the literary way”.̂ ^

" In August 1945, Beckett travelled through London on his way to St-L6 in Normandy, where he 
had taken a job as quartermaster/interpreter with the Irish Red Cross as a means of returning 
legally to France, [Cf. Knowlson, James. 1997. Damned to Fame. The Life o f Samuel Beckett. 
First published 1996. London: Bloomsbury. P. 345,]
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Beckett also entrusted Watt to Reavey, who had successfully placed Murphy for 

him with Routledge in 1938. Although Reavey had sold his literary agency, he 

offered “W attio  several publishers including Lindsey Drummond [...] purely on a 

basis of friendship”. Reavey was also able to visit his friend in Paris in 1947, 

when he met “for the first time” Beckett’s partner Suzanne, and again in 1948.^“̂

When Reavey started to write criticism again in late 1945, it had been six years 

since the publication of his last poetry cycle Quixotic Perquisitions (1939) and 

six years of non-literary activity filled with writing “drafts, telegrams and 

memoranda rather than poems”. Reavey blamed the fact that “war and 

international intrigue, Madrid and Moscow, had somehow divorced [him] from 

[his] habitual literary preoccupations”.̂  ̂ Yet, although Reavey perceived his 

mission to Russia as a distraction from his former literary existence, his many 

new friendships and acquaintances with Russian writers, who had “showered 

him with books from every direction” ®̂ during his three years in the Soviet Union, 

became, in fact, his lifeline. Within a few months of returning to London, Reavey 

started a new critical work entitled Soviet Literature To-Day, which was quickly 

snapped-up and published in 1946 by Lindsay Drummond.

The book, Reavey’s first critical work since the appearance of Soviet Literature -  

An Anthoiogy^^ in 1933, re-established Reavey as an authority on Russian 

literature and opened up new opportunities for him. Raymond Mortimer, who 

reviewed the book for The New Statesman & Nation, praised Soviet Literature 

To-Day for containing “the best account I have met of the principles and 

conditions governing Soviet writers”, while Richard Church described it in the 

Spectator as a “most helpful” book for the “person who today is completely 

nonplussed by the international situation”.̂ ® Reavey’s growing reputation is 

reflected in the fact that, in March 1947, he was chosen by the British 

Government, as part of a group of “distinguished authors and scientists”, to meet 

an “official delegation from the Supreme Soviet of the Union of Soviet Socialist 

Republics”.̂ ®
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On the back of these achievements, Reavey was commissioned by his former 

employers at the BBC to write radio programmes on Soviet arts and culture. 

While in 1941 his brief had been to produce programmes that would popularise 

Britain’s new war ally, Russia, the political attitude towards the Soviet Union in 

the West had started to fundamentally change in 1947. The so-called Cold War'" 

between the former allies Britain, USA and Soviet Russia had begun in 1947, 

when the Soviet Union left the Marshall Conference in Paris, a programme for 

the economic recovery of Europe, in protest against the ‘Dollar Imperialism’ and 

put pressure on Poland and Czechoslovakia to follow suit. The conflict would 

deepen in the winter of 1948/1949 when the Soviet Union started to blockade all 

goods into Berlin. American aircraft kept the supply lines open and the 

confrontation eventually led to the partition of Berlin into West and East-Berlin in 

November 1948. In this climate of growing suspicion and polarisation, Reavey 

wrote a number of feature programmes on the Soviet Union.

Some of Reavey’s contributions to the BBC were clearly of a literary and 

apolitical nature, such as a programme on the history of Pushkin’s Evgeny 

Onegin, although Reavey emphasised Pushkin’s prosecution by Tsar Nicholas 

in the 1820s for his “illegal poems”.''' Reavey was anxious to build a bridge 

between Russian and other European writers, stressing to his listeners that 

Russian literature was an essential part of the wider European canon and that 

“Pushkin was not only a Russian; he was also a European genius” who had 

“sided with the English Romantics”. Y e t  in June 1948, Reavey was called 

upon by the BBC to discuss “The Soviet Attitude Towards the Arts”, which was 

the fifth in series of talks on “The Soviet Idea”. The programme followed in the 

wake of a report by Zhdanov to the Party Organisation and Writers’ Union in 

August 1946, which had set out to reinforce party dogma.

The term 'Cold W ar’ politics, first used by B.M. Baruch, became the common term for the East- 
West conflict since 1947.

''' The programme on “Evgeny Onegin” by George Reavey was broadcast by the BBC’s Third 
Programme on 7 May 1948, [BBC Written Archives Centre.]
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Zhdanov had criticised two Leningrad-based reviews, Zvezda and Leningred, 

which had published a satirical story by Michael Zoshchenko, “The Adventures 

of an Ape”/  and poenns by Anna Akhmatova. While the former was derided Dy 

Zhdanov as an “un-Soviet writer” whose works were “thoroughly rotten in 

substance”, Akhmatova was accused of “being completely divorced from tie  

people”. Most crucially, Zhdanov’s report had diminished the possibility for any 

individualism and critical perspective among Soviet writers. He openly 

threatened Zoshchenko: “Let him reform himself and, if he doesn’t want to, let 

him get out of Soviet literature”.̂  ̂ While Western critics were shocked by this 

hardened Soviet attitude, Reavey went against public opinion by trying to 

explain the background to this heightening conflict for writers in the Soviet Union 

and maintain an objective viewpoint.

In his BBC talk, Reavey explained that the “chief function of Soviet literature and 

the arts is to educate” and that the arts are almost exclusively judged by their 

“efficiency” to bring up, what the Soviets considered, a “healthy generation, 

ideologically sound”. Reavey told his listeners that “the idea of ‘the people’ v/as 

a Russian obsession”, which went back as far as the 19**̂  century when a small 

group, the Russian ‘intelligentsia’, identified itself with the “amorphous mass -  

the people”. The idea had been adopted by the Bolshevik Revolution and in 

1947, still formed the “basis of the Soviet outlook”, illustrated Reavey. For this 

reason, the “most damning thing a Soviet critic can say”, explained Reavey, v/as 

to be “divorced from the people” -  an accusation which had been leveled 

against Akhmatova,

Reavey, undoubtedly, sympathised first and foremost with the writers and was 

himself ideologically closest to a group of writers like Mayakovsky, Essenin and 

Biely -  whom he described as the “nearest thing to a Russian James Joyce” -  

and who were all criticised by the Soviet authorities for their pursuit of ‘Art for

'' According to Zhdanov, the story by Zoshchenko implied that life as a monkey "in a cage is 
preferable to life among Soviet people”. [Quoted in “The Soviet Attitude towards the Arts” by 
George Reavey and broadcast by the BBC’s Third Programme on 23 June 1948. BBC Written 
Archives Centre.]
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Art’s Sake’. Moreover, he was personally aware of the hardship endured by 

writers such as Boris Pasternak, who were effectively silenced by Soviet 

censorship. Yet, as his radio talks revealed, Reavey was not going to be drawn 

into the conflict and, as he had done during the Spanish Civil War, refused to 

take sides, instead of condemning the Zhdanov report outright, he pleaded 

instead for tolerance of the peculiar characteristics of Soviet society and culture, 

stating that the insistence “on an intensive [...] education on special 

indoctrinating lines” was “quite understandable”, as the “ultimate aim” was “to 

achieve Communism”. Reavey also believed that the developments in the Soviet 

Union were part of a wider “struggle for the universal transformation of the 

human consciousness” and that the arts had become “caught in the impersonal 

rhythm of the historical wheel”.

Reavey’s language and beliefs, once more, echo the historic theories of Oswald 

Spengler, who had argued that history was a series of recurring cycles. 

Reavey’s balanced view on Soviet politics had been acknowledged in earlier 

reviews of Soviet Literature An Anthology. Raymond Mortimer praised his ability 

to remain “uncommonly objective” and to offer a “large number of facts” , while 

the Central European Observer caWed it “an extremely good, objective and vivid 

work”: “Here is a meticulous analysis, a sincere wish for detached judgement, 

and a real, though sometimes difficult, effort to understand and portray the 

whole problem

In parallel with his activities for the BBC in the late 1940s, Reavey began to 

consider a new career as an expert in Russian literature. In 1947 he started 

lecturing at the School of Slavonic Studies, London Un i ve r s i t y . I n  1948 his 

translation of Nikolai Gogol’s satirical novel Dead Souls'^' was published by

''' The title Dead Souls refers to the practice of Russian landowners to keep dead serfs on their 
books, as their wealth was estimated by the number of serfs they possessed. The novel was first 
published in 1848 and Reavey’s translation is based on the 1937 Russian publication by the 
State Publishing House. Passages cut out by Tsarist censors had been restored by the Soviet 
editors, [Alan Hodge. “Note”, In Gogol, Nikolai. 1948. Dead Souls. Translated by George 
Reavey. London: Hamish Hamilton, P, v-viii].
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Hamish Hamilton in London. During this time, he also started research for a 

Ph.D. thesis on Maxim Gorky''", one of the writers who had endorsed the 

Russian revolution through his writings. By coincidence, Reavey had lived as a 

child in the writer’s birthplace, Nijni-Novgorod, and witnessed there the outbreak 

of the 1917 October revolution. Nijni-Novgorod held painful memories for 

Reavey, as it was there that his father had been arrested during the Russian 

Civil War by Bolsheviks, who rounded up all British passport holders under the 

suspicion that they would support the Mensheviks. In honour of the writer, Nijni- 

Novgorod had been re-named ‘Gorky’ by the Soviet authorities in 1932.''"'

Maxim Gorky’s early work is largely known for his naturalistic depictions of 

Russian people and the countryside, highlighting the unjust social conditions of 

Tsarist Russia by focusing on tramps and other social outcasts. In 1906 he left 

Tsarist Russia and lived in exile in Italy. He also visited the US. Gorky supported 

the Russian Revolution and was persuaded to return in 1928, adopting the 

official Soviet literary style of Socialist Realism. Gorky’s relationship with the 

Soviet authorities was nevertheless complex; while he celebrates in his work 

proletarian and revolutionary characters, he was also critical of Bolshevism -  

and the duality of his character attracted Reavey to this subject matter. With this 

promising research project in hand and a second edition of Soviet Literature To- 

date due for publication by Yale University Press in 1947,^® Reavey successfully 

applied for a Rockefeller fellowship in 1948 and was invited to study, from 1949 

to 1950 in the United States at Columbia University’s Russian Institute in New 

York and at the Hoover Institute, Stanford University, California.

Maxim Gorky (1868-1936) grew up in dire poverty, an experience wliich he described in his 
autobiographical trilogy Chiildhood (1913-14), In the World (1915-16) and My Universities (1923), 
“a sardonic title” . Gorky's first stories were about social outcasts such as tramps. He later 
befriended Chekhov who introduced him to literary circles. A supporter of the revolution, he 
became the first President of the Soviet Writers’ Union in 1934. Gorky died before the Stalinist 
purges against writers in 1937/38. [The New Encyclopaedia Britannica. Micropaedia. 1982. 15th 
edition. Chicago, Geneva: University of Chicago. Vol. IV, P. 639.]

Following the dissolution of the USSR, the city of Gorky is referred to again by the original 
name Nijni-Novgorod.
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Reavey’s ship-wrecked mission to Soviet Russia, where he had been able to 

immerse himself deeply in literary and cultural life, had finally rescued him. And 

his growing reputation as an expert on Russian literature, through his lectures, 

broadcasts and publications, had provided the necessary escape from the doom 

and gloom of post-war England. He also escaped his failing marriage as his 

wife Gwynedd remained in London and the couple decided to separate.

2. Don Quixote Among the Skyscrapers

George Reavey arrived in the United States in January 1949 on a one-year-visa 

to take up his Rockefeller fellowship in New York and California. He worked first 

at Columbia University before researching at the Hoover Institute in California. 

His recent first-hand experience of the Soviet literary, cultural and political 

scene, which began to withdraw now behind the obscurity of the ‘Iron curtain’, 

recommended him quickly in the United States as an authority on the Soviet 

Union. In June 1949, on his way back from California to New York, Reavey was 

invited to present a paper at the Institute of International Relations at Friends 

University, Wichita, Kansas. The local newspaper, the Wichita Eagle, described 

him as “Dr. George Reavey, the British writer and Rockefeller fellow at 

Columbia” and quoted extensively from his s p e e c h . H i s  paper on “Russia’s 

Role in World Order” was discussed by a panel that included Eduard Heimann, 

Dean of the New School of Social Research, New York City; Kermit Eby, a 

former labour official and professor at the University of Chicago; and Amiya 

Chakravarty, a professor from Calcutta, India.

From the coverage in the Wichita Eagle it is clear that Reavey kept a neutral, a- 

political stance and refused to fuel his audience with simplistic anti-Soviet 

statements and slogans, as did the other panel members. Heimann described 

Marxism as a “negative replica of our own [USA] system” and Chakravarty 

warned the audience that Communism was “the biggest headache that India
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now f a c e s . I n s t e a d  of polemics, Reavey offered a more balanced view and 

presented the Soviet Union and the United States as equals -  two world powers 

“destined to organize the form of the new world order”. He credited Russia with 

being “the first” nation to form a new world order, even if in “limited ways” and 

told his audience that the “real revolution is the social and political upheaval and 

that the Soviet Union had been the stimulant since 1917”. Reavey urged that 

western governments should not “delay but offer more radical methods to gain 

stability without employing Russian methods” and stressed the need to develop 

a psychology for the new order, as the “political systems have not changed as 

rapidly as [...] the economic orders”.

Reavey’s contribution to this panel discussion is representative of the balanced 

and informed approach he would maintain towards Soviet Russia all his life. He 

refused to take sides and maintained a deep affection for the Russian people. 

He continued to translate important works of Russian literature both by writers 

who had fallen out of favour with the authorities, like Boris Pasternak, and by 

younger writers like Yevgeny Yevtushenko and Andrey Voznesensky who 

managed to stay within the system, criticise it from within, and were allowed on 

occasion to travel on reading tours to the West.

While public lectures and his research on Gorky at the renowned Hoover 

Institute at Stanford University in California were prestigious events in Reavey’s 

career, the most personally fulfilling aspect of his one-year-stay was his time in 

New York city. Unmarred by bombs and post-war economic depression, New 

York was a bustling and energetic city that took Reavey by storm. In a later 

poem entitled “Don Quixote A La New York”,'’' Reavey celebrated his arrival in 

that city. Quixotic Perquisitions, which explores, through the personas of Don 

Quixote de la Mancha and his squire Sancho Panza, the impending political 

crisis of the 1930s, had been Reavey last collection of poems. After years where 

he had found it impossible to write poetry, Reavey re-emerged in the persona of

The poem was included by Reavey in a letter to his old acquaintance Thomas MacGreevy, 
dated 4 November 1952. [Thomas MacGreevy Papers. TCD MS 8117/12.]
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Don Quixote to take on the windmills of the modern world; New York’s “armless 

swaggering” skyscrapers:

Here are windmills indeed,
Armless swaggering giants,
Hair-on-end-, aloof and defiant.
Teeth scraping the sky's blue enamel;
Or in dirty weather lowering 
In grey slouched caps,
Caring not a rap or a damn
For the city's gush and garbage beneath them;
Through neon pupils
Snootily eyeing the surge below.

In Reavey’s enthusiasm for the energy of the New World, Europe starts to 

compare unfavourably as he prefers the modern steel stilts of New York’s 

skyscrapers over the traditional stone foundations of “Westminster or Chartres”. 

For Reavey, the giant architectural structures of Modernism have blown away 

Gothic elevations -  “sheer power”:

- Up on their steel stilts far higher
Than Westminster or Chartres.
Here's elevation better than gothic
And a vista of waters silting into the ocean.
- Sheer pow er!

Poor Chartres ! -

Due to a large influx of writers, artists, designers and architects, who had fled 

Europe from fascism. New York had become the new capital of Modernism. 

Propelled by his enthusiasm for the city, the poetic voice has even become 

‘Americanised’, “caring not a rap or a damn”. Yet merged with his infatuation, 

are the poet’s real worries about the ability to survive in this metropolis of 

Capitalism: “But will it feed / Any with god's bread unadulterated”? The poem 

also criticises the apparent materialism of American society, described as “the 

saccharine voice boosting Shaefer's”, and worries if the city is able to “give alms 

to the soul much in need”. Reavey’s first American experience was undoubtedly 

a stark contrast to the life he had witnessed in the Soviet Union, where the 

Communist state, for example, allocated housing to the writers. More 

significantly, Reavey explores in this poem his hopes and fears about the 

possibility of having found a new homeland. Even in his unbound enthusiasm for
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a possible new beginning in New York, we can detect a growing fear of 

existential homelessness in his search for identity and belonging.

The presence of his close friend from Paris days, the print-maker S.W. Hayter, 

undoubtedly played a large part in Reavey’s growing infatuation with New York. 

Reavey and Hayter had been friends since the early 1930s when they 

collaborated on Reavey’s first book of poems, Faust’s Metamorphoses (1932). 

Hayter also contributed illustrations to Reavey’s subsequent collections 

Nostradam (1935), Quixotic Perquisitions (1939) and to the English edition of 

Paul Eluard’s poetry. Thorns of Thunder^ (1936) by Reavey’s Europa Press.

These artistic collaborations had been carried out at Hayter’s Atelier in 

Paris, which was not only a place where artists like Miro, Arp, Tanguy, Picasso, 

Ernst and Chagall experimented in print-making but, like the cafes in 

Montparnasse, an essential meeting place for artists and writers. It was the 

place to which Reavey and his Cambridge student friends -  Bronowski, 

Empson, Jennings, Sykes-Davies, Trevelyan -  naturally gravitated in Paris in 

the early 1930s. Hayter recalls that “although little older than these young 

friends, I must have represented a stable element to them as, owing to the 

heavy equipment required by my profession, I moved less often than most

In the summer of 1940, however, S.W. Hayter decided to move his equipment 

from his already legendary studio on 17 rue Campagne-Premiere, as the 

German army was approaching Paris. Like many of his fellow artist friends, 

Hayter decided to leave the European continent and embarked for New York 

just weeks before the German occupation of the city. By the autumn of 1940, he 

had managed to re-establish Atelier 17 in New York at the School for Social 

Research. In the same year, Hayter also married the American sculptor Helen

* Thorns o f Thiunder {Europa Press, 1936) led to a further collaboration between Hayter and 
Eluard, entitled Facile Proie (Easy Prey), which was published with eight engravings in 1939.

The studio did not take the name Atelier 17 until 1933 when it moved to 17 rue Campagne- 
Premiere in Montparnasse. [Cf. Biographical note on S.W. Hayter, Chapter Four, p. 60]
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Elizabeth Philips. Atelier 17 became quickly established in the New York arts 

scene and by 1944 Hayter’s work was shown at the Museum of Modern Art. 

The New York Times later acknowledged Hayter’s contribution to the American 

arts scene, crediting Hayter with having “expanded the language of 

contemporary print-making through his leadership of Atelier 17”. °̂ In 1945 

Hayter was able to get his own premises and relocated Atelier 17 from the 

restricted space at the New School for Social Research to a loft building on East 

8th Street in the East Village. Yet Hayter could not settle in New York and 

decided in the late 1940s to revive Atelier 17 in Paris’"', despite a Professorship 

for Art at Brooklyn College. From the summer of 1949 until February 1950 when 

Reavey returned to London, Reavey was able to stay in Hayter’s loft.^^ Hayter 

and Reavey would remain life-long friends and made it their business to call on 

each other whenever Hayter was in New York or when Reavey visited Paris.

During his stay in Hayter’s loft in the East Village, Reavey found himself drawn 

into the whirlwind of the New York arts scene. Since the late 1920s, New York 

had followed in the footsteps of Paris as one of the world’s centres of 

Modernism. A stream of new museums and galleries were opened to display 

the work of contemporary artists, including the Museum of Modern Art, 

commonly known as MoMA, in 1929, and the Whitney Museum of American Art 

in 1931. The New York Municipal Art Galleries opened in 1936 but its ‘Alien 

Clause’, which was widely boycotted by the arts community, stipulated that only 

American citizens could exhibit there.

Hayter’s New York studio finally closed in September 1955, The New York Times reported: 
“Printmakers and print collectors will undoubtedly be disappointed by this week’s news that S.W, 
Hayter’s 'Atelier 17’, which for the past fifteen years has been an important force in the revival of 
graphic work in this country, has disbanded its New York school and print center.” The paper 
explained that Hayter, who had returned to Paris and also planned to establish a branch in 
London, “finds that he is unable to continue his work center in New York.” [NYT, 11.09.1955.]

Hayter was back in New York, for example, in 1961, when he had an exhibition at the Howard 
Wise Gallery, and in 1969, when he exhibited at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. 
Reavey visited Hayter and stayed in his studio in Paris in 1973.
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In fact, the most significant contribution to the growing popularity of modern 

European artists came from privately owned galleries. American expatriates 

returning from Europe brought with them invaluable experience and contacts 

with the contemporary European arts scene. Julien Levy, who had travelled with 

Marcel Duchamp to Paris in the late 1920s, where he married Joella, the 

daughter of Mina Loy and the Dada poet and boxer Arthur Cravan, opened a 

gallery upon his return to New York in 1931.^''' His 1932 show Surrealism, which 

featured paintings, photographs, collages and Surrealist objects, was highly 

influential and fellow Harvard student, the architect, Philip Johnson, credits him 

with “establishing a home for Surrealism in America”. L e v y  was the first to 

present the art of Salvador Dali, Max Ernst, Alberto Giacometti and Rene 

Magritte to the New York art world. In 1936 he compiled the anthology 

Surrealism. Not surprisingly, during the years of the Second World War, the 

Julien Levy Gallery became a centre for the exiled Surrealists.

The equally legendary Pierre Matisse Gallery also opened in 1931, with an 

exhibition of Georges Braque, Jean Lurgat and Georges Rouault. The son of 

the painter Henri Matisse, Pierre was well connected and had served his 

“apprenticeship at the prestigious Valentine-Dudensing gallery of modern 

European art”. '̂' In contrast with the more experimental Julien Levy Gallery, 

Pierre Matisse showed the work of established artists. Calder, Giacometti, 

Matta, Tanguy and Gorki, who had started with Julien Levy in New York, soon 

became “the new old masters with Pierre Matisse”.

Another new arrival on the New York arts scene was the Museum of Non- 

Objective Painting, which had been established by Peggy Guggenheim’s uncle 

Solomon R. Guggenheim in 1939. In the 1950s, the museum was renamed the 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum (1952) and relocated in its current landmark 

building, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, on Fifth Avenue. Peggy Guggenheim,

The Julien Levy Gallery first opened in November 1931 on 602 Madison Avenue with an 
“American Photography Retrospective” but moved several times during its 18 years history. Its 
final location was at 42nd East Fifty-Seventh Street.
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who had started “very seriously to buy paintings and sculptures” in Paris during 

the first year of the war -  “My motto was ‘Buy a picture a day’ and I lived up to 

it” ®̂ -  was also back in New York in 1941. She had returned in the company of 

the painter Max Ernst, whom she married later that year.

In October 1942, Guggenheim set up the quirky Art o f This Century Gallery, with 

its custom-designed interior by artist Frederick Kiesler, including curved walls 

made of gum wood. The gallery’s objective was to show “established modern 

artists, unknown Americans and her private collection of avant-garde art".^^ 

Guggenheim’s inaugural exhibition presented Surrealist art and she recalled that 

“the unframed paintings, mounted on baseball bats [...] protruded about a foot 

from the walls. Each one had its own spotlight. The lights went on and off every 

three seconds, to everyone’s dismay In parallel with the Levy gallery,

Guggenheim’s exhibition rooms became a gathering place for European 

Surrealists who had become fugitives during the Second World War.

The Nazi’s systematic persecution of the Jews and their campaign against 

abstract and modern art (so-called ‘Degenerate Art’) had caused a mass 

migration of artists, writers and Intellectuals, many of whom escaped to New 

York. A photograph taken on the occasion of the Artists in Exile exhibition at the 

Pierre Matisse Gallery in March 1942 shows the extent of European artists in 

exile. Included in the photograph (taken by George Platt Lynes) are (first row) 

Matta Echaurren, Ossip Zadkine, Yves Tanguy, Max Ernst, Marc Chagall, 

Fernard Leger, (second row) Andre Breton, Piet Mondrian, Andre Masson, 

Amedee Ozenfant, Jaques Lipchitz, Pavel Tchelitchew, Kurt Seligmann, Eugene 

Berman. “These expatriates brought with them an enormous vitality, a wealth of 

new ideas and a sense of the entire history of European painting”, says art critic 

Diane Waldmann about their influence.^®

Reavey personally knew several of the Surrealist writers and poets in this 

photograph including Andre Breton and Andre Masson as well as Max Ernst and 

Pavel Tchelitchew who had both contributed illustrations to his Europa Poets
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series; Ernst a cover illustration for Paul Eluard’s Thorns o f Thunder {^926), and 

Tchelitchew a frontispiece for Charles Henri Ford’s The Garden of Disorder 

(1938). Reavey was also on friendly terms with Peggy Guggenheim since his 

collaboration in the Geer van Velde show at the Guggenheim Jeune in April 

1938. As noted, after the exhibition, he and Gwynedd had spent a memorable 

weekend with Guggenheim in her 'Yew Tree Cottage’, in the company of 

Samuel Beckett and artist Geer van Velde.

However, by the beginning of 1949, when Reavey arrived in New York, several 

of the Surrealists had already turned their backs on the city. Following his 

separation from Guggenheim, Max Ernst had moved to Arizona in 1946 with his 

new partner and fellow artist Dorothea Tanning. The poet Andre Breton, who 

had presided over the exiled Surrealists in New York, had returned to Paris in 

1946. A disenchanted Peggy Guggenheim had closed down Art o f This Century 

and bought Palazzo Venier dei Leoni in Venice, where she finally opened her 

long-planned museum of art in 1949.’̂ '̂

The ‘fugitive’ Surrealists had nevertheless left their mark on a group of young 

artists, who became known as the American Abstract Expressionists. The 

movement included amongst others Mark Rothko, Jackson Pollock and Willem 

de Kooning, who had become closely acquainted through the Works Progress 

Administration, Federal Art Project (WPA/FAP), which had been set up by the 

American Government in the wake of the economic depression to create 

employment for artists. Artists who had previously worked in isolation, now 

“lined up for their monthly paychecks” and got together for debates in the WPA’s 

headquarters'‘°. According to Diane Waldmann, “most of this pioneer generation 

of Abstract Expressionists had painted representationally during the Depression 

years, often under the auspices of the WPA. The arrival in New York of many

Peggy Guggenheim had initially planned to open a museum of modern art in London in 1939, 
with Herbert Read as her special advisor. Following the outbreak of the Second World War, 
Guggenheim, who could no longer freely travel between Paris and London, decided to abandon 
the project and paid Herbert Read a settlement. She claims that as result of this settlement, he 
was "two thousand pounds the richer [. . .] and a partner in Routledge”. [Guggenheim, Peggy. 
1980. Out o f this Century. London: Andre Deutsch. P. 206.]
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major contemporary European painters during the Second World War was the 

catalyst for their revolt.”'*̂

Reavey gravitated naturally towards this circle of American artists, who were 

undoubtedly impressed by his many friendships and collaborations with the 

Surrealists in Paris and London. His own Surrealist background together with 

Hayter’s growing influence in the New York art world gave Reavey immediate 

access to the arts scene. Attending a series of exhibition openings and parties 

with contemporary American artists undoubtedly reminded him of his years in 

Paris, when he lived in an artists’ commune with Julian Trevelyan and watched 

sculptor Alexander Calder perform his miniature circus, and of his involvement in 

London with the First international Surrealist Exhibition, the Guggenheim Jeune 

and the London Gallery.

In New York in 1949, Reavey is likely to have renewed his acquaintance with the 

gay poet, Charles Henri Ford, whose collection The Garden o f Disorder he had 

published in 1938 in the Europa Poets series. Ford had returned to New York in 

1940 with his lover, the painter Pavel Tchelitchew, and had started to publish the 

Surrealist magazine View, which ran from 1940-47. On Reavey’s 

recommendation, he had also contributed as correspondent to E.L.T. Mesens’ 

surrealist magazine London Bulletin in 1939/40. During Reavey’s stay, the 

Julien Levy Gallery held its last three exhibitions before it closed in mid-1949.’̂ ' 

Reavey would have been particularly interested in a one-man-show by the 

Belgian Surrealist Paul Delvaux (15 February to 15 March), whose work was 

influenced by Magritte and had been recognised by Andre Breton and Paul 

Eluard. Reavey would have found parallels between his own poetry and 

Delvaux’s painting, which is noted for combining “the unreal quality of the dream 

with a hallucinatory precision of detail”. T h e  Delvaux show was followed by an 

exhibition of sculptures by David Hare, a New York artist who had become 

interested in Surrealism and started to edit the surrealist magazine V W  in 1940.

The first of the three exhibitions was the Continental American Group Show, 8 January to 14 
February 1949. [Levy, Julien. Memoir o f an Art Gallery. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons. P. 312.]
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Hare’s sculptures belonged to the “welded metal variety" and were regarded as 

the “sculptural analogue of abstract expressionism”, to which Rothko aid 

Pollock belonged.'^^

It is likely that Reavey would have attended several exhibitions by Mark Roth<o 

in 1949, the year the poet and painter became close friends. Rothko had a ore- 

man show at the Betty Parsons Gallery from 28 March until 16 April 1949 and 

was also included in a highly influential group show called The Intrasubjectives, 

which opened on 15 September 1949 at the Samuel M. Kootz Gallery with 

works also by Baziotes, de Kooning, Arshile Gorky, Gottlieb, Graves, Hofmann, 

Motherwell, Pollock, Reinhardt, Mark Tobey and Tomlin.

3. George Reavey and Mark Rothko

The painter Mark Rothko (1903-1970) and the poet George Reavey found much 

common ground in their Russian origins and childhood experiences. Rothko was 

born on 25 September 1903 in Dvinsk, Latvia, as Marcus Rothkowitz.'^'^ Reavey 

was born on 1 May 1907 in the Belarusian town of Vitebsk. The cities Dvinsk 

and Vitebsk were part of the Russian empire and had large Jewish communities, 

and Rothko was a member of the Jewish faith. Rothko and Reavey both left 

Russia during times of immense social and political upheaval. Rothko’s family 

experienced Russia’s increasingly anti-Jewish laws, which ultimately compelled 

Rothko’s father, a pharmacist, to emigrate to the United States in 1910. Rothko’s 

older brothers followed in 1911, while he and his mother and sister were sent for 

in 1913.

Mark Rothko left Russia at the age of ten with memories of some of the worst 

Jewish pogroms and the outbreak of the first revolution in 1913. George 

Reavey was also ten years old when the decisive 1917 October Revolution 

erupted, and fled Russia with his mother in 1918 at the height of the Russian 

Civil War. Rothko had never returned to Russia but Reavey would have been
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able to refresh Rothko’s childhood memories due to his relatively recent 

experience in the cities of Kuibyshev {r\o\N Samara) and Moscow.

The Rothkowitz family initially settled in Portland Oregon but, following the 

father’s sudden death in 1914, moved to New Haven where Rothko’s older 

siblings worked in the family business of their cousins Weinstein. From 1921- 

23, Rothko attended Yale University without finishing his degree. He moved to 

New York in 1923, where he started to take classes at the Art Students’ League 

under Max Weber. After a brief spell in Portland, Rothko returned to New York 

in 1925, which was to remain his base until his death.

Rothko’s early oeuvre is mainly figurative as he depicted ’’street and waterfront 

views, bathers, horses, portraits, the theatre, religious themes and domestic 

subjects” and it was not until the late thirties and early forties that the artist’s 

’’thinking and his style underwent a dramatic change”.'*̂  During this time, 

Rothko became influenced by Surrealism, an interest he later shared with 

George Reavey. While Reavey’s poetry meditates on the unsettling 

metamorphic imagery of Rene Magritte, Rothko was particularly interested in 

Max Ernst, who was “extremely significant for the Abstract Expressionists” and 

reinforced their “belief in the power of myth and the art of the primitive”. 

Reavey would have shared his first-hand memories of the Surrealists in Paris 

and of his involvement with the controversial First International Surrealist 

Exhibition in London with Rothko, who would have experienced Surrealism 

mainly through exhibitions, such as the Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism show 

organised by Alfred H. Barr at MoMA in December 1936. In 1944, Peggy 

Guggenheim, a mutual friend of Rothko and Reavey, began to represent Rothko 

on the advice of her assistant Howard Putzel. Rothko’s first one-man show, 

Mark Rothko Paintings, at Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of This Century Gallery in 

1945, marks the start of his critical recognition.

Apart from their Russian origins, and their interest in Surrealism, Rothko and 

Reavey were both heavily influenced by the philosophy of Carl Jung, including
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his beliefs in symbolism and in the power of myth. Reavey had encountered the 

writings of Carl Gustav Jung in the late 1920s, through the reviews Experiment 

and transition. Jung applied ancient symbols to the contemporary process of 

psychoanalysis, and devised a category “of the elements” interpreting them as 

“two are active - fire and air, and two are passive - earth and water’’.'̂  ̂ The 

active element ‘fire’ was the primary agent in the process of alchemy and the 

alchemist’s desire to discover the secret of making gold was interpreted by Jung 

as the “gradual elimination of the impure factors of the spirit in the progress 

towards the immutable values of eternity”.'’® Jung’s beliefs can be detected 

throughout Reavey’s poetry, where “fire” occurs as an empowering and 

liberating force -  from his first cycle, Faust’s Metamorphoses, where the poetic 

self “burns worn rags of thought" [FM, 15] to the unpublished cycle Frailties, 

where he refers in the poem “How Many Fires” to creative energy as “the flame 

of my hands"."*®

Mark Rothko openly declared his interest in mythology and symbolism in a radio 

interview in 1943;

If our titles recall the known myths of antiquity, we have used them again because 
they are the eternal symbols of man's primitive fears and motivations, no matter in 
which land or what time. [....] And modern psychology finds them persisting still in 
our dreams, our vernacular, and our art, for all the changes in the outward 
conditions of life.^°

Rothko believed, however, that the representations of these ancient myths had 

to reflect modern consciousness and argued that they should be “at once more 

primitive and more modern than the myths themselves”. He admitted that he 

was seeking the “primeval and atavistic roots of the idea”, as the myths had to 

be re-described “through our own experience”.

By the time Reavey and Rothko became friends in 1949, Rothko had already 

embarked on his distinctive abstract style. He later admitted to critic Dore 

Ashton: “It was with the utmost reluctance that I found the figure could not serve 

my purpose -  But a time came when none of us could use the figure without 

mutilating it” .̂  ̂ In his new abstract style, Rothko started working on increasingly
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larger canvases that would draw in the viewer. On these large surfaces, he 

applied “thinly washed but intense colours” that were divided into two or three 

rectangles upon which floated “smaller, vaguely outlined, vaguely rectangular 

masses of colour with loose undefined edges’’.®̂  Art critic Dore Ashton argues 

that the transition from Rothko’s figurative work to his colour plains, took place 

between 1947 and 1948, when Rothko was “feeling his way toward an 

expression that would directly, without the interference of specific shape, 

suggest the numinous floating world into which he stepped once his obstacles 

were left behind. He scrapped and thinned his colours. Their edges bled.”®"*

One of the most striking aspects of Rothko’s art is the luminosity of the 

paintings, as if “transfused with inner light”.®® Yet Rothko’s inner life possessed 

the same inherent duality as Reavey’s, who oscillated between exuberance and 

“silence and introspection”.®® Reavey’s poetry and Rothko’s paintings share a 

sense of deep-rooted anxiety and sense of foreboding. Critics believe that 

Rothko suffered from depression and that his mental condition is reflected in the 

increasingly sombre red-brown colours of his canvasses in the late 1950s and 

1960s.®^ Diane Waldmann argues that Rothko’s artistic success “brought him at 

least as much torment as comfort”, as he was outraged by social injustice and 

felt often troubled by commercial commissions.®® In 1958, for example, he 

turned down the Guggenheim International Award prize money, stating that he 

looked “forward to the time when honours can be bestowed, simply, for the 

meaning of a man’s life work -  without enticing pictures into the competitive 

arena”.®®

Mark Rothko committed suicide in his studio 25 February 1970. Although their 

friendship was mainly concentrated on the years from 1949 to the mid 1950s, 

Reavey was undoubtedly affected when he heard of Rothko’s tragic death. 

Among his most vivid memories of their friendship was Rothko’s presence at his 

send-off party when he returned to England at the end of his Rockefeller 

fellowship in February 1950, and Rothko’s visit in England in the autumn of 1950 

during his first trip to Europe.
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4. George Reavey and Irene Rice Pereira

An important connection in the friendship between George Reavey and Mark 

Rotliko was the painter Irene Rice P e r e i r a . I n  1949, Pereira was a highly 

regarded artist and representative of American Abstract Expressionism. Pereira 

knew Mark Rothko since the 1930s from the WPA’s Federal Art Project, where 

they had both worked in the easel division, producing paintings for federal 

buildings.^''"' They discovered common ground in their artistic training, as both 

had been students at the Art Students’ League in New York. Rothko and Pereira 

were also both involved in the Artists’ Union, which had been founded in 1934, 

during the Depression, “to unite artists in the struggle for economic security and 

to encourage wider distribution and understanding of art”.®̂ Rothko attended 

the monthly meetings in the mid 1930s and also contributed to the American 

Artists’ Congress in February 1936. Pereira was chairman of the easel division 

of the United American Artists and also active in the Artists’ Congress and the 

Artists’ League of America.

Reavey and Pereira first met in August 1949 and started a relationship in 

November when Pereira returned from a two-month stay in France. Over the 

next few months Rothko, Pereira and Reavey spent much time in each other’s 

company. Rothko started to withdraw from the public and no longer frequented 

public meeting places for artists such as the Artists’ Club and only occasionally 

appeared in the favoured bars, as he did for Reavey’s farewell drinks in the 

White Horse Tavern in February 1950. Instead, “most of his [Rothko’s] 

conversations [...] took place in the homes of the artists with whom he showed 

at the Betty Parsons Gallery or in the studios of a few of his more intellectually 

inclined colleagues”.®̂

Pereira used the professional signature 'I. Rice Pereira’. It is widely believed that she hid 
‘Irene’ to insist that her work was not judged on her gender. [Bearor, Karen A. 1993. Irene Rice 
Pereira. Her Paintings and Philosophy. Austin: University of Texas Press, P.xvii.]

The government-supported WAP art project also included a mural division, graphic division 
and sculpture division.
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Irene Rice Pereira was born in Chelsea, Massachusetts on 5 August in 1902, 

although throughout her artistic career she claimed to have been born in 1907. 

Her biographer Karen Bearor believes that she perhaps wanted to conceal the 

fact that she did not “pursue a painting career until she was about 24 years 

old”®̂. In response to Pereira’s interest in astrology, the month of her birth and 

her star sign Leo were celebrated by Reavey in the poem “For an August 

Birthday”, which was included in the collection The Colours o f Memory.

For an August Birthday
To I. Rice Pereira

Beneath this August night 
A rush of stars now paints 
The demiurge delight 
Unravelling the sky;

Accentuates the bright,
Bold heraldry of birth,
A lion-rampant race
Roared straight from shuddered thigh.

[COM, 22]

Reavey and Pereira shared East European origins, as Pereira’s father, Emery 

Rice, and Reavey’s mother, Sophia Turchenko, were both born in Poland. For 

some time, Emery Rice had a successful baking business in Massachusetts. His 

Polish family also included musicians, composers and a sculptor. Pereira’s 

mother, Hilda Vanderbilt Rice, was born in Boston of German and Dutch 

ancestry. When the bakery business failed, Emery Rice moved his family to 

Brooklyn, New York. His death in 1918 left the family in financial difficulties and 

Irene Rice, the eldest of four children, supported the family by working as a 

stenographer in an accountant’s office. In 1926, Pereira started to take evening 

art classes at Manhattan’s Washington Irving High School, at the time, the only 

high school where women could major in that subject. In October 1927, she 

enrolled in night classes at the Art Students’ Leagues and studied under Richard 

Lahey and Jan Matulka, who introduced her to the work of Picasso and Matisse.
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In 1928, Pereira acquired a copy of Oswald Spengler’s historical philosophy The 

Decline of the West, which, as we know, had a profound influence on Reavey’s 

early poetry. According to Karen Baeror, Pereira returned to this work during the 

1940s and The Decline o f the West influenced her own philosophical ideas in 

the 1950s and 1960s. Spengler, who predicted that history evolved in a series 

of recurring cycles and that the modern Western world had reached the Faustian 

cycle destined for decline, believed that all individuals living in a particular place 

and time were “connected by a common world-feeling”. T h i s  feeling of 

‘connectedness’ was an important aspect in the relationship of Reavey and 

Pereira, particularly when they discovered their common fascination with Oswald 

Spengler.

In 1931, Pereira travelled to Europe and spent time in Paris, where she attended 

for some time the Academie Moderne in Paris under Amedee Ozenfant. Reavey 

was in the city during the same time, and the couple later shared their separate 

memories of this exciting time in avant-garde Paris. During her trip to Europe 

and North Africa, the Sahara desert left a profound impression on Pereira and 

would later influence her work. During this time, she also started to read 

philosophy including works by Kant, Spinoza and Bergson. When Pereira 

returned to New York in January 1932, she was able to paint full time. Her early 

work was mainly figurative yet started to focus on the ‘machine’, as she painted 

“boats, wharfs and their paraphernalia”.®̂

During the later 1930s, Pereira’s style became increasingly abstract. The 1936 

painting Man and Machine, of which she created two versions -  the first with the 

men prominent, the second reducing the figures into the background except for 

their hands -  is seen as a decisive work in her development towards abstract 

art. A year later, in 1937, Pereira painted her first pure abstractions. Her work 

with the WPA’s Federal Art Project, where she met Rothko and Pollock, was 

critical in her artistic development as it “brought her not only security but a sense 

of comradeship with other artists and an opportunity to exchange ideas and 

discuss mutual problems”.®® Her enthusiasm is reflected in the fact she took on
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the role of chairman and was also active in artists’ unions, including the 

American Artists’ Congress and the Artists’ League of America. Pereira was 

also one of the founders of the Design Laboratory/'^ which was highly 

influenced by the German Bauhaus and trained artists in all aspects of industrial 

art.

In her painting, Pereira experimented not only with style but also with technique. 

In 1939, she started her first glass paintings, followed by paintings on 

parchment. Her increasing status as a modern and experimental artist was 

recognised in her first solo exhibition at the Julien Levy Gallery, New York, from 

19 February until 6 March 1939. Pereira represented the gallery’s growing 

interest in the work of the American Abstracts, and her 1939 work is classified 

as “Machine Abstraction”, as is the work by Marcel Duchamp. Pereira also took 

part in the first group show at the Guggenheim Foundation in January 1940.®  ̂

Pereira was employed for some time by the Guggenheim Foundation as a 

museum assistant and this role brought her in touch with exiled Surrealists, as 

visitors to the foundation included Andre Breton, Andre Masson and Yves 

Tanguy.^®

According to critic John Baur, the 1940s “saw her rapid growth into a mature 

artist [...] as she drove with an almost fanatical concentration, working at times 

eighteen hours a day, towards the perfection of her abstract style”.®® in October 

1942, she participated in an exhibition of Thirty-One Women, which was judged 

and selected by Andre Breton, Max Ernst, James Johnson Sweeny, Marcel 

Duchamp, Howard Putzel and Peggy Guggenheim. In January 1944, I. Rice 

Pereira was given -  one year before Rothko’s first one-man show -  a solo 

exhibition at Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of This Century. From 1946 on, Pereira’s 

work was regularly shown abroad, for example, in the summer of 1946, in an 

exhibition at the Tate Gallery, London that represented 200 Years o f American

The Design Laboratory was taken over in 1937 by the Federation of Architects, Engineers, 
Chemists and Technicians. Pereira continued to remain on the faculty until October 1939, when 
she resigned.
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Painting; and, in October 1947, with the Guggenheim Foundation at the 

Kunsthaus Zurich7° She served on the committee of the Museum of Modern 

Art’s Education Programme in both 1948 and 19507^ When Reavey met 

Pereira in the autumn of 1949, she was reaching the peak of her career as one 

of the most widely exhibited female American artists both in the US and abroad.

During Reavey's last months in New York -  between November 1950 and 

February 1951 -  Pereira and Reavey became inseparable lovers, who regarded 

each other as soul mates. They started to examine their biographies and 

philosophies and found many parallels and mutual interests.

The philosophy of Carl G. Jung and his interest in symbolism and mythology 

forged a particular strong bond between Reavey and Pereira. Art historian, 

Karen A. Bearor, devotes an entire chapter of her study on Pereira to “The 

impact of Jung, Alchemy and Tales of Transformation on Pereira’s Abstract 

Symbolism”.A c c o rd in g  to Bearor, Reavey also encouraged Pereira in “her 

study of Early Christian mysticism and Neoplatonism, in which light played an 

important role”.̂  ̂ The image of (inner) light -  in various associations as the 

“gleaming bridge”, the “glowing glass”, and the “luminous ship” -  became a 

central motif in Pereira’s art and Reavey’s poetry. According to Baeror, Reavey 

bought Pereira a glass crystal as a “symbol of their union”, which she had made 

into a pendant necklace. “Pereira referred to it as a crystal ‘diamond’, the 

diamond in the ‘center’, the crystallized essence of light, the crystallized sun, the 

crystallized dewdrop”.̂ ^

While Pereira explored the qualities of light through experiments with glass and 

parchment, Reavey meditated on its transformational qualities. At the time, 

Reavey wrote several poems with symbolic titles such as “The Ship of Light” and

According to Ferguson, Light-mysticism occurs in several cultures -  from extensive biblical 
references to its prominence in ''astrological religions which depend on sun, moon and stars” 
and Indian mystical philosophy where light is regarded as ''the manifestation of pure being” and 
"transcendence of this world”. [Ferguson, John. 1976. An Illustrated Encyclopaedia o f Mysticism 
and the Mystery Religions. London: Thames and Hudson. P. 105-6.]
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“The Crystal” and included them with his letters to Pereira/'' Their letters were 

filled with references to symbols such as the “gleaming bridge”, the “glowing 

glass”, the “luminous ship” , “light” and “crystal”, and “Mercury”. Reavey later 

distilled these poetic experiments into the poem, simply entitled “Light”.

Light
[ . . . . ]

Flame flow, unfurl 
The flare of muslin clouds;
From dewdrop spray 
Weave sparkling gauze;
And eyes, transcend 
All incandescence;
To iridescent spume 
Transmute those black 
Immediate shadows;
Fuse light and granite,
Momently inspired;
And prove Prometheus 
Radiantly ablaze.

[COM.. 11]

In the poem, Reavey explores the ancient ‘science’ of alchemy as light can also 

be classified as ‘air’, one of the four elements of alchemy. Light and fire 

combined achieve transformational powers -  “flame flow, unfurl” .

George Reavey and Irene Rice Pereira also shared the belief that the ancient 

science of numerology had an impact on their joint life and work. The number 

four had particular relevance for Pereira as the “number of unity or perfection in 

alchemy”, while Reavey believed that “significant events in his life had occurred 

in ‘sevens’, that is, every seven years”. H e  explained his theory “of his cycle of 

sevens" later to Pereira: “ In 1942 radical experience of Soviet Union and 

torpedoing; 1949 no less radical experience of USA and YOU; Let’s go back: 

1935’̂ ' new life includes return to London after 5 years in France George

Reavey’s interest in numerology pervades several of the poems in The Colours 

of MemoiY^" but, most noticeably, the poem “Seven Seas” explores the

Reavey had actually moved to London in early 1936.

Cf. also the poem “The Four Walls of My Cage", which meditates on the qualities of the 
number ‘four’: “The four imprisoning reasons, / The four strong empires of my age, / And all four- 
footed seasons.” [COM, 55],
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symbolism of the number seven in a sequence of 21 verses (each made up of 

three lines), which are laid out on three pages comprising seven verses each. 

The mystical qualities of ‘seven’ pervades the poet’s everyday life -  “Seven split 

days each week” -  as well as the world of myth and legend, “Atlantis, stowed so 

sheerly down / In the sarcophagus of years”.

Seven Seas

Somewhere, always the Seven Seas,
To my substantial self 
Submerged, in symbols speak 

[ . . . . ]

Somehow seven long leagues 
I stride each splitting second.
Seven split days each week.

Sometimes the splash of strophic seas 
Startles the senses.
Send seven selves in quest of shores

[....] [COM, 8]

In mysticism the number seven possesses special powers and exceptional 

value, as it “comprises the union of the ternary and the quaternary”.S e v e n  

symbolises a “perfect order [and] a complete period or cycle. [....] It corresponds 

to the seven Directions of Space [...] to the seven-pointed star [...]. It is the 

number forming the basic series of musical notes, of colours and of the 

planetary spheres, as well as of the gods corresponding to them; and also of the 

capital sins and their opposing virtues. It also corresponds to the three- 

dimensional cross, and, finally it is the symbol of pain” .̂ ® More fundamentally, 

the poem returns to Reavey’s search for identity and belonging as the poetic self 

is sent in “seven selves in quest of shores”.

Their common beliefs in symbolism and mythology would create a spiritual union 

between Reavey and Pereira when, after, an intense love affair, Reavey had to 

return to England when his visa expired in February 1950. At the time, both 

were still married but had started a process of separation."'"'

I. Rice Pereira had married George Wellington Brown, a marine engineer, on 26 September 
1942 and officially separated from him in July of 1949, She had also been previously married to 
the commercial artist Humberto Pereira from 1929 until their divorce in 1938.

315



5. “Goodbye New York. Farewell, rather. Au-revoir”

On the afternoon of 10 February 1950, George Reavey embarked on the He de 

France on a return journey from New York to London. His departure was hasty 

and unorganised and tells of his reluctance to leave the city that had become his 

new home. After some frantic packing in Hayter’s Lower East Side loft, started 

only around midday and aided by a ’’bottle of champagne”, Reavey and Hayter 

"sailed out to the White Horse” in Greenwich Village for more farewell drinks.^®

The send-off party in the White Horse Tavern included Mark Rothko, who had 

become a close friend of Reavey’s in New York. Earlier in the day, Reavey had 

said a private goodbye to Pereira, who had telephoned him but did not join the 

public farewell party in the White Horse. In the excitement and apprehension 

about his departure, Reavey forgot to have lunch and by the time he boarded 

the He de France, he had consumed enough alcohol to ‘drown’ his emotional 

upset and anxiety about returning to London.

In a letter written to 1. Rice Pereira just days after his departure, Reavey 

expressed his longing to return to the city that was to become his final 

destination in the eventful voyage of his literary life that had taken him from 

Cambridge to Paris, London, Madrid and Moscow.

Goodbye New York. Farewell, rather, Au-revoir. I felt I would be back again, for 
New York was more than just N.Y,? It was You also, and you I have to be with, 
live with, love with, I waved my white woollen scarf to the friends and the 
skyscrapers and You, above them all [,,,].

What attracted George Reavey to New York was undoubtedly his new 

relationship with Pereira, but equally his return to one of the great centres of the 

Modern movement and his re-emergence within that group. Since Reavey had 

left Cambridge for Paris in the summer of 1929, he had spent most of his life at 

the centre of the Modern movement. In Paris, his publishing house and literary 

agency were at the heart of Left Bank avant-garde life. In pre-war London, he

Quotation from a letter, George Reavey to Irene Rice Pereira, Dated 19 February 1950, [MS 
Texas, HRC, Reavey Collection, Box 41, Folders 1-6,]
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centred his activities in the literary hub of Red Lion Square and Parton Street; 

and even in Russia he had eventually found his way through the maze of Soviet 

officialdom straight to the heart of old and new literary friends.

Most importantly of all, New York had started to re-kindle his creativity and he 

began writing poetry again.

Reavey’s return journey on the He de France was still in the spirit of the easy

going life-style he had experienced in New York. On board, he met by chance 

the painter Hilaire Hiler, who had contributed, in 1932, to Samuel Putnam’s New 

Review in Paris as the magazine’s art editor. Due to his outgoing personality, 

Reavey befriended several other fellow passengers, dining in style -  the “cuisine 

was excellent and supra-abundant and there was wine in plenty” -  and dancing 

one night until 5.am. to jazz played on the p i a n o . B y  comparison, his arrival in 

England was a stark contrast and his first meal on the train from Plymouth to 

London “a shock".

Despite having lived in London again for four years since his return from Russia, 

the city had become strange to him and Reavey admitted that he was “finding it 

a little difficult to re-adapt [...] to English life”.®̂ What frustrated him in particular 

was the lack of that energy and excitement he had experienced across the 

Atlantic -  the “extraordinary quiet of it all when compared with NY”. Most 

significantly, he had become ‘homeless’ as in the wake of his separation from 

Gwynedd,^'' he could no longer return to his former apartment in Kensington, 

which was filled with all his books and pictures. He described himself to Pereira 

as a “wanderer without a home”, echoing the central theme of homelessness 

that pervades so much of his writing.®^ Reavey’s immediate problem was 

therefore to find “an apartment or a room for slightly more permanent use and 

work”.®̂

Reavey and Gwynedd remained on friendly terms and met, a few days after his arrival, for 
dinner. They later agreed to divorce on the grounds of Gwynedd Reavey deserting her husband. 
[Cf, Letters from George Reavey to Irene Rice Pereira. Dated 19 February and 23 May 1950. 
MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 41, Folders 1-6.]
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Yet Reavey, who had returned from his fellowship in the US “with remarkable 

few dollars in [his] purse”, faced a serious financial crisis in London and found 

that the housing situation was “worse than NY”.®̂ Without the business income 

from his literary agency, he depended on commissions from other publishers 

and was devastated when he found out that his publisher Lindsay Drummond, 

who had published Soviet Literature To-day, had just gone into liquidation. 

Reavey was in the throes of translating a book by Biely for Lindsay Drummond 

and the news came as a blow, although he was determined to find another firm 

and better deal for himself. Like his friend Boris Pasternak, Reavey now made 

his living mainly from literary translations and was working on Dostoyevsky’s 

Crime and Punishment and Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons, which was to appear 

in the autumn of 1950.®®

The anxiety over his precarious financial situation nevertheless resulted in 

recurring bouts of writer’s block, when Reavey became so depressed that he 

was unable to write or translate, which led to even more w o r r y . I n  order to 

“bridge” a serious financial gap, Reavey pawned his treasured “fountain pen and 

watch and sold a lot of books”. More significantly for him, he decided to sell his 

“Magritte Collage of [the] early period (c. 1927)”, which he had bought in the 

1930s for around 100 dollars and left behind in Bill Hayter’s New York studio.®® 

He also gave up his habit of smoking up to “50 or 60” cigarettes a day, which he 

believed would save him “500 dollars a year”. After three weeks of non-smoking, 

Reavey noticed that his health began gradually to improve -  “no more gut- 

tearing coughs”.®®

At the time, Reavey was 43 years old and was likely highly frustrated that all his 

tiresome pre-war efforts as a literary agent and publisher had not borne him any 

fruits. Instead, the British economy was depressed, food continued to be 

rationed and his publisher had gone bust. While desperately trying to complete 

several translation assignments for cash, he decided to pursue a more secure 

career and steady income in university teaching. He intended to submit his PhD 

thesis on Gorky to London University, at the latest, by the summer of 1951 and
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was also invited to apply for a lectureship in the Russian Department of 

Manchester U n ive rs ity .T h e  position involved teaching literature as well as the 

Russian language, which Reavey regarded as a “bloody nuisance”. Although the 

3-year contract, with a modest annual salary of 700 pounds was not what he 

“eventually” wanted, he nevertheless viewed it positively as a “good 

beginning”.®̂

Reavey admitted that he felt weakened in his resolve by the English custom of 

transacting business in “pubs”, which meant that he started drinking early -  

“unfortunately in the lunch hour” -  whereas in New York he “did not drink till 

6pm”. He found that habit of rounds “pernicious”, “costly and excessive” and 

admitted that he had to “watch” himself.®^ The London pub scene had never 

been able to replace for Reavey the much treasured cafe life in Paris, where 

writers could not only work but meet and exchange ideas with a wide group of 

artists.

At a time of a mounting personal crisis, Reavey was sustained by his 

unwavering hope for a reunion with Pereira, who had indicated that she would 

be prepared to join him in England, and a supportive network of friends in 

London. Since his arrival, he had been staying with his friends Helen and Bill 

McAlpine,*^' who were also close to Dylan Thomas, in their home in Merton 

Rise, Hampstead.®^ His old Cambridge friend, John Davenport, with whom he 

had collaborated on Experiment, also offered a temporary refuge to Reavey at 

his home in Chelsea.®'^ Another friend, the poet W.R. Rodgers, who worked for 

the BBC, used his contacts to try and secure work for Reavey, including a radio 

programme on A. Biely, whom Reavey translated.®^

Bill McAlpine is described as a “bibulous engineer from Ulster, with an acute intelligence and 
a deep knowledge of literature, in particular James Joyce”. His wife Helen had been married to a 
millionaire and “was left no money but a substantial house”. In 1946 Dylan and Caitlin Thomas 
took a trip to Ireland with the McAlpines, staying mostly in County Kerry. [Cf. Lycett, Andrew. 
2004. Dylan Thomas. A New Life. London: Phoenix. P. 272]
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In his first week back, Reavey made it his business to look up his friends and 

went for dinner with Kathleen Raine and David Gascoyne. He also attended an 

oyster lunch and drinks party for Dylan Thomas before he headed off on his 

reading tour to New York. At Thomas’s farewell party Reavey had a “long talk” 

about the New York arts scene with the painter Francis Bacon, who expressed 

an interest to visit New York and whom Reavey regarded as “one of our best 

young”.®® He also became acquainted with the Scottish painters Robert 

Colquhoun and Robert MacBryde,’̂ "  whom he admired for their talent but 

described as “strange wistful Scottish boys, who [...] drink far too much”. As in 

the case of Bacon, Reavey’s recent experience of New York provided much talk 

for discussion as Colquhoun and MacBryde had just exhibited there. The most 

important link between Reavey and the painters was, however his friendship 

with the Polish painter Jankel Adler,’®"'" who had a major influence on the work 

of Colquhoun and MacBryde and been a studio neighbour in the mid 1940s. 

Reavey first met Adler in the early 1930s in S.W. Hayter’s Atelier 17 \n Paris, 

and renewed his friendship with him London during the late 1940s.

Later in the spring, Reavey spent a memorable afternoon at Julian Trevelyan’s 

home at Durham Wharf to watch from his riverside studio and garden “the 

Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race on the Thames”. Reavey recalled that among 

the 100 or more guests were “a lot of familiar faces” and several “old Cambridge 

friends” including Kathleen Raine, who had turned up with a “new lover, Donald

Robert Colquhoun (1914-1962) and Robert MacBryde (1913-66),also MacBride, were both 
born in Scotland near Ayrshire and met in 1932 while studying art at the Glasgow School of Art. 
Scholarships had enabled them to travel to France and Italy in the late 1930s, Together they set 
up studio in London beside the painter Jankel Adler, By the mid 1940s, Colquhoun was 
generally regarded one of the best young British artists. However, when they were evicted from 
their London studio in 1947, "progressive disintegration of and waning of artistic powers set in”. 
During the time Reavey met them in 1950, they lived with the poet George Barker, [Osborne, 
Harold, 1990, Ed, The Oxford Companion to Twentieth-Century Art. First published 1981,
Oxford, New York: OUP, P, 119 and 339,]

Jankel Adler (1895-1949) was born near Lodz in Poland but settled in 1922 in Germany, In 
1933, he emigrated to France where he worked with S,W, Hayter, In 1939 Jankel volunteered 
and went to Scotland with the Polish army. From 1943 he was based in London, where his work 
“made a strong impact on certain British artists”, Jankel’s work reflected a “profound mysticism” 
which would have appealed to Reavey, [Osborne, Harold, 1990, Ed, The Oxford Companion to 
Twentieth-Century Art. OUP, P, 7,]
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[sic Gavin] Maxwell”.®̂  The party spent in “the fresh air and the sun” lifted 

Reavey’s spirits and brought back happy memories of his Cambridge days, 

where he had been a member of the boat club. In mid April 1950, Reavey 

attended a vernissage for his Paris-friend Roger Vieillard in London and was 

pleased to note that the exhibition also included his collection Signes D ’Adieu 

(1932), for which Viellard had provided engravings. Both Reavey and Pereira 

seem to have met Roger and Anita Viellard in New York, as they exchanged 

news and Reavey informed them of Pereira’s intentions to move to London.®®

Most significantly in London, there was the warm and supportive friendship with 

the New-Zealand born engraver John Buckland-Wright, who had studied under 

Hayter’s Atelier 77 in Paris and illustrated Reavey’s 1939 poetry collection 

Quixotic Perquisitions. Buckland-Wright had moved from Paris to London 

immediately after the outbreak of the war, and as his war-time occupation 

worked as a censor for Reuter press a g e n c y . S i n c e  their collaboration on 

Quixotic Perquisitions, the poet and the painter had been close friends and 

Reavey was godfather to both Buckland-Wright’s toddler son and his infant 

daughter Elizabeth.

His new relationship with Pereira and the possibility of their union and marriage 

caused him both happiness but also further anxiety, as he had to formalise his 

separation from Gwynedd and find suitable accommodation -  in the midst of a 

financial crisis -  for Pereira who had been used to the comfort of her spacious, 

centrally-heated apartment in Greenwich Village. He was worried how Pereira 

would adopt to post-war England, where food continued to be rationed with 

“meat and sugar [being] the worst”. O n  a psychological level, his ambivalent 

messages to Pereira -  “soon we must start making plans, when I get my affairs 

sorted out a bit” °̂̂  -  reveal a deeper fear of commitment, in the wake of his 

failed marriage.

In those first months after returning to London, Reavey clearly struggled to 

establish a new direction and emotional balance in his life and frequently
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referred in his letters to Pereira to periods of d e p re s s i o n .H o w e v e r ,  mixed in 

with his anxiety about his financial affairs, lack of career and sense of 

displacement in London was the hope that this crisis could lead to a new 

beginning. “ I feel on the threshold of something new -  everything is new 

already. Perhaps I don’t see it all yet”, wrote Reavey to Pereira just after his 

return to London in February 1950.^°“̂ Reavey’s personal crisis had actually 

started in New York, where the prospect of returning to a failed marriage and 

uncertain future drove him into therapy with Pereira’s psychoanalyst Assya 

Abel.’̂ '^ Back in London, Reavey followed Abel’s advice to start recording his 

dreams, which he intended to send to the psychologist for analysis.

Dreams had been a key motif in Surrealism, as the Surrealists believed that they 

unlocked the door into the subconscious. Reavey’s new experience of 

psychoanalysis, which found expression in his poetry is therefore a natural 

progression from his earlier engagement with dreams, through which he had 

explored the deep-rooted fear of a troubled after-war generation,’̂  as in “Tell 

Me That Dream”.

Tell Me That Dream

Tell me that dream I saw when hooded men 
Surrounded me and bound my arms and led 
Me blindfold under blurred and blotted stars 
To mournful music of a dying world;

[A/, 13]

While “Tell Me That Dream” explores the ‘reality’ of a nightmare, expressed

through a recognisable, if violent and disturbing, experience, Reavey’s later

poems enter more uncertain terrain. In the poem “Inword”, the poetic voice 

appears to float in non-existing space and time:

According to Karen Bearor, Pereira had started “Jungian psychoanalysis" in 1948. [Bearor, 
Karen A. 1993. “Chronology". In Irene Rice Pereira. Her Paintings and Philosophy. Austin: 
University of Texas Press. P. 235.]

The generation coming out of the First World War was described by Samuel Putnam as "the 
younger members” who “never saw the trenches" but “still bears the indelible impress of the 
War” and faced the “after-War chaos, a spiritual chaos, marked by the seeming breakdown of 
reality itse lf. [Putnam, Samuel. 1931. The European Caravan. P. V]
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Inword

Space wraps me closely 
And the stars astound.

A voice calls softly 
As though dreamward bound.

In sleep obscurely 
Diamonds stud the ground.

My words move slowly 
To worlds yet unfound.

Time holds me deeply 
In a shell of sound.

[COM, 3]

In “Inword”, the poetic self has entered a different mental state, possibly through 

the process of psychoanalysis or even hypnosis. Another poem “Man Out of 

Yolk” [COM, 7] describes an interior world that has become dissected -  through 

psychoanalysis -  to the point of complete disintegration as “tongue-tipped words 

/ crack his eggshell world”. The poetic self is uprooted and in an utterly transient 

state where “[...] the man out of yolk:

Man Out of Yolk

[ . . . . ]
Slumber slips and Oh! trips,
Clutching hard at the skin
Of the after forever ambivalent air;

[COM, 7]

Despite his fears of commitment and the anxiety he experienced upon his return 

to England, Reavey and Pereira cared deeply about each other and wrote to 

each other almost every other day during their period of separation. Reavey was 

completely mesmerised by his new American love: “I miss hearing you say 

‘Gee!’. I miss your voice and your hands and your lips and your paintings [...] 

and the slow mornings [ . . . ] . During times, when letters were delayed or went 

astray -  for example, Reavey gave a five page letter to Dylan Thomas, when he 

flew to the US for his first reading tour in February 1950, which never got
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posted’””*' -  hasty telegrams were sent with reassuring messages: “No Letter 

Deepest Love Writing”.

It is likely that Reavey had asked Pereira to marry him during the first months of 

their relationship in New York, as two weeks after his return to London she flew 

to Florida to start divorce proceedings against her second husband George W. 

B r o w n . P e r e i r a ’s determination to join her new partner as soon as possible in 

England is reflected in the fact that she declined an invitation to teach at Black 

Mountain College, Raleigh, North C a r o l i n a . A s  soon as Pereira’s divorce 

came through on 6 June 1950, she made preparations for her departure and 

arrived by airplane in England on 16 June.’””'" While he assured Pereira that 

there was plenty of canvas material available -  explaining that “the North of 

Ireland is after all the great centre of the flax (linen industry)” -  he persuaded 

her to bring food that was rationed including sugar and tinned meat, as well as a 

few luxuries such as “a tin of olive oil from the shop opposite the entrance to 

Washington Street market” and a cocktail shaker.^^^

6. The Gloom of Manchester

Their reunion in London was a happy occasion and when Reavey was offered a 

three-year contract in Manchester, he appeared glad to settle down, admitting 

that he was “tired of moving about”, making reference to a “restlessness that 

developed in me since ’48”.̂ ^̂  While he was waiting for his own divorce

Reavey wrote to Pereira on 23 February: “ I hope Dylan did post that letter [...] it was a long 
five page one. If you haven’t received it yet, get Bill or Len Lye to extract it from the Welsh bard." 
And on 1 March: “Blast Dylab -  the BBBBBBB! Didn’t post my precious epistle”. [Letters from 
George Reavey to I. Rice Pereira. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 41, Folders 1-6.]

Pereira came officially to England on a study visa and Reavey arranged references from 
British Council and Arts Council for her. He also advised Pereira not to disclose the fact that she 
came over for marriage: “they will ask you when? and keep asking every two months”. [Letters 
from George Reavey to I. Rice Pereira. 22 April and 26 May 1950. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey 
Collection. Box 41, Folders 1-6.]
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papers,’̂ '"  Reavey and Pereira expressed their unwavering belief in their 

relationship by drawing up a symbolic ‘certificate of marriage’. They formalised 

their relationship on 9 September 1950 when they married in a London registry 

office, witnessed by Dylan Thomas, Helen McAlpine and the poet W.R. 

R o d g e r s . T h e  presence of Thomas was a little surprising since Pereira had 

been deeply upset when a drunken Thomas had “pressed her against a wall” at 

a party in New York earlier in the year. But although Reavey wanted “to sock” 

him for this behaviour, he remained loyal to his friend and convinced Pereira that 

Thomas was “quite nice [...] in his soberer moments” and had “three children 

and quite a wife [Caitlin Thomas]”.

For the next few months they lived and worked from Reavey’s flat at 33 Portland 

Place in North London. Initially, Pereira appears to have enjoyed her stay in 

England but with the couple’s move to Manchester in September 1950, when 

Reavey took up his new university post, their fortunes and happiness declined. 

Reavey had ‘warned’ Pereira before her arrival about the cold and damp 

climate, which “put a tense expression on English faces -  they can never relax 

or throw their clothes o ff’ but much worse than that was the post-war gloom of 

Salford, Manchester where the couple shared a house on 266a Great Clowes 

Street^^^ with John Willett, the art critic for the Manchester Guardian.^^^ Pereira, 

who had given up a comfortable life style in Manhattan, was shocked by the 

ongoing food rationing and the harsh poverty that surrounded them in Salford. 

According to Karen Bearor, food parcels from their New York friends Holger 

Cahill and Dorothy Miller, a curator at MoMA, kept Pereira and Reavey from 

severe “malnourishment” in the harsh winter of 1950/51.^^^ The food situation 

affected them badly since both enjoyed cooking and Reavey preferred a 

Mediterranean diet, including “salad at least once a day”, for which he needed 

“olive oil, wine vinegar and herbs”, all difficult to come by in post-war England.

The couple agreed to divorce on grounds of Gwynedd deserting Reavey and remained on 
amicable terms. Reavey did, however, have to agree to repay her £1500, which left him with 
some bitterness. [Letters from George Reavey to Irene Rice Pereira. Dated 23 May and 9 June 
1950. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 41, Folders 1-6.]
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Yet most traumatically, Pereira, wlnose work was centred on the theme of light, 

could not paint in the industrial gloom of Manchester. On his first visit to 

Manchester in May 1950, Reavey had noticed that for a full hour as the train got 

closer to the city, “the colour of the sky changes [and] the sun becomes misted 

from smoke”. A c c o r d i n g  to Baeror, the Manchester ‘smog’ affected Pereira’s 

health and she started to suffer from “chronic respiratory difficulties”, which were 

however also related to her “heavy smoking”. Reavey, in turn, felt constantly 

“heavy-headed and limp” in Manchester and developed asthma, recalling that he 

“woke up choking”.

Nevertheless, Reavey made every effort to help his new wife settle in and used 

his connections for Pereira to establish herself in the British arts scene. On 12 

December 1950, Reavey and Pereira were among the invited guests at the 

opening of the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London in its new premises on 

Dover Street. Roland Penrose, who had led the organising committee for the 

1936 International Surrealist Exhibition, had planned since before the war to 

establish a new organisation that would “bridge the gap between poets, artists of 

talent with progressive ideas, and the public”. P e n r o s e  had realised that in 

the absence of a Paris-style cafe life, which facilitated casual exchanges, the 

bringing together of writers, artists and the public had to be formalised and, after 

years of “interminable committee meetings, conflicting ideas, hopes, 

disillusionments and squabbles”, he managed to set up the Institute, which held 

its first exhibition in 1948.^^^ Although an American citizen, Pereira had -  by 

virtue of her marriage to Reavey -  two paintings included in Institute’s exhibition, 

entitled 1950 Aspects o f British Art. According to Baeror, one critic nevertheless 

“wryly commented that ‘she stands apart as a Yankee at the Court of King 

Arthur”.̂ ^̂

Despite her growing reputation in the British art world and although she and 

Reavey frequently entertained friends in Manchester, including Mark Rothko 

when he visited on his first trip to Europe in the autumn of 1950 -  Pereira 

became increasingly depressed in Manchester. After a harsh and unhappy
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winter, she decided in early 1951 to return to New York and left England by boat 

on 8 May. Reavey was to follow on, as soon as he was released from his 

obligations at Manchester University. Although he had entered into a three-year 

contract, the university accepted his resignation after the summer term and sent 

him a warm thank you letter.^^"^

The following months were Reavey’s most difficult to-date in England and he 

experienced a complete sense of alienation from his surroundings. Manchester 

without Pereira’s company had become unbearable and as soon as he was 

released from his university job, he headed for London. But for the second time 

in only two years, Reavey found himself ‘homeless’ in London and depended on 

friends, like the composer Humphrey Searle,’̂ ' ' ' to put him up until his visa 

application for the US had been c l e a r e d . R e a v e y  had successfully applied for 

a Fulbright scholarship and what should have been a few weeks since Pereira’s 

departure in May turned into months of anxious waiting as there were 

complications with his visa. Karen Baeror reports that, although Reavey was a 

British passport holder, he had to “enter the United States on the Soviet quota” 

due to his Russian birth. For no known reason the “State Department delayed 

his entry several months. According to Baeror, Reavey and Pereira started to 

believe that they were “being investigated by the FBI” .̂ ®̂ In his frustration 

Reavey contacted his friend, the poet and diplomat Denis Devlin, at the Irish 

Embassy in Rome to see if he knew anyone at the American Embassy in 

London who could help solve the crisis.

In his last months in England, Reavey struggled considerably financially and 

became more and more dependent on Pereira, whom he had to regularly ask for 

checks. To pay off mounting debts -  dating back to his arrival in England in early

The British composer Humphrey Searle (born in Oxford 1915) joined the BBC staff in 1938 
as a programme producer. He rejoined the BBC in 1946 after his army service and it is likely that 
Searle and Reavey met through the BBC. Searle has written extensive orchestral works and has 
been actively connected with the British organizations for modern music, with most if his 
compositions since 1946 adopting the 12-note method. [Cf. “Searle Humphrey”. In Sadie, 
Stanley. 1980. The New Grove Dictionary o f Music and Musicians. London, New York:
Macmillan, Grove Dictionaries of Music. P. 92-93.]
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and 1950 and his recent divorce -  he had already “pawned [...] the whole of his 

last university salary up to October” 1951.^^® However, part of his expenditure 

went on certain indulgencies; when money was coming in, Reavey used it to 

dine out, visit his club and to buy clothes. For his final week in London, Reavey 

also booked himself into serviced rooms in order to have some privacy and 

comfort before he reunited with Pereira in New York. Reavey’s erratic lifestyle 

was another enigma for his friends and Dylan Thomas’ wife Caitlin later 

wondered: “George liked to do the grand snob act, the big house, the 

entertaining and so on. God knows where he got the money (Dylan said that 

he’d never seemed a wealthy man when they’d first met in London, years 

before)”.

During years of financial hardship, Reavey desperately tried to hold on to a 

lifestyle he had experienced as a child, when his father was a successful 

director of flax spinning mills in Russia and Belgium and Reavey was sent to 

private schools in Belfast and London. As a child, he had also frequently stayed 

with his paternal grandfather who resided in an upper middle class area in 

Belfast. The comfort of his childhood years, combined with his father’s 

enterprising spirit, had created in Reavey an inherent sense of optimism and 

belief in future opportunities that would turn his luck. Reavey was already a 

young student at Cambridge when his parents’ financial situation started to 

decline. For the rest of his life, a part of him would always aspire to be again the 

five-year-old boy who was brought to restaurants by his parents and received 

the special privilege of visiting the Titanic before she left the Belfast docks.
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Chapter Eleven

NEW YORK -  THE COLOURS OF MEMORY
(1951-1976)

1. New Beginning in New York

After months of anxious waiting for a visa to the United States, Reavey finally 

returned to New York in November 1951. (He originally had intended to join his 

wife at the end of June.^) Pereira’s gift of an airplane ticket had returned him 

more swiftly than the long boat journey, but not soon enough for him to see her 

one-artist show, which had opened at her new gallery, Durlacher, on 1 October 

1951.

The couple settled down in Pereira’s Greenwich Village apartment on 121 West 

15th Street, which occupied a red sandstone apartment building in a quiet 

residential street, between Seventh Avenue and Avenue of the Americas (Sixth 

Avenue), on the border of Chelsea and Greenwich Village. The White Horse 

Tavern, where Reavey liked to socialise, was within easy walking distance from 

their apartment, as was the Chelsea Hotel, where Dylan Thomas stayed on his 

visits to New York.

In their first years in New York, Reavey and Pereira happily returned to their 

social lifestyle of attending parties, exhibition openings, concerts and literary 

events. Among their close New York friends was the New-Zealand-born artist 

Len Lye, a “pioneer in cinematograph animation”, who was the first to 

“introduce the technique of painting designs directly onto film”.̂  In November 

1951, Reavey also met up with his London friends, Kathleen Raine, David 

Gascoyne and W.S. Graham who were in New York “to read verse at the 

poetry centre”, the venue of Dylan Thomas’s first American performances in
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1950.^ Reavey’s friendship with the poet Kathleen Raine went back to their 

Cambridge student days. Another Cambridge friend and fellow Experiment 

collaborator, the writer and scientist Jacob Bronowski, visited New York in 

1953' and spent an evening with Reavey, writing to him later: “we had enjoyed 

our other evening together so much’'.'̂  Reavey and Pereira also frequently 

entertained at home and hosted ‘open house’ style Sunday brunches, which 

usually went on from lunchtime until early evening.^ Caitlin Thomas 

remembered “those terrible Sunday brunches”", which she attended with 

Thomas during his second New York reading tour, in early 1952, when they 

looked up “old friends like George Reavey”.®

Most importantly, their return to New York had thrown both Reavey and Pereira 

into a flurry of activity. Pereira was convinced that the absence of sunlight she 

had experienced in Manchester had caused her to feel “primitive emotions of 

anxiety and fear”. Back in New York she developed a “new pictorial system” for 

her paintings in which the light was “internal”. Over the next few years (1952- 

1956) she continued to exhibit frequently in group shows in America and 

abroad, while her own gallery, Durlacher, organised several one-artist-shows 

for her. A significant milestone in her career was a major retrospective at the 

Whitney Museum of American Art, from January to March 1953, which she 

shared with the artist Loren Maclver.  ̂ For Reavey, after years of struggle and 

creative block in England, New York had finally opened his creative flow again: 

“Written about forty poems in the last nine months”, he told Thomas MacGreevy 

in November 1952, and added: “I find I can write in N.Y. -  better than in 

London”.®

' Jacob Bronowski was based in Boston in 1953 as “Carnegie Visiting Professor to the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology”. [“Obituary, Dr. Jacob Bronowski, Scientist and 
Mathematician”. The Times. 23 August 1973. P. 15.]

" Caitlin’s derisive comment must be seen in the context of her general negative attitude 
towards the New York arts and social scene, which she blamed for her husband’s death
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Significantly, it was his renewed creativity tiia t had given Reavey the 

confidence and impetus to re-establish his friendship with MacGreevy, with 

whom he had lost contact in the 1940s:

Dear Tom,
Just a line to renew acquaintance. Have been much blown about since 1939,

Now Don Quixote among the sl<yscrapers. [....]
The Four Europa Musqueteers rather scattered. Brian [Coffey] seems most 

inaccessible in his Middle West habitat.'"
I resigned from Manchester University -  Irene could not paint in the doom .

Must do something about a job soon, but meantime have just been writing.

When Thomas MacGreevy, then Director of the National Gallery of Ireland, was 

visiting New York later, in 1954, as the Irish delegate to the “Congress in Art 

History and Museology at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York”, 

Reavey made a particular effort: “You must come to one of our luncheons 

which on that Sunday will be in your honour”, and offered, “we’d get some 

people to meet you”. °̂ Reavey was anxious to return to MacGreevy the 

hospitality he had received from him, when he first arrived in Paris in 1929 and 

the older friend provided the essential introductions, including the first meeting 

with his life-long friend Samuel Beckett.

Reavey’s efforts to establish links again with Thomas MacGreevy and his 

thoughts about the “Europa Musqueteers” -  Denis Devlin, Brian Coffey and 

Samuel Beckett -  indicate that he drew parallels between his most prolific 

years in Paris, when he published his first collections of poetry and ran a busy 

literary agency, and his new creative base in New York.

The poems he wrote between the “spring 1952 and the summer of 1954”^̂  are 

collected in The Colours o f Memory, published by the American avant-garde 

publisher Barney Rosset, whom Reavey had met in the early 1950s. Rosset 

and Reavey very likely met through the lively New York arts scene, as Rosset

Brian Coffey was appointed Assistant Professor o f Philosophy at St. Louis University in 1947. 
Following a dispute with his Jesuit employers, he resigned in 1952. [Moriarty, Donal. 2000. “A 
Chronology of Brian Coffey”. In The Art o f Brian Coffey. Dublin: University College Dublin 
Press. P. xil.]
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had been earlier married to the painter Joan Mitchell (1926-1992), who was a 

representative of American Expressionism like Pereira. In the early 1950s, 

Rosset was with his second wife ‘Loly’, who, originally from Germany, had 

studied art in Munich and Paris. Their mutual ‘Paris’ experience established a 

connection between Loly and Reavey, and Rosset recalled that Reavey was 

very fond of Loly, a regular guest at their Greenwich Village apartment; while 

Loly did not like Pereira very much.^^

Barnet Rossett had bought Grove Press in 1951 at the age of 29 and his 

energy and dedication to publishing would have reminded Reavey of his own 

enterprising career as 28-year-old publisher and agent in 1935, when he had 

established the Europa Press. Like Reavey, Barney Rosset had no publishing 

experience when he bought the press but within a decade, he had turned a 

failing business, acquired for a mere $3,000, into one the “most explosive and 

influential publishing houses” of the 1960s, according to Stanley E. Gontarski.^^ 

He also reports that “publishing was for Rosset less an economic enterprise 

than a crusade”, and for the next decades. Grove Press became known for its 

uncompromisingly independent stance. Among its most controversial 

publications were Roger Casement’s Black Diaries;'^ an unexpurgated edition 

of D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover; Henry Miller’s Tropic o f Cancer; 

and a “secret sabotage manual the CIA distributed in Nicaragua under the title 

The Freedom Fighter’s Manuaf.^^ While these high-profile publications sold in 

large numbers, Rosset was also dedicated to publishing smaller poetry editions 

as a way of “putting something back” into publishing.

Among the 36 poems collected in The Colours o f Memory, Reavey also 

included some earlier works, which had remained of central importance to him 

such as the poem “Tell Me That Dream”, which he had dedicated to Samuel 

Beckett in Nostradam in 1935. A few poems -  like “The Sinking of the S.S.

''' Gontarski reports that there was much controversy and speculation over the authenticity of 
the diaries, which w ere first published in Paris by Maurice CBirodias under the Olympia Press 
imprint.
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Jutland” dated from the period of 1946-1949, when Reavey began to gradually 

“rediscover himself in the literary way”.̂ ® The majority of the poems in The 

Colours o f Memory derive however from his New York years with Pereira and 

reveal that for a time, in the early 1950s, Reavey’s poetry and Pereira’s art 

shared a common platform. At the height of their relationship, Pereira and 

Reavey had experienced a unique symbiosis, which he rather emotionally 

described in a letter to her: “We -  Us [...] What a reality. What heights. What 

depths. What understanding. What confidence. What resolution”. A n d  Pereira 

deliberately dated the point in which she first understood the “real meaning of 

her [...] the metaphorical journey to self-knowledge” to 1950, the year she 

married George Reavey.^® Karen Bearor believes that Reavey exerted 

considerable influence on Pereira, “turning the artist toward a more mystical 

understanding of the psychoanalytic process”.̂ ®

While the poems are intrinsically linked to his new beginning in New York and 

Pereira’s philosophy and art, they nevertheless represent a continuum from his 

earlier verse, which engaged with the Surrealists’ preoccupation with the 

subconscious and the potent imagery of Rene Magritte. The majority of the 

poems collected in The Colours o f Memory retreat from the growing pressures 

of the outside world into an inner reality, as did the surrealist poems of 

Nostradam and Quixotic Perquisitions.

A preface for the collection is appropriately entitled “The Poet is One, His 

Selves Are Many” and evokes Reavey’s first explorations of ‘identity’, submitted 

to the Cambridge review Experiment, such as his prose piece “lo Lo Sognai”, 

where identity is dissected, “with the bright dividing skill of Picasso”, into a 

“puzzling pattern” and into “the shadows going before and after” [E, No 3, 47]. 

The theme where past, present and future identities are taking on a new form 

of existence, reoccurs in The Colours o f Memory, where Reavey describes his 

poetic voice as “a ghost [who] walks familiarly with his skeleton”:
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The hero is not only himself. He relives his incarnations. He has a past as well 
as a future. His present is the poem. In the poem the hero is presence as in a 
dream where he sees both past and future. [....] The poet speaks and the 
poem affirms his refusal to submit to the present. He will not submit because 
he rejects the appearance of things. A ghost he walks familiarly with his 
skeleton. He is never alone, for a voice will talk to him.

[COM, back cover]

Throughout The Colours o f Memory poetic consciousness and its different 

forms of identity are accessed through a variety of symbolic surfaces or 

thresholds that act as a gateway to a hidden reality -  a continuation from 

Reavey’s Quixotic Perquisitions where his protagonist, Don Quixote, was able 

to see himself “ in the water’s mirror” as “another man” [QP, 24], This is a 

common theme in Surrealist poetry and art where doors and reflective surfaces, 

such as water, are depicted as an entry to the subconscious.

In the poem “Eavesdropper”, the poetic self has crossed the threshold in the 

first stanza -  “through the eye of the door” -  and discovered a new world and 

'unreality’ turned upside down:

Eavesdropper

When the eavesdropper swims 
through the eye of the door 

To the paradise always assumed, 
and enviously skates 

On the sky of the floor 
[ . . . . ]

[COM, 4]

Yet the world beyond is full of dangers and inner turmoil -  “In the thunder of 

shells crackled ablaze / into verbs of sown anger, / Four-scattered by the 

ponderous gust”; -  and offers no point of return, as all identifiable objects 

(floors doors) have disappeared from sight:

From this places in the eaves 
high above the shut door 

And the sunken floor -  to remember in prayer 
the spun snare and the grace 

Dropped down deep in the face
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Of the now absent door 
to the eye he can never 

In innocence hide or image lost eve 
and impart to the night 

The secret of song;
[COM, 5]

Adding to the sense of disorientation in the poem, is Reavey’s creation of new 

uncanny verbal association by linking phonetically similar yet entirely unrelated 

words, such as “eavesdropper”, “eve”, “ear“ and “eaves". This is technique, 

Reavey borrowed from Surrealist literature and art, which created, according to 

literary critic Mary Ann Caws, “a whole universe of relationships between 

seemingly opposed objects and ideas”. °̂ Caws explains that the theory of 

linking is “of primary importance in Dada and surrealist writings", as in the 

poetry of Paul Eluard, who famously stated that “everything is comparable to 

everything”.

In The Colours o f Memory, Reavey both links and juxtaposes opposite 

concepts, such as reality and dream, mobility and immobility, clarity and 

obscurity, intimacy and loneliness, resulting in a metamorphosis of startling new 

images. The poem “Never” is filled with many paradoxes such as “the stoneless 

wall”, “the touchless tree” and “the lightless eye”, which evoke once more 

Magritte’s surreal art, where the organic, such as birds or the human figure, has 

turned into stone.'' David Sylvester argues that Magritte’s “art is not about the 

fantastic. It is about contradiction and absurdi ty”. I n  the 1950s, Reavey’s 

poetic imagery also became increasingly reminiscent of the haunting figures 

and lunar planes depicted in the surrealist art of Salvador Dali and Yves 

Tanguy. The alien landscapes of Tanguy possess a “magical chill and latent 

menace”^̂  as do Reavey’s inner landscapes. While Dali’s skeleton figures

“ See for example Magritte’s oil painting “The Pledge”, 1950, vi/hich depicts two male stone 
figures (one seen from behind; one in profile) surrounded by meteor-like stone fragments. They 
are frozen by Magritte and placed in a lunar landscape, where ground and sky have all turned 
to stone. [The painting is shown in Sylvester, David. 1992. Magritte. London: Thames and 
Hudson. P. 285.]
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stagger blind and supported by crutches through a deserted landscape''' -  a 

comparable innage to Reavey’s poem “Never”:

Never

When the bones walk out of me 
Down the hill and the flesh falls limp 
And lies all still as the wind blows back 
And ever u n til. .

Never, I’ll say, by the stoneless wall;
By the touchless tree, never, I’ll say;
Never, by the lightless eye in the vast blind hall.
By the tasteless dew

and earth’s huge black ball;
Never, never. I’ll say, shall I ever be 
Without sleep at my side

on this slope of all.

[COM. 56]

On a biographical level, the poem can also be read as an affirmation by 

Reavey to desperately hold on to his new promising life in New York, after the 

life-altering experience of coming close to death in the Barents Sea; a traumatic 

period of writer’s block, poverty and ‘homelessness’ in London in the late 

1940s; and the years of uprooting, which had become a pattern since the 

erratic relocations of his childhood. Despite a certain new optimism, most of 

the poems in The Colours o f Memory, including “Eavesdropper”, “Never”, “Man 

Out of Yolk”, and “The Stolen Door" radiate a profound sense of existential fear 

of what lies ‘beneath’ and ‘beyond’. The poem “Man Out of Yolk” depicts an 

outer reality that has become both transient and perishable. The air is “forever 

ambivalent” and the “eggshell world” cracked. The transitory existence is 

captured in verbs such as slipping, tripping and clutching and affects the poet’s 

ability to articulate as “the consonants crackle, / hugging rib-crunched vowels”, 

leading to startling new word creations including the alliterations “Slumber slips” 

and “tongue-tipped”. The self is reduced to a shadowy existence, and the final

See for example Dali’s oil painting “Giraffe on Fire”, 1936, which shows two figures (on 
crutches) in the foreground, while a giraffe is on fire in the background. The scene is utterly 
mysterious and as such perhaps a “symbol of the absurdity of human existence in the modern 
world”. [Klingsohr-Leroy, Cathrin. 2004. Surrealism. Cologne, London: Taschen. P. 42.]
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utterly cefeatist line of the poenn -  “Man utterly, only and always, transpires” -  

returns to Reavey’s life-long fear of loss of identity and existential 

homelessness.

Sadly, for Reavey, The Colours o f Memory made little impact among the wider 

American readership, which was largely unfamiliar with the essentially 

European concept of Surrealism and remained alien to Reavey’s pan-European 

poetic experience. Critics were confused by his identity and struggled to place 

in him m a context, with one reviewer describing the book vaguely and 

incorrectly as “poems of many moods by a contemporary English poet” ,̂ '̂  while 

Grove Press stated that the author “was born in Northern Ireland” .̂  ̂ Although 

the book came recommended to reviewers from the “admirable Grove Press”, 

Reavey’s meditations, in a language that is both “dynamic and symbolic” 

proved too difficult for most readers.^® One reviewer described it as a book only 

for “discriminating readers” and wrote that “it is necessary to like and 

understand poetry to fully appreciate the notable new verse”. A c c o r d i n g  to 

these reviews, Reavey’s book was clearly not one for the mass market and it is 

likely that Grove Press’s hardback limited edition of 250 individually numbered 

copies (aimed at a discerning readership) sold better at $3.50, than the mass- 

produced Evergreen book of poetry at $1. In addition there was a special 

collector’s edition of only 26 copies, designated A to Z, which included as 

frontispiece, an original drawing by I. Rice Pereira, and was numbered and 

signed by the artist and poet.^® Today sales of this edition, which was originally 

priced at $15, are handled solely by art dealers at staggering prices.

Reavey had completed The Colours o f Memory, in 1954, in the artists’ retreat 

Yaddo Colony, at Saratoga Springs, N.Y., where he had “managed to re-write 

parts of older poems that have been stuck for years”. H e  clearly enjoyed the 

social aspect of Yaddo and the encounters with other artists and writers, like 

Carson McCullers, Babette Deutsch and the gay writer Parker Tyler, whom he

337



had known through Charles Henri Ford.''" Of all the fellow writers at Yaddo, he 

preferred the company of Carson McCullers and recommended her novel 

Ballad o f the Sad Cafe to Pereira.''"' He later sent McCullers a copy of The 

Colours o f Memory.^^ As Reavey was under pressure to complete his poetry 

collection for Grove Press, as well as progress his work on the Gorky book, he 

extended his stay on several occasions. At the same time, however, his 

marriage went through a deep crisis.

While Reavey was at Yaddo, Pereira was in the midst of a financial emergency 

in New York and contemplated having to sublet their apartment. Despite her 

international fame as an acclaimed painter, she felt forced, in May 1954, to take 

on a part-time job as a typist at Macy’s Department S t o r e . P e r e i r a  had 

worked as a typist in the late 1920s before she had been able to focus full-time 

on painting, and having to return to this occupation undoubtedly caused her 

great anxiety and humility. It is not known how much Reavey contributed to this 

financial emergency but instead of returning to New York and lending his 

support to Pereira, he decided to stay on at Yaddo. While his explanation that 

he needed to complete his work in order to avoid “owing the publisher and go 

into a depression too” was rational and pragmatic, Pereira may have felt utterly 

abandoned and their marriage never fully recovered.

On a psychological level, Reavey preferred to put a considerable distance 

between himself and Pereira while she experienced a nervous crisis. His 

refusal to be drawn into the crisis, might stem from a deep fear of falling into a

™ Parker Tyler and Charles Henri Ford collaborated in writing their notorious novel The Young 
& Evil, set in Bohemian Greenwich Village life, which was published by the Obelisk Press in 
Paris in 1933. [Ford, Charles Henri and Parker Tyler. 1988. The Young & Evil. London: GMP 
(Gay Modern Classic).]

Reavey wrote to Pereira about McCullers: “She is very nice, interesting and a good writer, 
but has had a terrible time of it: two strokes (partly paralysed) and not so long ago her husband 
tried to throw her out of [a] window but in the end committed suicide himself (which was more 
sensible)”. [Letter from George Reavey to Irene Rice Pereira. Dated 18 May 1954. MS Texas, 
HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 41, Folders 1-6.]
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period of depression again, as he had experienced in post-war London. In his 

letters from the Yaddo Colony, he encouraged Pereira instead to “see the 

outward world” and meet people. Karen Bearor states that during the mid 

1950s, Pereira became increasingly paranoid, believing that her “art was being 

systematically suppressed” and her written work “plagiarised”. She had a 

particular falling out with the influential MoMA curator, Dorothy Miller, in 1954, 

who she later accused of “blackmailing galleries into refusing to carry her work 

by threatening to cut off the pipeline between the galleries and the museum”.

As a result of this crisis, Pereira became alienated from the New York art 

community and started to retreat from their busy social life, which Reavey had 

so clearly enjoyed. Karen Baeror believes that Pereira’s growing alienation from 

the art scene contributed to the fact that her significant role had became “often 

overlooked [...] in the development of modernism in America”. E a r l y  on in her 

relationship with Reavey, there had been warning signs of her deliberate 

'withdrawals’ from society. According to Baeror, she considered Mark Rothko 

“an opportunist” and discouraged Reavey in this friendship, arguing that Rothko 

had befriended Reavey only “for his European contacts”. And when Reavey 

and Pereira had planned a trip to Paris in 1950, she requested that they would 

isolate themselves, while Reavey insisted that they must at least see the Van 

Veldes and Beckett, whom he described as “exceptional friends whom I’ve 

known for twenty years”.

Reavey appears to have reacted to Pereira’s growing personal crisis by being 

absent for longer periods of time, such as his five-month stay at the Yaddo 

Colony in 1954 and a month in August 1955 at another artists’ retreat, the 

MacDowell Colony in New Hampshire. After a further difficult year in their 

marriage, Pereira left Reavey on 13 December 1955 and signed a formal 

separation agreement with him in March of the following year.^® While Pereira 

stayed on in her Greenwich Village apartment, Reavey took refuge in the 

Chelsea Hotel, a landmark 11-storey pink brick building on 222 West 23 Road,
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not far from Pereira’s apartment, which had been ‘home’ to American and 

European writers including Mark Twain, Sarah Bernhardt, Eugene O’Neill, 

Thomas Wolfe, Brendan Behan, Edgar Lee Masters, Arthur Miller and Dylan 

Thomas, who had spent his last days there before collapsing into a coma in 

November 1953.

The failure of his second marriage was undoubtedly a serious blow for Reavey, 

as he had placed all his hopes for a new beginning in Pereira and their move to 

New York. His letters to her from London had expressed his desire to settle 

down after years of ceaseless moving. The years he spent with Pereira until the 

crisis of 1954/55 had also been one of his most productive and culminated in 

the publication of his last collection of poems The Colours o f Memory, 

illustrated by Pereira. Before their formal separation in March 1956, the couple 

collaborated one more time artistically as part of an initiative called Twenty-one 

artists and poets. For this publication, produced by the New York Morrison 

Gallery, they selected Reavey’s mystic poem “Omega” from The Colours of 

Memory, which Pereira illustrated with an original engraving.

In 1956, financial worries about how he would support his life in New York took 

over again from his attempt to lead a freer poetic existence and Reavey 

needed to find employment. In 1956, he successfully applied for an assistant 

professorship in English literature at the newly founded C.W. Post College in 

Nassau County on Long Island. The college was set up in 1954 as part of the 

growing Long Island University'^ and named after Charles William Post (1854- 

1914), a former salesman for farm implements who amassed a substantial 

personal fortune from developing tasty breakfast cereals.^® He had conceived 

the idea while being treated for a breakdown in a sanatorium, where he was 

advised of a balanced meatless diet. Post continued to suffer from depression 

and, after his suicide in 1914, his $20 million fortune and the thriving General

'* Long Island University is “the eighth largest private university in the US” and comprises apart 
from C.W. Post College, the “downtown Brooklyn Campus” and Southampton, Brentwood, 
Rockland and Westchester Colleges on Long Island. [Information supplied by Janet Marks, 
Archivist, Long Island University, December 2002.]
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Foods Corporation was inherited by his daughter Marjorie, a businesswoman 

and philanthropist. In 1949, she sold her estate for a fraction of its $1,000,000 

value to Long Island University. However, the wealthy land owners of Long 

Island’s ‘Gold Coast’ objected for several years against the setting up of a 

college, fearing it would devalue their property, and classes did not start until 

1955.

Reavey had been recommended for the position by Winthrop Palmer, a New 

York “woman of means and literary [...] aspirations”.̂ ® Winthrop taught 

literature at the college and had a particular interest in Irish and French 

literature. Her husband, Carleton Palmer was a member of the board of 

trustees at C.W. Post and the couple became beneficiaries of the college, 

establishing the Carleton and Winthrop Palmer School of Library Science there. 

As part of his application process, Reavey had sent off £10 to Gonville and 

Caius College, Cambridge, for his postgraduate MA degree, which he received 

on 11 February 1956.'*°

When Reavey joined the staff in 1956, the college was still in its infancy. The 

atmosphere was intimate as only 121 day students and 98 evening students 

had started in the previous September. As there were no funds to build, the 

existing accommodation had been adapted and Reavey’s literature classes 

were held in Marjorie Merriweather Post’s former bedroom in her mock Tudor 

mansion.'’  ̂ For Reavey, lecturing in English literature was considerably more 

appealing than teaching Russian grammar at Manchester University. Although 

English was part of a foundation course and all the lecturers had to give basic 

freshman courses, he introduced specialist subjects such as “The Russian 

Novel in Translation”, “The French Symbolists” and, most importantly, gave 

classes in creative writing. His colleague, Professor Gene Arden^, who was

* Professor Gene Arden joined C.W. Post College in 1959 and remained there until 1970, when 
he transferred to Long Island University’s Broooklyn Campus as Executive Dean, He recalls 
that Reavey was already there in 1959, perhaps as long as two years. [Professor Gene Arden 
in a telephone interview with Sandra O ’Connell, New York, 15 November 2002 and subsequent 
e-mail dated 5 December 2002.]
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Chair of the English Department at the time, recalls that “as someone very 

much involved with the European literary tradition”, Reavey was a “very 

interesting addition to [the] young but very formal and traditional faculty”. 

According to Arden, Reavey had a particularly positive influence on students 

who wanted to write.

Although he enjoyed these aspects of his job, Reavey felt increasingly 

burdened by the administrative work load. According to Professor Gene Arden, 

he frequently “took the privilege of the poet” and was less diligent than “most of 

the other faculty members”, with a habit of handing in grades to the registrar’s 

office “on the late side". Arden recalls that this often left him “exasperated” as 

he was responsible for the department. The college was, however, prepared to 

overlook Reavey’s administrative shortcomings in favour of his “special talents” 

and reputation.'*^

In 1960, after four years of teaching and having established a sense of security 

in his life, 53-year-old Reavey nevertheless handed in his resignation. During 

Reavey’s tenure, the college was headed-up by a four-star Admiral and past- 

president of the Naval War College. Richard Lansing Conolly lived on campus 

and was regarded by the staff and students as a “no-nonsense, full steam 

ahead and damn the torpedoes type [...] University President”. I t  is likely that 

Reavey, who had displayed a tendency to rebel against authority during his 

service for the British Embassy, felt constrained by Conolly’s authoritative style. 

Reavey’s former head of department, Professor Gene Arden, is adamant 

though that he left “on his own account”. He believes that there were “other 

things” Reavey wanted to do, which clashed with his obligations to “carry out 

duties, such as returning student’s papers and being available for conference 

hours”."*̂  In addition, there was the time-consuming journey to Long Island from 

Manhattan, where Reavey continued to live.
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Despite his presence of almost four years at C.W. Post College, Reavey had 

remained an enigma to the former Chair of the English Department, Professor 

Arden. “I don’t think many of us got to know George”, recalled Arden, who 

blames the considerable age gap between the 52-year-old Reavey and the 

majority of the staff, who were in their thirties. Yet during this time, Reavey was 

essentially preoccupied with finding a new direction in his life. Despite his 

hopes of finally settling down in New York, he had continued to be “much blown 

about”**® and found it increasingly difficult to put down roots and find an 

audience for his highly individual poetic voice. In August 1957, news would 

have reached Reavey from either Gwynedd or his former solicitors in London 

that his mother had died of an “oedema of lungs” in the Friern Hospital for 

Mental and Nervous D i s ea s e s . I t  is not clear whether Reavey ever visited his 

mother in the psychiatric hospital or continued to send amounts for her upkeep, 

as he had done in 1939/40 after her committal, but her death on 18 August 

1957 severed all his links with his past in London.

More sad news came on 21 August 1959 with the death of Denis Devin in 

Dublin. Reavey had last seen his friend in London in 1947, where Devlin, an 

Irish diplomat, was Counsellor at the Office of the High Commissioner.'’® To 

remember his friend, Reavey organised a poetic memorial service for Devlin in 

New York, which was also attended by Conor Cruise O’Brien.'*® Devlin’s 

untimely death undoubtedly stirred memories among the Europa Poets, who, 

as Reavey had written to MacGreevy, had become “rather scattered” since their 

Paris days.^° Brian Coffey’s letter to Thomas MacGreevy, in September 1959, 

would have echoed Reavey’s own sense of loss about the former supportive 

network of expatriate Irish poets in Paris:

it was very sad to hear of the death of Denis. [...] I thought a lot about those 
days in Paris when we were all together, surprised to find how close it all was 
to my heart, as if of yesterday -  one’s best times timeless or unaging rather. I 
have always been sad about the accidents that scattered us [. . .]. ^
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2. “I'm many-sided. I'm overworked, and idle too”*'

For the next 20 years -  after the publication of The Colours o f Memory in 1955 

-  Reavey’s reputation as a literary translator began to rise in the same measure 

as his poetic output and audience declined.

For decades, Reavey had tried to promote the work of the Russian writer Boris 

Pasternak among an English-speaking audience, with his “First Essay Towards 

Pasternak” dating back to Experiment in October 1930. Over the years, Reavey 

had accumulated a wealth of Pasternak’s poems, which he had translated, 

annotated and published in small avant-garde magazines, including 

Experiment, This Quarter and Contemporary Poetry and Prose as well as in his 

ambitious 1933 book Soviet Literature, An Anthology. In the mid to late 1950s, 

he still held on to his hopes of publishing a comprehensive collection of poems 

by Boris Pastenak.

Then in 1958, Pasternak’s international reputation took a dramatic turn, when 

he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature for Dr Zhivago. Pasternak had 

regarded the book as his life achievement -  “something which would demand 

more work and time and effort and might even cost me a good deal more 

besides”. U n t i l  1957, Pasternak -  who had fallen out of favour with the Soviet 

government for his protest against the repression of the 1956 Hungarian 

revolution -  hoped that the book could be published in the Soviet Union under 

the ‘thaw’ of the new Khrushchev’s government.^^ The Union of Writers, 

however, considered Dr Zhivago an “anti-Soviet novel” and disapproved of its 

publication. Following inten/ention from the Italian publisher Feltrinelli, the epic 

appeared first in Italy in November 1957, where it caused an immediate 

sensation.

Quotation taken from Yevgeny Yevtushenko’s poem “Prologue”, translated by George 
Reavey. [In Yevgeny Yevtushenko. 1997. Early Poems. Selected, edited and translated by 
George Reavey. First published in 1966 as The Poetry o f Yevgeny Yevtushenko. London, New 
York: Marion Boyars. P. 3.]
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By 1958/59 Dr Zhivago was being issued in huge editions in twenty-four 

languages, including in Max Hayward’s English translation,^" as the world wept 

over Pasternak’s hero Uri Zhivago and “was stunned by it”.̂ "̂

According to Peter Levi, Pasternak was “terrified that he might get the Nobel 

Prize", as he felt it would come to him for the wrong reasons. On 23 October 

he was awarded the Nobel Prize and just two days later the hostile reaction 

from the Soviet Authorities began with “official demonstrations, letters in the 

papers [and] betrayals by pseudo-friends”, while in Peredelkino “sackfuls of [...] 

fan-mail” started to arrive.^® The worst attack came on 20 October 1958, when 

the Young Communist League demanded in the presence of Khrushchev that 

“Pasternak ought to be expelled from Russia”.̂ ® What followed was 

Pasternak’s famous telegram, written in French, which he sent the same day:

Considering the meaning of this award has been given in the society to which I 
belong, I must reject this undeserved prize presented to me. Please do not 
receive my voluntary rejection with displeasure.®^

Even Pasternak’s lover Olga Ivinskaya was “astounded” by the telegram, as 

only a few days before he had told the Writers Union that “nothing would make 

him give up the prize”. Y e t  Reavey, who had realised at their last meeting that 

Pasternak forever belonged to the Peredelkino “landscape of pine, maple and 

birch tree”, would not have been surprised by this statement, as it ensured that 

Pasternak could stay (and later die) in his treasured home. Pasternak, who had 

even considered suicide as an option, followed on with a letter to Khrushchev 

stating his refusal to go: “I am tied to Russia by birth, by my life and work. I 

cannot conceive of my destiny separately from Russia, or outside it” .̂  ̂ For 

Reavey, the most appealing aspect of Pasternak’s complex character had not 

been the fact that Pasternak took an anti-Communist stance but that he was 

firmly rooted in a culture, language and society much admired by Reavey.

Dr Zhivago was published in English, in 1958, in translation by M. Hayward and M. Harari, 
London: Collins and Harvill Press. [Cf. Slater, Lydia. 1960. "Introduction to the Penguin Edition”. 
In Pasternak, Boris. The Last Summer. Translated by George Reavey. Harmondsworth (UK): 
Penguin Books. P. 15.]
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In Reavey’s relentless search for belonging, Pasternak’s presence in

Peredelkino (like Beckett in Paris) had been one of the few constants in his life.

Peter Levi believes that the aftermath of the Nobel Prize brought Pasternak a 

period of despair during which he was “like some great wounded animal, 

terribly alone”.P a s te rn a k ’s sister, Lydia Slater Pasternak, who had married 

an English psychiatrist and moved to Oxford, criticised the “hysterical

sensation-mongers of East and West”, which had made him the “centre of a 

violent and ugly political campaign” and “completely misunderstood and

misrepresented his book and its message”.®̂ She explained that the reaction to 

Dr Zhivago had opened the flood gates for mediocre publications of

Pasternak’s work as “publishers and translators all over the world got to work 

on every available scrap of Pasternak’s writings in a feverish race”.®̂

For Reavey, the unprecedented interest in Pasternak meant that his long-

awaited translation of Pasternak’s autobiographical novella The Last Summer,

also known as Povest, was finally put into print by Avon Books in 1959,

followed by a popular Penguin edition in 1960. After a long period of silence

since their last meeting in the early summer of 1945, during which Reavey was

conscious that Western contacts would further compromise Pasternak’s difficult

political situation, Reavey began to correspond again with Pasternak and sent

him a copy of The Last Summer as well as his own collection The Colours o f

Memory.^^ Reavey had also contributed a translation of Pasternak’s fragment

“A district behind the front” with The Last Summer and Pasternak replied

enthusiastically to its inclusion:

The way you were gone to your lucky find of the ‘District’*"' is astonishingly straight 
and just. It is your praise and merit and a witness of your literary taste and 
ingenious perspicacity. It is just the same what I remembered and vainly sought

The first English-language edition of The Last Summer [Povest] by Boris Pasternak (1959), 
translated and introduced by George Reavey, also includes Reavey's translation of “A district 
behind the front”. “Photostat letter by Pasternak". New York: Avon Book Division, Hearst 
Corporation. [Cf. Knowlson, James, 1977d. "George Reavey: List of Published W ork.” In 
Knowlson, James, ed. Journal o f Beckett Studies. No 2. Summer 1977. P. 128.]
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when the Penguin were asking me for a short supplementary writing in addition to 
the ‘Summer’ to make up the settled size of an ordinary Penguin issue,®"

Although Pasternak admitted that he had not been able to read Reavey’s 

translation in detail -  as he was “enormously, exceedingly busy’’ -  he praised 

Reavey’s accompanying introduction as “extremely right, interesting and deep 

in its contents, in its matter and scope”.®® Pasternak’s appreciation of Reavey’s 

skills as a literary translator was echoed by his sister, the critic Lydia Slater, 

when The Last Summer \n b s  re-issued in 1960 by Penguin editions.

In light of Slater’s harsh criticism that “time and time” translators had failed her 

brother’s work, she thought it “surprising” to find “that some translations from 

Pasternak really do have something in common with the original text”. She 

concluded: “and this [...] is the case with George Reavey’s translation”.®® The 

Last Summer is a highly autobiographical work, set during the First World War. 

In the winter of 1916, the protagonist Serezha visits his married sister and falls, 

tired from his long journey, into a restless sleep during which he remembers the 

idyll of the last summer before the First World War erupted in August 1914. The 

book was by no means a simple narrative but a complex series of 

“reminiscences loosely interwoven, cutting into each other, brilliant descriptions 

of people, situations, thunderstorms, and thoughts”, explains Slater.®^ 

Pasternak’s biographer Peter Levi agrees with her judgement, when he refers 

to “George Reavey’s fine English translation” and argues that the novella is 

“close to the beginning of Pasternak as a serious novelist”.®®

Reavey was undoubtedly devastated by Pasternak’s death on 30 May 1960 

from cancer and a heart condition, but he took satisfaction from the fact that in 

the previous year he had finally managed to publish the poems he had 

translated and compiled with such dedication since the early 1930s. The Poetry 

of Boris Pasternak, 1917-1960, selected, edited, translated and accompanied 

with a perceptive essay on the life and writings of Pasternak by Reavey, was
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published in 1959 by G.P. Putnann’s Sons and went immediately into a second 

edition in 1960.®^

The Poetry o f Boris Pasternak presented the poet to his readers in the most 

comprehensive introduction to-date. The three-part introductory essay included 

a biographical article, spanning Pasternak’s life from his family background to 

his creative difficulties during the “Soviet Period”; Reavey’s personal 

recollection of “How I First Discovered and Then Met Boris Pasternak”; and an 

essay focusing on “Boris Pasternak as a Translator”. Most importantly, Reavey 

was able to give the American readership a personal account of Pasternak, 

who had remained behind the iron curtain until his death in 1959. He described 

him as “a highly emotional, ebullient and eloquent man”, admitting that he was 

struck by his “cordial frankness as well as by his broad humanity and deep 

culture”.

Pasternak, whose work transcended boundaries and possessed a “universal 

tenderness and compassion”, undoubtedly served as a role model for Reavey, 

who equally searched in his own poetry for a sense of belonging in a wider 

world culture and spirit. Reavey also saw parallels between his and Pasternak’s 

career as both poets had been ‘forced’ to make their living from literary 

translation -  Pasternak, before Dr Zhivago, from his translations of Goethe and 

Shakespeare; Reavey from his renditions of the work of great Russian writers. 

Pasternak recalled that during the Stalinist purges -  a time when, in Reavey’s 

words, “a whole profession was decimated, as writer after writer disappeared in 

the Soviet Union” -  “everything snapped inside me [...]. I took refuge in 

translation. My own creative work had come to an end”. °̂ For Reavey, literary 

translation had sustained him through several financial and personal crises in 

his life. In 1970, looking back at a career as a literary translator for over 40 

y e a rs ,R ea ve y  nevertheless appeared surprised that his life had taken such a

Reavey’s earliest published literary translation dates from February 1929, when he 
contributed a prose text by the communist Siberian writer Vsevolod Ivanov to Experiment. 
Ivanov, Vsevolod. 1929. “Mounds”. Translated by George Reavey. [In Experiment, No 2. 
Cambridge.]
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turn. His paper entitled “Translation as Experience”, at the conference on 

literary translation in New York in May 1970, opened with a sense of distance 

and estrangement from the occupation that had rescued him several times from 

personal and financial crisis:

Now originally, I never thought I would be a translator or become a translator or 
translate at all. I was primarily interested in history, poetry and literature, and 
began writing and being published myself while still at the university.^^

Since the late 1950s, Reavey’s list of literary translations had steadily grown 

and he had become a highly regarded editor and translator of Russian literature 

of authors as diverse as Boris Pasternak, Maxim Gorky, Nicolas Berdyaev, 

Nicolai Gogol, Ivan Turgeniev, Yesenin-Volpin, Konstantin Leontiev, Vladimir 

Mayakovsky, Fyodor Abramov and Andrei Biely. Although he never completed 

his biography of Gorky, his compilation of Gorky’s work, entitled A Sky-blue Life 

and Selected Stories, was published in 1964 under the Signet Classic imprint 

by The New American Library, New York. Brian Coffey recalled that when he 

met George Reavey in the mid 1960s, he showed him a “photograph of twenty- 

nine volumes of his translations from the Russian” .̂ ^

Several of Reavey’s earlier London-published translations -  like Nicolai Gogol’s 

Dead Souls and Turgeniev’s Father and Sons -  had become classics and were 

being snapped up by New York publishers.^'' In 1958, Reavey worked with the 

American editor Patricia Blake on a collection of Mayakovsky’s verse entitled 

The Bedbug and Selected Poetry.^^ Although Reavey was a highly regarded 

translator and had published his Mayakovsky translation in literary magazines 

throughout the 1930, Blake criticised his renditions as “very odd” and not literal 

enough. “To persuade Reavey to make vast numbers of corrections without

”  Dead Souls, first published in London in 1948 by Hamish Hamilton, was published in New 
York in 1971 by W.W. Norton and Company; Father and Sons, also first published by Hamish 
Hamilton in 1950, was brought out in New York in 1958 by the Noonday Press and again in 
1961 by The New American Library.
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hurting his feelings”, she employed the services of Max Hayward and together 

the trio worked, session after session, on the book:^'*

Max stood by while I softened George up with whiskey and connpliments on his 
more felicitous renderings. Then Max moved in for the extraction; a little 
Russian patter, a reassuing smile, and the whole offending passage had been 
painlessly removed. Reavey was a jolly fellow who enjoyed these sessions, 
which lasted through much of the winter, as much as we did.^®

Blake’s criticism of his less than literal “renderings” must be seen, however, in 

the context of Reavey’s entirely different understanding of the process of 

translation. Instead of a scientific linguistic exercise, Reavey believed that it 

was necessary to have a “feeling” for poetry and described literary translation, 

in Surrealist manner, as a “dream process”/® Moreover, his Mayakovsky 

translations were praised by a reviewer for The Times as has having preserved 

the “strange, anarchic, revolutionary power and bold imagery” of its author.^^ 

Reavey’s translation of Mayakovsky's poem “To his beloved Self, the Author 

dedicates these lines” was also chosen by George Steiner in The Penguin 

Book o f Modern Verse Translation (1966), which was reissued in 1970 under 

the title Poem Into Poem: World Poetry in Modern Verse Translation.^^ In 

Reavey’s rendering of Mayakovsky, traces of his own poem “How Many Fires” 

can be found:

Four words, 
heavy as a blow:
'. . . unto C aesar. . . unto god . . .’
But where can a man 
like me
bury his head?
Where is there shelter for me?^®

Mayakovsky’s imagery, created from the juxtaposition of opposites and 

paradoxes, also echoes the inherent duality of Reavey’s own complex Irish- 

Russian character:

Oh, to be tongued-tied 
Like Dante 
or Petrarch!
I’d kindle my soul for one love alone!
In verse I’d command her to burn to ash!
[ . . . . ]
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Oh, were I 
as quiet 
as thunder 
then I would whine

80and fold earth’s aged hermitage in my shuddering embrace.

Reavey’s admiration of Mayakovsky is reflected in the fact that he dedicated to 

him his poem “Bombs for All”, written in the post-war spirit, in the 1935 

collection Nostradam. Reavey, who admitted to having had a “feeling from the 

beginning for certain poets like Mayakovsky”,®̂ found a place of belonging in 

the Russian poet’s troubled inner life and his deliberate role as an outcast.’™'

I shall go by,
dragging my burden of love.
In what delirious 
and ailing 
night,
Was I sired by Goliaths -  
I, so large.
So unwanted?®^

Throughout the 1960s, Reavey remained in demand as a literary translator. 

The Pasternak controversy of the late 1950s, had undoubtedly stirred up a 

strong interest in the works of Soviet writers among the American and English 

readership. During this time, Reavey had been asked by Avon Book Division in 

New York to edit and introduce a collection of Fourteen Great Short Stories by 

Soviet Authors, which appeared in 1959. Among the writers Reavey selected 

for the book were, according to James Knowlson, “Pasternak, Sholokhov, 

Ehrenburg, Babel, Biely, Olesha and others”.®̂  In 1961 followed a further 

compilation of Modern Soviet Short Stories, which Reavey selected, translated 

and introduced with accompanying biographical notes on the 24 featured 

writers. His growing reputation earned him the task of editing the Russian 

literature section in the anthology Modern European Poetry (1966), which 

featured French, German, Greek, Italian, Russian and Spanish poetry®"  ̂ and 

must have reminded Reavey of Putnam’s ambitious 1931 project, The

™ Vladimir Mayakovsky committed suicide in 1930 following an unfortunate love affair. [For 
further biographical information, see Chapter One, p. 2.]
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European Caravan, where he had also been responsible for the Russian 

selection.

A major milestone in his career as a literary translator was the substantial 

bilingual anthology The New Russian Poets (1953-66),^^ which Reavey edited, 

translated and introduced. The book was launched in New York in 1966 by 

October House, and quickly followed by a second edition in 1967. The rights 

were sold to Calder and Boyars in London, who published a revised and 

enlarged edition in 1969 that covered the years 1953-1958. Reavey contributed 

an acclaimed introduction, entitled “The New Russian Poets and the Crisis of 

Belief”, as well as highly illuminating biographical notes on each of the poets. 

Reavey’s translations and anthologies were quickly becoming essential 

textbooks in the study of Russian literature and established Reavey’s 

reputation as an expert on new Soviet writing.

As the Cold War continued, Reavey was invited to contribute verse translations 

of poems by Galanskov, Akhmadulina, Okhudzava and Brodsky to the 

politically-charged collection In Quest o f Justice: Protest and Dissent in the 

Soviet Union Today.^^ Barney Rosset of Grove Press, who had published 

Reavey’s The Colours o f Memory in 1955, also commissioned him for a series 

of translations including The New Life: A Day on a Collective Farm by Fyodor 

Abramov (1963) and Andrei Biely’s novel The Silver Dove (1974), while Reavey 

also contributed to Grove Press a critical introduction for Alexei Tolstoy’s 

collection A Week in Turenevo and Other Stories (1958) and a foreword to 

Biely’s St. Petersburg. Reavey and Rosset had become friends since the Grove 

Press publication of The Colours o f Memory, and used to “meet from time to 

time” in Reavey’s favourite Irish bar, Martell’s in the “eighties”, after Reavey had 

moved to 221 East 85th Street.®^

Not surprisingly, those who made Reavey’s acquaintance in the last fifteen 

years of his life, remember Reavey primarily as a highly-acclaimed literary
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translator. Brendan Kennelly, who met George Reavey at a conference, entitled 

“The World of Translation”, '̂'" in New York in May 1970, recalls that Reavey 

was very interested in the subject of translations from the Irish language. 

Kennelly delivered a paper on this topic at the conference and Reavey 

introduced himself to the Irish writer.^'" Ulick O’Connor, who was in New York 

in the early 1970s on a reading tour with his biography of Brendan Behan, 

remembers Reavey as being “Russian” and as the translator of Pasternak.®® 

During this time, Reavey appears to have been increasingly reluctant to speak 

about his past achievements and, according to O’Connor, “you had to be with 

him for a long time to realise how brilliant he was”. Ulick O’Connor remembers 

that Reavey was “profoundly knowledgeable on literature” and that he 

“underestimated him at the beginning”. What “bound” Reavey and O’Connor 

“together” was their mutual interest in Dylan Thomas. ”1 could recite about 50 

Dylan Thomas poems. In America that’s unusual”, says O’Connor, who 

believes that “Reavey must have been impressed by that”. To renew their New 

York acquaintance, Reavey looked up O’Connor when he visited Dublin in 

1971 and they met for drinks in MacDaid’s, a pub off Grafton Street where, 

according to O’Connor, “all the writers like Behan and Kavanagh used to drink 

alongside intelligent revolutionary tradesmen”.®®

For Reavey, literary translation had become the “process of surrendering 

oneself to a large work [...] and being at the disposal of this foreign body”,®° 

which echoes Pasternak’s admission that he “took refuge in translation”.®̂ In 

the last 15 years of his life, Reavey spoke increasingly through ‘another’ voice 

in his highly intuitive literary translations, which may have replaced Reavey’s 

earlier preoccupations with masks and personas as in his collections Faust’s 

Metamorphoses, Nostradam and Quixotic Perquisitions.

The Conference on Literary Translation was held in New York City in May 1970 under the 
auspices of P.E.N. American Centrer, of which Reavey was a member.

Brendan Kennelly describes Reavey as a small man, who was “warm but distant”, and 
recalls that he mentioned Samuel Beckett, Brian Coffey and Denis Devlin in the context of their 
conversation. [Brendan Kennelly interviewed by Sandra O ’Connell in TCD, on 20 March 2000 
and in June 2005.]
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One of the younger Soviet poets, with whose work Reavey began to closely 

identify was Yevgeny Yevtushenko. Born in Siberia in 1930, Yevtushenko 

published his first book of poems. The Prospectors o f the Future, in 1952. 

Stalin’s death in 1953 marked a watershed for the Soviet Union and much of 

Yevtushenko’s subsequent work is concerned with “reassessing values [...] in 

the post-Stalinist world”. A  charismatic and highly popular poet, Yevtushenko 

read his thought-provoking, and often critical, poetry at large gatherings in 

Russia. Although Yevtushenko was not a dissident, Reavey regarded him as 

“one of the boldest among those who insisted on speaking out about the past 

and present of his country”.®̂  His famous poem “Babii Yar” (1961), for example, 

raised questions over Jewish persecution in Russia. For Reavey there was 

also an important parallel to Boris Pasternak, as he described Yevtushenko as 

having a “tender heart for suffering humanity”.

There is no better description of Reavey's own dual personality and ongoing 

inner conflicts than his acclaimed translation of Yevgeny Yevtushenko's poem 

"Prologue". Like the experience of Yevtushenko's poetic voice, Reavey’s life 

had been a perpetual journey “From West to East” that spanned from his birth 

and upbringing in Russia and life at the heart of the literary avant-garde in Paris 

and London to his final exile in the melting pot of New York -  where “so much 

of everything is mixed in me”:

Prologue

I'm many-sided.
I'm overworked,

and idle too.
I have a goal

and yet I'm aimless.
I don’t, all of me, fit in;

I’m awkward,
shy and rude, 
nasty and goodnatured.
I love it,

when one thing follows another 
and so much of everything is mixed in me: 
from West to East 
from envy to delight.®''
[ . . . . ]
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Yevtushenko was particularly conscious of his “isolation from the world”®̂ in the 

Soviet Union and had an ardent desire to travel, which he expressed in 

“Prologue”:

Frontiers are in my way.
It is embarrassing 

for me not to know Buenos Aires and New York.
I want to walk at will

through London,
and talk with everyone,

even in broken English.
I want to ride

through Paris in the morning, 
hanging on to a bus like a boy.®®
[ . . . . ]

In 1960, Yevtushenko was allowed to travel on an official reading tour to 

England, France, Catalonia, Africa and Bulgaria, trips which he “recorded” in 

his p o e m s . 1961 was a further “year of venture and adventure” for 

Yevtushenko, when he was allowed for the first time to travel to the United 

States, in the company of Andrey Voznesensky,’̂ '’' whose verse Reavey had 

also translated. The poets also visited Cuba on this occasion. “It was his first 

visit to America, and he seemed both to enjoy it and have a keen interest in all 

there was to see, from the Empire State Building to the Village beatniks”, 

recalled Reavey, who met Yevtushenko on his 1961 America visit.®® Reavey’s 

first impression of the Russian poet was of a “tall young man of handsome 

clean-cut, athletic appearance, who radiates energy”. R e a v e y  had a high 

regard for Yevtushenko as a poet who “has stressed the necessity of being 

honest, frank and fearless and has attacked dishonesty and hypocrisy”. Y e t  

above all, Reavey could identify with the duality of Yevtushenko’s poetic soul 

and the following analysis could easily apply to Reavey’s own poetry:

Andrey Voznesensky was born in 1933 in Moscow. He studied architecture but decided to 
become a full-time poet. According to Reavey, his poems “mix classical stanzas with passages 
of rhythmical prose” and he also developed a “new vocabulary”. Although Voznesensky came 
under suspicion from the Soviet authorities in 1963, he was allowed to travel to the United 
States, France, England, and Italy. [Cf. Reavey, George. Ed. 1966. The New Russian Poets. 
Selected, edited and translated by George Reavey. New York: October House. P. 175.]
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In Yevtushenko there is, on the one hand, an all-embracing abundance of spirit; 
on the other, an undertone of anxiety, strain and suppressed anguish (‘the 
warring strains in all my moods').

Yevtushenko sees his poetry rooted in a wider international context, despite -  

or perhaps because -  the restrictions that were placed on travel by the Soviet 

authorities. For example, in 1963, when the Paris L ’Express started serialising 

his Autobiography, Yevtushenko was recalled from a European tour to Moscow 

“to face a barrage of official criticism and vituperation”. Like Reavey, 

Yevtushenko has let neither discipline nor nationality restrict his influences and 

declared: “I want art to be / as diverse as myself”. He drew inspiration from a 

wide array of influences and regarded the poetry of Walt Whitman, the music of 

Moussorgsky and the painting of Gaugin as equal experiences as his native 

Siberian landscape.

I've seen myself in every aspect:
I feel kin to Yessenin

and Walt Whitman, 
to Moussorgsky grasping the whole stage, 
and Gaugin's pure virgin line.^°^

3. “Tell Me That Dream”

Assignment after assignment of literary translations kept Reavey busy during 

the last two decades of his life, yet he increasingly struggled to sustain himself 

financially in New York. He also found less and less time and inspiration to 

return to his most valued occupation of writing poetry. When he did write new 

poetry, the impetus for these increasingly rare occasions came from those that 

remained, at the end of his life, closest to him; his third wife Jean, and his 

unwavering friendships with Samuel Beckett and Brian Coffey.
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In 1959, while completing a translation assignment of work by the Polish poet 

Kasimierz Wierzynski^°^ for Voyages Press, Reavey was introduced to one of 

the publishers’ staff, Jean Bullowa’̂ . He later recalled this occasion, when he 

was asked by the Poetry Society of America to introduce Wierzynski at a 

meeting in his honour on 27 February 1964:

Mr. Wierzynski is not only a poet but a match-maker. It was through translating 
his poetry that I met my wife. Mr. Wierzynski assures me that it is not the first 
time that his poetry has had such an effect. I would therefore recommend that 
more people translate Mr. Wierzynski’s poetry.

While this light-hearted anecdote undoubtedly appealed to the audience, 

Reavey did not neglect in his paper the more serious aspects of Wierzynski’s 

work, stating that the “tragic destiny of Poland must be an ever-haunting theme, 

and we can feel this in many of Wierzynski’s poems”. R e a v e y ’s mother 

Sophia Turchenko was Polish by birth and Reavey may have remembered, on 

this occasion, the fateful time when he had travelled to Warsaw in June 1939 to 

search for his missing and mentally unbalanced mother in order to return her to 

England, where she became institutionalised until her death in 1957.

His relationship with Jean Bullowa, whom he married in 1960, following his 

divorce from Pereira (July 1959), had given his life in New York, however, new 

stability and happiness. At the time of his third marriage, Reavey was 53 years 

old, while Bullowa was 43. All of Reavey’s partners had been creative; his Paris 

lover Andree Conte, Gwynedd Reavey and Irene Rice Pereira had all been 

painters, while Jean Bullowa was a playwright.’̂ ' Her niece Jane Bullowa 

described her plays, which were produced in off-off-Broadway theatres, as 

“very abstract and symbol ic”. T h e  couple settled down in Reavey’s apartment

According to Jean Reavey’s niece, Jane Bullowa, the name Bullowa is of Czechoslovakian 
origin. Her grandparents came from Czechoslovakia where they were related to the famous 
watchmakers Bullowa. [Jane Bullowa in a telephone interview with Sandra O’Connell. New 
York, 15 and 16 November 2002.]

The New York Times lists the following plays in Jean Reavey’s obituary: “Poised for 
Violence”; “Telephone Pole”; “Mercy Me” and “Who Stole the American Crown Jewels?" [“Jean 
Reavey is Dead at 70; A Playwright and Librettist.” New York Times. 18 July 1987.]
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at 221 East 85th Street. Their small apartment was located on the top floor of a 

typical New York brownstone building. Jean Reavey’s niece, Jane Bullowa, 

describes it as a so-called ‘railway’ apartment where two rooms at front and two 

rooms at the back were separated by a narrow corridor:

The apartment was completely filled with books and the walls were aligned with 
works of art. There was a sleeping area in the front room; another room had a 
little dining area. There were two rooms at back. In one of them was a desk 
where George or my aunt wrote.

The American composer Barbara Kolb, who befriended Reavey during the last 

decade of his life, also remembered his difficult economic circumstances:

In many ways, George lived on the edge. He had a tiny rent-controlled 
apartment in a typical New York brownstone building in the Upper East-Side. It 
was not a great area and it was evident that he did not have much money at 
his disposal.

In their small New York apartment, Reavey and Bullowa had established, 

however, a private realm of happiness. S.W. Hayter recalled that in Reavey’s 

“narrow apartment [...] the accumulation of his books and pictures finally left 

bare space to live and move”.̂ °® Over the years, Reavey had amassed a 

collection of paintings, which he treasured and moved with him from relocation 

to relocation, including several “van Veldes, two Bill Hayters, a Charles Howard 

[and] a Julian Trevelyan”. H e  also once owned a glass painting by Pereira, 

which he returned in lieu of a payment as part of their separation agreement, 

and the Magritte collage, which he sold to a New York art dealer during a 

financial crisis.

Barbara Kolb remembers that Reavey continued to have a keen interest in 

visual arts and regularly went to exhibition openings in New York. In fact, Kolb 

had met Reavey through the French abstract painter Pierre Jacquemon, who 

lived in New York and used circular motifs and hieroglyphs in his work.”  ̂ Jane 

Bullowa also recalls that George and Jean Reavey took a particular interest in 

her late brother Ralph, “who was the artist in the family and spent a lot of time
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with them in Manhattan”.’̂ " Jane Bullowa remembers that her aunt was 

“devoted to George Reavey” and that “her years with him were very happy”.

Reavey’s friendship with Samuel Beckett had endured decades of physical 

distance since they had last shared Paris as their home in the late 1920s. With 

the exception of the war years, they had remained in constant touch with each 

other. In parallel with their friendship, Reavey had been a loyal and enthusiastic 

promoter of Beckett’s work. In 1935 he had published Beckett’s first poetry 

collection Echo's Bones through the Europa Press and, in 1937, placed 

Beckett’s novel Murphy with the London publishing house Routledge, after over 

forty rejections. In the early 1950s, Reavey began to promote Beckett’s work in 

America and was instrumental in the American publication of Murphy. He 

announced to Thomas MacGreevy in 1953: “You will be pleased to hear that 

the Grove Press are going to publish Sam over here” .̂ ^̂  His wife, Jean Reavey, 

recalled his involvement in the publication of Murphy:

Early in the fifties in New York, George talked a lot about Sam's work to Barney 
Rosset of Grove Press and gave him a letter of introduction to Sam. Then Grove 
Press became Sam’s publisher in the States. Later, George lent Grove Press his 
copy of Murphy because they could not get it anywhere else. Not even Sam had 
one. The first Grove Press edition of Murphy {^957)  was a photo-offset of 
George’s copy. But, in making this photo-offset, Grove took the book apart and 
they returned it without rebinding it. Then, in 1964, when Sam was in New York 
shooting Film, he came for dinner and signed that ripped apart copy of Murphy, 
and that has restored some dignity to the original edition.” '*

Unlike Pereira, who had become increasingly withdrawn from social occasions, 

Jean Reavey made Reavey’s friends welcome and became particularly friendly 

with Samuel Beckett. In 1962, when George and Jean Reavey were visiting 

Paris, they were, to their surprise, collected by Beckett in his car from Orly 

a i r p o r t . O n  this occasion, Jean Reavey hoped to discuss her plays with 

Beckett but he diplomatically told her that “he could not comment on several 

plays she had written because he had decided sometime earlier not to allow

According to Jane Bullowa, her brother Ralph was an artist and worked also in the theatre. 
He died in the early 1980s.
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himself to be put into a position where he would have to do so. Instead, he 

launched into a self-conscious discussion of the process of writing a play, using 

himself as an example”, reports Deirdre Bair.” ®

During this visit, Jean Reavey had noticed the deep mutual understanding 

between Beckett and Reavey. This was Reavey’s first visit to Paris since the 

late 1940s and Jean Reavey’s first meeting with Beckett. Although the friends 

had not seen each other in over a decade, they were able to connect 

immediately, as Jean Reavey observed:

It was the first time I experienced the long silences Sam and George used 
together in which to communicate. They’d be talking, reminiscing, speaking of 
things, and suddenly they'd stop and then a long silence, after minutes maybe 
longer, they'd pick up the conversation as if they’d never stopped or as if their 
thoughts had travelled along together in the silence.

When Beckett was in New York in the summer of 1964 for the making of film, 

Reavey and his wife were anxious to return his hospitality. Jean Reavey 

planned a special dinner to include all the foods mentioned in his writing, 

ending with a grand finale of “Banana a la Krapp”, whereas Reavey took him to 

his local pub Martell’s, “the nearest approximation of a Dublin pub [...] where 

Beckett [...] struck up a garrulous conversation with the Irish bartender”.” ®

Samuel Beckett and their mutual Paris experience had provided the inspiration 

for “Tell Me That Dream”, a key poem which Reavey had written in the early 

1930s and dedicated to Beckett. Originally published in the 1935 collection 

Nostradam, Reavey had chosen it as one of a handful of older poems for his 

1955 book The Colours o f Memory. The poem’s central theme of stagnation, 

paralysis and blindness caused by a deep-rooted anxiety can be found 

throughout Beckett’s work, from his early poems -  where the poetic self with 

“feet in marmalade” is “lying on O’Connell Bridge” [Enueg II]” ® -  to his later 

dramatic works Waiting for Godot, Happy Days and Endgame.
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Tell Me That Dream

Tell me that dream I saw when hooded men 
Surrounded me and bound my arms and led 
Me blindfold under blurred and blotted stars 
To mournful music of a dying world.

[ . . . . ]

When, dragged to some abysmal brink of fear,
My arms fall free, my eyes uncovered see 
Earth’s wounded body meteor-writhing hurl 
With crash of citadels to further stars.

I sh rie k  but eyes are blindfold, arms are bound.
Stars blotted out, to which I whirl in dark.

[A/, 13]

When Reavey showed “Tell Me That Dream”, in the early to mid 1960s, to 

Barbara Kolb, then a young music student,’̂ "' she decided to set it to music. 

The poem was performed at the Little Carnegie Hall, New York and Kolb recalls 

that she “liked this composition very much”. Unfortunately, the score has since 

been lost, leaving no trace of this unique artistic collaboration.

Reavey was able to travel to Paris again in the summer of 1971 and, on this 

occasion, he united with Beckett and Hayter at a memorable dinner in Hayter’s 

studio. On this European trip the couple also stopped off in Dublin where they 

met Ulick O’Connor. In Dublin, Jean Reavey also suddenly took recognition of 

Beckett’s background: “I realized where Sam came from. He’s so Irish and so 

D u b l i n . R e a v e y ’s last visit to Paris occurred in the summer of 1973^^^ when 

he spent a final summer in the studio of S.W. Hayter. According to Hayter “he 

renewed his acquaintance with the city in which so much of our active youth 

had been spent”. F r o m  Paris, the couple travelled by train to Dubrovnik in 

Yugoslavia, where one of Jean Reavey’s plays was performed.

Barbara Kolb studied the clarinet and composition at Hartt College of Music of the University 
of Hartford, receiving first a B.M. and then a Masters in Music in 1964. During this time, she 
met the French painter Pierre Jacquemon and, through him, George and Jean Reavey. [For 
further biographical information, see Chapter Five, P. 118.]
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Reavey’s friendship with Beckett and their mutual Irish roots had provided the 

inspiration for the poem entitled “Green and Blue”.’̂ ''' While the poem is written 

from a distant and romanticised viewpoint and delves into a series of Irish 

stereotypes -  “all is told in green legend of erin” -  it nevertheless radiates 

Reavey’s nomadic and transient life experience through images such as 

“melting away”, “blown away" and the undermining force of the ocean that 

“tunnels the rock”:

Green and Blue

[ . . . . ]

And then melting away,
like twelve sons blown away by the winds

From the language that lingers
where the Atlantic tunnels the rock.^^‘‘

While his friendship with Samuel Beckett continued to be a source of poetic 

inspiration -  Barbara Kolb recalls that Beckett was “the person Reavey admired 

most [...] and spoke a lot about”^̂  ̂ -  his old friend Brian Coffey created much- 

welcome opportunities for publication. In 1938, Coffey’s long-anticipated’®'̂ ' 

second book of poems. Third Person, had been published by Reavey’s 

enterprising Europa Press. In 1971, Coffey was able to bridge the increasingly 

long gaps between publications of Reavey’s poems, when he released “The 

Seven Seas” under his new Advent Books imprint.^^® Coffey’s handsome 

limited edition of 26 copies (A-Z), which were signed by the author, as well as 

of 200 numbered ordinary copies, continued the philosophy of Reavey’s 

discerning Europa Press, which had dedicated itself to creating “limited editions 

in collaboration with modern artists and engravers”. I n  1938, Reavey 

introduced Coffey to S.W. Hayter, who produced an original engraving for his 

collection Third Person. In the same spirit, Coffey commissioned artist Tony

Reavey had written the poem in 1952 and included it with a letter to Thomas MacGreevy on 
4 November 1952. As he lay dying in a New York hospital, Reavey had asked his wife to 
retype the poem and send it to Samuel Beckett. In 1977, Beckett selected it as part of “Poems 
Chosen by Samuel Beckett” in the commemorative issue on Reavey. [In Knowlson, James. Ed. 
1977. Journal o f Beckett Studies, No 2, Spring Summer 1977. P. 126.]

Brian Coffey’s first collection Poems was published in 1930 jointly with Denis Devlin.
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stubbing to design the striking book cover for The Seven Seas. Coffey also 

collaborated again with S.W. Hayter in 1979, when the accomplished engraver 

illustrated Death ofHektor.^^^

In 1971, the same year as the publication of The Seven Seas, the Dublin 

literary magazine The Lace Curtain included seven poems by George Reavey 

as part of a wider survey of Irish Modernist poetry. The special issue was 

edited by Michael Smith with the assistance of Brian Coffey and later published 

in book form by the Raven Arts Press as Irish Poetry, The Thirties Generation 

(1983).^^® Reavey is featured with three poems from his collection Quixotic 

Perquisitions (1939), “De Revolutionibus", “The Bridge of Heraclitus” and 

“Castles in Spain”; the poems “Seven Seas", “Wind Tracked Into Night”, and 

“Never” from The Colours o f Memory, as well as a new poem “In Memoriam: 

J.F.K.”,’̂ ''' which he had written in 1964 to commemorate the assassinated US 

President. In the anthology, Reavey is described as “a most energetic soldat 

des lettres” and an “untiring translator”. T h e r e  is also a reference to Reavey’s 

poetry collections and the achievements of the Europa Press. According to 

Alex Davis and Lee M. Jenkins, Brian Coffey “exerted a shaping influence” on 

the editorial policy of the Lace Curtain from the early 1970s.^^^ Undoubtedly, 

Coffey ensured that Reavey was represented in this important record of Irish 

Modernism in the same way that Reavey had, decades earlier, tirelessly and 

vigorously promoted the work of Coffey, Beckett, Devlin and MacGreevy 

through his multiple roles as literary editor, agent and publisher.

At the end of his poetic journey, Reavey also returned to the simple statements 

of expression he had so skilfully distilled in a series of lyrical fragments entitled 

Frailties. The poems -  which he had written in Paris between November and 

December 1932 after the death of Andree Conte -  were set to music by

“ in Memoriam: J.F.K. An Elegy”. The poem was privately printed and issued both in a small 
edition of 50 numbered and signed copies and 1000 ordinary copies. [Knowlson, James. 1977. 
“George Reavey: List of Published Work.” In Knowlson, James. Ed. 1977. Journal o f Beckett 
Studies, No 2, Spring Summer 1977. P. 126.]
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Barbara Kolb over forty years later and performed at the University of 

Wisconsin (Milwaukee) In May 1973, where they received a “strong premiere". 

One reviewer described the piece as “strong [...] In unity, coherence [and] 

clarity of statement” [and] praises the “aura of mystery” and “sensations of 

anxiety, wistfulness, anger, melancholy and despair”.

Inspired by the positive reception of this new composition, Reavey prepared a 

typescript of Frailties, intending to see the poems published in their English 

original with an original engraving by his friend and collaborator S.W. Hayter.’”^" 

He was further encouraged when one of the poems was chosen by Edward 

Germain in an anthology of English and American Surrealist Poetry.^^'" The 

poem “How Many Fires” radiates the profound loss, ultimate loneliness and the 

search for identity, which became both the theme and experience of Reavey’s 

life:

How many fires 
what horizons 

strangeness of the sky 
human face stranger 

where shall I stake
the flame of my hands 

where stay a firebrand heart 
in its nomad blaze^^^

The poem meditates on the poet’s sense of estrangement and alienation from 

his outer existence -  “strangeness of the sky / human face stranger”. The 

voice is perceived as an ‘outcast’, “a firebrand heart”, a n d  the poem raises 

hard questions regarding the poet’s Identity and his belonging: “where shall I

James Knowlson states in “George Reavey: A List of Published Work" that a collection of 
Frailties: A Sequence o f 14 Poems with an original engraving by S.W. Hayter was “to be 
published” posthumously in 1977 by the Blue Moon Press, New York. To my knowledge, this 
collection was not published. [Cf. Knowlson, James, ed. Journal o f Beckett Studies. No 2. 
Summer 1977. P. 127 ]

The anthology was published two years after Reavey’s death in 1978. [Germain, Edward B, 
ed. 1978. English and American Surrealist Poetry. Harmondsworth (UK): Penguin Books.]

Firebrand is defined by De Vries as “life-emblem, sun-rays”, that “portion of the Jews, that 
was saved out of the holocaust of the Exile". [De Vries, Ad. 1976. Dictionary o f Symbols and 
Imagery. Amsterdam & London; North-Holland Publishing Company. Second edition. P. 188 ]
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stake / the flame of my hands“. Ultimately, Reavey achieved the strongest 

poetic expression in poems that accept his own sense of duality and 

homelessness. In the unpublished poems Frailties and, in particular the poem 

“How Many Fires”, Reavey finally embraces and reconciles his ‘otherness’ and 

ultimate exile in the fundamental question on his existence: “where stay a 

firebrand heart in its nomad blaze”.

At the end of his life, Reavey realised that his ongoing search for identity and 

belonging had, in fact, been the very essence of his life. Periods marked by 

seemingly erratic relocations, sudden reorientations and personal crisis had 

fuelled his creativity, while times of stagnation and apparent security had stifled 

his voice. Characteristically, his continued sense of exile and homelessness 

had never affected his optimism, adventurous nature and enterprising spirit. 

S.W. Hayter remembered “bursts of Homeric laughter”, w h i l e  Barbara Kolb 

can not recall Reavey “as ever being sad or down”. Instead, “he was loud, 

boisterous and jovial.

But just as George Reavey had created for himself a sense of belonging in his 

small New York apartment, filled with his books, paintings and memories, 

disaster struck when he was violently attacked in a mugging on the streets of 

New York in 1974. According to Barbara Kolb, the attack occurred one night 

on his way home from his favourite Irish bar Martell’s, and left Reavey 

unconscious.^^® The injuries he sustained left him in poor health and affected 

his ability to concentrate on his work. The effect on him was so serious that the 

poet Kathleen Raine believed that Reavey had “died tragically by being 

mugged in New York” .̂ ^̂  In fact, Reavey died two years after this event. Jane 

Bullowa remembers that Reavey was “quite shaken by the incident and 

became frail”. A s  a result, Reavey’s diary for the year 1975 was filled with 

medical appointments.^^® On 11 August 1976, George Reavey died of a 

“respiratory illness” in Grade Square Hospital.
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Sadly, after Reavey’s death, his wife experienced a mental breakdown. Jean 

Reavey had been hospitalised with schizophrenia before she met Reavey in 

1960 and, after years of stability and happiness, in the wake of his sudden 

death the illness returned. When she was released from hospital several years 

later, she lived close to her brother and nieces in New Paltz, New York State, 

where she began to build up her life again. However, she was diagnosed with 

cancer a few years later and died on 13 July 1987 at the age of 70. '̂*°
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Chapter Twelve

A Delicate Balance Between Presence and Absence'

Conclusion

In his introduction to George Reavey’s first collection of poems, Faust’s 

Metamorphoses (1932), Samuel Putnam singled out a group of young Irish 

poets -  Samuel Beckett, Thomas MacGreevy, Geoffrey Taylor and Reavey -  

for their elusiveness. ‘The point is”, wrote Putnam, “they are all Irish, chiefly, in 

the elusiveness and the ineluctability of their racialness; and Reavey is the 

most elusive of all” [FM, 8], For Putnam, his first publisher, Reavey proved a 

challenging case to place within a unified canon. Not only was there the 

complex question of his nationality -  his peculiar mixed Irish and 

Polish/Russian parentage and his recent upbringing in England -  there was 

also Reavey’s eclectic literary belonging, as he his drew inspiration from a wide 

range of influences that included Dante, Marlowe and Goethe. Instead of a 

single nationality and tradition, Putnam assigned Reavey to a wider European 

spirit or Weltanschauung that was worth “an effort of trans-Atlantic 

comprehension”, perceptively concluding that no “poet could be more 

European” than him [FM, 9]. Yet Reavey’s elusiveness has continued to this 

date, and he has paid a high price for it, as no literary tradition has yet claimed 

this highly complex and cosmopolitan poet.

As a subject of literary investigation, George Reavey has been equally elusive 

and difficult to trace. Although the facts of his life have been neatly stored in 

over 200 boxes at the University of Texas, this material continues to throw up 

new questions regarding George Reavey’s enduring elusiveness and refusal to 

belong. Despite a remarkable career as a poet, several key achievements in 

his life have been lost: an important collection of his poems, which he entitled

' Title adapted from a TM by George Reavey on his unpublished collection Frailties. [MS HRC 
Box 14 Folder 5.]
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The Endless Chain, inspired by a work of Rene Magritte, has never been 

published (and even the painting no longer exists); the music written by 

American composer Barbara Kolb for his most-treasured poem “Tell Me That 

Dream” has vanished, while another score for his poems Frailties, has been 

abandoned by the composer. A book of controversial short stories by Dylan 

Thomas, in which Reavey ardently believed and invested considerable time 

and effort, did not make it past the English printers, who condemned it as 

obscene. Even legendary Parton Street, which had been Reavey’s literary hub 

in London, no longer stands today, as the Georgian alleyway was torn down to 

make space for the Jeannetta Cochrane Theatre, which opened its doors in 

1964.

On several occasions, Reavey chose to abandon his work before he was able 

to reap the recognition he deserved. His successful representation of French 

authors -  like “Malraux, Celine, Maritain”  ̂ -  for whom he had secured English 

publishers, undoubtedly suffered when he relocated his busy European Literary 

Bureau from Paris to London in early 1936. While Reavey would continue to 

visit Paris, he no longer had a presence in the Left Bank. Yet Reavey longed to 

be part of the wider movement that brought controversial Surrealism from 

avant-garde Paris into London’s more conservative artistic circles with the 

legendary International Surrealist Exhibition in June 1936. As a result of his 

publishing success with the first ever English-language edition of Paul Eluard’s 

love poetry and the accompanying Surrealist Reading, Reavey soon became a 

literary force in London, signing up the young and talented Dylan Thomas. In 

quick succession he brought out memorable books of poems by Denis Devin, 

Brian Coffey and Charles Henri Ford. Against all odds, and after over 40 

rejections, he succeeded in placing Samuel Beckett’s experimental novel 

Murphy \N\th London publisher Routledge. Yet again, he was unable to benefit 

from these achievements as he felt compelled to suspend his Europa Press 

and sell his literary agency in 1939, as the Second World War drew close. This 

fateful decision effectively wiped out the efforts of a decade, in which Reavey
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had grown from a literary novice in Paris to an influential and highly-connected 

agent and publisher in London.

The suspension of his publishing activities also silenced for a long time his own 

voice, as the Europa Press had been the instrument through which he released 

three remarkable collections -  Nostradam and Signes d ’Adieu in 1935 and 

Quixotic Perquisitions in 1939. Reavey, who had conceived the Europa Poets 

series for a discerning readership as “limited editions in collaborations with 

modern artists and engravers” ,̂  now depended again on an enlightened 

publisher, like Samuel Putnam who had brought out his first collection Faust’s 

Metamorphoses (1932). Yet another book of Reavey’s poems would not 

appear until 1955, when Barney Rosset’s courageous and controversial Grove 

Press in New York published The Colours o f Memory.

Having suspended his literary activities, Reavey spent the years of the Second 

World War primarily at the British Embassy in the Soviet Union, where he 

started a new Russian-language paper, as part of Britain’s war propaganda. 

He clearly enjoyed these years as he was able to renew his friendships with 

Russian writers, most importantly with Boris Pasternak. With several poetry 

collections in the planning, Reavey had undoubtedly intended to restart his 

publishing business after the war but, in the wake of his return to London in 

1945, he experienced a profound sense of alienation from his former familiar 

surroundings. As the ensuing Cold War intensified and the Soviet Union 

disappeared behind the Iron Curtain, the new divided Europe became a foreign 

place for him. Reavey’s poetic world had always transcended boundaries of 

nationality and tradition, as in his poem “Castles in Spain”, where it reaches 

from Spain’s “Alhambra” as far as the corn-fields of the “Urals” [QP, 13]. Yet 

Reavey suddenly had come to realise that his own Pan-European identity was 

out-of-place in this “strange enough post-war Western world” .̂
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Increasingly depressed by the post-war gloom of London, he was desperately 

searching for a new 'Paris’, where an international artistic climate would allow 

him to write poetry again, after a break of almost ten years." Reavey eventually 

found his new centre in the early 1950s in the melting pot of New York, to 

which many European emigre artists had gravitated during the war. This new 

experience of exile sparked off a creative renaissance but from the late 1950s 

onwards, Reavey’s poetic powers became increasingly eclipsed by the harsh 

economic reality of sustaining himself through lecturing and literary translations.

Perhaps, when Reavey was finally forced to settle down in his small New York 

brownstone apartment -  where, as S.W. Hayter recalled, “the accumulation of 

his books and pictures [...] left bare space to live”"' -  the creative fire that had 

erupted out of his existential homelessness slowly became extinguished. For 

his friend Thomas MacGreevy, the return to Ireland where he took on the 

steady job of Director of the National Gallery (1950-63) resulted in a similar 

dwindling of his creative powers. In one of his earliest poems, “How Many 

Fires”, written as part of the Frailties cycle in Paris in 1932, Reavey had 

questioned his fate as a homeless artist; “where shall I stake / the flame of my 

hands / where stay a firebrand heart / in its nomad blaze”.̂  Yet each period of 

uprooting had sparked-off new creativity in him. American writer and fellow New 

York immigrant, Eva Hoffman, refers to this phenomenon in her memoir Lost in 

Translation, as “immigrant energy” or the “desperado drive” that propelled her 

to persistently strive for achievement -  “the only catch is that I have lost the 

sense of what, driven as I have become, I am driving toward”, admits Hoffman.®

The key to George Reavey’s inherent restlessness and ultimate homelessness 

can be found undoubtedly in his life experience and character. His father’s 

recurring relocations among the flax spinning mills of Europe, and the fateful

" George Reavey’s collection Quixotic Perquisitions appeared in 1939, After a break of six 
years, he started to v\/rite literary criticism again and published in 1946 Soviet Literature To- 
Day. Reavey did not write poetry again until his first visit to the United States and his love affair 
with Irene Rice Pereira.
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loss of his childhood home during the Russian Civil War, forged a sense of 

exile, which remained with Reavey throughout his life. Yet Reavey also 

inherited his father’s adventurous spirit and did not consider himself as victim of 

these circumstances but as a Don Quixote-like character, in constant pursuit of 

new quests. He clearly fitted the image of the Modernist artist, portrayed as 

exiled and placeless in such compelling studies as George Steiner’s Extra- 

TerritorialJ while Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane regard 

displacement as an essential precondition to Modernism in their authoritative 

Modernism, A Guide to European Literature.^

Yet, Alex Davis and Lee M. Jenkins have recently contested the conventional 

view of the ‘transnational’ artist by examining the Locations o f Literary 

Modernism^ -  from the “Anglo-Celtic Archipelago” of Basil Bunting, Dylan 

Thomas, Auden, Yeats and the group of 1930s Irish poets to American 

Modernism both home and abroad. In the case of Ireland, they argue that 

“modernism and nationalism need not be mutually incompatible”, a view that 

had been put forward by Samuel Beckett, who regarded poets writing out of 

Ireland’s literary revival as “antiquarians”. I n  the same way that Modernism 

embraced the primitive art of African countries,'" Davis and Jenkins believe that 

the “Revival’s idealisation of the West and of the Irish peasantry”, should be 

seen as a form of high modernism.^^ Davis then demonstrates that Thomas 

MacGreevy together with Reavey’s Europa Poets -  Samuel Beckett, Brian 

Coffey and Denis Devlin -  belong despite their elusiveness, their denunciation 

of the poetics of the Revival, and their turning to Anglo-American and European 

modernism, to an Irish context.^^

Yet while there is undoubtedly an Irish dimension to their work, these poets 

ultimately sought belonging to wider European tradition. Brian Coffey always

The First International Surrealist Exhibition at the Burlington Gardens showed "African and 
Oceanian objects” alongside Surrealist paintings, collages and sculptures. In Remy, Michael. 
1999. Surrealism in Britain. P. 78. Cf, also Nancy Cunard’s Negro Anthology. Paris: Hours 
Press, 1934.
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insisted that he searched in his work not for nationality and tradition, but for a 

universal humanism. He described his sense of ‘belonging’ to Thomas 

MacGreevy in a letter, following a talk he gave on his poetry in London on 14 

October 1962:

I introduced my own views in favour of a poetry non nationalist, not tied to England, 
human and universal, drawing on all the literary resources available and speaking 
uncommittedly politically or religiously to all men and involving a far greater 
understanding of the act of creation itself than is ever the case in English or most of 
the so far Irish examples.

This sense of belonging to a wider European Weltanschauung and their 

deliberate elusiveness from the Joycean ‘nets’ of “nationality, language, 

religion” "̂* is precisely what bound George Reavey and this group of Irish 

modernists together. His own recurring omission from Irish modernism, such as 

in Alex Davis’ essay on “Reactions from their burg: Irish modernist poets of the 

1930s”,̂  ̂ proves Putnam’s point that he was not only the “most elusive” but 

perhaps also the most “European" of all [FM, 8].

With no single country and literary tradition ready to tighten the net over him, 

George Reavey was freer than most of his contemporaries to find his own 

belonging -  whether it was in Russian Futurism, French Surrealism, or Irish 

Modernism. He was both homeless and rooted, as he found belonging in 

several ‘locations’ throughout his life. His grandfather’s Belfast home Stramore 

became a symbol of refuge, after his traumatic escape from Russia. Although 

an outsider by religion and race, he became a central figure in the Cambridge 

Experiment group, which included some of the most creative minds of his 

generation. In Paris, he moved effortlessly between Russian emigres, 

Cambridge graduates and American ‘expats’, yet felt most ‘at home’ amongst 

his circle of Irish writers, who so consistently supported, promoted and 

defended each other, as in the wake of Edward Titus’ unjustifiable anti-Irish 

attack on MacGreevy.''' Above all, Reavey’s enterprising literary agency and his

™ Cf. Chapter Four “Certain Young Irishmen in Paris”, P. 81.
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ambitious Europa Press played a significant part in providing these Modernist 

poets with a voice.

In his friendships, Reavey, this “most elusive” of all poets, felt drawn to writers 

who chose to be firmly rooted in a location: Dylan Thomas became forever 

associated with his beloved boathouse in Laugharne, Wales; Samuel Beckett 

found creative space in his Paris apartment on 6 rue des Favorites; and Boris 

Pasternak was for Reavey an integral part of the Peredelkino “landscape of 

pine, maple and birch tree”.̂ ® Above all, Reavey’s depiction of Boris Pasternak 

as a “Russian poet, a European poet and, above all, a universal poet, and, as 

such, a free citizen of the spirit”, reads like the epitaph Reavey would have 

chosen for himself.

George Reavey was undoubtedly aware of the inherent restlessness and 

ultimate homelessness of his life. In Lost in Translation, Eva Hoffman quotes 

from the poignant memoir of a Russian-Jewish immigrant, Mary Antin, who 

arrived in America in the late 19th century. Antin’s experience of uprooting had 

forged a sense of inner exile, which struck a chord with Hoffman’s own feelings:

All the processes of uprooting, transportation, replanting, acclimatization, and 
development took place in my own soul. I felt the pang, the fear, the wonder, and 
the joy of it. I can never forget, for I bear the scars. [...] It is painful to be 
consciously of two worlds.’®

While Hofmann admitted to having developed a form of “detachment” to deal 

with her recurring sense of alienation, Reavey adopted poetic masks. Much of 

Reavey’s inner expression became eclipsed by the popular theories of 

Spengler and the historic masks of Faust, Nostradam, and Don Quixote. On 

those rare occasions when Reavey drops the mask, as in his memorable poem 

marking the death of Dylan Thomas and in the highly personal cycle Signes 

D ’Adieu, his voice takes on the universal humanism that his fellow Europa 

Poets, Beckett, Coffey and Devlin, pursued. Reavey himself returned at the 

end of his life to the simple poetic statements of his cycle Frailties, the English-
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language precursor to Signes D ’Adieu. One more, in the preface to the 

collection he had hoped to publish, Reavey takes up the theme of his inherent 

restlessness and elusiveness.

As I look back at them, these poems move forward. They seem to be catching up 
with themselves. They have a point of rest, but their main point is their unrest. In 
this they seem wholly (or unholy) a part of the age we are living in -  a divided age 
in which the negative ideal has proved more real and the shifting and ambiguous 
reality more elusive.

In the ultimate sense they are delicately balanced between presence and 
absence.^®

I believe that a publication of his long overdue selected poems -  The Endless 

Chain -  alongside his memoirs and prose would undoubtedly create a new 

sense of belonging for George Reavey within European literature; an 

imaginative and cultural place where he can be delicately balanced between 

presence and absence.
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APPENDIX B
Illustrations

Vitebsk, Belarus [Fig. 1 ]

Vitebsk’s majestic churches with their characteristic onion-shaped cupolas, stately 
buildings and grand bridges spanning the River Dvina have become eternalised in 
the paintings of Marc Chagall such as “The Blue House" (see below).
In Meyer, Franz, 1964, Marc Chagall. London: Thames and 
Hudson, P, 273,

William Barbour and Sons, Hilden, Lisburn [Fig. 2]
Postcard of the linen factory of William Barbour and Sons at Hilden, Lisburn, 
Northern Ireland, Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum
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Cambridge, 1926-1929

[Fig. 3]

George Reavey’s entry in the matriculation book for 1924-1931. 
Archive of Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge University.

By permission of the Master and Fellov\/s of Gonville and Caius 
College Cambridge.
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Cambridge, 1926-1929

[Fig. 4]

Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge 2005. 

Photograph, Sandra Andrea O’Connell, 2005
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Cambridge, 1926-1929

[Fig. 5]
The 'Gate of Honour’ at Gonville and Caius College, built in 1575 to Caius’ own 
design. Students arrive at the college through the Gate of Humility, then proceed 
through the Gate of Virtue and eventually leave, on the day of their graduation, 
through the Gate of Honour.

Photograph, Sandra Andrea O’Connell, 2005
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London, 1936-1939

First International Surrealist Exhibition, London, 1936

[Fig. 6]

George Reavey (second from right, top row) at the opening 
of the First International Surrealist Exhibition at the New 
Burlington Galleries London, 11 June 1936.

149 A t th« F irtt lniwnMton«l Su itm IiW Exhibition, Lowlon. Ju i»  1938. U fl to r i ^  back tome Rup»t tM . B uth«n Todd. S«lv«do» 0*11, P»ul 
Ehi»tiJ, B.C.. H w im t R*«d. E.LT. Mm m *. R«»v»y, Hugh Front row: Diana Laa, Nuaeh Eluatd, Eilaan A flat. Shalla Lags
•nd M«nd.

In Penrose, Roland, 1981, Scrap Book, 1900-1981. 
London; Thames and Hudson, P. 61,
[Note: Sheila Legg should be Sheila Legge]
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First International Surrealist Exhibition, London, 1936

[Fig. 7]

The eclectic hanging of the exhibition by Belgian Surrealist 
E.L.T. Mesens with Man Ray’s painting of a huge pair of 
lips across a landscape above the door.

163. First ImefnationsI Surrealist Exhibition. London, 1936
1. Toyen 2 Lcr} Lyo 3. Ff'n» 4. Man Ray 5. Giaconi«(ti 6 PaMen 7 Fini 8 M ax Ernsf 9. Toyen 10. Paalen 11. Max Emsf.

In Penrose, Roland. 1981. Scrap Book. London: Thames and Hudson. P. 70

448



London, 1936-1939

[Fig. 8]

The Cochrane Theatre on the site of former Parton Street, 
Holborn, London (2005). Parton Street was located between 
Southampton Row and Red Lion Square. When George Reavey 
moved to London in 1936 he took rooms at No 1 Parton Street, 
above the flat of Roger Roughton (who edited Contemporary 
Poetry and Prose) and across from David Archer’s bookshop.

Photograph, Sandra Andrea O ’Connell, 2005
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London, 1937-1939

[Fig. 9]

7 Great Ormond Street (building in centre with canopy), where 
George and Gwynedd Reavey lived from 1937-1939. Reavey 
operated the Europa Press from these premises.

Photograph, Sandra Andrea O ’Connell, 2005
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London, 1938

[Fig. 10]

George Reavey at Peggy Guggenheim’s English home, Yew 
Tree cottage. George Reavey is seated in the foreground of 
the photo, beside Samuel Beckett.

From left to right: Deborah Garman, daughter of Guggenheim’s 
partner Douglas Garman^ George Reavey; the Dutch painter Geer 
van Velde (with pipe); Gwynedd Reavey; Samuel Beckett; LisI van 
Velde.

In Knowlson, James. 1997. Damned to Fame. The Life o f Samuel 
Beckett. London: Bloomsbury. The photograph (courtesy of the 
Beckett International Foundation, The University of Reading) is 
between pages 360 and 361.

 ̂According to Knowlson the dark-haired girl left of Reavey is Guggenheim’s daughter Pegeen 
However, Guggenheim described the girls in her memoir as “Debbie very dark and Pegeen 
very blond”. Cf. Guggenheim, Peggy. 1980. Out o f This Century. P. 182. Another photograph 
featured in Gill, Andrew. 2001. Peggy Guggenheim. The Life o f an Art Addict, between pages 
124-125, identifies the dark-haired girl as Deborah Garman and the blonde girl as Pegeen.
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Rene Magritte

[Fig. 11]

Rene Magritte’s painting Heraclitus’s Bridge (Le pont 
d ’Heraclite), 1935, oil, provided the inspiration for George 
Reavey’s poem “The Bridge of Heraclitus” . The painting 
depicts a half or incomplete bridge that is reflected in the 
water as a full bridge.

Above: H erac litus ’s bridge (Le p on t d ’ H ^rac lite ), 1935; o il, 5 4 X 7 3  cm. Below: T h e  healer (Lc iheiapeute), 1937 : o il, 9 2 x6 5  cm

In Sylvester, David. 1992. Magritte. London; Thames and 
Hudson. In association with Menil Foundation. P. 226.
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Rene Magritte

[Fig. 12]

Rene Magritte’s painting not to be reproduced (La 
reproduction interdite, 1937, oil. Similar to IHeraclitus’s Bridge, 
the reflective surface, in this case a mirror, has become a 
point of entry into another reality. Reavey would have seen 
this painting at the in the Magritte solo exhibition at the 
London Gallery in April 1938.

N o t to be reproduced (L i reproduction ijiterd ite) 
1937: o il, Xi X  6s cm

In Sylvester, David. 1992. Magritte. London: Thames and 
Hudson. In association with Menil Foundation. P. 245.
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New York, 1960-1976 

[Fig. 13]

George Reavey’s New York home at 221 East 85th Street.
His friend S.W. Hayter described it as a small, typical 
brownstone apartment where the “accumulation of his books 
and pictures finally left bare space to live and move” .

Hayter, Bill. 1977. “Tributes to George Reavey”. In Knowlson, 
James. Ed. 1977. Journal o f Beckett Studies, No 2, Spring Summer 
1977. P. 7.

Photograph, Sandra Andrea O’Connell, 2002
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APPENDIX C

Bibliography I 

Works by George Reavey and the Europa Press

George Reavey’s papers are housed in the Harry Ransom Humanities Research 
Center (HRC) at the University of Texas at Austin. The collection comprises 113 
document boxes as well as one galley file, one oversize flat file (mostly drawings, 
posters and sketches) and one card file. Among Reavey’s papers are several 
memoir drafts as well as unpublished manuscripts of poetry and prose. These have 
been listed in the following section under 'Unpublished Work’. For further 
bibliographical information, please see also James Knowlson’s comprehensive 
“George Reavey; List of Published Work.” In Knowlson, James, ed. Journal of 
Beckett Studies. No 2. Summer 1977. P. 126-132.

Permission to quote from George Reavey’s correspondence (outgoing) and 
manuscripts has been granted by his estate, represented by Jane Bullowa and 
Susan Bullowa. Copyright permission has also been received from the estates for 
George Reavey’s correspondents (see acknowledgments).

1. Poetry and Prose 

1.1 Poetry Collections

Reavey, George. 1932. Faust’s Metamorphoses. With six original 
engravings by Stanley William Hayter. Introduction, “Foreword to a Sunken 
Continent”, by Samuel Putnam. Fontenay-aux Roses, Seine; The New 
Review Editions (Publisher; Samuel Putnam).

Reavey, George. 1935. Nostradam: A Sequence o f Poems. Foreword, 
“Reiterations on a Theme", by George Reavey. With an original engraving 
and a cover engraving by S.W. Hayter. Paris; Europa Press, 13 Rue 
Bonaparte, Paris Vie.

Reavey, George. 1935. Signes d'Adieu. (Frailty o f Love). Poemes Mis En 
Frangais Par Pierre Charney. With an original engraving by Roger Vieillard. 
Paris; Editions Europa, 13 Rue Bonaparte, Paris Vie.

Reavey, George. 1939. Quixotic Perquisitions. With an original engraving by 
John Buckland-Wright. London; Europa Press, & Great Ormond Street, 
WC1.

Reavey, George. 1955. The Colours of Memory. With an original drawing by 
Irene Rice Pereira as frontispiece. New York; Grove Press. An Evergreen 
Book of Poetry.
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1.2 Individual Poems

Reavey, George. 1928. “Cyclic" and “Gothic”. In The Caian. Volume XXXVII. 
Cambridge, Michaelmas 1928. P. 20.

Reavey, George. 1928. “Poem”. In Experiment, No. 1, November 1928. 
Cambridge. P. 4.

Reavey, George. 1929. “Le Chant” in Experiment, No. 4, November 1929. 
Cambridge. P. 8.

Reavey, George. 1930. “Icarus” in Experiment, No. 5, February, 1930. 
Cambridge. P. 46.

Reavey, George. 1930. “Soliloquy of Faust”. In This Quarter, ed. Edward 
Titus. Vol. Ill, No. 2. P. 341-342

Reavey, George. 1938. "Dismissing Progress and its Progenitors". In 
transition. No. 27. P. 125-126.

Reavey, George. 1956. “Omega”. An engraved poem by George Reavey, 
illustrated with an original engraving by Irene Rice Pereira. In Twenty-one 
artists and poets. New York; The Morrison Gallery.

Reavey, George. 1964. In Memoriam J.F.K. An elegy. Fifty numbered 
copies, signed by author, and 1000 ordinary copies. New York: privately 
printed. Reprinted in Irish Poetry -  The Thirties Generation, ed. Michael 
Smith. 1983. Dublin: The Black Raven Press. P. 54. [First published as The 
Lace Curtain, No. 4, 1971. Dublin: New Writers Press.]

Reavey, George. 1968. Farewell to Faust. Letter edged in black press. New 
York.

Reavey, George. 1971. The Seven Seas. Advent Poems 7. London: 
Advent Books. Book jacket designed by Tony Stubbing. Copies A-Z signed 
by the author and 200 numbered copies.

Reavey, George. 1973. De Revolutionibus. A Copernican Poem. Boston: 
Mirage Press.

Reavey, George. 1977. "Poems by George Reavey: Chosen by Samuel 
Beckett". In Journal o f Beckett Studies, ed. James Knowlson. No. 2, 
Summer 1977. P. 2-3.
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1.3 Prose

Reavey, George. 1929. “Quel che non fu fatto, io lo sognai” . In Experiment, 
No. 3. May 1929. Cambridge. P. 46-47.

Reavey, George. 1929. “Exanonymous”. In Experiment, No. 4, November 
1929. Cambridge. P. 43-46.

2. Criticism (Books and Articles)

2.1 Literary and Art Criticism -  General

Reavey, George. 1936. “Editorial Foreword”. In Eluard, Paul. 1936. Thorns 
o f Thunder London; Europa Press and Stanley Nott. P. VII.

Reavey, George. 1938. “Geer Van Velde”. In London Bulletin, ed. E.L.T. 
Mesens, E.L.T. No. 2. May 1938. P. 16.

Reavey, George. 1939. “Charles Howard”, in London Bulletin, ed. E.L.T. 
Mesens, E.L.T. No. 13. April 1939. P. 13-15.

Reavey, George. 1957. “ Introductory Note”, in Maliarme, Stephane. 
Herodias. Translated by Clark Mills. New York: Voyages Press.

Reavey, George. 1970. “Translation as Experience”. In The World o f 
Translation. Papers delivered at the Conference on Literary Translation, 
New York, May 1970 under the auspices of PEN American Center. P. 223- 
230.

2.2 Russian Literature

Reavey, George. 1930. “First Essay Towards Pasternak”. In Experiment, 
No. 6. Cambridge.

Reavey, George. 1946. Soviet Literature To-Day. London: Lindsay 
Drummond. Yale University Press, New Haven, Connecticut, 1947. 
Reprinted in 1969 by Greenwood Press, New York.

Reavey, George. 1948. “Evgeny Onegin”. Broadcast by the BBC’s Third 
Programme on 7 May 1948. BBC Written Archives Centre, Caversham, 
Reading, UK.

Reavey, George. “The Soviet Attitude towards the Arts”. Broadcast by the 
BBC’s Third Programme on 23 June 1948. BBC Written Archives Centre, 
Caversham, Reading, UK.
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Reavey, George. 1958. “ Introduction”. In Tolstoy, Alexei Nikolayevich. 1958. 
A Week in Turenevo and Other Stories. New York: Grove Press.

Reavey, George. 1959, “Boris Pasternak: The Man, the Poet and the 
Theorist of Beauty”. In Reavey, George, ed. The Poetry o f Boris Pasternak, 
1917-1959. Edited, selected and translated by George Reavey. New York: 
G.P. Putnam’s Sons.

Reavey, George. 1960. “ Introduction” in Biely, Andrei. St. Petersburg. New 
York: Grove Press.

Reavey, George. 1997. “Yevgeny Yevtushenko: Man and Poet”. In Yevgeny 
Yevtushenko. 1997. Early Poems. Selected, edited and translated by 
George Reavey. First published in 1966 as The Poetry o f Yevgeny 
Yevtushenko. London, New York: Marion Boyars. P. Xii.

3. Translations by George Reavey

3.1 Translations from Russian Literature (selection)

Abramov, Fyodor. 1963. The New Life: A Day On a Collective Farm. 
Translated by George Reavey. New York: A Black Cat Book, Grove Press.

Berdyaev, Nicolas. 1936. The Meaning of History. Translated and 
introduced by George Reavey. London: Geoffrey Bles. American edition 
1962, New York: Meridian Books.

Berdyaev, Nicolas. 1938. Solitude and Society. Translated by George 
Reavey. London: Geoffrey Bles.

Berdyaev, Nicolas. 1939. Spirit and Reality. Translated by George Reavey. 
London: Geoffrey Bles.

Berdyaev, Nicolas. 1940. Leontiev. Translated by George Reavey. London: 
Geoffrey Bles. Second edition in 1968. London: Geoffrey Bles. The 
Centenary Press.

Biely, Andrei. 1974. The Sliver Dove. Translated and introduction by 
George Reavey. New York: Grove Press.

Brumberg, Abraham. Ed. 1970. In Quest o f Justice: Protest and Dissent in 
the Soviet Union Today. Includes translations by George Reavey of poems 
by Galanskov, Akhmadulina, Okhudzava, Brodsky. New York: Praeger 
Publishers.

Gogol, Nicolai. 1948. Dead Souls. Translated by George Reavey. With an 
introduction by Maurice Bowra. London: The Novel Library, Hamish 
Hamilton. Reprinted 1957, Oxford: OUP. American edition 1971, New York: 
W.W. Norton and Company.
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Gorky, Maxim. 1964. A Sky-Blue Life and Selected Stories. Translated and 
foreword by George Reavey. New York: A Signet Classic, The New 
American Library.

Gorky, Maxim. 1972. “The Nightingale”. Translated by George Reavey. In 
Great Short Stories o f the World. Selected by the editors of the Reader’s 
Digest. New York: Reader’s Association.

Leontiev, Konstantin. 1969. The Egyptian Dove: A Story o f a Russian 
(1881). Translated by George Reavey. Introduction by George Ivask. New 
York: Weybright and Talley.

Leontiev, Konstantin. 1969. Against the Current: Selected Writings. Edited 
and introduction by George Ivask. Translated by George Reavey. New York: 
Weybright and Talley.

Mayakovsky, Vladimir. 1960. The Bedbug and Selected Poetry. Edited by 
Patrician Blake. Translated and introduced by George Reavey and Max 
Hayward. New York: Meridian Books. UK edition, 1961, London: Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson.

Nicolaievsky, Boris. 1934. ASEFF: The Russian Judas. Translated by 
George Reavey. London: Hurst and Blackett. New York: Doubleday, 1935.

Pasternak, Boris. 1959. The Poetry of Boris Pasternak, 1917-1959. 
Selected, edited and translated by George Reavey. With an essay on the 
life and work of Pasternak, and a bibliography by George Reavey. New 
York: G.P. Putnam's Sons. Second updated edition 1960.

Pasternak, Boris. 1959. The Last Summer [Povesi]. Translated and 
introduced by George Reavey. Illustrated by V. Konashevich. Also includes 
translation of “A district behind the front”. Photostat letter by Pasternak. New 
York: Avon Book Division, Hearst Corporation.

Pasternak, Boris. 1959. The Last Summer [Potest]. Translated and 
introduced by George Reavey. London: Peter Owen. Second edition, 1960, 
Harmondsworth (UK): Penguin. With an introduction by Lydia Slater [sister 
of Boris Pasternak].

Surguchev, Ilya. Autumn Violins. (Drama) Translated by George Reavey. 
Produced and broadcast by the BBC on 7 March 1940.

Surguchev, Ilya. My Napoleon. (Drama) Translated by George Reavey. 
Staged at Prince’s Theatre, Manchester.

Turgeniev, Ivan. 1950. Father’s and Sons. Translated by George Reavey. 
London: The Novel Library, Hamish Hamilton. American edition 1958, New 
York: Noonday Press. Reprinted 1961, New York: A Signet Classic, The 
New American Library.
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Yesenin-Volpin, Aleksandr Sergeyevich. 1961. A Leaf o f Spring. Translated 
by George Reavey (bi-lingual edition). London: Thames and Hudson. 
American edition, New York: Frederick A. Praeger.

Yevtushenko, Yevgeny. 1965. The Poetry o f Yevgeny Yevtushenko.
Edited, selected, translated and introduced by George Reavey. New York: 
October House. First UK edition 1966, London: Calder and Boyars. Second 
edition, 1969. Revised, enlarged, bilingual edition, 1981.

Yevtushenko, Yevgeny. 1997. Early Poems. Selected, edited and 
translated by George Reavey. First published in 1966 as The Poetry of 
Yevgeny Yevtushenko. London, New York: Marion Boyars.

3.2 Translations from French Literature

Eluard, Paul. 1936. Thorns o f Thunder Selected Poems. London: Europa 
Press & Stanley Nott. Edited by George Reavey. Translated from the French 
by Samuel Beckett, Denis Devlin, David Gascoyne, Eugene Jolas, Man Ray, 
George Reavey and Ruthven Todd. Frontispiece drawing by Pablo Picasso. 
Cover Design by Max Ernst.

Eluard, Paul. 1936 “Poetic Evidence”. Translated by George Reavey. In 
Hebert Read, ed. Surrealism. London: Faber and Faber Ltd. P. 171-183.

Bernard, Marc. 1949. As Little Children. London: Dennis Dobson. A 'Prix 
Goncourt' autobiographical novel.

3.3 Translations from Polish Literature

Mickiewicz, Adam. 1956. Selected Poems. Edited by Clark Millis. Contains 
two Crimean sonnets translated from the Polish by George Reavey. 
Introduced by Jan Lechon. New York: Voyages Press.

Mickiewicz, Adam. 1957. New Selected Poems. Contains translations from 
the Polish by George Reavey. Introduced by N. Shuster. New York:
Voyages Press.

Wierzynski, Kazimirz. 1959. Selected Poems. Edited by Clark Millis and 
Ludwik Krzyzanowski. Translation of the poem “Michael Angelo” from the 
Polish by George Reavey. Introduced by Donald Davie. New York: Voyages 
Press.
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4. Anthologies -  Edited or co-edited by George Reavey

Putnam, Samuel, ed. 1931. The European Caravan: An anthology o f the 
New Spirit in European Literature. Co-edited by George Reavey (Russian 
section) and Jacob Bronowski (English, Irish section). New York: Brewer, 
Warren and Putnam. [The Russian section was not published but appeared 
in 1933 as Soviet Literature. An Anthology. See below]

Reavey, George and Marc Slonim, eds. 1933. Soviet Literature. An 
Anthology. With translations by George Reavey. London: Wishart and 
Company. Covici and Friede, New York, 1934.

Reavey, George, ed. 1959. Fourteen Great Short Stories by Soviet Authors. 
Edited and prefaced by George Reavey. Seven stories translated by George 
Reavey. New York: Avon Book Division.

Reavey, George, ed. 1961. Modern Soviet Short Stories The Universal 
Library. Selected and translated by George Reavey with an introduction and 
biographical notes. New York: Grosset and Dunlap.

Reavey, George, ed. 1966. The New Russian Poets. Selected, edited and 
translated by George Reavey with an essay “The New Russian Poets and 
the Crisis of Belief. New York: October House. Second edition 1967. First 
UK edition in 1968, London: Calder and Boyars.

Barnstone, William, George Reavey et al., eds. 1966. Modern European 
Poetry. Anthology: French, German, Greek, Italian, Russian, Spanish. New 
York: Bantam Books. [George Reavey edited and translated the Russian 
Section. Also included is a translation of a Paul Eluard poem from the 
French by Reavey.]

5. George Reavey - Unpublished Work 

5.1 Poetry

Reavey, George. The Endless Chain. Unpublished TM. With a cover note to 
Brian Coffey, dated 28 September 1938. MS, Texas, HRC. Reavey 
Collection. Box 12. Folders 5 and 6.

Reavey, George. Frailties. Unpublished TM. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey 
Collection. Box 14, Folder 5. [Another title is The Frailty o f Love]
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5.2 Criticism and Prose

Memoirs

Reavey, George. MS. Undated biographical text. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey 
Collection. Box 2, Folder 6.

Reavey George. TM, memoir dated “April 7-75”. Unpublished. MS Texas, 
HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 17. Folder 1.

Reavey, George. Unpublished TM, entitled “George Reavey -  Preliminary 
Draft of Memoirs, IV”. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 17. Folder 
1 .

Reavey, George. Memoir text entitled “Some Background for George 
Reavey and the European Literary Bureau”. Unpublished TM, dated 1975, 
MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 2. Folder 6.

Literary and Art Criticism

Reavey, George. 1936. “Introduction for Paul Eluard”. Read by Reavey at 
the Paul Eluard Surrealist. Reading on 26 June 1936, London. Unpublished 
TM. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 15. Folder 1.

Reavey, George. 1939.“Foreword”, The Endless Chain. Dated October 
1938. Unpublished TM. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 12. 
Folders 5 and 6.

Reavey, George. Earlier draft of “Foreword” to The Endless Chain. Dated 27 
September 1938. Unpublished TM. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. 
Box 12. Folders 5 and 6.

Reavey, George. “The Endless Chain (I)”. Dated 1938. Prose text intended 
for inclusion in the poetry collection The Endless Chain. Unpublished TM.
MS Texas, HRC. Box 12. Folders 5 and 6.

Reavey, George. “How I First Discovered Boris Pasternak”. Draft of a 
memoir text written after the English publication of Pasternak’s Doctor 
Zhivago in 1958. MS Texas, HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 92. Folder 9.

[A revised text “How I First Discovered And Then Met Boris Pasternak (1930-45)” 
formed part of his introduction in Reavey, George, ed. 1959. The Poetry of Boris 
Pasternak (1917-1959). Selected, Edited, And Translated by George Reavey. New 
York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons. P.42-69.]

Reavey, George. 1964. “Introductory Remarks for Wierzynski“. Unpublished 
TM and MS. The address was given at a meeting of the Poetry Society of 
America, honouring Kazimierz Wierzynski on 27 February 1964. MS Texas, 
HRC. Reavey Collection. Box 15, Folder 1.
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6. Europa Press Publications, Paris and London 
1935-1939

In order of appearance

Reavey, George. 1935. Nostradam. Foreword, “Reiterations on a Theme”, 
by George Reavey. With an original engraving and cover engraving by S.W. 
Hater. Paris; Europa Press.

Limited edition of 250 copies of which the first 200 copies are numbered, 
and the first 50 signed; 25 copies on Japon imperial paper and two copies 
Japon nacre paper of which the first 20 and the first copy respectively are 
numbered and signed. The copies on Japanese paper are illustrated with an 
engraving by S. W. Hayter who has also done the cover engraving. The 
Department of Early Printed Books, Trinity College Dublin has copy No. 3, 
signed by George Reavey.

Reavey, George. 1935. Signes D ’Adieu (Frailty o f Love). Translated into 
French by Pierre Charnay. Paris: Editions Europa, 13 Rue Bonaparte, Paris 
Vie. [Printed, Paris, 1 May 1935]

Limited edition of 150 copies of which 25 copies, numbered 1 to 25, are 
signed by the author and translator; 75 copies, numbered 26 to 100. Twenty 
copies are printed on Japon imperial paper with an original engraving by 
Roger Vieillard, of which 15 are numbered X to XV and the others “H de C”. 
The Department of Early Printed Books, Trinity College Dublin has copy No. 
H.C.

Beckett, Samuel. 1935. Echo’s Bones and Other Precipitates. Paris: Europa 
Press, 13 Rue Bonaparte, Paris Vie. [Printed, Paris November 1935]

Limited edition of 327 copies; 25 printed on Normandy vellum signed by the 
author, numbered I to XXV. 250 printed on Alfa paper, numbered 1 to 250; 
50 copies marked “hors commerce”. Two copies on Normandy vellum, 
marked A and B, were reserved for the author and publishers respectively. 
The Department of Early Printed Books, Trinity College Dublin has copy No. 
211 .
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Eluard, Paul. 1936. Thorns o f Thunder Selected Poems. London: Europa 
Press & Stanley Nott. Edited by George Reavey. Translated from the French 
by Samuel Beckett, Denis Devlin, David Gascoyne, Eugene Jolas, Man Ray, 
George Reavey and Ruthven Todd. Frontispiece drawing by Pablo Picasso. 
Cover Design by Max Ernst.

Thorns o f Thunder v^as released in a limited edition of 600 copies, of v\/hich 
copy no. 1, printed on hand-made paper, contains an original drawing by 
Pablo Picasso and an original MS by Paul Eluard. This copy is also signed 
by the author, artist and the translators. Copies nos. 2 to 51 are signed by 
the author. The Department of Early Printed Books, Trinity College Dublin 
has copy No. 7, signed by Paul Eluard. Copies nos. 52 to 575 constitute the 
ordinary edition, while the remaining 25 copies were reserved for the use of 
the author and publishers.

Devlin, Denis. 1937. /ntercess/ons. London: Europa Press, 30 Red Lion 
Square, W.C. 1.

Limited edition of 300 numbered copies, of which the first 25 copies are 
signed by the author. The Department of Early Printed Books, Trinity 
College Dublin has copy No. 63 [ordinary edition].

Ford, Charles Henri. 1938. The Garden of Disorder, and other Poems. With 
an introduction by William Carlos Williams. Frontispiece by Pavel 
Tchelitchew. London: Europa Press, 7 Great Ormond Street, W.C. 1.

Limited edition of 500 numbered copies, of which those numbered I to XXX 
are signed by the author. Copies A to K were not for sale and reserved for 
the author and publisher. Copies 41 to 500 constitute the ordinary edition. 
The Department of Early Printed Books, Trinity College Dublin has copy No. 
123 [ordinary edition].

Coffey, Brian. 1938. Third Person. London: Europa Press, 7 Great 
Ormond Street, W.C. 1.

Limited edition of 300 numbered copies, printed on toned hand made rag 
antique wove deckle edge paper. Copies number I to XXV are illustrated 
with an original engraving by S.W. Hayter and signed by the author and 
artist. Copies A and B were not for sale and reserved for author and 
publisher. Copies 28 to 300 constitute the ordinary edition. The Department 
of Early Printed Books, Trinity College Dublin has copy No. 73 [ordinary 
edition].
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Reavey, George. 1939. Quixotic Perquisitions. London: Europa Press, 7 
Great Ormond Street, London, W.C. 1.

Limited edition of 340 numbered copies, printed on Arnold & Foster’s mould- 
made paper. Forty special copies, with an original engraving on copper by 
John Buckland-Wright and signed by the author and artist, were numbered 
as follow: 10 copies not for sale, A to J; and 30 copies I to XXX. Copies 1 to 
300 constitute the ordinary edition and are illustrated with a half-tone 
reproduction of the original engraving [frontispiece]. The Department of 
Early Printed Books, Trinity College Dublin has copy No. 73 [ordinary 
edition].
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APPENDIX D
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