SIEGFRIED SASSOON

Now light the candles; one; two; there's a moth;
What silly beggars they are to blunder in
And scorch their wings with glory . . .
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PREFACE

The purpose of this book is to present a general survey and critical
examination of the published writings of Siegfried Sassoon (18861967). Sassoon's work has elicited little critical attention: Dame
Felicitas Corrigan's Siegfried Sassoon: Poet's Pilgrimage (1973) is an
account of his conversion rather than a critical evaluation of his life and
work, which leaves Michael Thorpe's Siegfried Sassoon (1966) as the
only full-scale critical work entirely devoted to Sassoon's writings. A
new critical study of Sassoon's work needs no further justification,
then, but it might be useful to explain in which respects this study
differs from its predecessor. Thorpe's Siegfried Sassoon remains an
extremely valuable book and this study makes no claims for
superseding it, but Thorpe was forced to decide against following a
literary-biographical approach since at the time of writing it Sassoon
was still alive, and he was reluctant to supply Thorpe with any
information. Neither could the critic draw upon relevant biographical
sources, for they were only published after Sassoon's death in 1967:
Corrigan's Siegfried Sassoon: Poet's Pilgrimage (1973), three volumes
of diaries (1981, 1983, 1985), and one volume of letters to Max
Beerbohm (1986), all edited by Sassoon's literary executor Sir Rupert
Hart-Davis.
In this study I have made liberal use of these autobiographical
writings. It might be argued that a largely biographical approach is
unsuitable for a work of literary criticism, but I believe that an author
who referred to his poetry as his "real biography", and whose seven
prose works consist of three autobiographies, three semiautobiographies, and one biography, at least invites a biographical
approach, if not making it downright necessary. William Empson once
wrote that "in the teasing work of scholarship, a man must all the time
be trying to imagine another man's mind; as soon as that stops, he is off
the rails".1 Siegfried Sassoon seems to me to be a prime example of an
author whose complete oeuvre is best understood in the framework of
his own life, and throughout this study I have therefore attempted to
"stay on the rails", convinced as I am that both Sassoon's mental
development and his authorial aims need to be taken into consideration
in order to arrive at a fair critical judgment of his literary work.
IX

A special problem in a critical study of Sassoon's work is where to
give which biographical background information. In his works he
covers the same ground three times over: the period 1890-1920 is the
subject, first of his poetry, then of the Sherston trilogy, and finally of
his three autobiographies. It has been my policy to discuss issues and
personalities where they seemed most relevant in the context of
Sassoon's work. Thus it can happen that Sassoon's relationship with
Wilfred Owen is discussed in Chapter 2, whereas his contacts with
W.H.R. Rivers feature in Chapter 8, though in reality they took place
simultaneously in the summer and autumn of 1917. The reason for this
is that the subject of this book is Sassoon's literary work; the
biographical details are primarily intended to contribute to a fuller
understanding of his work.
A further aim of this study is to determine Sassoon's position as a
Georgian writer, and to place the Georgian movement itself in the
wider context of early twentieth-century developments in English
Literature. Since I believe that Sassoon's views on art were largely
those of his mother, I have included a brief discussion of the
nineteenth-century art scene in Chapter 3. In this chapter I also trace
the ongoing discussion about the artist's position in relation to his
audience, which was a major issue among both nineteenth-century
painters and twentieth-century Georgians, and which is about the only
theoretical matter Sassoon was genuinely interested in.
Sassoon is but one of the Georgian writers to have been neglected
by the critics: as yet there are no biographies of Lascelles Abercrombie, John Drinkwater, Gordon Bottomley, W.W. Gibson, Robert
Nichols, Ralph Hodgson, John Freeman or Edward Shanks. That there
is no biography of Sassoon remains all the more surprising in view of
the fact that most other war poets - Brooke, Sorley, Owen, Gurney,
Rosenberg, Blunden and Graves - have all been the subject of a
biography (and in some cases even more than one). Sassoon remains
the elusive character whose war record and poetry are discussed in
books on Owen or Graves, and who features in many an index of an
(auto-)biographical work of the 1920s and 30s as an 'attendant lord': a
member of the entourage, a fellow guest at a dinner-party, or one of the
writers mentioned as present at a ceremony. Siegfried Sassoon
deserves a better fate, and it is my sincerest wish that this study will
make a small contribution to a general reappraisal of a strange but
impressive man whose true qualities as a writer have been too often
overlooked.
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