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Anna Enrichetta Soccio

Robert Graves, the Victorian Education System, and the British Identity

Questo saggio esplora il profondo legame di Robert Graves con la letteratura 
classica, plasmato dalla sua educazione e formazione vittoriana. Si intende 
analizzare come i sXoi romanzi� saggi critici e poesie riÁettano Xna continXa 
rilettura dei Classici, radicata nei valori di disciplina e rigore intellettuale 
appresi negli anni formativi. Contestualizzando Graves all’interno del più 
ampio panorama culturale ed educativo vittoriano, e confrontando il suo ap-
proccio con quello dei suoi contemporanei, questo studio mostra come questo 
background abbia creato la sua voce letteraria unica. In ultima analisi, viene 
messa in luce l’attualità dei testi classici nell’opera di Graves e la loro rilevan-
za culturale nella Gran Bretagna del primo Novecento.

This paper explores Robert Graves’s deep engagement with Classical litera-
ture, shaped by his Victorian upbringing and education. It examines how his 
noYels� criticism� and poetr\ reÁect a liIelong reinterpretation oI tKe &lassics� 
rooted in the values of discipline and intellectual rigour from his formative 
years. By contextualising Graves within the broader Victorian cultural and 
educational framework, and comparing his approach to that of his contem-
poraries, this study reveals how this background informed his unique lite-
rary voice. Ultimately, it highlights the enduring relevance of Classical texts 
in GraYes’s ZorN and tKeir cXltXral significance in earl\ ��tK-centXr\ Britain.

Keywords: The Classics, Victorian education system, Ancient Greece and Rome.

In Victorian Britain, education relied heavily on the study of the Classics. Ancient Greek and 
Roman languages, history, literature and philosophy were the core of school and university 
curricula as they were regarded not only as the foundation of intellectual and moral devel-
opment but also as the mirror of the values and aspirations that the Victorians advocated. 

The Classics were a pillar of élite education in preserving the social structure and were 
also important in shaping the British cultural identity. Ancient Rome in particular, was seen 
as a metaphor for nineteenth-century Britain in terms of imperial ideology, the European 
view and ‘civilising mission’ that made the British the modern people who received the leg-
acy of classical wisdom and moral excellency. As Norman Vance demonstrated extensively 
in his groundbreaking The Victorians and Ancient Rome the Victorians “were able to respond 
to the vestiges of the Roman world and of Latin literature which reached them through the 
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classics oI EnglisK literatXre and in contemporar\ fiction and poetr\� painting and tKeatre� 
accessible to men and women on more or less equal terms”, more than they responded to 
ancient Greeks as few of them “understood or bothered about the precise nature of Rome’s 
debt to Greece” (Vance 1997: 16). Therefore, studying the Classics (and, particularly, Latin) 
was an inevitable aspect of the Victorians’ education, in order to feel part of a social and cul-
tural milieu and be ready for leadership in the modern technologically developing world.

Throughout the nineteenth century, public schools as well as middle-class schools of-
fered curricula based on the Classics. However, Greek language and literature were was 
always only central to the gentleman’s education in the great public schools, whereas Latin 
was taught everywhere. Between 1858 and 1864, three Royal Commissions were appointed 
to examine the state of the education system in England and Wales. The results of Claren-
don’s Report (1864), which dealt with the great public schools, and the results of Taunton’s 
Report (1868), which dealt with middle-class schools, showed that teaching Ancient Greek 
and Latin was still recommended for male education: 

In accoXnting Ior tKe position ZKicK tKe classics noZ Kold in tKat coXrse� tKe first 
place should perhaps be assigned to their intrinsic excellence as an instrument of ed-
ucation, on which we shall remark hereafter1.  

University curricula were also discussed in extensive debates on disciplines, subject 
matters and topics� inYolYing academics� intellectXals and pXblic o΀cials. From tKe ����s� 
innoYations in tKe XniYersit\ strXctXre and academic staͿ Zere taNen into consideration in 
Oxford, Cambridge, London, Dublin and Edinburgh. Such innovations went in the direc-
tion of an idea of a modern university that implied a more and more professional curricu-
lum. Adam Sedgwick, the author of A Discourse on the Studies of the University of Cambridge 
������� ZKicK Zas to become a sort oI ´KandbooN Ior prospectiYe stXdentsµ �Gibbins ����� 
����� maintained tKat tKe stXdies at XniYersit\ Kad to be diYided into tKree brancKes�

1st. The study of the laws of nature, comprehending all parts of inductive philosophy.
�ndl\.  7Ke stXd\ oI ancient literatXre ² or in otKer Zords� oI tKose aXtKentic records 
which convey to us an account of the feelings, the sentiments, and the actions, of men 
prominent in the history of the most famous empires of the ancient world. In these 
works we seek for examples and maxims of prudence and models of taste.
�dl\. 7Ke stXd\ oI oXrselYes� considered as indiYidXals and as social beings. 8nder 
this head are included ethics, and metaphysics, moral and political philosophy, and 
some other kindred subjects of great complexity, hardly touched on in our academic 
system, and to be followed out in the more mature labours of afterlife. Our duty here 
is to lectin a good foundation on which to build; and to this end we must inquire what 
ought to be the conduct of the mind in entering on any of these great provinces of 
KXman learning �SedgZicN ��������.

1  Clarendon’s report: https://www.education-uk.org/documents/clarendon1864/index.html (consulted on 
�����������.



Le Simplegadi

Vol. XXIII-No. 25 November 2025

ISSN 1824-5226

DOI: 10.17456/SIMPLE-240

Soccio. Robert Graves, the Victorian Education System 49

Sedgwick’s idea was, as can be observed, still basically theocentric: the study of sci-
ence was “driven by knowing the mind of God”, whilst the study of ancient literatures and 
languages was “driven by human concerns, gaining knowledge, wisdom and judgment” 
�Gibbins ����� ����. 1o Zonder tKat onl\ tZo \ears later� -oKn StXart 0ill coXnterattacNed 
Sedgwick in his Professor Sedgwick’s Discourse on the Studies of the University of Cambridge 
�0ill ����� ��-����� b\ TXestioning in detail tKe XniYersit\ don’s argXmentation� 0ill ar-
gued that universities were still sanctuaries of academic immobility for the education of 
the British élite. However harsh the utilitarian philosopher’s critique may have been, it was 
clear evidence of the ongoing debate on reforming education in the light of the social and 
economic revolution that Britain had been experiencing for some decades. Starting from 
tKe mid-centXr\� :illiam :KeZell and later 0arN 3attison and -oKn Grote establisKed and 
revised the university systems, curricula and statutes for a substantial change not only in tu-
toring� teacKing and lectXring bXt also in oͿering a Zider reÁection on tKe role oI edXcation 
in the modern context in order to shape a liberal tolerant society. They each provided their 
own position and suggestions, yet they all agreed that modern sciences, physics, chemistry, 
natural history, geology and mathematics had to be included in any university curriculum. 
Likewise, they regarded the study of modern languages and philology as necessary in or-
der to prepare British young generations to the ideal of liberal education. As to philology, 
Whewell and Grote in particular maintained that comparing (modern) languages to clas-
sical langXages Kad become a more and more important actiYit\� bXt pKilolog\ ² ´a IresK 
and rising scienceµ as Grote aptl\ called it �Grote ����� ��� ² coXld not replace tKe stXd\ oI 
the Classics as it could not “provide the lessons, the learning and the guidance provided by 
>tKem@µ �Gibbins ����� ����. For :KeZell�

Greek and Latin are peculiar and indispensable elements of a liberal education; and it 
is my business to shew, that the study of the modern authors just enumerated, and of 
others, however admirable their works may be, does not produce that kind of culture 
oI tKe mind� ZKicK is tKe trXe obMect oI a liberal edXcation �:KeZell ����� ���. 

Grote also championed the idea that Greek and Latin were no way replaceable, as they 
were the roots of the English language and culture and the means to make other (European) 
cultures accessible:

It is evident that classical study lends itself very well, in the general, to the idea of pre-
paratory education of this kind. The subjects which it is concerned with have enough 
of literary charm, when pursued far enough, to make them come in, when recurred 
to in after life, as a mental recreation, and enough of business character to make them 
preserve the regard of practical and intelligent men, and to keep them in relation 
with the habitual manner of thought of such. They help to enlarge and liberalize the 
conception of our own work on earth, by bringing into comparison with it other peo-
ple similarl\ emplo\ed Xnder diͿerent circXmstances� ZKose YieZs on tKe sXbMects 
which interest us we may compare with our own, and so at once correct our views 
and relieve our attention (Grote 1856: 87). 
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Later� in tKe \ears betZeen tKe tXrn oI tKe centXr\ and tKe First :orld :ar� ZKen pXb-
lic school curricula were enlarged with the study of other, more modern subject matters, the 
place of the Classics was still undisputable, as they were, for many public-school students, 
´part oI tKe IXrnitXre oI tKe mindµ �-enNins ����� ����. +oZeYer� it Zas ancient 5ome tKat 
inÁXenced tKe Za\ tKe 9ictorians perceiYed tKeir oZn past and present� tKeir roots and lan-
guage, their laws and sense of administration. By the second half of the nineteenth century, 
5ome Zas beginning to be a model Ior tKe 9ictorian empire in terms oI administratiYe e΀-
ciency and the construction of national identity (see Edwards 1999).  It was also the source 
and the inspiration of modern life, “the city of visible history” as Dorothea Brooke, the fe-
male protagonist of George Eliot’s Middlemarch, calls Rome during her tour in Italy (G. Eliot 
���� >����@� ����. In otKer Zords� tKe Eternal &it\ and tKe cXltXre it represented sKaped tKe 
life of the western world, its languages, laws, ideologies, art and architecture. As T. S. Eliot 
later would recognise, “We are all, so far as we inherit the civilization of Europe, still citizens 
oI tKe 5oman Empireµ �7. S. Eliot ����� ����.

This sense of belonging to a great civilization permeated the many discussions about 
education, and yet the attempts to reform or re-design curriculum for educational institu-
tions (Oxbridge and the new London University, in particular) never questioned the role 
of the Classics in the transmission of culture and the reproduction of social élites. Even 
tKe most IerYent sXpporters oI scientific NnoZledge sXcK as 7Komas +X[le\� ZKo stroYe 
to establisK neZ areas oI stXd\ ² e.g. laZ� ps\cKolog\� antKropolog\� pKilolog\� economics 
² in XniYersit\ cXrricXlXm� admitted tKat Ior ´a Yer\ good scientific edXcation >...@ pXtting 
>stXdents@ tKroXgK tKe Latin and GreeN mill Zill be indispensableµ �+X[le\ ����� ����.  7Kat 
is to say, the prestige of the Classics permeated the whole century as they “provided ave-
nues for advancement in secondary schools, the universities, the church, the military, the 
proIessions� and tKe &iYil SerYiceµ �+X[le\ ����� ����. $ classical edXcation constitXted tKe 
basis for gentlemen and the social élite; however, it was also regarded as an instrument of 
social mobility and a means of securing gender division. In fact, it was not until the creation 
of women’s colleges, later in the century, that women were allowed to study the Classics 
�+X[le\ ����� ����.  

In such a context, the role of Roman studies and Latin was as relevant as ever in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century, in connection with the expansion of the British Empire, 
and in the twentieth century when Rome came to represent a potent symbol of both cosmo-
politanism, embraced by England as a colonial nation, and the transcendence of time. Like 
Rome, the Eternal City, London also aspired to be a model in its architecture, its power and 
its temperament. Like the Romans, the British also celebrated, for example, the pax romana 
�tKe 5oman 3eace� in India� draZing parallels betZeen tKe 5oman and BritisK empires. 
Such comparisons were useful in discussions on race, citizenship, nation, and the British 
perception of the ‘other’ in terms of national identity and process of assimilation to that 
identit\ �see 0aMeed ����� ��-����.

Apart from the unsurprising idea of associating the two empires within the Western 
tradition, it was the Victorian view on latinitas that corroborated the belief in the inevita-
bilit\ oI tKe stXd\ oI tKe &lassics. In deliYering Kis address titled ´2n tKe 3lace oI GreeN 
and Latin in Human Life” at the meeting of the Classical Association of England and Wales in 
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����� -. :. 0ac.ail stated tKat ´7Ke Latin acKieYement in tKe conTXest oI liIe is definite and 
assured. It represents all the constructive and conservative forces which make life into an 
organic structure” (Classical Association of England and Wales Proceedings ����� ���. 7KereIore� 
in an age of profound changes, technological progress and rapid innovations in almost any 
area of human life, Rome, as Norman Vance puts it, “presented challenging paradigms and 
reIerence points� Za\s oI maNing sense oI a cKaotic and Yolatile presentµ �9ance ����� ���.

* * *

The Victorian age was a complex arena of debates and experimentations from the point of 
view of educational theories and practices. Robert Graves was born and grew up in this 
cXltXral enYironment. +is IatKer� $lIred 3erceYal GraYes� ZKo married tZice and Kad ten 
children altogether from two marriages, was an intellectual, a poet himself and an inspector 
oI scKools. +e introdXced Kis son 5obert to poetr\ and tKe imaginatiYe poZer oI Yersifica-
tion Irom ZKen Ke Zas a cKild. $lread\ in ���� 5obert GraYes started to Zrite poetr\� as 
Ke KimselI recognizes in tKe first cKapter to The White Goddess “poetry has been my ruling 
passion” (Graves 1948: 17). 

 I have no intention of going into Graves’s reasons for taking up poetry and the history 
of his relationship with prose or of the perception of his success as a novelist and critic. On 
the other hand, what I will deal with is his approach to the Classics and the use of Rome and 
of romanitas as the paradigm for the organisation of his artistic world. The Graves family 
moYed to :imbledon in tKe ����s and \oXng 5obert attended YarioXs prep scKools� .ing’s 
&ollege -Xnior ScKool and 5oNeb\ ScKool in :imbledon� tKen +illbroZ ScKool in 5Xgb\ 
and in tKe end &optKorne 3rep ScKool in SXsse[. :Ken Ke Zas eleYen� Ke Zent to one oI tKe 
most famous public schools in England, Charterhouse on a scholarship in Classics. His ed-
Xcation inclXded Latin� GreeN� EnglisK� 0atKematics� FrencK� +istor\� GeograpK\� 'iYinit\� 
$rts and 0Xsic and pK\sical edXcation. +e Zas not good at sports and did not enMo\ board-
ing school, which as he remembered later on, encouraged ‘pseudo-homosexual behaviour’ 
tKat caXsed Kim to Ieel e[tremel\ Xneas\ �GraYes ����� ��-���. $t &KarterKoXse stXd\ing 
the classical civilisations made him familiar with and fascinated by antiquity, which led him 
to his historical novels I, Claudius, Claudius the God, Count Belisarius and The Greek Myths. In 
addition, during his last years in Charterhouse, his editorial experience with The Carthusian 
and tKe pXblication oI Kis first poems Zere IXndamental Ior GraYes in tKat Ke became aZare 
of his talent and his aspirations and at the same time, critical of the educational system�. 
$Iter tKe First :orld :ar� Ke Zent Xp to 2[Iord to continXe Kis stXdies bXt in Kis opinion� 
tKe EnglisK s\llabXs Zas ´tedioXsµ �:ilson ����� ����. +e preIerred $nglo-Sa[on poetr\ 
and again, reading the Classics, since he was surrounded by translators and Greek and Latin 
scKolars liNe 5obert Bridges� Gilbert 0Xrra\ and EdmXnd BlXnden.

The point is that Graves, unlike the Victorian poets and, even more so, the modernist 
poets for whom myth (and classicism), in T. S. Eliot’s words, is “simply a way of controlling, 

�  GraYes Zrites� ´0\ last \ear at &KarterKoXse I did eYer\tKing possible to sKoZ KoZ little respect I Kad Ior 
scKool traditionµ �GraYes ����� ���.
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oI ordering� oI giYing a sKape and a significance to tKe immense panorama oI IXtilit\ and an-
arcK\ ZKicK is contemporar\ Kistor\µ �7. S. Eliot ����� ����� Xsed tKe &lassical Zorld to giYe 
shape to his imaginary world. In fact, he never considered himself a Classicist or a scholar 
but a poet who moulded Classical material for his own work, to his creative “making” (in 
tKe et\mological sense oI ۛ փվ֬֌�.  For Kim� poetr\ Kad to be tKe combination oI emotion and 
craItsmansKip� as Ke e[plained in Kis ���� essa\ On English Poetry:

´first� tKe 3oetr\� tKe XnIoreseen IXsion in Kis mind oI apparentl\ contradictor\ emo-
tional ideas� and second� 3oetr\� tKe more-or-less deliberate attempt� ZitK tKe Kelp 
of a rhythmic mesmerism, to impose an illusion of actual experience on the minds of 
others. [...] I would suggest that every poem worthy of the name has its central ideas, 
its nucleus, formed by this spontaneous process; later it becomes the duty of the poet 
as craItsman to present tKis nXcleXs in tKe most eͿectiYe Za\ possible� b\ practicing 
poetr\ more conscioXsl\ as an artµ �GraYes ����� ��.

This “fusion” of the poet’s spontaneous emotions and ability to stimulate the reader’s 
imagination is the basis of his poetic creation. It was the Classics that taught him to become 
aware of this process and how to render the poetry correctly.

In the 1964 Arion questionnaire on the relationship between the Classics and the lit-
erary community, when Graves was asked about the use of the Classics, he gave some in-
teresting, though very short answers: “the point about the Classics is that they make one 
realize problems of meaning and syntax in writing one’s own language” (Graves 1964: 57). 
He added a post scriptum saying that “I am not a ‘literary man’ but try to write clear English 
Ior ZKicK� as 0r. &Karles &Kaplin told me ZitK passion recentl\ on getting Kis Kon. degree 
at 2[Iord� Latin is absolXtel\ necessar\µ �GraYes ����� ���. Eddie 0arsK� one oI tKe editors 
of the anthology Georgian Poets to which Graves contributed early in his career, criticised 
Graves’s style for being outdated. The poet replied that his style had been formed by his 
“reading, the immense preponderance of the ‘classical’ over the modern” and the Victorian 
literar\ tradition embodied b\ Kis IatKer �GraYes ����� ���.  However, that tradition used 
to regard the Classics as models to imitate, an idea that Graves never shared. He disliked 
imitation since it meant ´YirtXosit\ as opposed to inspirationµ �Se\moXr ����� ����.  In other 
Zords� tKe point aboXt tKe &lassics is tKat tKe\ alloZed GraYes to find Kis oZn st\le. 

Let us take, for example, the poem “The Legion” written in 1917 and published in 
Fairies and Fusiliers that same year. As can be seen, it is clearly a war poem and the use of 
classical references appear conventional: Rome and the Roman army are symbolic equiva-
lents for the modern war, and the legionaries may be associated with the German invaders 
in France and BelgiXm� 

‘Is that the Three-and-Twentieth, Strabo mine,
0arcKing beloZ� and Ze still gXlping Zine"’

�  Isobel Hurst adds that “as a critic [Graves] is dismissive about the kind of poems that were inspired by the 
¶gradXs ad parnassXm spirit’� tKe odes and pastoral poems oI eigKteentK-centXr\ $XgXstanismµ �+Xrst ����� 
����.
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From tKe sad magic oI Kis Iragrant cXp
The red-faced old centurion started up,
Cursed, battered on the table. ‘No’, he said,
‘Not that! The Three-and-Twentieth Legion’s dead,
'ead in tKe first \ear oI tKis damned campaign ²
The Legion’s dead, dead, and won’t rise again.
3it\" 5ome pities Ker braYe lads tKat die�
 But we need pity also, you and I,
Whom Gallic spear and Belgian arrow miss,
Who live to see the Legion come to this:
Unsoldierlike, slovenly, bent on loot,
Grumblers, diseased, unskilled to thrust or shoot.
O brown cheek, muscled shoulder, sturdy thigh!
:Kere are tKe\ noZ" God� ZatcK it straggle b\�
The sullen pack of ragged, ugly swine!
Is tKat tKe Legion� GraccKXs" 4XicN� tKe Zine�’
‘Strabo,’ said Gracchus, ‘you are strange to-night.
 The Legion is the Legion, it’s all right.
If these new men are slovenly, in your thinking,
Hell take it! You’ll not better them by drinking.
They all try, Strabo; trust their hearts and hands.
The Legion is the Legion while Rome stands,
And these same men before the autumn’s fall
SKall bang old 9ercingetori[ oXt oI GaXl’ �GraYes ����� ���.

It is important to notice Kere tKat GraYes does not oͿer a positiYe or negatiYe opin-
ion of the Roman identity, in that for him it conveys a wide meaning. He is referring to the 
e[perience oI Zar in general and to tKe figXre oI tKe ¶soldier’� regardless oI ZKetKer Ke 
is EnglisK� German or FrencK. :ar brings togetKer eYer\one ZKo figKts it� irrespectiYe oI 
their allegiances and ideologies, both in ancient and in modern times. In Graves’s poetry, 
the aim of the dialogue between Strabo and Gracchus is to illustrate two points of view of 
the same reality, war, which is always a synonym of death, loss and pain4. Like other war 
poets� GraYes is not XnaͿected b\ German\’s inYasion oI France and BelgiXm� bXt Kere tKe 
association between the Roman invaders and Germany is not exclusive, since the English 
seem to have a lot in common with the Romans5.  Starting Irom tKe conte[t oI tKe First :orld 
War, the poem “The Legion”, composed in a disciplined and rigorous metric-rhythmic form 
that shows a considerable labor limae, then adopts a universal dimension by depicting war 
as a collective experience carried out in loyalty to one’s country. This feeling invalidates any 
rhetorical consideration of the futility of war; being a soldier does not mean enforcing one or 
another policy; it means being part of a collective body (“O brown cheek, muscled shoulder, 

4  According to Adrian Cesar, “Gracchus clearly articulates Graves’s own position in the closing lines of the 
poemµ �&esar ����� ���-����. 
5  In fact, Elizabeth Vandiver suggests ambivalence and ambiguity in Graves’s choice of his reference points 
and aptl\ speaNs oI ´diIIerent readings oI tKe relationsKipµ �9andiYer ����� ��-���.
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stXrd\ tKigK�µ�l. ��� ´tKeir Kearts and Kandsµ �l.��� tKat is destined to die and \et Zill re-
main forever in people’s memory. This is, moreover, the idea of life that the Roman identity 
expresses: it does not attribute a positive or negative value to the single human experience, 
to the single individual, or single events, rather it intends to record the truth about men and 
women and draw inspiration from it. “Truth” is in fact the aspect of Graves’s conception 
of poetry that is associated with the truth of the Classics. It is not simply a question of his-
torical trXtK� oI tKe obMectiYit\ oI tKe Iacts tKat one can find Ior e[ample in prose or Kistor\ 
texts. Truth in poetry is associated “with the magical, with inspiration, with the a-rational 
and ZitK TXasireligioXs tKinNingµ �Bennett ����� ���6, so it interprets a dimension that tran-
scends empirical data and even linguistic data which, according to Graves, has objective 
limitations in conYe\ing tKe mXltiple meanings oI realit\. 3oetr\ is ´a miracXloXs� Xnpre-
dictable and Xnassessable eYent in non-Kistor\µ �TXoted in Se\moXr-SmitK ����� ����7, but 
the process by which it is achieved is quite complex. 

5ome also appears in anotKer poem ´7Ke &Xirassiers oI tKe Frontiersµ ������8.  Here, 
Graves inherits the Victorian sense of the analogy between the Roman people and the peo-
ple of the end of the nineteenth century, all depicted during the decline of their empire:

Goths, Vandals, Huns, Isaurian mountaineers,
0ade 5oman b\ oXr 5oman sacrament
We can know little (as we care little)
2I tKe 0etropolis� Ker candled cKXrcKes�
Her white-gowned pederastic senators,
The cut-throat factions of her Hippodrome,
The eunuchs of her draped saloons.

+ere is tKe Irontier� Kere oXr camp and place ²
Beans for the pot, fodder for horses,
And Roman arms. Enough. He who among us
At full gallop, the bowstring to his ear,
Lets drive his heavy arrows, to sink
Stinging tKroXgK 3ersian corslets damascened�
7Ken IolloZs ZitK tKe lance ² Ke Kas oXr loYe. 

7Ke &Krist bade +ol\ 3eter sKeatKe Kis sZord�
Being outnumbered by the Temple guard.
And this was prudence, the cause not yet lost
:Kile 3eter migKt persXade tKe croZd to rescXe.
3eter renegXed� breaNing Kis sacrament.
With us the penalty is death by stoning,

6  The opposition of poetry and prose is made clear by Graves in On English Poetry ������� bXt it also appears 
in the Claudius novels.
7  8npXblisKed letter to 0artin Se\moXr-SmitK Irom -Xl\ ����.
8  In ���� GraYes also pXblisKed tKe Kistorical noYel Count Belisarius.
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Not to be made a bishop.

In 3eter’s &KXrcK tKere is no IaitK nor trXtK�
Nor justice anywhere in palace or court.
That we continue watchful on the rampart
Concerns no priest. A gaping silken dragon,
3XͿed b\ tKe Zind� sX΀ces Xs Ior God.
We, not the City, are the Empire’s soul:
$ rotten tree liYes onl\ in its rind �GraYes ����� ���-����.

The language used by Graves takes one back to the Latin meaning of “sacramentum”9 
�lines � and ���� ´senatorsµ �l.��� ´eXnXcKsµ �l.��� ´0etropolisµ �l.��� ´&it\µ �l.���� bXt it is 
obvious that these words all refer to the British people. This way, an analogy is established 
between Roman and British greatness, but there is also an analogy between the fall of Rome 
and the decline of the British Empire. Graves acknowledges the sense of continuity linking 
Caesar with Queen Victoria that characterises European history, whose values and disval-
Xes tKe BritisK personiI\. 7Kere is an interesting Xse oI tKe Zord ´cXirassiersµ� oI FrencK 
origin, instead of a Latin synonym like catafracti as -on &oXlston sXggests �&oXlston ����� 
116), which indicates heavily armoured cavalry. The choice of a modern word, which also 
appears in the novel Count Belisarius, of the same period, highlights the sense of continuity 
that the Victorians proudly emphasised, starting with that “Civic Romanus sum”, spoken 
b\ 3almerstone in 3arliament on tKe occasion oI tKe 'on 3acifico diplomatic case. 1one tKe 
less, unlike the Victorians, Graves was aware that the analogy with the greatness of Rome 
also applied to the decline of Rome. He interpreted the analogy from a modern point of 
view, as a complex and ambivalent model of cosmopolitism and nationalism, as an endless 
source of ideas, of stories and emotions, of values on which to build one’s own identity as a 
European citizen of the twentieth century.

I would like to conclude by mentioning Graves’s lecture entitled “Legitimate Criticism 
oI 3oetr\µ Keld at 0oXnt +ol\oNe &ollege in 0assacKXsetts in ����. +e began b\ sa\ing 
that poetry “is more than words musically arranged. It is sense; good sense; penetrating, of-
ten heart-rending sense … it often has layer after layer of meaning concealed in it!” (Graves 
����� ���� impl\ing a comple[it\ in poetr\ tKat deriYes Irom tKe Latin concept oI ´Yeritasµ� 
in otKer Zords oI tKe GreeN concept oI ´aletKeiaµ �֕րֵսպվն�� tKat is� tKe XnYeiling oI trXtK. 
Only poetry, since it is therapeutic art, can unveil the multiple aspects of life. This is taught 
by the Classics as the “matrix” of modernity��.

9  Vance suggests that “sacramentum [...] could denote both a military oath of allegiance and a Christian rite”, 
�9ance ����� ����.
��  I use the word “matrix” in the sense used by Graves himself in an interview for The Paris Review in 1969 à 
propos of his method of revising poetry: “You feel there are a certain number of poems that have got to be 
written. You don’t know what they are, but you feel: this is one, and that is one. It is the relation between 
MeZels and tKe matri[ ² tKe MeZels come Irom tKe matri[� tKen tKere’s tKe matri[ to proYe it. $ lot oI poems are 
matri[ ratKer tKan MeZelsµ �GraYes ����� ���-���� ����.
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