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Dramatic Irony in David Jones's Poem "The Tribune's Visitation"
Christine Pagnoulle
David Jones stands out as a singular and somewhat lonely figure among twentieth-century English poets. He did not belong to any school; he was not (apparently at least) directly influenced by any master, nor in turn did he seem to influence any follower. Yet a closer scrutiny reveals not only his poetic affinity with T.S. Eliot "upstream" and with a Geoffrey Hill "downstream" (Basil Bunting being a distant fellow traveller), but also his belonging to a characteristic strand in twentieth-century poetry: a marked diffidence towards the poet's personal feelings and their expression. Following on T.S. Eliot's theory of impersonality he stresses the need for the poet or artist not to interfere personally with his creation:
the workman must be dead to himself while engaged upon the work, otherwise we have that sort of "self-expression" which is as undesirable in the painter or the writer as in the carpenter, the cantor, the half-back, or the cook.

The comparison, however, is somewhat fallacious, for while the objectivity of the cook or carpenter is a matter of course, that of the poet is much less obvious. Even the most creative cook works with flour and eggs, with materials that do not depend on him. Words, the poet's material, though a cultural data, have no such simplicity; inevitably it would seem, words do depend on the poet's experience, perhaps especially in the case of such an allusive— "recessive" —poet as David Jones. In an often quoted sentence from the Preface to The Anathemata he writes that the poet "must work within the limits of his love," "for only the actually loved and known can exist sub specie aeternitatis." 
 In fact, as Neil Corcoran has pointed out and René Hague abundantly shown, a lot of references and associations can only be understood and explained from a thorough knowledge of the poet's life.
 By comparison with the craft of cookery or carpentry the art of writing impersonal poetry thus calls for an additional operation: the introduction of some distance towards the poet's emotions that have none the less fuelled it. David Jones's use of irony as a means of distancing can be compared to T.S. Eliot's in "The Love Song of J.Alfred Prufrock": in most of the poetic fragments he wrote after 1940 he uses speakers through and beyond whose limitations the reader is invited to see.
 Yet in David Jones's verse this dramatic irony is tempered by compassion. Hatred and resentment are not absent from his work; but they are directed towards figures who are usually almost abstracted into types: the "cosmocrats of alien lips," the "magnates of the Boarium," the "Ram's magnates," the professional military and eternal fact-man Brasso, or "Mrs Balaam," the anti-type of the elusive yet all-pervading "Influence" in "The Book of Balaam's Ass." Towards his speakers, by contrast, the reader is invited to feel sympathy, however benighted they might be. This combination of detachment and compassion gives his poetry a bearing that has not always been perceived.
In this respect "The Tribune's Visitation" is of particular interest. As in most of his "Roman" pieces the voice heard is that of a soldier in the Roman imperial army who is unaware of implications and allusions in what he says that are as many winks from the poet to the reader. In this case the speaker is a commanding officer inspecting some of his troops towards the end of a chilly April night and enforcing upon them the notion that in order to be good servants of the empire they have to discard all ties with their past, to do away with particular loves, to "step from the caul of fantasy" and become efficient machines: "men of now." Neither the officer's function nor his purpose is conducive to sympathy; yet we feel sorry for him, and indeed sorry with him. This unexpected sympathy is the consequence of another strand of irony in the poem, i.e., the distance between what he intends to convey and the nostalgic longing he actually expresses:  while he allegedly wants to tear his men away from the comfort of remembrance, he commemorates the lost things  of home; while he stresses the need for callousness, each memory is filled with  badly suppressed love; while he derides the making of significant forms that is  essential to any ritual, what he does and says at the end shows that he too is "man-the-artist. "
"The Tribune's Visitation" is one of the few pieces that David Jones released for publication after The Anathemata had come out in 1952. The text printed in The Listener in 1958 and re-issued in The Sleeping Lord and Other Fragments in 1974 goes back without any major alteration to the manuscripts he was working on when the Second World War broke out. There is an additional irony of circumstances, which can only be perceived when we read the now published MSS "The Roman Quarry." Indeed the scene takes place not only in Jerusalem, but on the very night when Christ is arrested in the Garden, thus shortly before the gospel of love is strangely ratified by a crucifixion and just after the communion in the Cenacle. It runs on from the point where "The Fatigue" stops, a piece not released until 1965, in which both the arrest ("a movement, out beyond ∕ beyond the Water Gate, a bit back") and the impending execution or self-sacrifice ("the spectacle ∕ at the sixth hour," "...himself to himself ∕ on the Windy Tree") are explicitly referred to. The dawn that the tribune shuts out to celebrate his strange ritual is heralded in a beautiful parenthesis hinting at the coming of the Messiah "with dyed garments from Bosra": "and look! the red-dyed sky-drape ∕ from over Bosra way ∕ tomorrow is already ∕ putting on to-day."
The despair that visits the tribune at that particular time, and that sends him visiting his men to share his burden of awareness, is directly related to the oath of allegiance "Idem in me" which is printed in the centre of the elaborate title-page and repeated towards the end of his speech. The oath, taken corporately from the time of Marius onward, signifies their severance from their local communities and the death of their individual souls. But the tribune's surprise inspection also serves the practical purpose of tightening the bonds that should unite those who serve Caesar, even if it is in the shared recognition that what they serve is death. Indeed several elements in the text suggest a climate of unrest.

It is in his official function that he upbraids the sergeant, whose grand ideas about impending promotion may have to suffer from this visitation, and chides the men for their celebrating some spring festival, which he condemns as childish distraction. This opening digression is already part of what he calls his "more necessary word," namely his message that they must "strip as the facts of now would have it,"
 for what he does, already in his first critical observation to the sergeant, is to discard and cheapen a ritual feast, "some Judy-show ∕ to make the flowers grow" (pp. 45-46). Further he refers to their deportment as "equinoctial runes ∕ and full-moon incantations" (p. 47)—a disparaging reference to magical practices—and later as "Saturnian spells" and "bumpkin sacraments" (p. 50), which recalls the word "rustic" on the second page ("going rustic are they") and is contrasted with the necessities of world-empire:
... we serve contemporary fact.
It's the world-bounds 

we're detailed to beat
to discipline the world-floor to a common level        (p. 50)
Yet even in his first dismissive reference equating the feast with a children's game he displays a higher awareness of what the ritual is (or was) about than his men, to whom it has probably become a mere occasion for merry-making. "Saturnian spells" are the formulae indigenous to the land of Saturn, his and their "Italic fatherland" (as in "the things of Saturn's Tellus," p. 52). When he speaks of those "dear pieties" it would be hard to deny that there is tenderness and love in his words. It has been argued that his alleged devotion is part of his demagogy, that he pretends to be moved in order to move them.
 It is true that there is more than a touch of demagogy in the way he addresses his men (see p. 52 and pp. 56-57); words like "If you are Latins ∕ so am I" 
(p. 52) fit in the same context of emotional appeal, and his rhetorical questions are a well-known device in oratory. But it is unlikely that he could sham the warmth that suffuses his memories of home. Besides it would be an unprecedented way of winning people over to tell them that their readiness to fight only furthers "the extension of death" and that, in order to become true servants of the empire, they have to sever the life cord that keeps the blood of memory and love running in them. It would start from a devious assumption about people's motivations to expect soldiers to be overwhelmed with enthusiasm when they are told that their only prospect is "a greater dark," however skilfully and convincingly this has been prepared.  The tribune's speech can thus not be reduced to the official level of propaganda. There is a strong contradictory strand of piety, in the inclusive sense of loyalty and loving remembrance. It is clear from his very eloquence that he could not live in the world he claims to advocate.  That world of facts from which both art ("songs") and religion ("spells") are banished is the empty world described with grinding ferocity in the last pages of "The Book of Balaam's Ass": "the Zone" (a chilling word in itself), a military training camp, any place in fact where what David Jones calls the "Sweet Influence" cannot be felt, where the power that somehow turns evil into good—which is the power of god, but also the power of love—has been denied:
He's emptied the Zone of Being by an incredibly complicated process. He's found a common denominator for all his devices on the heath. You can hear their teeth clatter against the dark stones he rations them for bread.
... you cant have jam on everything, there is a price to our enlightenment. After all it's the twentieth century.
There is no shadow no shade to caress, no walls on the heath, no recession, it's all on one plane in the Zone... . Let us have the best a streamlined sensibility, modified by the exigencies of the market, can provide in bulk. Art and Industry have kissed each other on the heath.

Only because he truly loves his "own small beginnings," only because he is still drawn to "a little porch below Albanus" and regrets the banks of "mudded Tiber" (p. 53) can he perceive the extent of their loss and realize that what they are committed to is "the extension of death." The end, in both senses of termination and finality, of the imperial entreprise is the destruction of the world, and this indeed is the meaning hidden in his unsuspecting reference to the levelling of the Ordovician hills, an image which is also used for the day on which this world dissolves into ashes, in the words of Thomas de Celano's Dies Irae :
His unconforming bed, as yet
is by the muses kept.
And shall be, so these Welshmen say, till the thick 

rotundities give, and the bent flanks of space 

itself give way
and the whitest of the Wanderers
falters in her transit
at the Sibyl's in-favilla day. 

(The Anathemata, p. 68)
This yearning tenderness for the lost things of home can be heard in the harmonious rhythm as well as in the rich imagery of the following passages:
It's not the brotherhood of the fields or the Lares of a remembered hearth, or the consecrated wands bending in the fertile light to transubtantiate for child-man the material vents and flows of nature into the breasts and milk of the goddess. (p. 50)
And we've lesser streams than Tiber 

and more loved

more loved because more known
more known 

because our mothers' wombs
were opened on their margins

 and our sisters' shifts
laved in the upper pools

and pommelled snowy
on the launder-banks. (p. 53)
While one of the two passages is printed as a prose paragraph and the other in short, alternately indented half-lines, the overall effect is very much the same in both: they conjure up a world in which one feels at home, a world in which familiar references show the beneficial cooperation between nature and man.
As can be guessed from a later paragraph listing local characteristics that have been or are being erased and forgotten ("No longer the Veneti..." p. 54), his love of place is also a love of artefacts, of man-made significant forms, something which his earlier outburst against his men's behaviour may have led the reader to think he was impatient of.
The inner tension between his need for significant forms and his awareness that forms are no longer valid and rituals only a parody, culminates and finds a grim resolution in the communion he performs at the end of his speech. He has derided the use of rhymes and spells and of any action by which facts are made to signify more than themselves. Yet now he himself indulges in a ritual celebration of their despair. To ratify their oneness as "members ∕ of the Strider's body" he breaks the bread and shares the wine in a communion from which the Christian redemption has been conspicuously excluded. Indeed he has had the doors closed, which suggests the secrecy of initiation ("the rose that seals our confidence"), but which also denies entrance to the breaking day: "let's shut out | the prying dawn." We have seen that the rising sun, and the sun rising on that Good Friday in particular, is associated with the Saviour. Both literally and metaphorically the tribune thus bars "Apollo's rays" access to his ritual celebration, and the "issue" of the unnatural birth from "Caesar's womb" can only be to the "greater dark" of annihilation. 

But the poem is not exhausted by a perception of this division within the speaking officer and of the two conflicting strands in his speech. Clearly there is more to it, and here we come to the dramatic irony common to all the "Roman" poems by David Jones, that is, the suggestion through carefully contrived verbal associations that there is a solution transcending the two mutually exclusive alternatives in the tribune's consciousness, either an inhibiting love for what has been forsaken or a mortiferous adhesion to the "fact of empire."
This third strand is expressed in various ways at several nodal points in the tribune's speech. There are at least two echoes of plays by Shakespeare. The first one—to Julius Caesar—is not related to the hidden presence of an unseen light but points to both the parallel and the difference between Brutus and the tribune: while the latter does in a way question an autocratic rule, though much against his will, he has no ideal to act upon; in the waste land of their lives he can only cling to his allegiance to Caesar although he can see its utter vanity. The other echo is to the "radiant Cymbeline ∕ which shines here in the West." The concluding lines of Shakespeare's romance equate the legendary king of the British Isle with the sun, and by using the adjective "radiant" to describe a Celt whose name means "sun" the tribune suggests a similar equation in a slightly derisive way, for it is clear that "tough Lugobelinus and the radiant Maponus" have lost much of their native aura in becoming privates in the Roman army. Yet conversely the allusion does conjure up a source of light and power that is not perceived by the speaker and in this case still lies "outside [his] world" (p. 55) since the island has not yet been subdued.
Another kind of allusion consists in references to objects or people that suggest another dimension. The word "floor" in "to discipline the world-floor ∕ to a common level" (p. 50) is to be taken in its meaning of threshing area. Here the threshing does not result in the wheat that will be turned into bread but in systematic destruction. The use of the word, however, recalls a passage in The Anathemata where the threshing floor is associated with Christ's suffering, through which the desert is made fertile again. The allusion to "some pruned and bearing tree" (p. 52) may also recall the "burdened bough ∕ on world-orchard wall": the tree or cross onto which Christ was nailed or "stapled" ("The Fatigue," p. 34).
An even more unobtrusive hint at the context of the crucifixion may be found in the repeated references to the charcoal fire and particularly in the words: "If the glowing charcoals draw your hearts to braziers far from this parched Judean wall... " (p. 52). This recalls Peter, who warmed himself to the "fire of coals" that the "servants and officers... had made" (John 18. 18).
As Peter denies Jesus, so the tribune denies any form of anamnesis; moreover Peter too is an exile and remembers his fertile homeland.
Pales and Lucina are two figures from Classical mythology who are not without Christian associations. The words "that known enclosure loved of Pales" (p. 55) recalls Macaulay's lines in "The Prophecy of Capys": "And Pales loves the straw-built shed ∕ Warm with the breath of kine," echoed in turn in The Anathemaia where "Pales' brighted yard" is the place of nativity. Pales, the goddess of shepherds to whom Palatine is dedicated, has the same kind of Virgilian connotations as Saturn. Lucina is the Italian goddess presiding over child-birth; she appears in Augustine's City of God (Book IV, Chapter 11) and in Shakespeare's Cymbeline (V. iv). It is likely that when using her name the poet had Virgil's fourth Eclogue in mind: "Only do thou, pure Lucina, smile on the birth of the child, under whom the iron brood shall first cease, and a golden race spring up throughout the world! Thine own Apollo now is king!"

Another way in which that third strand outcrops is the parallelism of some of the tribune's formulations with Biblical verses, mostly to be found in Paul's Epistles, although the concrete quality of the speech makes it closer to Virgil than to "the Great Jewish Apostle of the Gentiles."

The last page, as indeed the whole poem, testifies both to a monstrous perversion and to the hidden possibility of overturning the situation. Little change is needed for light to shine through the darkness of their lives and for the gestures of the Eucharist, which the tribune does perform, to express a partaking in the salvific food. The vacant centre of this pathetic parody calls for the presence that would turn death into life and necessity into love.
David Jones's keen sense of historical perspective is governed by a passionate concern for his own time rather than by some overwhelming interest in a past period.  The tribune's despair could be that of a sensitive British officer as early as 1915, aware not only that the empire he serves has started to disintegrate, but that the seeds of disintegration are in fact contained within the imperial process of levelling to a common cultural standard, painfully aware too that this exported and artificially enforced culture has been so neatly pasteurized that it bears little relation to any living tradition he may have been brought up in. A similar note, but tuned down to detached despondency, can be heard in Philip Larkin's acrid comments on a sadly desacralized everyday life. Yet the function of David Jones's two-layered irony is directly opposed to that of Larkin's sarcastic withdrawal. In David Jones's poems detachment calls for an implicit reversal. We can feel the sacred dimension of life throbbing in and under the tribune's words, We can feel its necessity beyond any creed or dogma. Indeed what has to be restored is the movement of life itself, which is what David Jones's art is about, for all its apparent obscurity.
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