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1945 - Nonsense Poetry
NONSENSE PCETRY

In many | anguages, it is said, there is no nonsense poetry, and there is
not a great deal of it even in English. The bulk of it is in nursery
rhymes and scraps of fol k poetry, sone of which may not have been
strictly nonsensical at the start, but have becone so because their
original application has been forgotten. For exanple, the rhynme about
Mar gery Daw

See-saw, Margery Daw,

Dobbi n shall have a new naster.
He shall have but a penny a day
Because he can't go any faster.

O the other version that | learned in Oxfordshire as a little boy:

See-saw, Margery Daw,

Sol d her bed and | ay upon straw.
Wasn't she a silly slut

To sell her bed and lie upon dirt?

It may be that there was once a real person called Margery Daw, and

per haps there was even a Dobbin who sonehow came into the story. Wen
Shakespeare nakes Edgar in KING LEAR quote "Pillicock sat on Pillicock
hill", and sinilar fragnents, he is uttering nonsense, but no doubt these
fragnents come fromforgotten ballads in which they once had a meani ng.
The typical scrap of folk poetry which one quotes al nost unconsciously is
not exactly nonsense but a sort of nusical comrent on sonme recurring
event, such as "One a penny, two a penny, Hot-Cross buns", or "Polly, put
the kettle on, we'll all have tea". Sone of these seem ngly frivol ous
rhymes actually express a deeply pessimistic view of life, the churchyard
wi sdom of the peasant. For instance:

Sol onon Grundy,

Born on Moynday,

Chri st ened on Tuesday,

Married on Wednesday,

Took ill on Thursday,

Worse on Fri day,

Di ed on Saturday,

Buri ed on Sunday,

And that was the end of Sol omon Grundy.

which is a gloony story, but remarkably simlar to yours or m ne

Until Surrealismnmade a deliberate raid on the unconscious, poetry that
ai nred at being nonsense, apart fromthe nmeaningl ess refrains of songs,
does not seemto have been common. This gives a special position to
Edward Lear, whose nonsense rhynes have just been edited by M R L.

Megr oz, who was al so responsible for the Penguin edition a year

or two before the war. Lear was one of the first witers to deal

in pure fantasy, with imaginary countries and made-up words, w thout

any satirical purpose. His poens are not all of themequally
nonsensi cal ; sone of themget their effect by a perversion

of logic, but they are all alike in that their underlying feeling is sad
and not bitter. They express a kind of ami able |lunacy, a natural synpathy
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1945 - Nonsense Poetry
wi th whatever is weak and absurd. Lear could fairly be called the
originator of the linerick, though verses in alnost the sanme netrica
formare to be found in earlier witers, and what is sonetines considered
a weakness in his linericks--that is, the fact that the rhyne is the same
inthe first and last lines--is part of their charm The very slight
change increases the inpression of ineffectuality, which mght be spoiled
if there were sone striking surprise. For exanpl e:

There was a young | ady of Portugal

Whose i deas were excessively nautical

She clinbed up a tree

To exam ne the sea,

But decl ared she woul d never | eave Portugal

It is significant that alnmost no limericks since Lear's have been both
printable and funny enough to seemworth quoting. But he is really seen
at his best in certain | onger poens, such as "The OM and the Pussy-Cat"
or "The Courtship of the Yonghy-Bonghy-Bo":

On the Coast of Coromandel,

VWere the early punpkins bl ow,

In the nmiddl e of the woods

Li ved the Yonghy-Bonghy- Bo.

Two old chairs, and half a candl e
One old jug without a handle
These were all his worldly goods:
In the nmiddl e of the woods,

These were all the worldly goods
O the Yonghy-Bonghy- Bo,

O the Yonghy- Bonghy- Bo.

Later there appears a lady with sone white Dorking hens, and an

i nconclusive love affair follows. M Megroz thinks, plausibly enough

that this may refer to sone incident in Lear's own life. He never

married, and it is easy to guess that there was something seriously wong
in his sex life. A psychiatrist could no doubt find all kinds of
significance in his drawings and in the recurrence of certain made-up
words such as "runcible". H s health was bad, and as he was the youngest
of twenty-one children in a poor famly, he nust have known anxi ety and
hardship in very early life. It is clear that he was unhappy and by
nature solitary, in spite of having good friends.

Al dous Huxley, in praising Lear's fantasies as a sort of assertion of
freedom has pointed out that the "They" of the linericks represent
conmon sense, legality and the duller virtues generally. "They" are the
realists, the practical men, the sober citizens in bow er hats who are
al ways anxious to stop you doi ng anything worth doing. For instance

There was an O d Man of Whitehaven,

Who danced a quadrille with a raven;

But they said, "It's absurd

To encourage this bird!"

So they smashed that O d Man of Whitehaven.

To smash sonebody just for dancing a quadrille with a raven is exactly
the kind of thing that "They" woul d do. Herbert Read has al so praised
Lear, and is inclined to prefer his verse to that of Lewis Carroll, as
bei ng purer fantasy. For nyself, | nmust say that | find Lear funniest
when he is |east arbitrary and when a touch of burlesque or perverted

| ogi c makes its appearance. \Wen he gives his fancy free play, as in his
i magi nary names, or in things like "Three Receipts for Donestic Cookery",
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he can be silly and tiresone. "The Pobble Who Has No Toes" is haunted by
the ghost of logic, and | think it is the elenent of sense in it that
makes it funny. The Pobble, it may be remenbered, went fishing in the
Bristol Channel

And all the Sailors and Adnmirals cri ed,

When they saw hi m nearing the further side--
"He has gone to fish, for his Aunt Jobiska's
Runci ble Cat with crinson whiskers!"

The thing that is funny here is the burlesque touch, the Adnirals. Wat
is arbitrary--the word "runcible", and the cat's crinson whi skers--is
nerely rather enbarrassing. Wile the Pobble was in the water sone
unidentified creatures cane and ate his toes off, and when he got hone
hi s aunt remarked:

"It's a fact the whole world knows,
That Pobbl es are happier without their toes,"

whi ch once again is funny because it has a meani ng, and one m ght even
say a political significance. For the whole theory of authoritarian
governments is sumred up in the statement that Pobbl es were happier

wi thout their toes. So also with the well-known |imerick:

There was an O d Person of Basing
Whose presence of mnd was amazi ng;
He purchased a steed,

VWi ch he rode at full speed

And escaped fromthe people of Basing

It is not quite arbitrary. The funniness is in the gentle inplied
criticismof the people of Basing, who once again are "They", the
respectabl e ones, the right-thinking, art-hating majority.

The writer closest to Lear anmong his contenporaries was Lewis Carroll

who, however, was |ess essentially fantastic--and, in my opinion, funnier.
Since then, as M Megroz points out in his Introduction, Lear's influence
has been considerable, but it is hard to believe that it has been

al t oget her good. The silly whi nsiness of present-day children's books
coul d perhaps be partly traced back to him At any rate, the idea of
deliberately setting out to wite nonsense, though it cane off in Lear's
case, is a doubtful one. Probably the best nonsense poetry is produced
gradual | y and accidentally, by communities rather than by individuals. As
a com ¢ draughtsman, on the other hand, Lear's influence nust have been
beneficial. James Thurber, for instance, nmust surely owe sonmething to
Lear, directly or indirectly.
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