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George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) was probably the most brilliant, popu-
lar and influential political satire of the twentieth century. To the best of my
knowledge, it has not been noticed that the central conceit of Orwell’s fiction
was anticipated by Robert Graves in a witty poem called ‘The Figure-Head’,
published twenty years earlier. Like so much of his other work, it has been
made accessible after many years in the Carcanet edition of the Complete Po-
ems (Graves 1: 253-54, 400-02).

In this poem a farmer has neglected his farm for years, and in his absence the
more intelligent animals run it themselves. They maintain order by manipulat-
ing the others, and like Orwell’s pigs they do it by propaganda. Whereas the
pigs use the fiction of a threatening Snowball, the Ox and the Ass in Graves'’s
poem pretend that the farmer, though invisible, is still in control. In the Ass’s
words:

‘Still, to ensure domestic peace,

We've taught the turkeys, ducks and geese
“He rules, he rules, serene and great,
Proof-armoured against fate.” [...]

““Master must be assumed to know
Where best his favours to bestow.
He has left us (caring for us still)
To cultivate free-will.

“‘Himself, from some grand inner room,
Directs the cowman, steward and groom,
Makes up his ledgers, page by page,

In joy or solemn rage. [...]”

‘The simple birds believed this true,
What now, poor poultry, will they do,
Stunned with confusion, when the glum
Gloved undertakers come [...]?’

As the poem ends the ‘passing-bell” sounds for the farmer, and the Ass fears
the system may collapse when the bewildered birds see his coffin carried away,
‘they know not where’; but the Cow predicts that ‘farm-life’ will go on ‘much
the same’.

As Orwell’s farmer represents capitalism, Graves’s represents the Christian
God, hailed hopefully in Bethlehem by the ox and the ass but despaired of by






