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In 1927, Robert Graves received an invitation from the Australian writer Jack
Lindsay, who was running a tiny private press from a rented room near the
British Museum. Lindsay asked Graves to write the introduction to a collection
the Fanfrolico Press intended to publish of the Elizabethan ballad “Tom o’ Bed-
lam’s Song’, drawings and etchings of Tom o’ Bedlam by his father, the artist
Norman Lindsay, and various seventeenth-century ‘mad-poems’:

[ wrote to Graves, who promptly called on us. A tall rawboned slightly gaunt
fellow, with a touch of the wilderness about him, like a mountain-dog trying
to keep his tail up among the city-tykes. I liked him at once. He said that he
already had ideas about the ballad and would be delighted to write the essay.'

The book, Loving Mad Tom, appeared later that year. In it, Graves provided
an annotated text of ‘Tom o’ Bedlam’s Song’ from a transcript of a 1615
manuscript supplied by Lindsay.> And he concluded his introductory essay on a
dramatic note by suggesting that the ballad itself was nothing less than an unat-
tributed work of Shakespeare’s — a lost song from King Lear (1604-5). Whatev-
er its provenance, ‘Tom o’ Bedlam’s Song” occupied a special place in Graves's
poetic thinking for many years. He described it as both ‘the most “purely po-
etic” of all anonymous English compositions’ and as a ‘perfect compendium’ of
moon-goddess worship. In a letter to Alan Hodge of July 1943 — which appears
to contain Graves's earliest reference to what would soon become The White
Goddess — he wrote:

[ have been worried about thinking about poetry and finding that all the
poems that one thinks of as most poetic in the romantic style are all intri-
cately concerned with primitive moon worship. This sounds crazy, and I fear
for my sanity; but it is so. The old English ballads [...] are all composed with
a sort of neurosis-compulsion for arranging things in threes [...] which is the
chief characteristic of the Moon Goddess — Triple Goddess - ritual; and the
17th-century Loving Mad Tom poem, which is generally regarded as the most
‘purely po-etic’ of all anonymous English compositions is a perfect compen-
dium of Ashtaroth-Cybele~Hecate worship — not a single element omitted.?

Graves writes of the ballad in The White Goddess: ‘Anonymous English
balladists constantly celebrate the Goddess’s beauty and terrible power. Tom
0’ Bedlam’s Song is directly inspired by her.* In 1949, Graves reprinted his
Loving Mad Tom essay in the first collection of his writings on poetry, The
Common Asphodel, and he returned to the ballad in the introduction to the title
essay:






